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Foreword 

People often ask me: "Why do you like Islam?" and my 
regular answer is: "Because the Muslims take God seriously; 

they are aware that God the One is near us here and now, and 

yet cannot be described, either by intellectual or by supra­

intellectual means but can be experienced by the pure and 

loving heart .... " 
It is this aspect of Islam which is lucidly shown in Frithjof 

Schuon's work: God is The Reality, and to be a true Muslim 

means to believe in the reality of the Absolute and the depen­
dence of all things on the Absolute. Religion, so he holds, 
ought to be treated as something sui generis, something that 

cannot be described in scholarly technical terms and whose 
goal is not to tackle social and political problems but rather 
to guide humankind to a spiritual level on which all problems 
are seen, and thus eventually solved, through man's faj_th in 
and reliance upon the eternal wisdom of the Creator - an 
idea difficult to understand, let alone to appreciate, for many 

modern people in whose world view no room is left for 
transcendence; and for whom - as the author remarks in 
passing- religion might "become the handmaid of indus­

try." For the Muslim, however, God The Absolute has des­
tined everything according to His eternal wisdom- "He will 
not be questioned as to what He does" (Qur'an, Sura XXI, 

23) and "man chooses freely what God wills." 
These words remind the reader of the beautiful lines of 

the Indo-Muslim poet-philosopher Mohammad Iqbal, who in 
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Understanding Islam 

one of his last poems tells a praying person that even though 
his prayer might not change his destiny, yet it can change his 
spiritual attitude by bringing him into touch with the Abso­
lute Reality: 

Your prayer is that your destiny be changed. 
My prayer is that you yourself be changed. 

This means that you accept willingly and lovingly whatever 
God has decreed. 

As for the Qur'an, it is, as Schuon says, "a closed book," a 
book which, being divinely inspired has to be difficult and 
will not disclose the depths of its meaning to the superficial 
reader; rather, it has to be meditated upon and, as the mystics 
of yore used to say, has to be understood as if man were 
listening to God's own words, addressed to him at this very 
moment. This does not mean simply an intellectual under­
standing, but an "understanding with one's whole being." 
The divine threats and promises contained in the Qur'an are 
symbols for the equilibrium that exists in the entire universe, 
as all great religions have taught; this is a kind of "Golden 
Rule" which is at work throughout the created cosmos, 
because in God the One and Absolute both jamiil- kind­
ness, beauty, relief- and jaliil- power, majesty, wrath- are 
contained (as Rudolf Otto spoke of the mysterium tremendum 
and the mysterium Jascinans). They manifest themselves in the 
twofold rhythm of life, be it the heartbeat or the breathing, 
the two poles in electricity, or simply the contrast of day and 
night. And yet, as the Islamic tradition states, God's mercy is 
greater than His wrath. 

The Prophet of Islam, so often misunderstood in the West, 
represents in his "serenity, generosity, and strength ... the 
human form oriented toward the Divine Essence," as the 
author states, and his role is visible in his place in the confes­
sion of faith, the twofold shahiidah. The shahiidah is the center 
of true Islam; it is the statement that "there is no deity save 
Allah" (which sacred Name embraces all that is), and that 
"Muhammad is His messenger." It is this confession of Abso­
lute Divine Unity that makes a human being a Muslim. As for 
man's response to the DiVine Presence, it is prayer; for to 

vi 



Foreword 

exist is to praise God. Sum ergo oro, "I am, therefore I pray," 
as Schuon changes the cogito ergo sum. Prayer is the activity of 
all that is created, and as the Qur'an asserts so beautifully: the 
birds with their wings and the flowers with their fragrance, 
the glaciers and the deserts - everything is created to glorify 
God, and man's noblest work is to join this chorus of prayer 
that permeates the Universe, whether we know it or not. 

But what is prayer? "Prayer is as if the heart, risen to the 
surface, came to take the place of the brain which then sleeps 
with a holy slumber." "My eyes sleep, but my heart is awake," 
said the Prophet. This constant awareness of and participa­
tion in the laud of the universe is the duty and privilege of 
human beings, as the great leaders of the Muslim worlds have 
never tired to emphasize. 

Schuon's book shows the essence of Islam, compares its 
world view with that. of Christianity and often brings exam­
ples from other religious traditions, all of which his vast 
erudition comprises. The style of the work reminds the 
reader sometimes of crystalline pure forms, and yet one often 
finds passages which touch the heart. I think that everyone, 
and in particular those who rely solely upon an intellectual 
approach to the world and ridicule the beautiful ages-old 
symbols, should study the passage on page 137, in which the 
author's language soars to poetical heights, and learn that 
the scientific approach to the universe does not exclude or 
contradict the religious interpretation of the world: "What 
most men do not know - and if they could know it2,.why 
should they be called on to believe it? - is that this blue sky, 
though illusory as an optical error and belied by the vision of 
interplanetary space, is nonetheless an adequate reflection 
of the Heaven of the Angels and the Blessed and that there­
fore, despite everything, it is this blue mirage, flecked with 
silver clouds, which is right and will have the final say; to be 
astonished at this amounts to admitting that it is by chance 
that we are here on earth and see the sky as we do." 

BONN ANNEMARIE SCHIMMEL 
1 August 1997 
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Preface 

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

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

This book is no more restricted to an exclusive program 
than were our earlier writings. A number of digressions will 
be found which, though they appear to go beyond the limits 
indicated by the title, have nonetheless been deemed indis­
pensable in their context. The justification for expressions 
and forms lies in the truth~and not conversely. Truth is at the 
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Understanding Islam 

same time single and infinite; hence the perfectly homo­
geneous diversity of its language. 

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

F.S. 
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Islam 

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

God as such: that is to say God envisaged, not as He 
manifested Himself in a particular way at a particular time, 
but independently of history and inasmuch as He is what 
He is and also as He creates and reveals by His nature. 

Man as such: that is to say man envisaged, not as a fallen 
being needing a miracle to save him, but as man, a theomor­
phic being endowed with an intelligence capable of con­
ceiving of the Absolute and with a will capable of choosing 
what leads to the Absolute. 

To say "God" is also to say "being," "creating," "reveal­
ing"; in other words it is to say "Reality," "Manifestation," 
"Reintegration"; to say "man" is to say "theomorphism," 
"transcendent intelligence" and "free will." These are, in 
our meaning, the premises of the Islamic perspective,lhose 
which explain its every application and must never be lost 
sight of by anyone wanting to understand any particular 
aspect of Islam. 

Man thus appears a priori as a dual receptacle made for 
the Absolute, and Islam comes to fill that receptacle, first 
with the truth of the Absolute and secondly with the law of 
the Absolute. Islam then is in essence a truth and a law­
or the Truth and the Law - the former answering to the 
intelligence and the latter to the will. It is thus that Islam 
sets out to abolish both uncertainty and hesitation and, a 
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fortiori, both error and sin; error in holding that the Abso­
lute is not, or that it is relative, or that there are two 
Absolutes, or that the relative is absolute; sin places these 
errors on the level of the will or of action. These two 
doctrines of the Absolute and of man are respectively to be 
found in the two Testimonies of the Islamic faith, the first 
(La ilaha illii 'Lliih) concerning God and the second 
(Muhammadun rasulu 'Llah) concerning the Prophet. 

The idea of predestination, so strongly marked in Islam, 
does not do away with the idea of freedom. Man is subject 
to predestination because he is not God, but he is free 
because he is "made in the image of God." God alone is 
absolute freedom, but human freedom, despite its relativity 
- in the sense that it is relatively absoh,1te - is not some­
thing other than freedom any more than a feeble light is 
something other than light. To deny predestination would 
amount to maintaining that God does not know events "in 
advance" and so is not omniscient: quod absit. 

To sum up: Islam confronts what is immutable in God 
with what is permanent in man. For exoteric Christianity, 
man is a priori will, or more exactly, he is will corrupted; 
clearly the intelligence is not denied, but it is taken into 
consideration only as an aspect of will; man is will and in 
man will is intelligent; when the will is corrupted, so also is 
the intelligence corrupted in the sense that in no way could 
it set the will to rights. Therefore a divine intervention is 
needed: the sacrament. In the case of Islam, where man is 
considered as the intelligence and intelligence comes 
"before" will, it is the content or direction of the intelli­
gence which has sacramental efficacy: whoever accepts that 
the Transcendent Absolute alone is absolute and transcen­
dent, and draws from this its consequences for the will, is 
saved. The Testimony of Faith - the Shahiidah - deter­
mines the intelligence, and the Islamic Law- the Shan'ah 
- determines the will; in Islamic esoterism - the Tanqah 
-there are the initiatic graces which have the value of keys 
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and but serve to actualize our "supernatural nature." Once 
again, our salvation, its texture and its course are prefig­
ured by our theomorphism: since we are transcendent intel­

ligence and free will, it is this intelligence and this will, or 

it is transcendence and freedom, which will save us; God 

does no more than fill the receptacles man had emptied but 

not destroyed; to destroy them is not in man's power. 
Again in the same way: only man has the gift of speech, 

because he alone among earthly creatures is made in the 
image of God in a direct and integral manner; now, if it is 

this theomorphism which, thanks to a divine impulsion, 

brings about salvation or deliverance, speech has its part to 

play as well as intelligence and will. These last are indeed 

actualized through prayer, which is speech both divine and 

human, the act relating to the will and its content to intel­

ligence; speech is as it were the immaterial, though sensory, 
body of our will and of our understanding; but speech is not 

necessarily exteriorized, for articulated thought also in­

volves language. In Islam nothing is of greater importance 

than the canonical prayer (salat) directed towards the Kaaba 

and the "mentioning of God" ( dhikru 'Llah) directed 

towards the heart; the speech of the Sufi is repeated in the 

universal prayer of humanity and even in the prayer, often 

unarticulated, of all beings. 
What constitutes the originality of Islam is not the discov­

ery of the saving function of intelligence, will and spee~h­
that function is clear enough and is known to every religion 

- but that it has made of this, within the framework of 

Semitic monotheism, the point of departure in a perspec­

tive of salvation and deliverance. Intelligence is identified 

with its content which brings salvation; it is nothing other 

than knowledge of Unity, or of the Absolute, and of the 

dependence of all things on it; in the same way the will is 

al-islam, in other words conformity to what is willed by God, 

or by the Absolute, on the one hand in respect of our 
earthly existence and our spiritual possibility, and on the 
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other in respect both of man as such and of man in a 
collective sense; speech is communication with God and is 
essentially prayer and invocation. When seen from this 
angle, Islam recalls to man not so much what he should 
know, do and say, as what intelligence, will and speech 
are, by definition. The Revelation does not superadd new 
elements but unveils the fundamental nature of the recep­
tacle. 

This could also be expressed as follows: if man, being 
made in the image of God, is distinguished from the other 
creatures by having transcendent intelligence, free will and 
the gift of speech, then Islam is the religion of certainty, 
equilibrium and prayer, to take in their order the three 
deiform faculties. And thus we meet the triad traditional in 
Islam, that of al-zman (the "Faith"), al-isliim (the "Law," 
literally "submission") and al-i/:l,siin (the "Path," literally, 
"virtue"). Now the essential means of this third element is 
the "remembrance of God" actualized through speech on 
the basis of the first two elements. From the metaphysical 
point of view which matters here, al-zman is certainty of the 
Absolute and of the attachment of all things to the Abso­
lute; al-islam- and the Prophet inasmuch as he personifies 
Islam- is an equilibrium in terms of the Absolute and with 
the Absolute in view; and finally al-i/:l,san leads these first two 
back to their essences by the magic of sacred speech, inas­
much as this speech is the vehicle for both intelligence and 
will. This role of our aspects of deiformity in what might be 
called fundamental and pre-theological Islam is all the 
more remarkable since Islamic doctrine, which emphasizes 
the transcendence of God and the incommensurability 
between Him and ourselves, shrinks from analogies made 
to the advantage of man; thus Islam is far from relying 
explicitly and generally on man's quality of being a divine 
image, although the Quran bears testimony to it in speak­
ing of Adam in these words: "When I shall have formed him 
according to perfection and breathed into him a portion of 
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My Spirit (min Ruhz), fall down before him in prostration" 
(Quran, XV, 29 and XXXVIII, 72) and although the anthro­
pomorphism of God in the Quran implies the theomorph­
ism of man. 

* 
* * 

The doctrine of Islam consists of two statements: first 
"There is no divinity (or reality, or absolute) save the sole 
Divinity (or Reality, or Absolute)" (La ilaha illa 'Llah), and 
"Muhammad (the Glorified, the Perfect) is the Messenger 
(the spokesman, the intermediary, the manifestation, the 
symbol) of the Divinity" (Muhammadun Rasulu 'Llah); these 
are the first and the second Testimonies (Shahadatan) of the 
faith. 

Here we are in the presence of two assertions, two certi­
tudes, two levels of reality: the Absolute and the relative, 
Cause and effect, God and the world. Islam is the religion 
of certitude and equilibrium, as Christianity is the religion 
of love and sacrifice. By this we mean, not that religions 
have monopolies but that each lays stress on one or another 
aspect of truth. Islam seeks to implant certitude - its 
unitary faith stands forth as something manifestly clear 
without in any way renouncing mystery1 -and is based on 
two axiomatic certainties, one concerning the Principle, 
which is both Being and Beyond-Being, and the other..--con­
cerning manifestation, both formal and supraformal: thus 
it is a matter on the one hand of God- or of The Godhead 
in the sense in which Eckhart used that term - and on the 
other of Earth and Heaven. The first of these certainties is 
that "God alone is" and the second that "all things are 
attached to God. " 2 In other words: "nothing is absolutely 

1. Mystery is as it were the inner infinity of certitude, the latter could 
never exhaust the former. 

2. These two relationships are also expressed in the following formula 
in the Quran: "Verily we are God's (inna li-Llahi) and verily unto Him we 
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evident save the Absolute"; then, following from this truth: 
"All manifestation, and so all that is relative, is attached to 
the Absolute." The world is linked to God - or the relative 
to the Absolute- both in respect of its cause and of its end: 
the word "Messenger" in the second Shahadah, therefore 
enunciates, first a causality and then a finality, the former 
concerning particularly the world and the second concern­
ing man.3 

All metaphysical truths are comprised in the first of these 
Testimonies and all eschatological truths in the second. But 
it could also be said that the first Shahadah is the formula of 
discernment or "abstraction" (tanzzh) while the second is 
the formula of integration or "analogy" (tashbzh): in the 
first Shahadah the word "divinity" (ilaha) -taken here in 
its ordinary current sense- designates the world inasmuch 
as it is unreal because God alone is real, while the name of 
the Prophet (Muhammad) in the second Shahadah desig­
nates the world inasmuch as it is real because nothing can 
be outside God; in certain respectsall is He. Realizing the 
first Shahadah means first of all4 becoming fully conscious 
that the Principle alone is real and that the world, though 
on its own level it "exists," "is not"; in one sense it there­
fore means realizing the universal void. Realizing the sec­
ond Shahiidah means first of all5 becoming fully conscious 

return (wa inna ilayhi raji'un). "The Basmalah, the formula: "In the Name 
of God the infinitely Good, the ever Merciful" (Bismi 'Llahi 'r-Rab,mtini 

'r-Rab,zm) also expresses the attachment of all things to the Principle. 
3. Or again, the cause or origin is in the word rasul (Messenger) and 

the finality in the word Mub,ammad (Glorified). The risalah (the "thing 
sent," the "epistle," the Quran) "came down" in the laylat al-Qadr (the 
"night of the Power that is destiny") and Muhammad "ascended" in the 
laylat al-Mi'raj (the "night journey") thus prefiguring the finality of man. 

4. Because this Shahadah includes the second in an eminent degree. 
5. "First of all" meaning in this case that in the final analysis this 

Shahadah, being like the first a divine Word or "Name," in the end 
actualizes the same knowledge as the first by virtue of the oneness of 
essence of the Word or Names'of God. 
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that the world - or manifestation - is "not other" than 

God or the Principle, since to the degree that it has reality 

it can only be that which alone "is," or in other words it can 

only be divine; realizing this Shahiidah thus means seeing 

God everywhere and everything in Him. "He who has seen 

me," said the Prophet, "has seen God"; now everything is 

the "Prophet," on the one hand in respect of the perfec­

tion of existence and on the other in respect of the perfec­

tions of mode or expression.6 

If Islam merely sought to teach that there is only one God 

and not two or more, it would have no persuasive force. The 

persuasive force it possesses comes from the fact that at root 

it teaches the reality of the Absolute and the dependence of 

all things on the Absolute. Islam is the religion of the 

Absolute as Christianity is the religion of love and of mira­

cle; but love and miracle also pertain to the Absolute and 

express nothing other than an attitude It assumes in rela­

tion to us. 

* 
* * 

If we go to the very root of things we are obliged to note 

- setting aside any dogmatic question - that the basic 

reason for the mutual lack of understanding between Chris­

tians and Moslems lies in this: the Christian always sees 

before him his will- this will that is as it were himself­

and so is confronted by an indeterminate vocational space 

into which he can plunge, bringing into play his faith and 

his heroism; by contrast the Islamic system of "outward" 

and clearly laid down prescriptions seems to him the 

expression of a mediocrity ready to make all kinds of con-

6. In connection with Ibn 'Arabi a Spanish scholar has spoken of 

"Islam cristianizado": this is to lose sight of the fact that the doctrine of the 

Shaykh al-akbarwas essentially Muhammadan and was in particular even a 

sort of commentary on MulJ,ammadun rasillu 'Llah in the meaning of the 

Vedantic sayings: "all things are Atma"and "That art thou." 
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cessions and incapable of any soaring flight: Moslem virtue 
seems to him in theory- he is ignorant of its practice- to 
be something artificial and empty. The outlook of the Mos­
lem is very different: he sees before him - before his 
intelligence which chooses the One - not a space for the 
will such as would seem to him a temptation to individual­
istic adventuring, but a system of channels divinely predis­
posed for the equilibrium of his volitive life, and this 
equilibrium, far from being an end in itself as is supposed 
by the Christian, who is accustomed to a more or less 
exclusive idealism of the will, is on the contrary in the final 
analysis a basis for escaping, in peace-giving and liberating 
contemplation of the Immutable, from the uncertainties 
and turbulence of the ego. To sum up: if the attitude of 
equilibrium which Islam seeks and realizes appears in 
Christian eyes as a calculating mediocrity incapable of 
reaching the supernatural, the sacrificial idealism of Chris­
tianity is liable to be misinterpreted by the Moslem as an 
individualism contemptuous of the divine gift of intelli­
gence. If the objection is raised that the average Moslem 
does not concern himself with contemplation, the answer is 
that no more does the average Christian bother himself 
with sacrifice; in the depths of his soul every Christian 
nourishes an urge to sacrifice which will perhaps never be 
actualized, and in the same way every Moslem has, by rea­
son of his faith, a predisposition to contemplation which 
will perhaps never actually dawn in his heart. Apart from 
this, another objection might be made by some, who would 
say that Christian and Moslem mysticism, far from being 
opposed types, on the contrary present such striking analo­
gies that one is felt bound to conclude that there have been 
either unilateral or reciprocal borrowings. To this the 
answer is that, if we suppose the starting point of Sufis to 
have been the same as that of Christian mystics, the ques­
tion arises why they should have remained Moslems and 
how they were able to stand being Moslems; in reality they 
were saints not in spite ot their religion but through their 
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religion. Far from having been Christians in disguise, men 
like Al-Hallaj and Ibn 'Arabi on the contrary did no rnore 
than carry the possibilities of Islam to their highest point, 
as their great forerunners had done. Despite certain ap­
pearances, such as the absence of monasticism as a social 
institution, Islam, which extols poverty, fasting, solitude 
and silence, includes all the premises of a contemplative 
asceticism. 

When a Christian hears the word "truth" he immediately 
thinks of the fact that "the Word was made flesh," whereas, 
when a Moslem hears that word he thinks first of all that 
"there is no divinity apart from the sole Divinity" and will 
interpret this, according to his level of knowledge, either 
literally or metaphysically. Christianity is founded on an 
"event" and Islam on "being," on the nature of things; that 

which appears in Christianity as a unique fact, the Revela­
tion, is seen in Islam as the rhythmic manifestation of a 

principle. If, for Christians, the truth is that Christ allowed 
himself to be crucified, for Moslems - for whom the truth 
is that there is only one God - the crucifixion of Christ is 
by its very nature such that it cannot be "the Truth," and 
the Moslem rejection of the cross is a way of expressing this. 
Moslem an tihistoricism - which could by analogy be 

termed Platonic or gnostic - culminates in this rejection 
which is at root quite outward and for some7 even doubtful 
as to its intention. 

The Fall too - and not only the Incarnation - is a 
unique "event" deemed capable of determining "being" 
- that of man - in a total manner. For Islam the fall of 

Adam is a necessary manifestation of evil but one which 
does not imply that evil can determine the true nature of 

man, since man cannot lose his deiformity. In Christianity 
the divine "acting" appears in a way to have priority over 
the divine "being," in the sense that the "acting" is 

7. As, for instance, for Abu Hatim, quoted by Louis Massignon in his 

Le Christ dans les Evangiles selon Al-Ghazzali. 
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reflected in the very definition of God. This way of looking 
at things may appear cursory, but there is here a very subtle 
distinction which cannot be neglected when comparing the 
two theologies in question. 

The attitude of reserve adopted by Islam, not towards 
miracles, but towards the Judaeo-Christian and particularly 
the Christian, axiomatic assumption of miracles is ex­
plained by the predominance of the pole "intelligence" 
over the pole "existence": the Islamic outlook is based on 
what is spiritually evident, on the feeling of the Absolute, in 
conformity with the very nature of man which is in this case 
seen as a theomorphic intelligence and not as a will only 
waiting to be seduced in either a good or a bad sense, that 
is to say, by miracles or by temptations. If Islam, the last to 
appear in the series of great Revelations, is not founded on 
miracles - though of necessity admitting them, for other­
wise it could not be a religion - this is also because the 
Antichrist "will lead many astray by his wonders."8 Now 
spiritual certainty which is at the very opposite pole from 
the "inversion" produced by miracles- and which Islam 
offers in the form of a penetrating unitary faith, an acute 
sense of the Absolute- is an element to which the devil has 
no access; he can imitate a miracle but not what is intellec­
tually evident; he can imitate a phenomenon but not the 
Holy Spirit, except in the case of those who want to be 
deceived and anyhow have no sense eitherof the truth or 
of the sacred. 

Allusion has already been made to the non-historical 
character of the Islamic perspective. This character 
explains not only its intention of being simply the repeti­
tion of a timeless reality or a phase in a nameless rhythm, 

8. A Catholic writer of the end of the last century could exclaim, 
"What we need is signs, concrete facts!'' It is inconceivable that a Moslem 
should say such a thing: in Islam it would seem infidelity or even a call 
to the devil or to the antichrist and in any case a most blameworthy 

' extravagance. 
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and so a "reform, " 9 but it also explains such Islamic ideas 
as that of continual creation: were God not Creator at every 
moment, the world would pass away; since God is always 
Creator it is He who intervenes in every phenomenon and 
there are no secondary causes, no intermediate principles, 
no natural laws which can come between God and the 
cosmic fact, except in the case of man who, being the 
representative, the imam, of God on earth, has those mirac­
ulous gifts, namely intelligence and freedom. But in the 
final analysis not even these gifts escape the divine determi­
nation; man freely chooses what God wills; he chooses 
"freely" because God wills it thus, because God cannot fail 
to manifest within the contingent order His absolute Free­
dom. Hence our freedom is real, but with a reality that is 
illusory like the relativity in which it is produced and in 
which it is a reflection of That which is. 

The fundamental difference between Christianity and 
Islam may be seen quite clearly in what Christians and 
Moslems respectively detest: what is detestable for the 
Christian is, first, the rejection of the divinity of Christ and 
of the Church and in the second place morals less ascetic 
than his own, not to speak of lewdness. As for the Moslem, 
he hates the rejection of Allah and of Islam because the 
supreme Unity and its absoluteness and transcendence 

appear to him dazzlingly evident and majestic, and because 
for him Islam, the Law, is the divine Will and the l9gical 
emanation, in the mode of equilibrium, of that Unity. Now 
the divine Will - and it is here especially that the whole 
difference shows up - does not necessarily coincide with 
what involves sacrifice, it may even in some cases combine 
the useful and the agreeable; and so the Moslem will say: 
"That is good which God wants," not: "What is painful is 
what God wants." Logically the Christian is of the same 

9. In the strictly orthodox and traditional meaning of the term, and 
even in a transposed sense, because an authentic Revelation is necessarily 
spontaneous and comes only from God, whatever the appearances. 
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opinion as the Moslem, but his sensibility and his imagina­
tion lead him rather towards the second formulation. In the 
climate of Islam the divine Will has in view in the first place, 
not sacrifice and suffering as pledges of love, but the 
deployment of the theomorphic intelligence (min Ru/:tz, "of 
My Spirit"), itself determined by the Immutable and thus 
including our being, otherwise there is "hypocrisy" (nifaq) 
since to know is to be. In reality the apparent "easiness" of 
Islam tends towards an equilibrium, as has already been 
pointed out, whose sufficient reason is in the final analysis 
"vertical" effort, contemplation, gnosis. In one sense what 
we must do is the opposite of what God does; in another 
sense we must act like Him: this is because on the one hand 
we are like God, since we exist, and on the other we are 
opposed to him since, in existing, we are separated from 
Him. For example, God is Love; so we ought to love because 
we are like Him; but, from another angle, He judges and 
avenges, and this we cannot do because we are other than 
He. But as these positions are always approximate, morals 
can and must differ; there is always room in us- at least in 
principle - for a guilty love and a just vengeance. Here it 
is all a matter of accent and delimitation; the choice 
depends on a perspective which is not arbitrary- for then 
it would not be a perspective- but in conformity with the 
nature of things or with a particular aspect of that nature. 

* 
* * 

All the positions described above are founded on the 
dogmas or, in a deeper sense, on the metaphysical perspec­
tives which they express, that is to say, on a certain "point 
of view" as to the subject and on a certain "aspect" as to the 
object. Seeing that Christianity is founded on the divinity of 
an earthly phenomenon- it is not in himself that Christ is 
earthly but insofar as he moves in space and time - Chris­
tianity is forced as a consequence to introduce relativity into 
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the Absolute, or rather to consider the Absolute at a relative 
level, that of the Trinity;10 since a particular "relative" is 

considered as absolute, the Absolute must have something 
of the relative, and since the Incarnation is a fact of the 

Divine Mercy or Love, God must be envisaged at the outset 

in this aspect and man in the corresponding aspect of will 

and affection; and the spiritual path must equally be a 
reality of love. The Christian emphasis on the will is linked 

to the Christian conception of the Absolute and this con­

ception in turn is as if determined by the "historicity" of 
God, if the expression be permissible. 

Analogously, seeing that Islam is founded on the abso­

luteness of God, it is as a consequence obliged - since by 
its form it is a Semitic dogmatism11 - to exclude terrestrial­

ness from the Absolute and so must deny, at least on the 

level of words, the divinity of Christ; it is not obliged to 

deny, in a secondary manner, that the relative is in God -

for it inevitably admits the divine attributes, otherwise it 

would be denying the totality of God and all possibility of 
connection between God and the world; but it has to deny 

any directly divine character outside the sole Principle. The 

Sufis are the first to recognize that nothing can stand 

outside the supreme Reality, for to say that Unity excludes 

everything amounts to saying that from another point of 

..,. 
10. To speak of distinction is to speak of relativity. The very term 

"trinitarian relationships" proves that the point of view adopted -
providentially and necessarily - is situated at the metaphysical level 

proper to all bhakti. Gnosis goes beyond this plane in attributing absolute­

ness to the Godhead in the Eckhartian sense, or to the Father when the 

Trinity is envisaged "vertically," in which case the Son corresponds to 

Being - the first relativity "in the Absolute" - and the Holy Spirit to 

Act. 
11. Dogmatism is characterized by the fact that it attributes an abso­

lute scope and an exclusive sense to a particular point of view or aspect. 
In pure metaphysics all conceptual antinomies are resolved in the total 

truth, something which must not be confused with a leveling out of real 

opposoitions by denying them. 
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view- that of the reality of the world- it includes every­
thing; but this truth is not susceptible of dogmatic formula­
tion, though it is logically included in la ilaha illa 'Llah. 

When the Quran affirms that the Messiah is not God it 
means he is not "a god" other than God, or that he is not 
God qua the earthly Messiah;12 and when the Quran rejects 
the dogma of the Trinity it means there is no triad in "God 
as such," that is, in the Absolute, which is beyond all distinc­
tions. Finally, when the Quran appears to deny the death of 
Christ, it can be understood to mean that in reality Jesus 
vanquished death, whereas the Jews believed they had 
killed the Christ in his very essence;13 here the truth of the 
symbol prevails over the truth of the fact in the sense that a 
spiritual negation takes the form of a material negation. 14 

But, from another angle, by this negation, or apparent 
negation, Islam eliminates the path of Christ insofar as it 
itself is concerned, and it is logical that it should do so since 
its own path is different and it has no need to claim those 
means of grace which are proper to Christianity. 

On the plane of total truth, which includes all possible 
points of view, aspects and modes, any recourse to reason 
alone is evidently useless; consequently it is vain to adduce 
against some dogma of a foreign religion that an error 
denounced by reason cannot become a truth on another 
level, for that is to forget that the reason works in an 

12. In Christian terms: human nature is not divine nature. If Islam 
insists on this, as it does, in a given way and not in another, that is because 
of its particular angle of vision. 

13. The Quran says (II, 149): "Say not of those that have been slain in 
the way of God that they are dead; say that they are living, though ye are 
not aware of it." See also our Gnosis, Perennial Books, 1990, the chapter 
"The Sense of the Absolute in Religions," p. 15, note 1. 

14. The same remark applies to Christianity as when, for instance, the 
saints of the Old Testament- even Enoch, Abraham, Moses and Elias 
-are held to have remained shut out from Heaven until the descent 
into hell of Christ; howevec. before that descent, Christ appeared 
between Moses and Elias in the light of the Transfiguration, and in a 
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indirect way, or by reflections, and that its axioms are inad­

equate to the extent that it trespasses on the ground of pure 
intellect. Reason is formal by its nature and formalistic in 

its operations; it proceeds by coagulations, by alternatives 

and by exclusions- or, it can be said, by partial truths. It is 

not, like pure intellect, formless and fluid light; true, it 

derives its implacability, or its validity in general, from the 

intellect, but it touches on essences only through drawing 

conclusions, not by direct vision; it is indispensable for 

verbal formulation but it does not involve immediate knowl­

edge. 
In Christianity the line of demarcation between the rela­

tive and the Absolute passes through Christ; in Islam it 

separates the world from God, or even - in the case of 

esoterism- the divine attributes from the Essence, a differ­

ence explained by the fact that exoterism must always start 

from the relative while esoterism starts from the Absolute 

to which it gives a more strict, and even the strictest possible 

meaning. In Sufism it is also said that the divine attributes 

are predicated as such only in respect of the world and that 

in themselves they are indistinct and ineffable: thus one 

cannot say of God that He is in an absolute sense "merciful" 

or "avenging," leaving aside the fact that He is merciful 

"before" being avenging. As for the attributes of the 

Essence such as "holiness" or "wisdom," they are actual-

parable mentioned "the bosom of Abraham"; clearly these facts are 

capable of various interpretations, but the Christian concepts are none­

theless incompatible with the Jewish tradition. What justifies them is 

their spiritual symbolism and thus their truth: salvation must of neces­

sity come through the Logos which, though manifested in time in a 

particular form, is beyond the limitations of a temporal condition. Let 

us also note the seeming contradiction between Saintjohn the Baptist 

denying that he was Elias and Christ affirming the contrary: had this 

contradiction, which is resolved by the difference in the relationship 

envisaged, been between one religion and another, it would have been 

exploited to the utmost on the pretext that "God cannot contradict 

Himself." 
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ized only as distinctions, in relation to our distinctive mind, 
and they are so without on that account losing anything, in 
their own being, of their infinite reality, quite the contrary. 

To say that the Islamic perspective is possible amounts to 
saying that it is necessary and consequently cannot not be; 
it is required by its providential human receptacles. The 
different perspectives as such have however no absolute 
quality, Truth being one; in the eyes of God their differ­
ences are relative and the values of one are always to be 
found in the other in some manner. There is not only a 
Christianity of "warmth," of emotional love, of sacrificial 
activity, but, framed within this, there is also a Christianity 
of "light," of gnosis, of pure contemplation, of "peace"; 
and in the same way the Islam that is "dry" - whether 
legalistically or metaphysically - encloses an Islam that is 
"moist,"15 an Islam, that is to say, much preoccupied with 
beauty, with love and with sacrifice. This must needs be so 
because of the unity, not only of the Truth, but also of man, 
a unity no doubt relative, since differences do exist, but 
nevertheless sufficiently real to allow of, or to impose, the 
reciprocity- or the spiritual ubiquity- in question. 

* 
* * 

A point to be touched on here is the question of Moslem 
morality. If we want to understand certain seeming contra­
dictions in that morality we must take into account the fact 
that Islam distinguishes between man as such and collective 
man, the latter appearing as a new creature subject in a 
certain degree, but no further, to the law of natural selec­
tion. This is to say that Islam puts everything in its proper 
place and treats it according to its own nature; it envisages 
collective man not through the distorting perspective of a 
mystical idealism which under the circumstances is inappli-

15. The terms are used here in an alchemical sense. 
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cable, but by taking account of the natural laws which 
regulate each order and are, within the limits of each order, 
willed by God. Islam is the perspective of certainty and of 
the nature of things rather than of miracles and idealist 
improvisation. This is said, not with any underlying inten­
tion of indirectly criticizing Christianity, which is what it 
must be, but in order better to bring out the intention and 
justification of the Islamic perspective.16 

If there is a clear separation in Islam between man as 
such17 and collective man, these two realities are nonethe­
less profoundly linked together, given that the collectivity is 
an aspect of man - no man can be born without a family 
- and that society is a multiplication of individuals. It 
follows from this interdependence or reciprocity that any­
thing that is done with a view to the collectivity, such as the 
tithe for the poor or the holy war, has a spiritual value for 
the individual and conversely; this converse relationship is 
all the more true because the individual comes before the 
collectivity, all men being descended from Adam and not 
Adam from men. 

What has just been said explains why the Moslem does 
not, like the Buddhist and the Hindu, abandon outward 
rites in following a given spiritual method which can com­
pensate for them, or because he has attained a spiritual 
degree of a nature to authorize such abandonment.18 A 

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

17. We do not say "single man" because it would still have the disad­
vantage of defining man in terms of the collectivity and not starting from 
God. The distinction made is not between one man and several men but 
between the human person and society. 

18. The principle of this abandonment of the rites of the generality is 
nonetheless known and is sometimes manifested, otherwise Ibn Hanbal 
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particular saint may no longer have need of the canonical 
prayers since he finds himself in a state of being steeped in 
prayer, in a state of "intoxication, 19 but he nonetheless 
continues to accomplish the prayers in order to pray with 
and for all and in order that all may pray in him. He 
incarnates the "mystical Body" which every believing com­
munity constitutes, or, from another point of view, he incar­
nates the Law, the tradition and prayer as such. Inasmuch 
as he is a social being he should preach by his example and, 

would not have reproached the Sufis with developing meditation to the 
detriment of the prayers and in the end with pretentions to freeing 
themselves from the obligations of the law. In fact a distinction is drawn 
between dervishes who are "travelers" (towards God: salikun) and those 
who are "attracted" (by God: majadhib); those in the first category form 
the vast majority and do obey the Law, whereas those in the second more 
or less dispense with it and are not much molested because they are 
generally held to be half mad and so worthy of pity, sometimes of fear or 
even of veneration. Among Sufis in Indonesia cases of the abandoning of 
rites in favor of prayer of the heart alone seem not to be rare; conscious­
ness of the Divine Unity is then deemed a universal prayer which gives 
dispensation from the canonical prayers; the supreme knowledge is held 
to exclude the "polytheistic" multiplicity (mushrik) of the rites, the Abso­
lute being without duality. In Islam there always seems to have existed­
quite apart from the very special distinction between salikun and majadhib 
- an external division between those Sufis who were "nomian" and 
those who were antinomian, the former being attached to the Law by 
virtue of its symbolism and its opportuneness and the latter detached 
from the Law by virtue of the supremacy of the heart (qalb) and direct 
knowledge (ma'rifah).Jalal ad-Din Rumi says in his Mathnawi: "The lovers 
of rites form one class and those whose hearts are afire with love form 
another," a remark addressed to Sufis alone, as is shown by his reference 
to the "essence of certainty" ('ayn al-yaq'in), and clearly not including any 
suggestion of a systematic alternative, as is proven by the life of Jalal 
ad-Din himself; no "free-thinking" could draw support from it. Finally 
let us note that according to Al:Junayd "he who realizes union" 
(muwa/:l/:lid) should observe "sobriety" (sahw) and keep himself from 
"intoxication" (sukr) just as much as from "libertinism" (ibahiyah). 

19. The Quran says: "Do not go to the prayer in a state of drunken­
ness," which can be understood in a higher and positive sense; the Sufi 
who enjoys a "station" (maqam) of bliss, or even merely the dhakir (the 
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inasmuch as he is individual man, permit what is human to 

be realized, and in some sense renewed, through him. 
The rnetaphysical transparency of things and the con­

templativity answering to it mean that sexuality- within 

the framework of its traditional legitimacy, which is one of 

psychological and social equilibrium - can take on a mer­

itorious character, as the existence of this framework 

indeed already shows. In other words it is not only the 

enjoyment which counts - leaving aside the concern to 

preserve the species- for sexuality also has its qualitative 

content, its symbolism which is both objective and some­

thing lived. The basis of Moslem morality lies always in 
biological reality and not in an idealism contrary to collec­

tive possibilities and to the undeniable rights of natural 

laws. But this reality, while forming the basis of our animal 

and collective life, has no absolute quality since we are 

semi-celestial beings; it can always be neutralized on the 

level of our personal liberty, though never abolished on 
that of our social existence.20 What has just been said of 

sexuality applies by analogy, but only in respect of merit, to 
food: as in the case of all religions, overeating is a sin, but 

to eat in due measure and with gratitude to God is, in Islam, 

not only not a sin but a positively meritorious action. The 

analogy is not, however, total, for in a well-known /:tadzth, the 

Prophet said he "loved women," not that he loved "food." 

man given up to dhikr, the Islamic equivalent of the Hindu japa) could, 
considering his secret prayer to be like "wine" (khamr), in principle 
abstain from the general prayers; "in principle" for in fact the concern 
for equilibrium and solidarity, so marked in Islam, makes the balance 

tend in the other direction. 
20. Many Hindu saints have disregarded caste, but none has dreamt of 

abolishing it. To the question of whether there are two moralities, one for 

individuals and the other for the state, our reply is affirmative, subject 
however to the reservation that the one can always extend to the domain 
of the other according to outward or inward circumstances. Never in any 
circumstances is it permissible that the intention "not to resist evil" 
become complicity, betrayal or suicide. 
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The love of woman is here connected with nobility and 
generosity, not to mention its purely contemplative symbol­
ism which goes far beyond this. 

Islam is often reproached with having propagated its 
faith by the sword. What is overlooked is, first, that persua­
sion played a greater part than war in the expansion of 
Islam as a whole; secondly, that only polytheists and idola­
ters could be compelled to embrace the new religion;21 

thirdly, that the God of the Old Testament is no less a 
warrior than the God of the Quran, quite the opposite; and 
fourthly, that Christianity also made use of the sword from 
the time of Constantine's appearance on the scene. The 
question to be put here is simply the following: is it possible 
for force to be used with the aim of affirming and diffusing 
a vital truth? Beyond doubt the answer must be in the 
affirmative, for experience proves that we must at times do 
violence to irresponsible people in their own interest. Now, 
since this possibility exists it cannot fail to be manifested in 
appropriate conditions,22 exactly as in the case of the oppo­
site possibility of victory through the force inherent in truth 
itself; it is the inner or outer nature of things which deter­
mines the choice between two possibilities. On the one 
hand the end sanctifies the means, and on the other hand 
the means may profane the end, which signifies that the 
means must be found prefigured in the Divine Nature. 
Thus the right of the stronger is prefigured in the "jungle" 
to which beyond question we belong to a certain degree 
and when regarded as collectivities; but in that jungle no 
example can be found of any right to perfidy and baseness 

21. This attitude ceased in relation to Hindus, at any rate in large 
measure, once the Moslems had grasped that Hinduism was not equiva­
lent to the paganism of the Arabs; Hindus were then assimilated to the 
"people of the Book" (ahl al-Kitab), that is to the Monotheists of the 
Western Semitic traditions. 

22. Christ, in using violen.ce against the money changers in the Tem­
ple, showed that this attitude could not be excluded. 
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and, even if such characteristics were to be found there, our 
human dignity would forbid us to participate in them. The 
harshness of certain biological laws must never be confused 
with that infamy of which man alone is capable by the fact 
of his perverted theomorphism. 23 

From a certain point of view it can be said that Islam has 
two dimensions, the "horizontal" dimension of the will, 
and the "vertical" dimension of the intelligence: the for­
mer we shall term "equilibrium," 24 and the latter "union." 
Islam is in essence equilibrium and union; it does not a 
priori sublimate the will by sacrifice, but neutralizes it by 
the Law, while at the same time laying stress on contempla­
tion. The dimensions of equilibrium and union, the hori­
zontal and the vertical, concern both man as such and the 
collectivity; there is not identity here assuredly, but there is 
a solidarity which makes society participate in its own way 
and according to its own possibilities in the individual's 
path to Union, and conversely. One of the most important 
modes of realizing equilibrium is precisely an accord 
between the sacred Law relating to man as such and the law 
relating to society. Empirically, Christianity had through 

23. "We see Moslem and Catholic princes not only in alliance when it 
is a question of breaking the power of a dangerous fellow religionist, but 
also generously helping one another to conquer disorders and revolts. 
Not without some shaking of the head will the reader learn that in ~ne of 
the battles for the Caliphate of Cordova, in A.D. 1010 it was Catalan forces 
that saved the situation and that on this occasion three bishops gave their 
lives for the 'Prince of the Faithful' ... Al-Mansur had in his company 
several Counts, who had joined him with their troops, and there was 
nothing exceptional in the presence of Christian guards at the court of 
Andalusia .... When an enemy territory was conquered the religious 
convictions of the population were respected as much as possible; let us 
here only recall that Al-Mansur - in general a man of few scruples -
took pains, at the assault on Santiago, to protect against any profanation 
the church containing the tomb of the Apostle, and that in many other 
cases the Caliphs seized the chance to show respect for the sacred objects 
of the enemy; in similar circumstances the Christians adopted a like 
attitude. For centuries Islam was respected in the reconquered countries, 
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force of circumstances also reached this position, but it 
allowed certain "fissures" to remain and did not lay stress 
either on the divergence of the two human planes or, con­
sequently, on the need to harmonize them. Let us repeat 

. that Islam is an equilibrium determined by the Absolute 
and disposed in view of the Absolute. This equilibrium, like 
the rhythm which in Islam is realized ritually through the 
canonical prayers following the sun's progress and "mytho­
logically" through the retrospective series of divine "Mes­
sengers" and revealed "Books," is the participation of the 
many in the One or of the conditioned in the Uncondi­
tioned; without equilibrium we do not, on the basis of this 
perspective, find the center, and apart from the center no 
ascent and no union is possible. If equilibrium concerns the 
"center," rhythm is more particularly related to the "origin" 
envisaged as the qualitative root of things. 

Like all traditional civilizations Islam is a "space," not a 
"time"; for Islam "time" is only the corruption of this 
"space." "No period will come," predicted the Prophet, 
"which will not be worse than the period before it." The 

and it was only in the 16th century that ... it came to be systematically 
persecuted and exterminated at the instigation of a fanatical clergy who 
had become overpowerful. On the contrary, through the whole of the 
Middle Ages tolerance of foreign conviction and respect f.or the feelings 
of the enemy accompanied the incessant fighting between Moors and 
Christians and greatly softened the rigors and miseries of the warfare, 
giving the battles a character as chivalrous as possible .... Despite the 
linguistic gulf between them, this respect for the adversary and the high 
esteem of his virtues became a common national bond coupled as they 
were with the understanding shown in the poetry of both sides of the 
feelings of the other; indeed this poetry eloquently testifies to the love or 
friendship often uniting Moslems and Christians despite every obstacle." 
(Ernst Kiihnel: Maurische Kunst, Berlin, 1924.) 

24. Disequilibrium also includes a positive meaning, but only indi­
rectly; every holy war is a disequilibrium. Certain sayings of Christ can be 
interpreted as instituting disequilibrium with a view to union, such as 
"Think not that I am come to send peace on earth"; God alone will then 
restore the equilibrium. ' 
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"space," this unvarying tradition- unvarying apart from 
the spreading and diversification of forms at the time of the 
initial elaboration of the tradition - surrounds Moslem 
humanity as a symbol, like the physical world which 
unvaryingly and imperceptibly nourishes us with its symbol­
ism; it is normal for humanity to live within a symbol which 
is a pointer towards heaven, an opening towards the Infi­
nite. Modern science has pierced the protecting frontiers 
of this symbol and by so doing destroyed the symbol itself; 
it has thus abolished this pointer, this opening, even as the 
modern world in general breaks through the space-symbols 
constituted by traditional civilizations; what it terms 
"stagnation" and "sterility" is really the homogeneity and 
continuity of the symbol.25 When a still-authentic Moslem 
says to the protagonists of progress: "All that remains for 
you to do now is to abolish death," or when he asks: "Can 
you prevent the sun from setting or compel it to rise?" he 
exactly expresses what lies at the root of Islamic "sterility," 
namely a marvelous sense of relativity and, what amounts to 
the same thing, a sense of the Absolute dominating his 
whole life. 

In order to understand traditiona1 civilizations in general 
and Islam in particular it is also necessary to take account 
of the fact that the human or psychological norm is ·for 

25. "Neither India nor the Pythagoreans practiced modern science, 
and to isolate, where they are concerned, the elements of rational tech­
nique reminiscent of our science from the metaphysical elements which 
bear no resemblance to it, is an arbitrary and violent operation contrary 
to real objectivity. When Plato is decanted in this way he retains no more 
than an anecdotal interest, whereas his whole doctrine aims at establish­
ing man in the supratemporal and supradiscursive life of thought of 
which both mathematics and the sensory world can be symbols. If, then, 
peoples have been able to do without our autonomous science for thou­
sands of years and in every climate, it is because this science is not 
necessary; if it has appeared as a phenomenon of civilization suddenly 
and in a single place, that is to show its essentially contingent nature." 
(Fernand Brunner: Science et Realite, Paris, 1954.) 
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them, not the common man deeply immersed in illusion, 
but the saint, detached from the world and attached to God; 
he alone is entirely "normal" and he alone enjoys on this 
account "full right" to exist; it is this outlook which gives 
them a certain lack of sensitivity in relation to what is purely 
and simply human. As this human nature is largely insensi­
tive towards the Sovereign Good it should - to the extent 
that it does not have love- at least have fear of that Good. 

In the life of a people there are as it were two halves; one 
constitutes the play of its earthly existence, the other its 
relationship with the Absolute. Now what determines the 
value of a people or of a civilization is not the literal form 
of its earthly dream - for here everything is merely a 
symbol- but its capacity to "feel" the Absolute and, in the 
case of specially privileged souls, to reach the Absolute. 
Thus it is perfectly illusory to set aside this "absolute" 
dimension and evaluate a human world according to 
earthly criteria, as by comparing one civilization materially 
with another. The gap of some thousands of years separat­
ing the stone age of the Red Indians from the material and 
literary refinements of the white man counts for nothing 
compared with the contemplative intelligence and the vir­
tues, which alone impart value to man and alone make up 
his permanent reality or that something which enables us 
to evaluate him in a real manner, as it were in the sight of 
the Creator. To believe that some men are lagging behind 
us because their earthly dream takes on modes more rudi­
mentary than our own- modes which are often for the 
same reason more sincere - is far more naive than to 
believe the earth is flat or a volcano is a god; the most naive 
of all attitudes is surely to regard the dream as something 
absolute and to sacrifice to it all essential values, forgetting 
that what is "serious" only starts beyond its level, or rather 
that, if there is anything "serious" in this world, it is so in 
terms of that which lies beyond it. 

Modern civilization as a type of thought or culture is 
often contrasted with' the traditional civilizations, but it is 
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forgotten that modern thought, or the culture engender­
ing it, is only an indeterminate flux, which in a sense cannot 
be defined positively since it lacks any principle that is real 
and hence related to the Immutable. Modern thought is 
not in any definitive sense one doctrine among others; it is 
the result of a particular phase of its own unfolding and will 
become what materialistic and experimental science or 
machines make it; no longer is it human intellect but 
machines - or physics, or chemistry or biology - that 
decide what man is, what intelligence is, what truth is. 
Under these conditions man's mind more and more 
depends on the climate produced by its own creations: man 
no longer knows how to judge as a man, namely in function 
of an absolute which is the very substance of the intelli­
gence; losing himself in a relativism that leads nowhere he 
lets himself be judged, determined and classified by the 
contingencies of science and technology; no longer able to 
escape from the dizzying fatality they impose on him and 
unwilling to admit his mistake,26 the only course left to him 
is to abdicate his human dignity and freedom. It is then 
science and machines which in their turn create man and 
it is they also which "create God," if one may so express it;27 

for the void thus left by dethroning God cannot remain 
empty, the reality of God and His imprint in human nature 
require a substitute of divinity, a false absolute which can fill 
the nothingness of an intelligence deprived of its subst~nce. 
There is a great deal of talk these days about "humanism," 
talk which forgets that once man abandons his prerogatives 

26. There is here a kind of perversion of the instinct of self-preserva­
tion, a need to consolidate error in order to have one's conscience at 
peace. 

27. The speculations of Teilhard de Chardin provide a striking exam­
ple of a theology that has succumbed to microscopes and telescopes, to 
machines and to their philosophical and social consequences, a fall that 
would have been unthinkable had there been here the slightest direct 
intellective knowledge of immaterial realities. The inhuman side of the 
doctrine in question is highly significant. 
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to matter, to machines, to quantitative knowledge, he ceases 
to be truly "human." What is most totally human is what 
gives man the best chances for the hereafter, and this is 
what also most deeply corresponds to his nature. 

When people talk about "civilization" they generally 
attribute a qualitative meaning to the term; now civilization 
only represents a value provided it is supra-human in origin 
and implies for the "civilized" man a sense of the sacred: 
only peoples who really have this sense and draw their life 
from it are truly civilized. If it is objected that this reserva­
tion does not take account of the whole meaning of the 
term and that it is possible to conceive of a world that is 
civilized though having no religion, the answer is that in 
this case the civilization is devoid of value, or rather- since 
there is no legitimate choice between the sacred and other 
things- that it is the most fallacious of aberrations. A sense 
of the sacred is fundamental for every civilization because 
fundamental for man; the sacred - that which is immuta­
ble, inviolable and thus infinitely majestic - is in the very 
substance of our spirit and of our existence. The world is 
miserable because men live beneath themselves; the error 
of modern man is that he wants to reform the world without 
having either the will or the power to reform man, and this 
flagrant contradiction, this attempt to make a better world 
on the basis of a worsened humanity, can only end in the 
very abolition of what is human, and consequently in the 
abolition of happiness too. Reforming man means binding 
him again to Heaven, reestablishing the broken link; it 
means tearing him away from the reign of the passions, 
from the cult of matter, quantity and cunning, and reinte­
grating him into the world of the spirit and serenity, we 
would even say: into the world of sufficient reason. 

In this order of ideas, and because there are so-called 
Moslems who do not hesitate to describe Islam as "pre-civi­
lization," a distinction must here be drawn between a 
"fall," a "decadence," a "degeneration" and a "devia­
tion." The whole of humanity is "fallen" through the loss 
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of Eden and also, more particularly, because it is involved 
in the "iron age"; some civilizations, such as most tradi­
tional worlds of the East at the time of the expansion of the 
West, can be called "decadent";28 a great many savage 
tribes are "degenerate" according to the degree of their 
barbarism; as for modern civilization it has become 
"deviated" and this deviation is itself more and more com­
bined with a real decadence that is especially palpable in 
literature and art. Answering the qualification used above, 
we would readily speak of "post-civilization." 

Here a question arises, somewhat aside from the general 
thesis of this book but nonetheless linked with it since in 
speaking of Islam it is necessary to speak of tradition and in 
dealing with tradition it must be explained what it is not. 
The question is this: what is the practical significance of the 
requirement, so often formulated today, that religion ought 
to be oriented towards social problems? Quite simply, it 
means that religion ought to be oriented towards machines, 
or, to put it bluntly, that theology ought to become the 
handmaid of industry. No doubt there have always been 
social problems resulting from abuses which have arisen on 
the one hand from the fall of humanity and on the other 
from the existence of very large collectivities containing 
unequal groupings. But in the Middle Ages - a period 
deemed far from ideal by the men of that time - and even 
much later, the artisan drew a large measure of happiness 
from his work, which was still human, and from surround­
ings which were still in conformity with an ethnic and 

28. It was not, however, this decadence which rendered them open to 
colonization, but on the contrary their normal character, which excluded 
technical progress; Japan, which was hardly decadent, was no more suc­
cessful in resisting the first assault of Western arms than other countries. 
We hasten to add that in these days the old opposition between West and 
East is hardly anywhere valid in the political field or is valid only within 
nations; outwardly there are only variants of the modern spirit which 
oppose one another. 
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spiritual genius. Whatever may have been the situation at 
that time, today the modern workman exists and the truth 
does concern him: he should understand, first of all that 
there is no question of recognizing in the wholly factitious 
quality of "worker" a character belonging to an intrinsically 
human category, since the men who are in fact workers may 
belong to any natural category whatsoever; secondly he 
should understand that every outward situation is only rel­
ative, man always remaining man; that truth and spiritual 
life can adapt themselves, thanks to their universality and 
imperative character, to any situation whatever, so that the 
so-called "problem of the industrial worker" is at root quite 
simply the problem of man placed in those particular cir­
cumstances, and so still the problem of man as such; finally 
that truth could not require that we allow ourselves to be 
oppressed, possibly by forces which, themselves also, only 
serve machines, any more than it allows man to base his 
demands on envy, which in any case could not be the 
measure of man's needs. It must be added that, if all men 
obeyed the profound law inscribed in the human condi­
tion, there would no longer be either social or general 
human problems. Leaving aside the question of whether 
mankind can be reformed- which in fact is impossible­
one should in any case reform oneself and never believe 
that inward realities are of no importance for the equilib­
rium of the world. It is just as important to beware of a 
chimerical optimism as of despair; the former is contrary to 
the ephemeral reality of the world we live in and the latter 
to the eternal reality we already bear within ourselves, 
which alone makes our human and earthly condition intel­
ligible. 

According to an Arab proverb which reflects the 
Moslem's attitude to life, slowness comes from God and 
haste from Satan, 29 and this leads to the following reflec­
tion: as machines devour time, modern man is always in a 

29. Festina lente, said the Latin proverb. 
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hurry, and since this perpetual lack of time creates in him 
reflexes of haste and superficiality, modern man mistakes 
these reflexes - which compensate corresponding forms 
of disequilibrium - for marks of superiority and in his 
heart is co"ntemptuous of the men of old with their "idyllic" 
habits, and especially the old-style Oriental with his slow 
gait and his turban, which takes so long to wind on. Having 
no experience of it, people today cannot imagine what 
made up the qualitative content of traditional "slowness" 
nor the manner of "dreaming" of men of olden days; 
instead they content themselves with caricature, which is 
much simpler and is moreover demanded by an illusory 
instinct of self-preservation. If the outlook of today is so 
largely determined by social preoccupation with an evident 
material basis, it is not merely because of the social conse­
quences of rnechanization and the human condition this 
engenders, but also because of the absence of any contem­
plative atmosphere such as is essential to the welfare of man 
whatever his "standard of living," to use this expression as 
barbarous as it is common. Any contemplative attitude and 
thus any refusal to situate total truth and the meaning of life 
in external agitation is today labeled "escapism" - in 
German Weltflucht. A hypocritically utilitarian attachment 
to the world is dignified as "responsibilities" and people 
hasten to ignore the fact that flight- supposing it is only a 
question of that- is not always a wrong attitude. 

* 
* * 

Reference has been n1ade to the turban when speaking 
of the slowness of traditional rhythms, 30 and on this point 

30. This slowness does not exclude speed when speed follows from the 
natural properties of things or results naturally from the circumstances, 
showing it then to be in accord with the corresponding spiritual symbol­
isms and attitudes. It is in the nature of a horse to be able to gallop and 
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we wish to pause somewhat. The association of ideas 
between the turban and Islam is far from fortuitous: "The 
turban," said the Prophet, "is a frontier between faith and 
unbelief," and he also said: "My community shall not 
decline so long as they wear the turban." The following 
ahadzth are also quoted in this context: "At the Day of 
Judgement a man shall receive a light for each turn of 
turban (kawrah) round his head"; "Wear turbans, for thus 
you will gain in generosity." The point we wish to make is 
that the turban is deemed to give the believer a sort of 
gravity, consecration and majestic humility;31 it sets him 
apart from chaotic and dissipated creatures - the diillun, 
the "strayers," of the Fatihah -fixing him on a divine axis 
- as-sirat al-mustaqzm, the "straight path" of the same 
prayer- and thus destines him for contemplation; in brief 
the turban is like a celestial counterpoise to all that is 
profane and empty. Since it is the head, the brain, which is 
for us the plane of our choice between true and false, 
durable and ephemeral, real and illusory, serious and 
futile, it is the head which should also bear the mark of this 
choice; the material symbol is deemed to reinforce the 
spiritual consciousness, and this·is, moreover, true of every 
religious headdress and even of every liturgical vestment or 
simply traditional dress. The turban so to speak envelops 
man's thinking, always so prone to dissipation, forgetful­
ness and infidelity; it recalls the sacred imprisoning of his 
passional nature prone to flee from God.32 It is the function 
of the Quranic Law to re-establish a primordial equilibrium 

an Arab "fantasia" is executed at high speed; a sword stroke must be of 
lightning speed and so must decisions at moments of danger. The ablu­
tion before prayer must be made quickly. 

31. In Islam the angels and all the prophets are represented as wearing 
turbans, sometimes of differing colors according to the symbolism. 

32. When Saint Vincent de Paul designed the headdress of the Sisters 
of Charity, he intended to impose on their gaze a kind of reminiscence of 
monastic isolation. ' 
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that was lost; hence the /:tadzth: "Wear turbans and thus 
distinguish yourselves from the peoples (lacking in equilib­
rium) who came before you." 

Hatred of the turban, like hatred of the romantic or the 
picturesque or what belongs to folklore, is explained by the 
fact that the romantic worlds are precisely those in which 
God is still plausible. When people want to abolish Heaven, 
it is logical to start by creating an atmosphere which makes 
spiritual things appear out of place; in order to be able to 
declare successfully that God is unreal they have to con­
struct around man a false reality, one that is inevitably 
inhuman because only the inhuman can exclude God. 
What is involved is a falsification of the imagination and so 
its destruction; modern mentality implies the most prodi­
gious lack of imagination possible. 

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

* 
* * 

The differences between traditional worlds are not lim­
ited to differences of perspective and of dogma, there are 
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also differences of temperament and of taste: thus the 
European temperament does not readily tolerate exaggera­
tion as a mode of expression, whereas for the Oriental hyper­
bole is a way of bringing out an idea or an intention, of 
marking the sublime or of expressing what cannot be 
described, such as the apparition of an angel or the radi­
ance of a saint. An Occidental attaches importance to factual 
exactitude, but his lack of intuition regarding the "immutable 
essences" ( ayan thabitah) counterbalances this, greatly dimin­
ishing the range of his spirit of observation; an Oriental on the 
contrary has a sense of the metaphysical transparency of 
things but is apt to neglect - rightly or wrongly according to 
the case - the exactitude of earthly facts; for him the symbol 
is more important than the experience. 

Symbolical hyperbole is in part explained by the follow­
ing principle: between a form and its content there is not 
only analogy, but also opposition; if the form, or the expres­
sion, must normally be in the likeness of what it transmits, 
it can also find itself neglected in favor of the pure content 
by reason of the distance separating the outward from the 
inward, or it may be as it were broken by the superabun­
dance of the content. The man who is attached only to the 
inward may have no awareness of outer forms, or the con­
verse may be true; one man will appear sublime because he 
is a saint and another pitiful for the same reason; and what 
is true of men is true also of their speech and writings. 
Sometimes the price of profundity or sublimity is a lack of 
critical sense in relation to appearances; this assuredly does 
not mean that such must be the case, for here is but a 
paradoxical possibility. In other words, when pious exagger­
ation arises from an overflowing of perception and of sin­
cerity, it has the right not to note the fact that its 
draftsmanship is poor and it would be ungrateful and out 
of proportion to reproach it for this. Piety as well as truth­
fulness require us to see the excellence of the intention and 
not the weakness of expression where such an alternative 
presents itself. ' 
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* 
* * 

The pillars ( arkiin) of Islam are these: the double testi­
mony of faith (the shahadatan), the canonical prayer 
repeated five times a day (the $alat), the fast of Ramadan 
($iyam, $awm), the tithe (zakat), the pilgrimage (the hajj); to 
these is sometimes added the holy war (the jihad), which has 
a more or less accidental character since it depends on 
circumstances;33 as for the ablution (the wudhu or the ghusl 
according to circumstances), it is not mentioned separately 
for it is a condition of the prayer. As we have already seen, 
the shahiidah indicates in the final analysis - and it is the 
most universal meaning which interests us here - discern­
ment between the Real and the unreal and then, in the 
second part, the attaching of the world to God in respect 
both of its origin and of its end, for to look on things 
separately from God is already unbelief (nifaq, shirk or kufr, 
as the case may be). The prayer integrates man into the 
rhythm of universal adoration and - through the ritual 
orientation of the prayer towards the Kaaba ----'- into its 
centripetal order; the ablution preceding the prayer virtu­
ally brings man back to the primordial state and in a certain 
manner to pure Being. The fast cuts man off from the 
continual and devouring flux of carnal life, introducing 
into our flesh a kind of death and purification;34 the ~lms 
vanquish egoism and avarice and actualize the solidarity of 
all creatures, for alms are a fasting of the soul, even as the 
fast proper is an almsgiving of the body. The pilgrimage is 
a prefiguration of the inward journey towards the kaaba of 
the heart and purifies the community, just as the circulation 

33. The same applies on the plane of the human microcosm both to 
the intelligence and to the will: neither desire nor discernment is exer­
cised in the absence of an object. 

34. Ramadan in the Moslem year is what Sunday is in the Christian 
week or the Sabbath in the jewish week. 
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of the blood, passing through the heart, purifies the body; 

finally the holy war is - always from the point of view 

adopted here- an external and collective manifestation of 

discernment between truth and error; it is like the centrif­

ugal and negative complement of the pilgrimage - com­

plement, not opposite, because it remains attached to the 

center and is positive through its religious content. 

Let us recapitulate once again the essential characteris­

tics of Islam as seen from the angle which particularly 

concerns us here. In normal conditions Islam strikes one by 

the unshakable character of its conviction and by the com­

bative nature of its faith; these two complementary aspects, 

the one inward and static and the other outward and 

dynamic, are essentially derived from a consciousness of the 

Absolute, which on the one hand establishes inaccessibility 

to doubt and on the other repels error with violence;35 the 

Absolute -or consciousness of the Absolute- thus engen­

ders in the soul the qualities of rock and of lightning, the 

former being represented by the Kaaba, which is the center, 

and the latter by the sword of the holy war, which marks the 

periphery. On the spiritual plane Islam lays stress on knowl­

edge, since it is knowledge which realizes the maximum of 

unity in the sense that it pierces the illusion of plurality and 

goes beyond the duality of subject and object; love is a form 

and a criterion of unitive knowledge or, from another point 

of view, a stage on the way to it. On the earthly plane Islam 

seeks equilibrium and puts each thing in its place; more­

over it makes a clear distinction between the individual and 

the collectivity while also taking account of their reciprocal 

solidarity. Al-Isliim is the human condition brought into 

35. In this perspective error is the negating of the Absolute or the 

attribution of an absolute character to the relative or the contingent, or 

the admitting of more than one Absolute. This metaphysical intention 

must not, however, be confused with the associations of ideas to which it 

can give rise in the consciousness of Moslems, associations that can have 

a merely symbolic meaning. ' 
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equilibrium in function of the Absolute, both in man's soul 
and in societv. 

I 

The basis of spiritual ascent is that God is pure Spirit and 
that man resembles Him fundamentally through the intel­
ligence; man goes towards God by means of that which is, 
in him, most conformable to God -namely the intellect­
which is at the same time both penetration and contempla­
tion and has as its "supernaturally natural" content the 
Absolute which illumines and delivers. The character of a 
Path depends on a particular preliminary definition of 
man: if man is defined as passion, as the general perspective 
of Christianity would have it - though there is here no 
principia! restriction - then the Path is suffering; if as 
desire, then the Path is renunciation; if as will, then the 
Path is effort; if as intelligence, then the Path is discern­
ment, concentration, contemplation. This could also be 
expressed as follows: the Path is such and such "to the 
extent that"- not "because"- man has such and such a 
nature; this enables us to understand why Moslem spiritual­
ity, though founded on the mystery of knowledge, nonethe­
less also includes both renunciation and love. 

The Prophet said: "God has created nothing more noble 
than intelligence, and His wrath is on him who despises it," 
and he also said: "God is beautiful and He loves beauty." 
These two sayings are characteristic for Islam: for it the 
world is a huge book filled with "signs" (ayat), or symbols 
-elements of beauty- which speak to our understanding 
and are addressed to "those who understand." The world 
is made up of forms, and they are as it were the debris of a 
celestial music that has become frozen; knowledge or sanc­
tity dissolves our frozen state and liberates the inner mel­
ody. 36 Here we must recall the verse in the Quran which 

36. The dervish songs and dances are symbolical, and thus spiritually 
efficacious, anticipations of the rhythms of immortality, and also- what 
amounts to the same thing- of the divine nectar which secretly flows in 
the arteries of all created things. Herein, moreover, lies an example of a 
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speaks of the "stones from which streams spring forth," 

though there are hearts which are "harder than stones," a 

passage reminiscent of the "living water" of Christ and of 

the "rivers of living water" which according to the Gospel, 

"flow from the hearts of saints. " 37 

These streams or living waters are beyond all formal and 

separating crystallizations; they belong to that domain of 

"essential truth" (}:taqzqah) towards which the Path (tanqah) 

leads, starting out from the "general road" (shan'ah) 

formed by the general Law, and at this level truth is no more 

a system of concepts - which, besides, is intrinsically ade­

quate and indispensable - but rather an element, like fire 

or water. And this leads us to a further consideration: if 

there are different religions - each of them by definition 

speaking an absolute and hence exclusive language - this 

is because the difference between the religions corre­

sponds exactly, by analogy, to the differences between 

human individuals. In other words, if the religions are true 

it is because each time it is God who has spoken, and if they 

are different, it is because God has spoken in different 

"languages" in conformity with the diversity of the recepta­

cles. Finally, if they are absolute and exclusive, it is because 

in each of them God has said "1." We know all too well, and 

it is moreover in the natural order of things, that this thesis 

is not acceptable on the level of exoteric38 orthodoxies, but 

is so on the level of universal orthodoxy, that to which 

certain opposition between the esoteric and exoteric orders which can­

not fail to arise incidentally: both music and dance are proscribed by the 

common Law, but esoterism makes use of them as it does of the symbol­

ism of wine, which is a forbidden beverage. In this there is nothing 

absurd, for in one respect the world too is opposed to God, though 

"made in His image." Exoterism follows the "letter" and esoterism the 

"divine intention." 
37. Jalal ad-Din Rumi said: "The ocean that I am is drowned in its own 

waves. Strange limitless ocean that I am!" 

38. This word indicates a limitation, but a priori contains no reproach, 

the human bases being what they are. 
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Muhyiddin Ibn 'Arabi, the great enunciator of gnosis in 
Islam, bore witness in these terms: "My heart is open to 
every form: it is a pasture for gazelles, 39 and a cloister for 
Christian monks, a temple for idols, the Kaaba of the pil­
grim, the tables of the Torah, and the book of the Quran. I 
practice the religion of Love;40 in whatsoever direction His 
caravans advance,41 the religion of Love shall be my religion 
and my faith." (Tarjuman al-ashwaq). 42 

39. The "gazelles" signify spiritual states. 
40. Here it is not a question of ma/:tabbah in the psychological or 

methodological sense but of truth that is lived and of "divine attraction." 
"Love" is here opposed to "forms" which are envisaged as "cold" and as 
"dead." Saint Paul also says that "the letter killeth, but the spirit maketh 
alive." "Spirit" and "love" are here synonymous. 

41. Literally: "His camels." "Camels," like the "gazelles" above, here 
indicate realities of the spirit; they represent the inward and outward 
consequences- or the dynamic modes- of "love" or in other words of 
"essential consciousness." 

42. Similarly,Jalal ad-Din Rumi says in his quatrains: "If the image of 
our Beloved is in the temple of idols, it is an absolute error to circumam­
bulate the Kaaba. If the Kaaba is deprived of His perfume, it is a syna­
gogue. And, if in the synagogue we feel the perfume of union with Him, 
the synagogue is our Kaaba." In the Quran this universalism is especially 
formulated in these two verses: "To God belongeth the East and the West; 
whithersoever ye turn, there is the Face of God" (II, 115) - "Say: Call 
''Allah" or call ''Ar-Ra/:tman"; whatever the Name ye call, to Him belong 
the most beautiful Names" (XVII, 110). In this second verse the Divine 
Names can signify spiritual perspectives and so the religions. The various 
religions are like the beads of the rosary; the cord is gnosis, their single 
essence passing through them all. 

37 





The Quran 

The great theophany of Islam is the Quran; it presents 
itself as being a "discernment" (jurqiin) between truth and 
error. 1 

In a sense the whole of the Quran - one of the names of 
which is indeed Al-Furqiin (the Discernment) -is a sort of 
multiple paraphrase of the fundamental discernment 
expressed by the Shahiidah; its whole content is summed up 
in the words: "Truth hath come and error [ al-batil, the 
empty, or the inconsistent] hath vanished away; lo! error is 
ever bound to vanish." (Quran, XVII, 83.) 2 

Before considering the message of the Quran, we wish to 
speak about its form and the principles determining that 
form. An Arab poet once claimed that he could_write a book 
superior to the Quran, disputing its excellence even from 
the mere standpoint of style. Such a judgement, whkh is 
clearly contrary to the traditional thesis of Islam, is explica­
ble in the case of a man who does not know that the 
excellence of a sacred book is not a priori of a literary 
order; many indeed are the texts conveying a spiritual 
meaning in which logical clarity is joined to powerful Ian-

1. In this context it is significant that in Islam God Himself is often 
called Al-lfaqq, The Truth. The Sufi Al-Hallaj exclaimed: Ana al-lfaqq, "I 
am the Truth," not "I am Love." 

2. Or, in another passage: " ... We (Allah) strike error with Truth that 
it may be crushed, and lo! error vanisheth away" (XXI, 18). 
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guage or grace of expression without their having on this 

account a sacred character. That is to say, the sacred Scrip­

tures are not such because of the subject of which they treat 

or the manner in which they treat it but by reason of their 

degree of inspiration, or what amounts to the same thing, 

by virtue of their divine provenance; it is this which deter­

mines the content of the book, not the converse. Like the 

Bible, the Quran may speak of a multitude of things other 

than God; for example, it speaks of the devil, of the holy 

war, of the laws of succession and so on without being on 

that account less sacred, whereas other books may treat of 

God and of sublime matters without being on that account 

the Divine Word. 
For Moslem orthodoxy, the Quran is not only the uncre­

ated Word of God - uncreated though expressing itself 

through created elements such as words, sounds and letters 

- but also the model par excellence of the perfection of 

language. Seen from outside, however, this book appears 

(apart from approximately the last quarter, the form of 

which is highly poetic, though it is not poetry) to be a 

collection of sayings and stories that is more or less incoher­

ent and sometimes incomprehensible at first approach. 

The reader who is not forewarned, whether he reads the 

text in translation or in Arabic, runs up against obscurities, 

repetitions, tautologies and, in most of the long suras, 

against a certain dryness, unless he has at least the "sensory 

consolation" of that beauty of sound which emerges from 

ritual and correctly intoned reading. But such difficulties 

are to be met with in one degree or another in most sacred 

Scriptures. 3 The seeming incoherence of these texts4 -for 

3. There are two principal modes or levels of inspiration- one direct 

and the other indirect- represented in the case of the New Testament 

by the sayings of Christ and by the· Apocalypse as regards the former 

mode, and by the stories in the Gospels and by the Epistles as regards the 

latter. In Judaism this difference is expressed by comparing the inspira­

tion of Moses to a luminous mirror and that of the other prophets to a 
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instance the Song of Songs or certain passages of the Pau­
line Epistles - always has the same cause, namely the 
incommensurable disproportion between the Spirit on the 
one hand and the limited resources of human language on 
the other: it is as though the poor and coagulated language 
of mortal ·man would break under the formidable pressure 
of the Heavenly Word into a thousand fragments, or as if 
God, in order to express a thousand truths, had but a dozen 
words at his disposal and so was compelled to make use of 
allusions heavy with meaning, of ellipses, abridgements and 
symbolical syntheses. A sacred Scripture - and let us not 
forget that for Christianity Scripture includes not only the 
Gospels but the whole Bible with all its enigmas and seem­
ing scandals - is a totality, a diversified image of Being, 
diversified and transfigured for the sake of the human 
receptacle; it is a light that wills to make itself visible to clay, 
or wills to take the form of that clay; or still in other words, 
it is a truth which, since it must address itself to beings 
compounded of clay, has no means of expression other 
than the very substance of the nescience of which our soul 
is made.5 

darkened mirror. Among Hindu sacred books the texts of secondary 
inspiration (smriti) are in general more easily accessible and seem more 
homogeneous than the Veda, which is directly inspired (shruti), and this 
shows that the immediate intelligibility and readily perceived beauty of a 
text are in no way criteria of inspiration or of the level of inspiration. 

4. It is this "incoherent" surface of the language of the Quran- not 
the grammar or the syntax - with which the poet mentioned above 
considered he should find fault. The style of the revealed Books is always 
normative. Goethe characterized very well the style of sacred texts in his 
Westostlicher Diwan: "Thy song turns like the vault of heaven; the origin 
and the end are ever identical." 

5. In his Kitab fzhi mil fzh, Jalal ad-Din Rumi wrote: "The Quran is like 
a young married woman: even if you try to unveil her she will not show 
herself to you. If you discuss the Quran you will discover nothing and no 
joy will come to you. That is because you have tried to pull off the veil and 
the Quran refuses itself to you; by employing cunning and making itself 
ugly in your sight and undesirable, it is saying to you: 'I am not that which 

41 



Understanding Islam 

"God speaks tersely," say the Rabbis and this also 

explains both the bold ellipses, at first sight incomprehen­

sible, and the superimposed levels of meaning found in the 

Revelations. 6 Moreover - and herein lies a crucial princi­

ple- for God the truth lies in the spiritual or social efficacy 

of the words or the symbol, not in the factual exactitude 

when this is psychologically inoperative or even harmful; 

God's first wish is to save, rather than instruct, and His 

concern is with wisdom and immortality, not with outward 

knowledge, still less with curiosity. Christ called his body 

"the Temple," which may seem astonishing when one 

thinks that this term primarily, and to all appearances with 

better reason, designated a stone building; but the stone 

Temple was much less than Christ the receptacle of the 

living God - given that Christ had come - and in reality 

the term "Temple" applied with far more reason to Christ 

than to the building made by the hands of men; it can even 

be said that the Temple, whether that of Solomon or that of 

Herod, was the image of the body of Christ, temporal suc­

cession being of no import to God; it is thus that sacred 

Scriptures at times displace words and even facts in function 

of a higher truth which eludes men. But it is not merely 

intrinsic difficulties that are found in the revealed Books, 

there is also the matter of their distance in time and the 

differences in mentality in different periods, or rather the 

qualitative inequality of the phases of the human cycle. At 

you love.' And it can in this manner show itself under any kind of light." 

See also Discourses of Rumi (Murray, 1961) p. 236. According to the 

teaching of Saint Augustine and other Fathers, and repeated by Pius XII 

in his encyclical Divino Affante: "God has purposely strewn difficulties 

throughout the Holy Books He has Himself inspired in order that we may 

be stimulated to read and study them with greater attention and in order 

to exercise us in humility by the salutary recognition of the limited 

capacity of our intelligence." 

6. For instance, it is said that the Bhagavad Gua can be read according 

to seven different threads o( meaning. This principle has been men­

tioned several times in our previous works. 
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the origin of a tradition -whether we are speaking of the 
age of the Rishis or of that of Muhammad- the language 
was different from what it is today, the words were not 
worn-out and they contained infinitely more than we can 
divine; many things which were evident for the reader of 
earlier times could be passed over in silence but need to 
be rendered explicit- not added to - at a later stage.7 

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

7. We have no wish to devote space here to the deployment of unin­
telligence in modern textual criticism, whether it be "psychological" or 
of some other kind. Suffice it to point out that in our times the devil has 
not only laid hold on charity, which he seeks to reduce to an atheistical 
and materialistic altruism, but has also taken hold of the exegesis of Holy 
Writ. 
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Prophet, and this indicates the capital part played in every 

traditional cosmos by orthodox commentaries. 8 

According to the jewish tradition it is not the literal form of 

the holy Scriptures which has the force of law, but solely 

their orthodox commentaries. The Torah is a "closed" 

book and does not surrender itself; it is the sages who 

"open" it, for it is in the very nature of the Torah to require 

from the beginning the commentary of the Mishna. It is 

said that the Mishna was given out in the Tabernacle, when 

Joshua transmitted it to the Sanhedrin; by this the 

Sanhedrin was consecrated and thus instituted by God like 

the Torah and at the same time. And this is irnportant: the 

oral commentary, which Moses had received on Sinai and 

transmitted to Joshua, was in part lost and had to be recon­

stituted by the sages on the basis of the Torah: this shows 

very clearly that gnosis includes both a "horizontal" and a 

"vertical" continuity, or rather that it accompanies the 

written Law in a manner that is both "horizontal" and 

continuous and also "vertical" and discontinuous; the 

secrets are passed from hand to hand, but the spark may at 

any time leap forth on mere contact with the revealed Text 

in connection with a particular human receptacle and the 

imponderables of the Holy Spirit. It is also said that God 

gave the Torah during the daytime and the Mishna by 

night;9 and again, that the Torah is infinite in itself whereas 

the Mishna is inexhaustible through its movement in time. 

We would add that the Torah is like the ocean which is static 

8. Jalal ad-Din Rumi, in the work quoted above, wrote: "God Most 

High does not speak to just any man; like the kings of this world He does 

not speak with any casual fool; He has chosen ministers and deputies. 

Man accedes to God by going through the intermediaries He has 

appointed. God Most High has made an election among his creatures in 

order that a man may come to Him by going through him whom He has 

chosen." This passage, which refers to the Prophets, is also applicable to 

the authorized interpreters of the tradition. 

9. Here the reader will rec:..all that Nicodemus came to find Christ by 

night, and this implies a reference to esoterism or to gnosis. 
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and inexhaustible, and the Mishna like a river which is 
always in motion. Mutatis mutandis all this applies to every 
Revelation and particularly to Islam. There must be author­
ities for the Faith (zman) and the Law (isliim), but there must 
also be authorities for the Path (i/:tsan), and these latter 
authorities are none other than the Sufis and their duly 
qualified representatives. The logical necessity for authori­
ties in this third domain -which the theologians of "the 
outward" ('ulama azh-zhahir) are forced to admit, though 
they cannot explain it- is one of the proofs of the legiti­
macy of Sufism, therefore also of its doctrines and methods 
as well as of its organizations and masters. 

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

* 
* * 

In order to understand the full scope of the Quran we 
must take into consideration three things: its doctrinal 
content, which we find made explicit in the great canonical 
treatises of Islam such as those of Abu Hanifah and At-
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Tahawi; its narrative content, which depicts all the vicissi­

tudes of the soul; and its divine magic or its mysterious and 

in a sense miraculous power.10 These sources of metaphysi­

cal and eschatological doctrine, of mystical psychology and 

theurgic power lie hidden under a veil of breathless utter­

ances, often clashing in shock, of crystalline and fiery 

images, but also of passages majestic in rhythm, woven of 

every fiber of the human condition. 

But the supernatural character of this Book lies not 

only in its doctrinal content, its psychological and mysti­

cal truth and its transmuting magic, it also appears in its 

most outward efficacy, in the miracle of the expansion of 

Islam; the effects of the Quran in space and time bear no 

relation to the literary impression which the written 

words may give to a profane reader. Like every sacred 

Scripture, the Quran too is a priori a "closed" book, 

though "open" in another respect, that of the elemen­

tary truths of salvation. 

It is necessary to distinguish in the Quran between the 

general excellence of the Divine Word and the particular 

excellence of a given content which may be superimposed 

as, for example, when it is a question of God or of His 

qualities; it is like the distinction between the excellence of 

gold and that of some masterpiece made from gold. The 

masterpiece directly manifests the nobility of gold; similarly 

the nobility of the content of one or another sacred verse 

expresses the nobility of the Quranic substance, of the 

Divine Word, which is in itself undifferentiated; it cannot, 

however, add to the infinite value of that Word. This is 

10. Only this power can explain the importance of the recitation of the 

Quran. In his Risalat al-Quds, Ibn 'Arabi quotes the case of Sufis who spent 

their whole life in reading or in ceaselessly reciting the Quran, and this 

would be inconceivable and even impossible to realize were there not, 

behind the husk of the literal text, a concrete and active spiritual pres­

ence which goes beyond the words and the mind. Moreover it is by virtue 

of this power of the Quran tbat certain verses can chase away demons and 

heal illnesses, at least given the concurrence of certain circumstances. 
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also related to the "divine magic," the transforming and 
sometimes theurgic virtue of the divine discourse to which 
allusion has already been made. 

This magic is closely linked with the actual language of 
the Revelation, which is Arabic, and so translations are 
canonically illegitimate and ritually ineffectual. A language 
is sacred when God has spoken in it;11 and in order that God 
should speak in it, it must have certain characteristics such 
as are not found in any modern language; finally, it is 
essential to understand that after a certain cyclical period 
and the hardening of the terrestrial ambience which it 
comprises, God no longer speaks, at least not as Revealer. 
In other words, after a certain period, whatever is put 
forward as new religion is inevitably false;12 the Middle Ages 
mark grosso modo the finallimit. 13 

Like the world, the Quran is at the same time one and 
multiple. The world is a multiplicity which disperses and 
divides; the Quran is a multiplicity which draws together 
and leads to Unity. The multiplicity of the holy Book- the 
diversity of its words, aphorisms, images and stories- fills 
the soul and then absorbs it and imperceptibly transposes 

11. From this the reader might conclude that Aramaic is a sacred 
language since Christ spoke it, but here three reservations must be made; 
first, in Christianity, as in Buddhism, it is the Avatiira himself who is the 
Revelation so that, apart from their doctrine, the Scriptures have not the 
central and plenary function which they have in other traditions; sec­
ondly, the precise Aramaic words used by Christ have not been preserved, 
which corroborates what has just been said; thirdly, for Christ himself 
Hebrew was the sacred language. Though the Talmud affirms that "the 
Angels do not understand Aramaic," this language has nonetheless a 
particularly high liturgical value; long before Christ it was "made sacred" 
by Daniel and Esdras. 

12. The same can be said of initiatory orders. One can- or rather 
God can - create a new branch of an ancient lineage or found a 
congregation of people around a pre-existing initiation; if there is an 
imperative reason for doing so and if this type of congregation is within 
the practices of the tradition in question, but in no circumstance has 
anyone a right to found a "society" having "Self-Realization" as its aim, 
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it into the climate of serenity and immutability by a sort of 

"divine ruse." 14 The soul, which is accustomed to the flux 

of phenomena, yields to this flux without resistance; it lives 

in phenomena and is by them divided and dispersed -

even more than that, it actually becomes what it thinks and 

does. The revealed Discourse has the virtue of accepting 

this tendency while reversing its movement thanks to the 

celestial nature of the content and the language, so that the 

fishes of the soul swim without distrust and with their 

habitual rhythm into the divine net.15 To the degree that it 

can bear it, the mind must be infused with a consciousness 

of the metaphysical contrast between "substance" and 

"accidents"; a mind thus regenerated keeps its thoughts 

first of all on God and thinks all things in Him. In other 

words, through the mosaic of passages, phrases and words, 

God extinguishes the agitation of the mind by Himself 

taking on the appearance of mental agitation. The Quran 

is like an image of everything the human brain can think 

and feel, and it is by this means that God exhausts human 

disquiet, infusing into the believer silence, serenity and 

peace. 

for the simple reason that such a realization is exclusively the province of 

the traditional organizations. Even if someone sought to incorporate a 

genuine initiation into the framework of a "society" or of some kind of 

"spiritual fellowship"- thus a profane association- one can be certain 

that this very framework would wholly paralyze its efficacy and inevitably 

bring about deviations. Spiritual treasures do not accomodate themselves 

to just any sort of framework. 

13. In fact Islam is the last world religion. As for the Sikh brotherhood, 

this is an esoterism analogous to that of Kabir, the special position of 

which is explained by the quite exceptional conditions arising from the 

contiguity of Hinduism and Sufism; but here too it is a case of a final 

possibility. 
14. In the sense of the Sanskrit term upaya. 

15. This is true of every sacred Scripture and is notably true of Bible 

history: the vicissitudes of Israel are those of the soul seeking its Lord. In 

Christianity this function oK."transforming magic" appertains especially 

to the Psalms. 
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* 
* * 

In Islam, as also injudaism, the Revelation relates essen­
tially to the symbolism of the book: the whole universe is a 
book whose. letters are the cosmic elements- the dharmas 
as Buddhists would say - which, by their innumerable 
combinations and under the influence of the divine Ideas, 
produce worlds, beings and things. The words and senten­
ces of the book are the manifestations of the creative possi­
bilities, the words in respect of the content, the sentenses 
in respect of the container; the sentence is, in effect, like a 
space or a duration comprising a predestined series of 
compossibles and constituting what may be called a "divine 
plan." This symbolism of the book is distinguished from 
that of speech by its static character; speech is situated in 
duration and implies repetition, whereas books contain 
affirmations in a mode of simultaneity; in a book there is a 
certain leveling out, all the letters being similar, and this is 
moreover highly characteristic of the Islamic perspective. 
But this perspective, like that of the Torah, also includes the 
symbolism of speech, which is then identified with the 
origin; God speaks and His Speech is crystallized in the 
form of a Book. Clearly this crystallization has its prototype 
in God, and indeed it can be affirmed that the "Speech" 
and the "Book" are two sides of pure Being, which is the 
Principle that both creates and reveals; however, it is ~aid 
that the Quran is the Word of God, not that the Word 
proceeds from the Quran or from the Book. 

First of all the "Word" is Being as the eternal Act of 
Beyond-Being, of the Divine Essence;16 but, taken as the 
sum of the possibilities of manifestation, Being is the 
"Book." Then, on the level of Being itself, the Word, or 
according to another image the Pen, 17 is the creative Act, 

16. The Gottheit or Urgrund of Meister Eckhart's doctrine. 
17. See also the chapter "An-Nur"in our book Dimensions of Islam. 
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while the Book is the creative Substance;18 here there is a 

connection with Natura naturans and Natura naturata in the 

highest sense attributable to these concepts. Finally, on the 

plane of Existence - or, it could be said, of Manifestation 

- the Word is the Divine Spirit, the central and universal 

Intellect which brings about and perpetuates the miracle of 

creation, as it were by delegation; in this case the Book is 

the sum of the crystallized possibilities, the world of innu­

merable creatures. The Word is then the aspect of dynamic 

simplicity or of simple "act," while the Book is the aspect of 

static complexity or differentiated "being." 

Or again: it can be said that God created the world like a 

Book and His Revelation came down into the world in the 

form of a Book; but man has to hear the Divine Word in 

Creation and by that Word ascend towards God; God 

became Book for man and man has to become Word for 

God; man is a "book" through his microcosmic multiplicity 

and his state of existential coagulation, whereas God, when 

envisaged in this context, is pure Word through His 

metacosmic Unity and His pure principia! activity. 

In Christianity the place of the Book is taken by the 

"Body" with its two complements of "flesh" and "blood" 

or "bread" and "wine"; in divinis the Body is, f~rst, the 

primary autodetermination of Divinity, and thus the first 

crystallization of the Infinite; next it is Universal Substance, 

the true mystical Body of Christ; and finally it is the world 

of creatures, the crystallized manifestation of this Body. 

We have seen that God-as-Being is the Book par excel­

lence, and that, on the plane of Being, the pole Substance 

is the first reflection of this Book; the Word, which is its 

dynamic con1plement, then becomes the Pen, the vertical 

axis of creation. In contradistinction, man too has an aspect 

of Word represented by his name; God created maQ- in 

naming him; the soul is a Word of the Creator when envis­

aged from the aspect of its simplicity or its unity. 

18. According to Hindu doctrine this is the Divine Prakriti. 
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* 
* * 

The most obvious content of the Quran consists not of 
doctrinal expositions, but of historical and symbolical nar­
ratives and eschatological imagery; the pure doctrine 
emerges from these two sorts of pictures in which it is 
enshrined. Setting aside the majesty of the Arabic text and 
its quasi-magical resonances, a reader could well become 
wearied of the content did he not know that it concerns 
ourselves in a quite concrete and direct way, since the dis­
believers (the ktifiriin), and associaters of false divinities with 
God (the mushrikun) and the hypocrites (the munafiqun) are 
within ourselves; likewise that the Prophets represent our 
intellect and our consciousness, that all the tales in the 
Quran are enacted almost daily in our souls, that Mecca is 
our heart and that the tithe, the fast, the pilgrimage and the 
holy war are so many contemplative attitudes. 

Running parallel with this interpretation there is another 
which concerns the phenomena of the world around us. 
The Quran is the world, both outside and within us, and 
always connected to God in the two respects of orign and 
end; but this world, or these two worlds, show fissures 
announcing death or destruction or, to be more precise, 
transformation, and this is what the apocalyptic and estha­
tological suras teach us; everything that concerns the world 
also concerns us, and conversely. These suras transmit to us 
a multiple and striking image of the fragility both of our 
earthly condition and of matter, then of the destined 
reabsorption of space and of the elements into the invisible 
substance of the causal "protocosm"; this is the collapse of 
the visible world into the immaterial- a collapse, to para­
phrase Saint Augustine, "inwards" or "upwards"; it is also 
the confronting of creatures, torn away from the earth, with 
the flashing reality of the Infinite. 
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By its "surfaces" the Quran presents a cosmology which 

treats of phenomena and their final end, and by its "pinna­

cles," a metaphysic of the Real and the unreal. 

* 
* * 

Not surprisingly, the imagery of the Quran is inspired 

above all by conflict; Islam was born in an atmosphere of 

conflict and the soul in search of God must fight. Islam did 

not invent strife; the world is a constant disequilibrium, for 

to live means to struggle. But this struggle is only one aspect 

of the world and it vanishes with the level to which it 

belongs; the whole of the Quran is also suffused with a tone 

of powerful serenity. In psychological terms it could be said 

that the combative aspect of the Moslem is counterbal­

anced by his fatalism; in the spiritual life the "holy war" of 

the spirit against the seducing soul ( an-nafs al-ammiirah) is 

transcended and transfigured by peace in God, by con­

sciousness of the Absolute; it is as if in the last analysis it 

were no longer we who are fighting, and this brings us back 

to the symbiosis of combat and knowledge in the Bhagavad 

Gzta and also to certain aspects of the knightly arts in Zen. 

The practice of Islam, at whatever level, is to repose in 

effort; Islam is the way of equilibrium and of light which 

comes to rest upon that equilibrium. 

Equilibrium is the link between disequilibrium and 

union, just as union is the link between equilibrium and 

unity, which is the "vertical" dimension. Disequilibrium 

and equilibrium, lack of rhythm and rhythm, separation 

and union, division and unity: such are the great themes of 

the Quran and of Islam. Everything in being and in becom­

ing is envisaged in terms of Unity and its gradations, or the 

mystery of its negation. 

For the Christian, what is necessary for coming to God is 

"unreservedly to renounce oneself," as Saint John of the 

Cross put it; and the Qhristian is astonished to hear from 

the Moslem that the key to salvation is to believe that God 
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is One; what he cannot know from the outset is that every­
thing depends on the quality- on the "sincerity" (ikhlas) 
-of this belief; what saves is the purity or the totality of the 
belief, and that totality clearly implies the loss of self, what­
ever the form in which this is expressed. 

As for the negation of the Christian Trinity in the Quran 
- and this negation is extrinsic and conditional -we must 
take account of certain shades of meaning. The Trinity can 
be envisaged according to a "vertical" perspective or 
according to either of two "horizontal" perspectives, one of 
them being supreme and the other not. The vertical per­
spective- Beyond-Being, Being and Existence- envisages 
the hypostases as "descending" from Unity or from the 
Absolute- or from the Essence it could be said- which 
means that it envisages the degrees of Reality. The supreme 
horizontal perspective corresponds to the Vedantic triad 
Sat (supraontological Reality), Chit (Absolute Conscious­
ness) and Ananda (Infinite Beatitude), which means that it 
envisages the Trinity inasmuch as It is hidden in Unity.19 

The non-supreme horizontal perspective on the contrary 
situates Unity as an essence hidden within the Trinity, which 
is then ontological and represents the three fundamental 
aspects or modes of Pure Being, whence the triad: Being, 
Wisdom, Will (Father, Son, Spirit). Now the concept of a 
Trinity seen as a deployment (tajallz) of Unity or of the 
Absolute is in no way opposed to the unitary doctrin~. of 
Islam; what is opposed to it is solely the attribution of 
absoluteness to the Trinity alone, or even to the ontological 
Trinity alone, as it is envisaged exoterically. This last point 
of view does not, strictly speaking, attain to the Absolute 
and this is as much as to say that it attributes an absolute 
character to what is relative and is ignorant of Maya and the 
degrees of reality or of illusion; it does not conceive of the 

19. The Absolute is not the Absolute inasmuch as it contains aspects, 
but inasmuch as It transcends them; inasmuch as It is Trinity It is there­
fore not Absolute. 
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metaphysical - but not pantheistic20 - identity between 

manifestation and the Principle; still less, therefore, does it 

conceive of the consequence this identity implies from the 

point of view of the intellect and the knowledge which 

delivers. 
Here comment is called for on the subject of the disbe­

lievers, the kafiran, namely those who according to the 

Quran do not belong, as do Jews and Christians, to the 

category of "people of the Book" (ahl al-Kitiib). If the reli­

gion of these disbelievers is false, or if disbelievers are such 

because their religion is false, why have Sufis declared that 

God can be present, not only in churches and synagogues, 

but also in the temples of idolaters? It is because in the 

classical and traditional cases of paganism the loss of the 

full truth and of efficacy for salvation essentially results 

from a profound modification in the mentality of the wor­

shipers and not from an ultimate falsity of the symbols; in 

all the religions which surrounded each of the three 

Semitic forms of monotheism, as also in those forms of 

fetishism21 still alive today, a mentality once contemplative 

and hence in possession of a sense of the metaphysical 

transparency of forms had ended by becoming passional, 

worldly22 and strictly speaking superstitious. 23 The symbol 

through which the reality symbolized was originally clearly 

perceived - a reality of which it is rigorously speaking an 

20. Not pantheistic since it is in no sense "material," nor even 

"substantial" in the cosmological sense of that term. 

21. This word is here used only as a conventional sign to designate 

decadent traditions, and there is no intention of pronouncing on the 

value of any particular African or Melanesian tradition. 

22. According to the Quran, the kafir is in effect characterized by his 

"worldliness," that is, by his preference for the good things of this world 

and his inadvertance (ghajlah) as regards those lying beyond this world. 

23. According to the Gospels, the pagans imagine they will be 

answered "for their much speaking." At root, "superstition" consists in 

the illusion of taking the means for the end or of worshiping forms for 

their own sake and not for their transcendent content. 
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aspect- became in fact an opaque and uncomprehended 
image or an idol, and this decadence of the general mental­
ity could not fail in its turn to affect the tradition itself, 
enfeebling it and falsifying it in various ways; most of the 
ancient paganisms were characterized by intoxication with 
power and sensuality. There is, assuredly, a personal pagan­
ism to be met with even within those religions which are 
objectively living, just as conversely truth and piety may be 
actualized in a religion which is objectively decadent, in 
which case however the integrity of its symbolism is to be 
presumed. But it would be completely mistaken to believe 
that any of the great world religions alive today could in its 
turn become pagan; they have not the time to become so, 
and their sufficient reason is in a sense that they should 
endure till the end of the world. That is why they are 
formally guaranteed by their founders, which is not the case 
with the great paganisms that have disappeared; these had 
no human founders and their perennial subsistence was 
conditional. The primordial perspectives are "spatial" and 
not "temporal"; Hinduism alone of all the great traditions 
of the primordial type has had the possibility of being 
renewed through the ages thanks to its Avataras. 24 In any 
case our intention here is not to enter into details but 
simply to make it clear why, from the point ofvi~w of some 
Sufi, it is not Apollo who is false but the way of regarding 
him.25 

24. Moreover nothing prevents the possibility of other branches of the 
primordial tradition -of "hyperborean" or "Atlantean" affiliation­
from having also survived on the fringes of the historical scene, though 
this could not be so in the case of the great traditions of urbanized 
peoples. Apart from this, when speaking of paganism - and we are 
adopting this conventional term without regard either to its etymology or 
its unpleasant associations, which chiefly arise from abuses - there is 
doubtless always need to make a reservation as regards a sapiential 
esoterism inaccessible to the majority and in fact incapable of acting 
upon that majority. 

25. Thus also how he was represented, as is proven by classical art. 
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But to return to the "people of the Book." If the Quran 

contains elements of polemic concerning Christianity and, 
for stronger reasons, concerning Judaism, it is because 

Islam came after these religions, and this means that it was 

obliged - and there is always a point of view which allows 

of its doing so- to put itself forward as an improvement 

on what came before it. In other words the Quran enunci­

ates a perspective which makes it possible to go beyond 

certain formal aspects of the two more ancient monothe­

isms. Something analogous can be seen, not only in the 

position of Christianity in relation to Judaism- where the 
point is self-evident by reason of the messianic idea and the 

fact that the former is like a bhaktic esoterism of the latter 
- but also in the attitude of Buddhism towards Brahman­

ism; here too the later appearance in time coincides with a 

perspective that is symbolically, though not intrinsically, 

superior. The tradition that is apparently being superseded 
clearly has no need to take account of this fact, since each 

perspective is a universe unto itself- thus a center and a 
standard - and since in its own way it contains all valid 

points of view. By the logic of things the later tradition is 

"condemned" to the symbolical attitude ofsuperiority,26 on 

pain of non-existence one might almost say. But there is also 

a positive symbolism of anteriority and in this respect the 
new tradition, which is from its own point of view the final 

one, must incarnate "what came before," or "what has 

always existed"; its novelty- or glory- is consequently its 

absolute "anteriority." 

* 
* * 

26. This attitude is necessarily legitimate from a certain angle and at a 

certain level and is explained, in the field of monotheism, by the fact that 

the jewish, Christian and Islamic religions correspond respectively to the 

Paths of "action," "love" and "knowledge" to the extent that they can, 

as exoterisms, do so and withQut prejudice to their most profound con­

tent. 
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Pure intellect is the "immanent Quran"; the uncreated 
Quran- the Logos- is the Divine Intellect, which crystal­
lizes in the form of the earthly Quran and answers objec­
tively to that other immanent and subjective revelation 
which is the human intellect. 27 In Christian terms it could 
be said that Christ is like the objectivation of the intellect 
and the latter is like the subjective and permanent revela­
tion of Christ. Thus there are two poles for the manifesta­
tion of Divine Wisdom and they are: firstly, the Revelation 
"above us" and secondly the intellect "within us"; the 
Revelation provides the symbols while the intellect deci­
phers them and "recollects" their content, thereby again 
becoming conscious of its own substance. Revelation is a 
deployment and intellect a concentration; the descent is in 
accord with the ascent. 

But there is another l;aqzqah [truth] on which we should 
wish to touch at this point, and it is this: in the sensory order 
the Divine Presence has two symbols or vehicles - or two 
"natural manifestations" - of primary importance: the 
heart within us, which is our center, and the air around us, 
which we breathe. Air is the manifestation of ether, the 
weaver of forms, and it is at the same time the vehicle of 
light, which in its turn manifests the ethereal element.28 

When we breathe, the air penetrates us, and symbolically it 
· is as though it introduced into us the creative ether 
together with light; we breathe in the Universal Presenc,e of 
God. There is also a connection between light and coolness, 
for the sensation of both is liberating; what is light out­
wardly is coolness inwardly. We inhale luminous, cool air 

27. It is "subjective" because empirically it is within us. The term 
"subjective," as applied to the intellect, is as improper as the epithet 
"human"; in both cases, the terms are used simply in order to define the 
way of approach. 

28. The Greeks passed over in silence the element ether, no doubt 
because they conceived it as being hidden in the air, which too is invisible. 
In Hebrew the word avir designates both air and ether: the word aor has 
the same root and means "light." 
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and our respiration is a prayer, as is the beating of our heart; 

the luminosity relates to the Intellect and the freshness to 

pure Being. In Islam itis taught that at the end of time light 

will become separated from heat, and heat will be hell 

whereas light will be Paradise; the light of heaven is cool 

and the heat of hell dark. 
The world is a fabric woven of threads of ether; into it we 

and all other creatures are woven. All sensory things come 

forth from ether, which contains all; everything is ether 

crystallized. The world is an immense carpet; we possess the 

whole world in each breath because we breathe the ether 

from which all things are made,29 and we "are" ether. Just 

as the world is an immeasurable carpet in which everything 

is repeated within the rhythm of continual change, or 

again, in which everything remains similar within the 

framework of the law of differentiation, so too the Quran 

-and with it the whole of Islam- is a carpet or fabric, in 

which the center is everywhere repeated in an infinitely 

varied way and in which the diversity is but a development 

of the unity. The universal "ether," of which the physical 

element is only a distant and grosser reflection, is none 

other than the divine Word which is everywhere "being" 

and "consciousness" and everywhere creative and liberat­

ing or revealing and illuminating. 

The nature which surrounds us - sun, moon, stars, day 

and night, the seasons, the waters, mountains, forests and 

flowers - is a kind of primordial Revelation; now these 

three things- nature, light and breath- are profoundly 

linked with one another. Breathing should be linked with 

the remembrance of God; we should breathe with rever­

ence, with the heart so to speak. It is said that the Spirit of 

God- the Divine Breath- was "over the waters" and that 

it was by breathing into it that God created the soul, as it is 

also said that man, who is "born of the Spirit," is like the 

29. This is a symbolic ~anner of speech, for ether being perfect 

plenitude is motionless and could not move. 
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wind; "thou hearest the sound thereof, but canst not tell 
whence it cometh, and whither it goeth." 

It is significant that Islam is defined in the Quran as an 
"expansion (inshirah) of the breast," that is is said, for 
example, that God "hath expanded our breast for Islam"; 
the connection between the Islamic perspective and the 
initiatory meaning of breathing and also of the heart is a 
key of the first importance for understanding the Sufic 
arcanum. It is true that by the very force of things the same 
path also opens out onto universal gnosis. 

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

But this image includes yet a more differenciated symbol­
ism, that of the "universal breath": here expiration relates 
to cosmic manifestation or the creative phase and inspira­
tion to reintegration, to the phase of salvation or the return 
to God. 

* 
* * 

One reason why Westerners have difficulty in appreciat­
ing the Quran and have even many times questioned 
whether this book contains the premises of a spirituallife30 

lies in the fact that they look in a text for a meaning t~~t is 
fully expressed and immediately intelligible, whereas Sem­
ites, and Eastern peoples in general, are lovers of verbal 
symbolism and read "in depth." The revealed phrase is for 
them an array of symbols from which more and more 
flashes of light shoot forth the further the reader pene­
trates into the spiritual geometry of the words: the words 
are reference points for a doctrine that is inexhaustible; the 
implicit meaning is everything, and the obscurities of the 
literal meaning are so many veils marking the majesty of the 

30. Louis Massignon answers this question in the affirmative. 
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content.31 But, even without taking into consideration the 

sibylline structure of many sacred sentences, we can say that 
the Oriental draws much from a few words: when, for exam­

ple, the Quran recalls that "the world beyond is better for 
you than this lower world" or that "earthly life is but a play" 
or affirms: "In your wives and your children ye have an 

enemy" or: "Say: Allah! then leave them to their vain talk" 

- or finally when it promises Paradise to "him who has 

feared the station of his Lord and refused desire to his soul" 

- when the Quran speaks thus, there emerges for the 

Moslem32 a whole ascetic and mystical doctrine, as penetrat­

ing and as complete as any other form of spirituality worthy 

of the name. 
Man alone has the gift of speech, for he alone among all 

the creatures of this earth is "made in the image of God" 

in a direct and total manner. And since it is by virtue of this 

likeness - provided it is actualized by appropriate means 

- that man is saved, thus by virtue of the objective intelli­

gence associated with free will and truthful speech, whether 

articulated or not, it is easy to understand the capital part 

played in the life of the Moslem by those sublime words 

which are the· verses of the Quran; they are not merely 

sentences which transmit thoughts, but are in a way beings, 

powers or talismans. The soul of the Moslem is as it were 

woven of sacred formulas; in these he works, in these he 

rests, in these he lives and in these he dies. 
It was the objectivity of human intelligence which 

enabled Adam to "name" all things and all creatures; in 

other words it is this objectivity which enables man to know 

objects, plants and animals, whereas they do not know him. 

31. This is the way the Bible was read in the Middle Ages- following 

the footsteps of Antiquity. The denial of the hermeneutical interpreta­

tion, which was the bulwark of traditional and integral intellectuality, 

inevitably led in the end to the "criticism" -and destruction- of the 

sacred Texts; for instance there is nothing left of the Song of Songs once 

only the literal meaning is ac._cepted. 
32. Note that we say "for the Moslem," not "for every Moslem." 
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But the highest content of this intelligence is the Absolute; 
to be able to compass the greater is to be able to compass 
the lesser, and it is because man can know God that he 
knows the world. Mter its own fashion human intelligence 
is a proof of God. 

* 
* * 

At the beginning of this book we saw that the intention 
of the formula La ilaha illa 'Llah becomes clear if by the 
term ilah -the literal meaning of which is "divinity" -
one understands reality, the level or nature of which 
ren1ains to be determined. The first proposition of the 
sentence, which is negative in form ("There is no divin­
ity ... "), relates to the world, reducing it to nothingness by 
taking away from it any positive character; the second prop­
osition, which is affirmative (" ... save The Divinity, Allah"), 
is related to Absolute Reality or to Being. The word 
"divinity" (ilah) can be replaced by any word expressing a 
positive idea; in the first part of the formula this word 
would then remain indefinite, but in the second proposi­
tion it would become defined absolutely and exclusively as 
Principle,33 as in the case of the Name Allah (The Divinity) 
with regard to the word ilah (divinity). In the Shahadah 
there is metaphysical discernment between the unreal and 
the Real, and then combative virtue; this formula is j).oth 
the sword of knowledge and the sword of the soul, while 
also marking the peace that Truth brings, serenity in God.34 

33. One of the works of the Shaykh Al-'Alawi contains indeed a whole 
litany drawn from the Shahadah: La quddusa illa 'Llah (there is no saint 
save Allah); la 'alzma illa 'Llah (there is no sage save Allah); and so on 
through all the divine attributes. 

34. We have already seen that the first Testimony is directly followed 
by the second - that of the Prophet - which it includes implicitly and 
which issues from it as if by polarization. 
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Another fundamental proposition of Islam - and no 

doubt the most important after the double Testimony of 
faith - is the formula of consecration, the Basmalah: "In 

the Name of God, the infinitely Good,35 the ever Merciful" 

(Bismi 'Llahi 'r-Ra/:tmani 'r-Ra/:tzm). 36 This is the formula of 

the Revelation, found at the head of every sura of the 

Quran (except one which is considered as a continuation of 

the preceding one). This consecration is the first phrase of 

the revealed Book, for with it begins "That which opens" 

(Silrat al-Fati/:tah), the introductory sura. It is said that the 

Fati/:tah contains in essence the whole of the Quran, that the 

Basmalah in turn contains the whole of the Fati/:tah, that the 

Basmalah is itself contained in the letter ba and that this is 

contained in its diacritical point.37 

The Basmalah forms a kind of complement to the 

Shahadah: the Shahadah is an intellectual "ascent" and the 

Basmalah an ontological "descent"; in Hindu terms the 

former could be called Shaivite and the latter Vaishnava. If 
we may be permitted to return once again to two Vedantic 

formulas of the highest importance, let us point out that 

the Shahadah destroys the world because "the world is false, 

Brahma is true," whereas the Basmalah on the contrary 

consecrates and sanctifies the world because "all is Atma':· 

35. Here we give the fundamental meaning of this Name. No objec­

tion can be raised to the translating of the Name Ra/:J,manas "Compassion­

ate," for compassion is as it were the essence of mercy. 
36. From this is derived the word basmalah, which means the act of 

saying: Bismi 'Llah . ... The Arabic spelling is Bismi Allahi ar-Ra/:J,mani 

ar-Ra/:J,lm. 
37. The letter ba, the second letter in the Arabic alphabet- the first 

being the alif, a plain vertical line with an axial symbolism -is formed by 

a horizontal line slightly curved like a bowl and is distinguished by a point 

beneath it. Ali, the Prophet's son-in-law, and at a later date the Sufi 

Ash-Shibli both compared themselves to this point under the ba in order 

to express their state of "supreme Identity." This diacritical point corre­

sponds to the first drop of th~ divine Ink (Midad) to fall-from the Pen; it 

is the Divine Spirit (Ar-Ruh), or the Prototype of the world. 
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but the Basmalah is already contained in the Shahadah, 
namely in the word illa (a contracted form of in la, "if not") 
which is the "isthmus" (barzakh) between the negative and 
positive propositions of the formula, the first half of this 
word itself being positive (in, "if') and the second negative 
(la, "no" or "none"). In other words the Shahadah is the 
juxtaposition of the negation la ilaha (no divinity) and the 
Name Allah (The Divinity), this confrontation being linked 
by a word the first half of which, being positive, indirectly 
refers to Allah and the second half, being negative, indi­
rectly refers to "unreality"; thus in the center of the 
Shahadah there is a kind of inverse image of the relationship 
which it expresses, and this inversion represents the truth 
according to which the world possesses the degree of reality 
proper to its level, since nothing can be cut off from the 
Divine Cause. · 

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

From a somewhat different point of view it can also be 
said that the Basmalah is the divine and revelato~y ray 
which brings into the world the truth of the double 
Shahadah:38 the Basmalah is the "descending" ray and the 
Shahadah is its content, the horizontal image which, in the 
world, reflects the Truth of God; in the second Shahtidah 

38. In the same way that Christ is the Word brought into the world by 
the Holy Spirit. In this case, the Shahiidah is the Message made manifest; 
on the other hand, when it was said above that the Basmalah is contained 
in the first Shahiidah - like the second Shahadah in the word illa - this 
referred to the Shahiidah in divinis, envisaged, that is to say, as the 
Unmanifest Truth. 
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(Mul:wmmadun Rasulu 'Llah) this vertical ray is itself reflected 

and the projection of the Message becomes a part of the 

Message. The Basmalah consecrates everything including 

especially the vital functions with their inevitable and legit­

imate pleasures. Through this consecration something of 

the divine Beatitude enters into their enjoyment; it is as 

though God entered into the enjoyment and participated 

in it, or as though man entered a little, but with full right, 

into the Beatitude of God. Like the Basmalah, the second 

Shahildah neutralizes the denial enunciated by the first 

Shahadah, which symbolically speaking already bears within 

itself its compensatory dimension or its corrective in the 

word illil from which springs forth the Muftammadun Rasulu 

'Llah. 
This question could also be approached from a rather 

different angle: the consecration "In the Name of God, the 

infinitely Merciful, the ever Merciful in action" presup­

poses something in relation to which the idea of Unity, 

enunciated by the Shahildah, has to be realized, and this 

relationship is indicated in the Basmalah itself in the sense 

that, being divine utterance, it creates that which should 

then be brought back to the Uncreated. The divine Names 

Ral:tman and Ral:tzm, both derived from the word Raftmah 

("Mercy"), mean, the former the intrinsic Mercy of God 

and the latter His extrinsic Mercy; thus the former indicates 

an infinite quality and the latter a limitless manifestation of 

that quality. The words could also be respectively translated 

as "Creator through Love" and "Savior through Mercy," or 

drawing inspiration from a l:tadzth, we could comment on 

them thus: Ar-Ral:tman is the Creator of the world inasmuch 

as a priori and once and for all He has furnished the 

elements of well-being of this lower world, while Ar-Ral:tzm is 

the Savior of men inasmuch as He confers on them the 

beatitude of the world beyond, or inasmuch as He gives 

them here below the seeds of that other world or dispenses 

its benefits. ' 
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In the Names Rahman and Rahzm the divine Mercy faces 
human incapacity in the sense that consciousness of our 
incapacity is, when coupled with trust, the moral receptacle 
of Mercy. The Name Rahman is like a sky full of light; the 
Name Rahzm is like a warm ray coming from the sky and 
giving life to man. 

In the Name Allah there are the aspects of awe-inspiring 
Transcendence and enveloping Totality; were there only 
the aspect of Transcendence it would be difficult, if not 
impossible, to contemplate this Name. From a different 
point of view it can be said that the Name Allah breathes 
forth at one and the same time serenity, majesty and mys­
tery: the first of these qualities relates to the undifferentia­
tion of the Substance, and the second to the loftiness ofthe 
Principle and the third to the Ipseity, which is both secret 
and lightning-like. In the written form of the Name Allah in 
Arabic, we distinguish a horizontal line, that of the very 
motion of writing, then the upright strokes of the alifand 
the lam, and then finally a more or less circular line, sym­
bolically reducible to a circle; these three elements are like 
indications of three "dimensions": serenity, which is 
"horizontal" and undifferentiated like the desert or a blan­
ket of snow;39 majesty, which is "vertical" and immovable 
like a mountain:40 and mystery, which extends "in depth" 
and relates to ipseity and to gnosis. The mystery of ipseity 
implies that of identity, for the Divine Nature, which is 
totality as well as transcendence, includes all possible divine 
aspects including the world with its countless individualized 
refractions of the Self. 

39. This is what is expressed by the verse already quoted: "Say: Allah! 
Then leave them to their vain talk" (VI, 92), or by this other verse: "Is it 
not in the remembrance of Allah that hearts rest in security?" (Quran, 
XIII, 28). 

40. Allah! There is no divinity save He, The Living (Al-/Jayy), The 
Self-Subsistent (Al-Qayyum)." (Quran, II, 255 and III, 1). 
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* 
* * 

The Fati/:tah, "That which opens" (the Quran), has, as we 

have already mentioned, a capital importance, for it consti­

tutes the unanimous prayer of Islam. It is composed of 

several propositions or verses: 1. "Praise be to God, Lord of 

the worlds; 2. The Infinitely Good, the Ever Merciful; 3. 

King of the Last judgement; 4. It is Thee we worship, and it 

is in Thee we seek refuge; 5. Lead us on the straight path; 

6. The path of those on whom is Thy Grace; 7. Not of those 

on whom is Thy Wrath, nor of those who go astray." 

"Praise be to God, Lord of the worlds": the starting point 

of this formula is our state of existential enjoyment; to exist 

is to enjoy, for breathing, eating, living, seeing beauty, car­

rying out some work - all this is enjoyment. Now, it is 

important to know that every perfection or satisfaction, 

every quality, whether inward or outward, is but the effect 

of a transcendent and unique cause, and that this cause, the 

only cause there is, produces and determines countless 

worlds of perfection. 
"The Infinitely Good, the Ever Merciful": The Good 

signifies that God has in advance given us existence and all 

the qualities and conditions this implies, and since we exist 

and are also endowed with intelligence, we ought not to 

forget these gifts nor attribute them to ourselves; we did not 

create ourselves, nor did we invent either the eye or light. 

"The Merciful": God gives us our daily bread, and not that 

alone: He gives us our eternal life, our participation in 

Unity and thus in what is our true nature. 
"King of the Last judgement": God is not only the Master 

of the worlds, He is also the Master of their end; He deploys 

them, then destroys them. We, who are in existence, cannot 

be unaware that all existence runs to its end, that both 

microcosms and macroq~sms terminate in a sort of divine 

naught. To know that the relative comes from the Absolute 
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and depends on It is to know that the relative is not the 
Absolute and disappears in face of It.41 

"It is Thee we worship and it is in Thee we seek refuge": 
worship is the recognition of God outside us and above us 
- and thus submission to the infinitely distant God -
whereas refuge is the return to the God within us, at the 
deepest level of our heart; it is trust in a God Who is 
infinitely near. The "outward" God is like the infinity of the 
sky; the "inward" God is like the intimacy of the .heart. 

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

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

"Not of those on whom is Thy Wrath, nor of those who 
go astray": not of those who oppose Grace and by that fact 
place themselves in the ray of Justice or of Rigor, or who 
sever the bond linking them to pre-existing Grace; through 
wanting to be independent of their Cause, or wanting to be 
themselves the cause, they fall like stones, deaf and blind; 
the Cause abandons them. "Nor of those who go astray": 
these are they who, without directly opposing the One, are 
nonetheless, through weakness, lost in multiplicity; these 
do not deny the One, nor do they want to usurp Its rank, 
but they remain what they are, following their multiple 
nature as though not endowed with intelligence; they live 
beneath themselves and give themselves up to cosmic pow­
ers, though without being lost if they submit to God.42 

41. The reader will have noticed that the "Last Judgement" comprises 
a temporal symbolism in contrast to the spatial symbolism of "Master of 
the Worlds." 

42. According to the Islamic interpretation, these three categories of 
Grace, Wrath and Straying concern respectively the Moslems, who follow 
the middle way, the Jews, who rejected Jesus, and the Christians, who 
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* 
* * 

Formulas run through the life of the Moslem like weft 
through warp. As has been pointed out, the Basmalah inau­
gurates and sanctifies every enterprise, it ritualizes the reg­
ular actions of life ·such as the ablutions and meals; the 

formula al-hamdu li'Llah (Praise be to God) brings them to 

a close in relating their positive quality to the Sole Cause of 
all quality and thus sublimating all enjoyment so that every­
thing can be undertaken according to grace, earthly effect 
of the Divine Beatitude; in this sense all things are done as 

symbols of that Beatitude.43 These two formulas mark the 

two phases of sacralization and completion, the coagula and 
the solve; the Basmalah evokes the Divine Cause - and 
therefore the presence of God- in transitory things and 
the /famdalah - the praise - in a sense dissolves these 

things by reducing them to their Cause. 
The formulas subhana 'Llah (Glory be to God) and Allahu 

akbar (God is greater) are often associated with the 

lfamdalah in connection with a hadzth, and recited with it. 

"Glory be to God" is said to nullify a heresy that is contrary 
to the Divine Majesty; thus this formula more especially 
concerns God Himself; it separates Him from created 

things whereas the lfamd on the contrary connects things 

to God in a certain manner. The formula "God is greater" 
- the Takbzr- opens the canonical prayer and marks the 

made a God of him; the choice of the symbols is admissible from an 

exoteric point of view, but the meaning is universal and refers to the three 

fundamental tendencies in man. 
43. Cf. the Bhagavad GUll (IX, 27, 28): "Whatever thy work, thine 

eating, thy sacrifice, thy gift, thine austerities, make of it an offering to 

Me, 0 son ofKunti. Thus thou shalt be released from the bonds of action, 

whether their fruit be good or bad; with a soul firmly set on renunciation 
thou shalt be delivered and attain to Me." According to an idea current 

among Moslems, a meal tak~n without the Basmalah is eaten in the 

company of Satan, and the same applies to any important action. 
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change during prayer from one ritual position to another; 
it expresses by the comparative of the word "great" (kabzr) 
- often taken, moreover, in the sense of a superlative -
that God will always be "greater," or the "greatest," (akbar), 
and so shows itself to be a kind of paraphrase of the 
Shahiidah. 

According to tradition, all these formulas, when recited 
a certain number of times, miraculously wipe out sins, be 
they as innumerable as the drops of water in the sea. Here 
there is an analogy with the indulgences attached in Cathol­
icism to certain formulas or prayers. 

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

If the formula "if God wills it" concerns the future inso­
far as we project into it the present- represented by our 
desire which we actively affirm- the formula kiinii maktub 
(it was written) concerns the present insofar as in it we meet 
the past- represented by the destiny we passively und~rgo. 
Similarly the formula mii shii'a 'Lliih (what God has willed­
"has come" being implied) places the idea of "if God wills 
it" in the past and the present; the event, or its beginning, 
is past, but its unfolding, or our ascertaining of the past or 
continuing event, is in the present. Moslem "fatalism," the 
soundness of which is corroborated by the fact that it is 
perfectly consistent with activity- history is there to prove 
it- is the logical consequence of the fundamental concep­
tion of Islam according to which everything depends on 
God and returns to Him. 
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Moslems- and especially those who observe the Sunna 

in its minutest ramifications44 - live in a fabric of symbols, 

participating in the weaving, since they live them, and thus 

have the benefit of so many means of remembering God 

and the world beyond, even if only indirectly. To the Chris­

tian, living morally in the empty space of vocational possi­

bilities and so of the unforeseeable, this situation of the 

Moslem appears to be a superficial formalism or even 

Pharisaism, but such an impression fails to take account of 

the fact that for Islam the will does not make "improvisa­

tions";45 it is determined or canalized with a view to con­

templative peace of the mind;46 the outward has only a 

schematic significance, and the whole spiritual rhythm 

unfolds inwardly. To pronounce on every occasion certain 

formulas may amount to nothing, and seems a mere noth­

ing to one who conceives only of moral heroism, but from 

another point of view - that of virtual union with God 

through the constant remembrance of things divine- this 

verbal way of introducing into life spiritual points of refer­

ence is on the contrary a means of purification and of grace 

as to which no doubt can be entertained. That which is 

spiritually possible is by the same token legitimate and even 

necessary in an appropriate context. 

44. This Al-Ghazzali in particular extolled. The opposite opinion also 

exists, namely that the legal minimum suffices for going to Paradise 

provided there is either great purity of soul, or great virtue, or profound 

inner knowledge. In this context let us recall that Moslems divide actions 

into five categories: 1. what is indispensable (jardh or wajib); 2. what is 

recommended (sunnah, mustab,abb); 3. what is indifferent (mublib,}; 4. what 

is inadvisable (makrilh); 5. what is forbidden (b,aram). 

45. On this point, as on others, there is nothing absolute about the 

divergence in perspective, but the differences of accent are nonetheless 

real and profound. 
46. This is why the required attitude is called an islam, an abandon­

ment to a pre-existing frame for the will; the root of this word is the same 

as that of the word salam, "peace," and this indicates the idea of a 

"supernatural relaxation," an- idea also contained in the word inshirlih, 

meaning the enlarging of the breast by the Islamic faith. 
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* 
* * 

One of the most salient doctrines in the Quran is that of 
the Divine Omnipotence; this doctrine of the utter depen­
dence of all things on God is enunciated in the Quran with 
a rigor that is exceptional in the climate of monotheism. At 
the beginning of this book the problem of predestination 
was touched on in showing that, if man is subject to fate, it 
is because - or insofar as - he is is not God, not inasmuch 
as he participates ontologically in the Divine Liberty. It was 
pointed out that to deny predestination would amount to 
maintaining that God does not know future events "before­
hand" and is therefore not omniscient; which would be an 
absurd conclusion, for time is merely one mode of exten­
sion of existence and the empirical succession of its con­
tents is only illusory. 

This question of predestination also raises that of the 
Divine Omnipotence: if God is all-powerful, why can He not 
abolish the ills from which creatures suffer? If it is inadmis­
sible to suppose that He wants to do so but cannot, it is 
equally inconceivable that He could do so but does not want 
to, at any rate insofar as we trust in our human sensibility. 
The answer must be as follows: Omnipotence, being some­
thing definite, cannot pertain to the Absolute in the strictly 
metaphysical sense of that term; it is one quality among 
others, which is as much as to say that, like Being to w-hich 
it appertains, it belongs already to the domain of relativity, 
though not on that account falling outside the principia! 
domain; in short it relates to the personal God, the ontolog­
ical Principle, which creates and is personified in relation 
to creatures, not to the suprapersonal Divinity, which is the 
Absolute and Ineffable Essence. Omnipotence, like every 
attribute relating to an attitude or an activity, has its suffi­
cient reason in the world and is exercised in the wotld; it is 
dependent on Being and cannot be exercised beyond that. 
God, "in creating" and "having created" is all-powerful in 
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relation to what His work includes, but not so in relation to 
that which, in the Divine Nature itself, provokes both cre­
ation and the inner laws of creation; He does not govern 
that which makes the metaphysical necessity of the world 
and of evil. He governs neither relativity- of which He is, 
as ontological Principle, the first affirmation - nor the 
principia! consequences of relativity; He can abolish this 
evil or that, but not evil as such; but that is what He would 
abolish were He to abolish all ills. To speak of the world is 
to speak of relativity, of the deployment of relativities, of 
differentiation and of the presence of evil; since the world 
is not God it must include imperfection, otherwise it would 
be reduced to God and thus cease to exist (ex-sistere). 

The great contradiction in man is that he wants the 
multiple but without wishing to pay the ransom of this 
sundering; he wants relativity with its savor of absoluteness 
or infinity, but without the suffering arising from its sharp 
edges; he desires extension but not limitation, as if the 
former could exist apart from the latter and as if pure 
extension could be found on the plane of measurable 
things. The whole of modern civilization is built upon this 
error, which has become for it an article of faith and a 
program. 

Perhaps all this could be more precisely expressed by 
formulating the problem as follows: the Divine Essence -
Beyond-Being - includes in Its indistinction and as a 
potentiality comprised within Its very infinity a principle of 
relativity; Being, which generates the world, is the first of 
the relativities, that from which all the others flow; the 
function of Being is to deploy in the direction of "nothing­
ness," or in an "illusory" mode, the infinity of Beyond­
Being, which thus becomes transmuted into ontological 
and existential47 possibilities. Since Being is the first relativ-

4 7. The former concern Being Itself - and these are the divine 
attributes such as Onnipotence and Mercy - and the latter concern 
Existence, the world, things. ' 
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ity it cannot abolish relativity; as we have seen, if it could do 
so it would abolish Itself and a fortiori bring creation to 
naught; what we call "evil" is only the extreme term of 
limitation, and so of relativity; the Omnipotent can no 
more abolish relativity than He can prevent two and two 
from making four, for relativity, like truth, proceeds from 
His nature, and this amounts to saying that God has not the 
power not to be God. Relativity is the "shadow" or "contour" 
which allows the Absolute to affirm Itself as such, first 
before Itself and then in an innumerable48 gushing forth of 
differentiations. 

The whole of this doctrine can be found expressed in the 
Quranic formula: "And He has power over all things" (wa 

Huwa 'alii kulli shay 'in qadzr). In Sufic terms it is said that 
inasmuch as He is Powerful, and thus Creator, God is envis­

aged on the plane of the "attributes" (sifat) and quite 

clearly these could not govern the Essence or Quiddity 
(Dhat); the "Power" (qadr) relates to "all things," to the 
existential totality. If we say that the Omnipotent has not 
the power not to be all-powerful, creator, merciful and just, 
and that He also cannot prevent Himself from creating and 
deploying His attributes in creation, it will no doubt be 
objected that God created the world "in full freedom" and 
that in it He manifests Himself freely; but this is to confuse 
the principia! determination of the divine perfection with 
freedom as regards facts or contents; the perfectiop of 
necessity, a reflection of the Absolute, is confused with the 
imperfection of constraint, a consequence of relativity. 
That God creates in perfect freedom means that He cannot 
be subject to any constraint, since nothing is situated out­
side Him, and things appearing to be outside Him cannot 
attain to Him, the levels of reality being incommensurably 
unequal. The metaphysical cause of creation or of manifes-

48. This expression is purely symbolical, for on the plane of the 

macrocosm as a whole we are already beyond the realm of earthly num­

ber. 
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tation Is 1n God, and therefore it does not prevent Him 
from being Himself, that is, from being free; it cannot be 
denied that this cause is comprised in the Divine Nature 
unless freedom is confused with caprice, as it too often is by 
theologians- at any rate de facto and by implication­
without recognizing the logical consequences of their sen­
timental and antimetaphysical anthropomorphism. Like 
"Omnipotence" the "Freedom" of God has no meaning 
except in relation to the relative; none of these terms- we 
must insist- applies to the ultimate Aseity; this means, not 
that the intrinsic perfections crystallized in these attributes 
are absent beyond relativity- quod absit - but on the 
contrary that they have their infinite plenitude only in the 
Absolute and the Ineffable.49 

* 
* * 

The question of divine punishment is often associated 
with that of Omnipotence and also with that of Divine 
Wisdom and Goodness, and arguments such as the follow­
ing are brought forward: what interest can an infinitely wise 
and good God have in keeping a record of our sins, of the 
manifestations of our wretchedness? To ask oneself such a 
question is to overlook the central data in the problem and 
to turn on the one hand immanentjustice and the Law of 
equilibrium into a psychologica1 contingency and on the 
other- since sin is minimized- human mediocrity into 

49. Mazdeism formulated the problem of Omnipotence and of evil in 
a way which avoids the appearance of contradiction in the Divine Princi­
ple, by opposing to Ahuramazda (or Ormuzd) the supreme and infinitely 
good God, a principle of evil, Auromainyu (or Ahriman) but thus stop­
ping at a dualism which falls short of being metaphysically satisfactory, 
though admissible at a certain level of reality. The Buddhist formulation 
avoids the two dangers of contradiction in God Himself and of a funda­
mental dualism, but is obliged to sacrifice the personal aspect of God, at 
any rate in its general doctrine, and this makes it unassimilable for the 
majority of Occidentals and Semites. 
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the measuring rod of the Universe. First of all, to speak of 

God "punishing" is only a way of expressing a certain 

causal relationship; no one would dream of accusing nature 

of meanness because the relationship of cause and effect is 
displayed in it according to the inherent logic of things: 

because for example, nettle seeds do not produce azaleas, 

or because, when a swing is pushed, a pendular and not an 

upward movement results. The good reason for the sanc­
tions beyond death is apparent once we are aware of human 

imperfection; being a disequilibrium, that imperfection 

ineluctably calls forth its own repercussion.50 If the exis­

tence of creatures is really a proof of God - for those who 

see through outward appearances - since manifestation is 

conceivable only in terms of the Principle Uust as accidents 
have meaning only in relation to a substance), analogous 

things can be said about disequilibria: they presuppose an 

equilibrium which they have broken and they entail a con­

cordant reaction, whether positive or negative. 
To believe that man is "good," that he has the right 

simply to ask "to be left alone," that he has no business with 

moral agitations and eschatological fears, means a failure to 

see that the limitations which define man are in a sense 

something fundamentally abnormal. The mere fact that we 

do not see what goes on behind our backs and are ignorant 

of what tomorrow will be like, proves that we are in certain 

respects very insignificant and shows that we are acciQ.ents 

of a substance greater than ourselves, but shows at the same 

time that we are not the body and not of this world; neither 

this world nor our body is what we are. And here we would 

insert a parenthesis: if for thousands of years men could be 

content with the moral symbolism of recompense and pun-

50. This is one meaning of Christ's saying that "he who draws the 

sword shall perish by the sword" and also, though from a somewhat 

different point of view, of the saying that "every house divided against 

itself shall fall." This last saying is in particular applicable to the man who 

is unfaithful to his nature "made in the image of God." 
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ishment it is not because they were stupid- in which case 

their stupidity would have been infinite and incurable -

but because they still preserved the sense of equilibrium 

and disequilibrium, because they still had an innate feeling 

of real values in the case both of the world and of the soul. 

They had the certainty- and that in some fashion through 

experience, since they were contemplative -on the one 

hand of divine norms and on the other of human imper­

fections; a symbolism sufficed to recall to them that of 

which they already had a natural presentiment. A man 

spiritually perverted has, on the contrary, forgotten his 

initial majesty and the risks it involves; having no desire to 

concern himself with the fundamentals of his existence he 

believes that reality is incapable of recalling them to him. 

And the worst of all absurdities is to believe that the nature 

of things is absurd, for were it so, whence could we draw 

light enabling us to recognize that it is so? Or again: man is 

by definition intelligent and free; in practice he always 

remains convinced of this, for at every opportunity he lays 

claim both to freedom and to intelligence: to freedom 

because he does not want to let himself be dominated, and 

to intelligence because he intends to be the judge of every­

thing himself. But what decides our destiny in face of the 

Absolute is our real nature and not our convenience ele­

vated to the status of a norm; it may be that we want to 

desert our theomorphism while profiting from its advan­

tages, but we cannot escape the consequences that the­

amorphism implies. It is all very fine for the modernists to 

despise what may seem to them a worry, a weakness or a 

"complex" in traditional people; their own way of being 

perfect is not to know that the mountain is crumbling, 

whereas the apparent imperfection of those they despise 

includes- or manifests- at any rate a serious possibility 

of escaping the cataclysm. Everything that has just been said 

applies equally to whole civilizations: the traditional civiliza­

tions include evils that can only be understood - or the 

import of which can only be evaluated - if one takes 
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account of the fact that these civilizations are based on 
certainty of the hereafter and consequently on a corre­
sponding indifference to transitory things. Conversely, in 
order rightly to evaluate the advantages of the modern 
world, and before seeing in it indisputable values, it must 
be borne in mind that these "advantages" are mentally 
conditioned by denial of the hereafter and by the worship 
of the things of this world. 

Many people today think in such terms as these: "either 
God exists, or He does not; if He exists and is what people 
say He is, then He will recognize that we are good and do 
not deserve punishment." This means that they are pre­
pared to believe in His existence provided He conforms to 
their own imaginings and recognizes the value they attri­
bute to themselves. This is to forget on the one hand that 
we cannot know the standards by which the Absolute judges 
us, and on the other that the "fire" beyond the tomb is 
after all nothing but our own intellect which actualizes itself 
in opposition to our falseness; in other words, it is the 
immanent truth breaking forth into the full light of day. At 
death man is confronted by the unimaginable expanse of a 
reality no longer fragmentary but total and then by the 
norm of what he has pretended to be, since that norm is 
part of Reality. Man therefore condemns himself; according 
to the Quran, it is his members themselves which accuse 
him; once beyond the realm of lies, his violations are trans­
formed into flames; nature, out of balance and falsified, 
with all its vain assurance proves to be a shirt ofNessus. Man 
burns not only for his sins; he burns for his majesty as an 
image of God. It is the preconceived idea of setting up the 
fallen state as a norm and ignorance as a pledge of impunity 
which the Quran stigmatizes with vehemence- one might 
almost say by anticipation - by confronting the self-assur­
ance of its contradictors with the terrors of the end of the 
world. This is indeed one of the most frequently recurring 
themes of this sacred Book, which sometimes marks, by an 
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almost desparate eloquence, its character of ultimate Mes­
sage. 

To summarize, the whole problem of guilt can be 
reduced to the relation between cause and effect. That man 
is far from being good is very amply proven both by ancient 
and by modern history: man does not have the innocence 
of animals; he is aware of his imperfection, since the idea of 
that imperfection exists for him; thus he is responsible. 
What is called in moral terminology the fault of man and 
the chastisement of God is, in itself, nothing other than 
human disequilibrium coming into collision with the imma­
nent Equilibrium; and this idea is of capital importance. 

The notion of an eternal hell, after having for many 
centuries stimulated fear of God and efforts towards virtue, 
has today rather the opposite effect and contributes to 
making the doctrine of the hereafter seem improbable; 
and, by a strange paradox, in a period which is one of 
contrasts and compensations, and at the same time gener­
ally speaking as refractory as possible to pure metaphysics, 
only the esoterism of gnosis is in a position to render 
intelligible the very precariously held positions of exoter­
ism and to satisfy certain needs of causality. Now the prob­
lem of divine punishment, which our contemporaries have 
such difficulty in admitting, can be summed up in two 
questions: first, is it possible for man, who is responsible 
and free, to oppose the Absolute either directly or indi­
rectly, even if only in an illusory sense? Certainly he can, 
since the individual essence can be impregnated with any 
cosmic quality and there are consequently states that are 
"possibilities ofimpossibility." 51 And the second question is 

51. "And they say: The Fire will not touch us save for a certain number 
of days. Say: Have ye received a covenant from Allah- truly Allah will not 
break His covenant- or tell ye concerning Allah that which ye know not? 
Nay, but whosoever hath done evil and his sin surroundeth him, such are 
the rightful owners of the Fire; they will abide therein" (khalidun). 
(Quran, II, 80-81). Here the' whole emphasis is on the proposition: 
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this: can exoteric truth, for instance in regard to hell, be 
total truth? Certainly not, since it is determined - in a 

certain sense by definition- by a particular moral interest, 

or by particular reasons of psychological opportuneness. 
The absence of various compensating shades of expression 
in certain religious teachings can be explained in this way; 

the eschatologies relating to these religious perspectives 
are of course not anti-metaphysical, but they are "non­
metaphysical" and anthropocentric,52 and so much is this 
the case that in the context of these teachings certain truths 
appear "immoral" or at least ill-sounding: it is therefore 

not possible for them to discern in infernal states aspects 
that are more or less positive, or the converse in paradisal 

states. By this allusion we do not mean to say that there is 

symmetry between Mercy and Rigor - the former has 
priority over the latter53 - but rather that the relationship 
Heaven-hell corresponds by metaphysical necessity to what 

is expressed in the Far Eastern symbolism of the yin-yang, in 

" ... and his sin surroundeth him" (wa a}J,a(at bihi khat'i'atuhu), which 

indicates the essential, and so "mortal" character of the transgression. 

This passage is a reply to men who believed, not that hell as such is 

metaphysically limited, but that the duration of the punishment is equal 

to that of the sin. 
52. Theologians are in principle not unaware that the "eternity" of 

hell- the case of paradise is somewhat different- is not on the same 

level as that of God and could not be identical with it; but this subtlety 

remains for them without consequences. If, in the Semitic Scriptures, 

exoterism is predicated by such ideas as creation ex nihilo and a survival 

both individual and eternal, this exoteric tendency likewise appears in 

Hindu and Buddhist Scriptures- though in a different fashion- in the 

sense that these texts seem to place on earth those phases of transmigra­

tion which are neither celestial nor infernal; in the climate of Hinduism, 

exoterism - always averse to subtle explanations - is reduced to the 

simplicity of the symbols. Certainly one eschatology may be more com­

plete than another, but none could be absolutely adequate by reason of 

the very limitation of human and earthly imagination. 
53. There is asymmetry between the celestial and infernal states 

because the former are eminently nearer to pure Being than the latter; 

their "eternity" is thus in any case different from that of the hells. 
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which the black portion includes a white dot and the white 
portion a black dot; if then there are compensations in 
gehenna because nothing in existence can be absolute and 
the divine Mercy penetrates everywhere, 54 there must also 
be in Paradise, not indeed sufferings, but shadows bearing 
an inverse testimony to the same principle of compensation 
signifying that Paradise is not God, and also that there is a 
link between all existences. Now this principle of compen­
sation is esoteric- to make a dogma of it would be wholly 
contrary to the spirit of alternativism so characteristic of 
Western exoterism - and indeed we find Sufic writings 
giving expression to views remarkable for their shades of 
meaning: Jili, Ibn 'Arabi and others admit an aspect of 
enjoyment in the infernal state for, if on the one hand the 
man who has been reproved suffers from being cut off from 
the Sovereign Good and, as Avicenna emphasizes, from 
being deprived of his earthly body although the passions 
subsist, on the other hand he remembers God, according to 
Jalal ad-Din Rumi, and "nothing is sweeter than the remem­
brance of Allah. "Indeed in hell the wicked and the proud 
know that God is real, whereas on earth they either took no 
account of this or were always able to bring themselves to 
doubt it; thus something is changed in them by the mere 
fact of their death and this something is indescribable from 
the point of view of earthly life. "The dead alone know the 
worth of life," say the Moslems. Here it is perhaps well to 

54. Al-Ghazzali relates in his Durrat alfakhirah that one man, when 

plunged into the fire, cried out more loudly than all the others: "And he 
was taken out all burned. And God said to him: Why did you cry out more 
loudly than all the other people in the fire? He replied: Lord, Thou hast 
judged me, but I have not lost faith in Thy mercy ... And God said: Who 

despaireth of the mercy of his Lord save those who are astray? (Quran, 
XV, 56) Go in peace, I have pardoned you." From a Catholic point of view, 
this would refer to purgatory. Buddhism knows of Bodhisattvas, such as 

Kshitigarbha, who give relief to the damned with celestial dew or bring 
them other alleviations, and this is an indication that there are angelic 
functions of mercy which reach even to hell. 
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recall that those in hell would be ipso facto delivered if they 
had the supreme knowledge - whose potentiality they 
certainly possess - so that even in hell they hold the key to 
their liberation. But what must above all be pointed out is 
that the second death referred to in the Apocalypse, as also 

· the reservation expressed in the Quran where certain say­
ings about hell are followed by the phrase "unless thy Lord 
wills otherwise" (illii mil sha'a 'Llah), 55 indicate the point of 
intersection between the Semitic conception of perpetual 
hell and the Hindu and Buddhist conception of transmigra­
tion. In other words the hells are in the final analysis 
passages to individual non-human cycles and thus to other 
worlds. 56 The human state, or any other analogous central 

55. Suras VI, 129 and XI, 107. The same reservation concerns Para­
dise: " ... they will abide there ... so long as the heavens and the earth 
endure unless thy Lord willeth otherwise; a gift never failing" (XI, 108). 
This last proposition relates most directly to the participation of "those 
brought nigh" (muqarrabiln) in the Divine Eternity by virtue of the 
supreme union; in their case (that of the krama-mukti of Vedantic doc­
trine) Paradise opens out into Divinity at the end of the cycle ("so long 
as the heavens and the earth endure"), as is also the case in the Paradises 
of Vishnu and Amida. As for the reservation mentioned above, it indi­
cates the possibility of later- though always beneficial- changes for 
those who, to use a Sufi expression, "prefer the garden to the Gardener," 
that is, those whose state is the fruit of action and not of knowledge or 
pure love. Here may also be mentioned the possibility of the Bodhisattvas 
who, while remaining inwardly in Paradise, enter a particular world wliich 
is by analogy "terrestrial" and also - at a much lower level - those 
non-human beatitudes which, thanks to a particular karma, a being may 
use up passively as a plant would. But none of this enters into the 
perspective of what are called the monotheisms, a perspective which does 
not include either the rhythm of the cosmic cycles or, for all the more 
reason, the rhythm of the universal cycles (the "lives of Brahma"), 
although certain a/:ttidUh and passages in the Bible (doubtless including 
the "reign of a thousand years") refer to these ideas more or less overtly. 

56. According to the Manava-Dharma-Shastra, the Markendeya-Purana 
and other texts, the transmigration of the "damned" on leaving their hell 
begins by incarnations as lower animals. Howbeit, the divine infinity 
requires that transmigration should take place in a "spiroidal" mode: a 
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state, is as it were surrounded by a ring of fire: in it there is 
only one choice, either to escape from the current of forms 

upwards, towards God, or else to leave the human state 

downwards through the fire, the fire which is like the 

sanction of the betrayal on the part of those who have not 

realized the divine meaning of the human condition. If 

"the human state is difficult to obtain," as is held by Asiatic 

believers in transmigration, it is- by reason of its centrality 

and theomorphic majesty- equally hard to leave. Men go 

to the fire because they are gods and they come out of the 

fire because they are but creatures: God alone could go to 

hell eternally- if He could sin. Or again: the human state 

is very near to the divine Sun, if we can at all speak of 

proximity in such a connection; the fire is the possible 

ransom - in reverse - of that privileged situation, how 

privileged can be gauged by the intensity and inextinguish­

ability of the fire. From the gravity of hell we must infer the 

grandeur of man, and not conversely infer from the seem­

ing innocence of man the supposed injustice of hell. 
What can to a certain extent excuse the common use of 

the word "eternity" to designate a condition which is in 

scriptural terms only a perpetuity57 - the latter being but a 

"reflection" of eternity- is the fact that analogically speak­
ing eternity is a closed circle, for here there is neither 

beginning nor end, whereas perpetuity is a circle with a 

spiral character and thus open by reason of its very con tin-

being can never return to the same earth whatever the content of his new 

"earthly" existence- that is to say an existence compounded of pleasure 

and suffering. 
57. "The Greek word aionios really means "perpetual" and not "eter­

nal," for it is derived from aion (the same word as the Latin aevum), which 

designates an indefinite cycle, and this is, moreover, also the primitive 

meaning of the Latin word saeculum, "age," by which it is sometimes 

translated" (R. Guenon: Man and His Becoming According to the Vedanta). 

In the same way, the hereafter of the Quran has the quality of an unlim­

ited duration, or of immortality (khuld), or of a very long time ( abad, 

abadan) and not that of eternity (azal). 
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gency. On the other hand what clearly shows the inade­
quacy of current belief in a survival that is both individual 
and eternal - this survival is necessarily individual in hell 
but not at the transpersonal peak of Felicity58 - is the 
contradictory postulate it involves of an eternity with a 
beginning in time or of an act- and therefore of a contin­
gency - having an absolute consequence. 

This whole problem of survival is dominated by two prin­
ciples of truth: first, that God alone is absolute and that the 
relativity of cosmic states must consequently be manifested 
not only in space but also in time, to use an analogy that is 
perhaps permissible; secondly, that God never promises 
more than He keeps or never keeps less than He promises 
- though He may always exceed His promises- and so the 
eschatological mysteries cannot give the lie to what the 
Scriptures say, though they can reveal things on which the 
Scriptures are silent in certain cases; "and God is more 

58. As Al-Ghazzali recalls in his Ihya 'Ulum ad-Drn, the vision of God 
makes "those who are brought nigh" (muqarrabun) forget the houris and 

ends in the supreme union. Such too is the case of those who, having 

entered into the "paradise of Amitabha," there achieve the realization of 
Nirvana, or in other words are reintegrated into the Principle at the great 
dissolution marking the end of the whole human cycle. " ... On obtain­

ing 'Deliverance,' the being is not 'absorbed,' though such may seem to 

be the case from the point of view of manifestation, for which the 
'transformation' appears to be a 'destruction'; if one places oneself in the 

absolute reality, which alone remains for such a being, it is on the 

contrary expanded beyond all limits, if one can use such a figure of 

speech (which exactly translates the symbolism of steam from water 

spreading indefinitely into the atmosphere), since it has effectively real­
ized the fullness of its possibilities." (R. Guenon: op. cit. Chapter XX, 

end.) "This is the state of abiding in Brahma .... He that has come to 
abide therein even at the end of life can attain to extinction in Brahma 
(brahmanirvana). "(Bhagavad Gzta, II, 72.) If Nirvana is extinction only in 
relation to existential illusion, this illusion is itself extinction or void in 

relation to Nirvana; as for him who enjoys this state - if indeed such a 
term is still applicable- we must bear in mind the doctrine of the three 
simultaneous and hierarchically situated "bodies" of the Buddhas: the 

earthly, the heavenly and the divine. 

83 



Understanding Islam 

knowing" (wa 'Llahu a'lam). From the point of view of 
transmigration the whole emphasis is on the idea that all 
that is not the Self or the Void is relative, and it is added that 
what is limited in its fundamental nature must also be so in 

its destiny in one way or another, 59 so that it is absurd to talk 

of a state that is contingent in itself but delivered from every 

contingency in duration. In other words, if the Hindu and 

Buddhist perspectives differ from that of monotheism, it is 

because, being centered on the pure Absolute60 and on 
Deliverance, they underline the relativity of conditioned 

states and do not stop there; they therefore insist on trans­
migration as such, the relative then being synonymous with 

movement and instability. During a spiritually normal 

period and in a setting that is traditionally homogeneous, 

all these considerations on the different ways of looking at 

survival would in practice be superfluous or even harmful 

- and moreover everything is implicitly contained in cer­
tain scriptural statements61 - but for the world in dissolu­

tion in which we live it has become indispensable to show 

the meeting point where the divergences between Semitic 

and Western monotheism and the great traditions that 

originated in India are minimal or are resolved. It is true 

that such confrontations are rarely entirely satisfactory 

insofar as they concern cosmology, and every added preci-

59. Nonetheless: "0, Partha, neither here nor hereafter is there 
destruction for him; for none that does righteousness, my son, comes to 

evil estate." (Bhagavad GUll, VI, 40.) On this Shankara comments: "He 

who has not succeeded in his yoga will not be subjected to an inferior 

birth." 
60. This is not merely a pleonasm, for the personal aspect of God is 

absolute in relation to man as such while being at the same time the first 

contingency in relation to the Self and- what amounts to the same thing 
-in respect of "our" transontological intellect. 

61. In the case of Islam, everything is strictly contained in the 
Shahadah, which provides a key to prevent any relativity whatsoever from 

being set on the same level of .reality as the Absolute. Other less funda­
mental formulas include more precise allusions. 
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sian risks raising fresh problems; but these difficulties really 
only serve to show that we are here concerned with an 
infinitely complex domain which will never be adequately 
revealed to our earthly understanding. In a sense the Abso­
lute is less difficult to grasp than the immeasurable abysses 
of Its manifestation. 

There is another point which can hardly be over empha­
sized: the Scriptures called "monotheistic" have no need to 
speak explicitly of certain seemingly paradoxical possibili­
ties of survival given the perspective to which their provi­
dential field of expansion restricts them; their quality of 
upaya - of provisional and opportune truth - obliges 
these Sacred Books to pass over in silence, not only the 
compensatory dimensions of the hereafter, but also those 
prolongations which lie outside the "sphere of interest" of 
the human being. It is in this sense that it was stated above 
that exoteric truth can only be partial,62 leaving aside the 
polyvalence of its symbolism. The limiting definitions 
proper to exoterism are comparable to descriptions of an 
object of which only the form and not the colors can be 
seen.63 The "ostracism" of Sacred Scriptures is often a 
function of man's malice; it was efficacious so long as, 

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

63. There are ahadUh which occupy as it were an intermediate position 
between the two perspectives in question- the literal and the universal. 
For example: "He (Allah) will save men from hell when they have burned 
like charcoal." And: "By the God in whose hands is my soul, a time shall 
come when the gates of hell shall be closed and watercress [symbol of 
coolness] will grow on its soil." Or again: "And God will say: the Angels, 
the Prophets and the believers have all interceded for sinners; now there 
remains none to intercede for them save the Most Merciful of the merci­
ful [Arham ar-RalJ,imzn, God]. And He will take a handful of fire and 
withdraw a people who never did any good." To this mercy in terms of 
time, the Sufis, as we have seen, add a mercy in the very actuality of the 
state of those in hell. 
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despite everything, men still had a sufficient intuition of 

their own imperfection and of their ambiguous situation in 

face of the Infinite. But today everything is called into 

question, on the one hand by reason of the loss of this 

intuition and on the other because of the inevitable 

encounters between very different religions, not to men­

tion the scientific discoveries wrongly deemed capable of 

invalidating religious truths. 
It should be clearly understood that sacred Scriptures "of 

the first rank" 64 are never exoteric in themselves,65 what­

ever their expressions or their silences; they always leave a 

possibility of reconstituting the total truth, perhaps from 

some minute element, which means that they always let it 

shine through them; they are never entirely compact crys­

tallizations of partial perspectives. 56 This transcendence of 

the sacred Scriptures in relation to their concessions to a 

particular mentality appears in the Quran notably in the 

form of the esoteric story of the meeting between Moses 

and Al-Khidr. In this story we find, not just the idea that the 

viewpoint of the Law is always only fragmentary, though 

fully efficacious and sufficient for the individual as such -

he being only a part and not a totality - but also the 

64. This reservation means that it is a question here of universal 

Revelations founding whole civilizations and not of secondary inspira­

tions destined for a particular school and having, for example, a narrowly 

Vaishnava tendency. 
65. In their immediate sense they incontestably expound a dualistic 

and anthropomorphic perspective with a limited eschatology; but, as 

Meister Eckhart has pointed out, every true meaning is a "literal mean­

ing." According to a IJ,adzth nabawwi (a saying of the Prophet himself) the 

verses of the Quran enclose, not merely an exoteric and an esoteric 

meaning, but also within the latter many other possible meanings, at least 

seven and at most seventy; their profusion has been compared to "the 

waves of the sea." 
66. "Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass 

away," says the Gospel; and t,__he Quran says: "All things are ephemeral 

save the Face of Allah. " 
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doctrine found in the Bhagavad Gfta, 67 according to which 

neither good nor bad actions directly concern the Self; that 

is to say, only knowledge of the Self and - in terms of that 

knowledge- detachment in relation to action have abso­

lute value,. although it is clear that salvation in the most 

elementary sense can be obtained short of that value. Moses 

represents the Law, the particular and exclusive form, and 

Al-Khidr universal Truth, which cannot be grasped from 

the standpoint of the "letter," like the wind of which thou 

"canst not tell whence it cometh, and whither it goeth." 

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

supply scientific accounts of things that most men cannot 

understand, as to unleash a "shock" by means of a symbol­

ical concept; and that is precisely the role of the upaya. And 

in this sense the part played by the violent alternative 

"Heaven-hell" in the consciousness of the monotheist is 

very instructive: the shock, with all it implies for man, 

reveals far more of the truth than some account that is 

"more true" but less easily assimilated, less effective and so 

in practice "more false" for a particular understanding. It 

is a matter of understanding, not with the brain alone, but 

with our whole being, and so also with our will; dogma is 

addressed to the personal substance rather than to thought 

alone, at any rate in cases where thought is liable to be only 

a superstructure; it speaks to thought only insofar as 

thought is capable of communicating concretely with~_our 

whole being, and in this respect men are not all the same. 

When God speaks to man He does not converse. He issues 

orders; He wishes to instruct man only insofar as He can 

change him: now ideas do not act in the same way on 

everyone, hence the diversity of the sacred doctrines. Those 

perspectives which are a priori dynamic- those of Semitic 

and Western monotheism - envisage the posthumous 

states, by a kind of compensation, in a static aspect, and 

67. The Bhagavad G'lta is like the "Bible" of gnosis; and it is not 

without reason that Hindus often consider it as an Upanishad. 
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thus as definitive; on the other hand those which are a 
priori static, which means more contemplative and thus less 
anthropomorphic- those of India and the Far East- view 
these states under an aspect of cyclic movement and cosmic 
fluidity. Or again: if the Semitic West represents the posthu­
mous states as something definitive, it is implicitly correct 
in the sense that before us lie as it were two infinities, that 
of God and that of the macrocosm or of the immeasurable 
and indefinite labyrinth of the samsara; it is the latter which 
is in the last analysis the "invincible" hell and it is God who 
in reality is the positive and blissful Eternity. If the perspec­
tive of Hinduism and of Buddhism insists on the transmi­
gration of souls, that is, as has already been stated, because 
its profoundly contemplative character enables it not to 
limit itself to the human condition alone, and because on 
this account it inevitably underlines the relative and incon­
stant nature of all that is not the Absolute; for this perspec­
tive, the samsara can only be an expression of relativity. 
Whatever these divergences, the meeting point between the 
different perspectives becomes visible in such concepts as 
"the resurrection of the body," which is precisely a "re­
incarnation." 

One other question which must also be answered here is 
the following, to which the Quran gives only an implicit 
answer: why is the universe made up on the one hand of 
worlds and on the other of beings which pass through these 
worlds? This is like asking why there is a shuttle passing 
through the warp, or why there is warp and weft; or again, 
why the same relationship of crossing is produced when a 
cross or a star is inscribed in a system of concentric circles, 
that is, when the principle of weaving is applied in a concen­
tric way. What we want to show is this: just as the relationship 
of the center to space cannot be conceived except in this 
form of the spider's web with its two modes of projection­
one continuous and the other discontinuous- so too the 
relationship of the Prirtciple to manifestation - which 
makes up the Universe - is only conceivable as a combina-
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tion between worlds arranged according to gradation 
around the Divine Center and beings who pass through 
them.68 To speak of "Existence" is to proclaim the relation­
ship between receptacle and content, or between the static 
and the dynamic; the journey of souls through life, death 
and resurr"ection is nothing other than the very life of the 
macrocosm; even in our experience in this world we pass 
through days and nights, summers and winters; essentially 
we are beings who pass through states; and Existence can­
not be conceived of otherwise. Our whole reality converges 
towards that unique moment which alone matters: our 
meeting with the Center. 

* 
* * 

What was said above about divine sanctions and their 
root in human nature or in its state of disequilibrium is 
equally applicable, from the point of view of their deep 
causes, to the calamities of this world and to death: both are 
explained by the necessity of a return shock after a loss of 
equilibrium.69 The cause of death is the disequilibrium 
brought about by our fall and the loss of Paradise, and the 
trials of life arise, consequently, from the disequilibrium of 
our personal nature. In the case of the gravest sanctions 
beyond the tomb this disequilibrium is in our very essence 
and reaches the point of an inversion of our deiformity; 
man "burns" because he does not want to be what he""ls­
because he is free not to be so; now, "every house divided 
against itself shall fall." From this it follows that every divine 
sanction is the inversion of an inversion, and since sin is an 

68. The symbolism of the spider's web - the symbolism of cosmic 
compartments and their contents - is also to be found in Buddhist 
pictures of"the Round of Existence." The Quran is itself an image of the 
cosmos: the suras are the worlds and the verses ( ayllt) are the beings. 

69. According to the Quran, all earthly ills "come from yourselves" 
(min anfusikum), which does not mean that "everything" does not "come 
from God" (kullun min 'indi 'Llahi). 
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inversion in relation to the primordial equilibrium, we can 
speak of "offences" committed against God, although very 
clearly there is no possible psychological meaning in the 
phrase despite the inevitable anthropomorphism of exo­
teric conceptions. The Quran describes with the intense 
eloquence characterizing its last suras the final dissolution 

of the world; now all this can be transposed to the scale of 
the microcosm, in which death appears as the end of the 
world and as a judgement, namely as an absorption of the 

outward by the inward in the direction of the Center. When 
Hindu cosmology teaches that the souls of the dead go first 
of all to the Moon, it suggests indirectly, and aside from 
other far more important analogies, the experience of 
incommensurable solitude - "the terrors of death" -
through which the soul passes "backwards" on leaving the 

protective matrix which the earthly world had been for it; 
the material moon is as it were the symbol of an absolute 

uprooting, of dark and sepulchral solitude, of the chill of 
eternity;70 and it is this terrible posthumous isolation which 
marks the repercussion in relation not to a particular sin 
but to formal existence. At death all assurance and all 
cleverness fall away like a garment and the being who 

remains is impotent and like a lost child; nothing is left but 

a substance we have ourselves woven which may either fall 

70. In passing, let it be said that this is what raises doubts as to the 

psychological possibility of a journey into space. Even if we admit unfore­

seeable mental factors making such an adventure possible- and setting 

aside here the possibility of satanic aid - it is very unlikely that on his 

return to earth a man would recover his former equilibrium and his old 

happiness. There is something analogous in lunacy, which is a death, that 

is, a breaking up or a decomposition, not of the immortal soul, but of its 

psychological habiliments, the empirical ego; lunatics are living-dead, 

most often a prey to dark influences, but occasionally- in surroundings 

. of great religious fervor - a vehicle on the contrary for some angelic 

influence, though in this case it is strictly speaking not lunacy, the natural 

fissure being compensated, and in a way filled, by Heaven. Be that as it 
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heavily or on the contrary let itself be drawn up by Heaven 
like a rising star. 7l 

Our existence in itself is like a still innocent prefigura­
tion of all transgression - innocent, yet nonetheless the 
generator of misery; at least it is so inasmuch as it is a 
demiurgic "departure" from the Principle and not inas­
much as it is a positive manifestation of the Principle. If the 
philosophia perennis can combine the truth of Mazdean­
Gnostic dualism with that of Semitic monism, the 
exoterisms for their part are forced to choose between a 
conception metaphysically adequate but morally contradic­
tory and one that is morally satisfactory but metaphysically 
fragmentary: in the first case God is the cause of all; but 
then whence comes evil? In the second case evil comes from 
man; but then what is God? 

One should never ask why misfortunes befall the inno­
cent: in the sight of the Absolute all is disequilibrium, "God 
alone is good," and this truth cannot fail to be manifested 
from time to time in a direct and violent manner. If the 
good suffer, this means that all men would merit as much; 
old age and death prove it, for they spare no man. The 
sharing out of earthly good and ill fortune is a question of 
cosmic economy, although immanent justice must also 
sometimes reveal itself in the light of day by showing the 
link between causes and effects in human action. Man's 

may, lunacy is characterized, especially as regards those who fall into it, if 
not always as regards those already in that condition, by an anguish 
marking the slipping down into an appalling sense of alienation, exactly 
as is the case at death or, by hypothesis, during an interplanetary journey. 
In all these instances, the normal limits of human surroundings are gone 
beyond and in a general sense this is equally true of modern science; it 
projects one into a void which leaves no choice but that of materialism or 
a metaphysical readaptation to which the very principles of that science 
are opposed. 

71. Red Indians put moccasins with embroidered soles on the feet of 
their dead, and this is eloquently symbolical. 
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sufferings testify to the mysteries of his distance and separa­
tion, and they cannot but be, the world not being God. 

But the leveling justice of death is infinitely more impor­
tant for us than the diversity of earthly destinies. The expe­
rience of death is rather like that of a man who has lived all 
his life in a dark room and suddenly finds himself trans­
ported to a mountain top; there his gaze would embrace all 
the wide landscape; the works of men would seem insignif­
icant to him. It is thus that the soul torn from the earth and 
from the body perceives the inexhaustible diversity of 
things and the incommensurable abysses of the worlds 
which contain them; for the first time it sees itself in its 
universal context, in an inexorable concatenation and in a 
network of multitudinous and unsuspected relationships, 
and takes account of the fact that life has been but an 
"instant," but a "play." 72 Projected into the absolute nature 
of things, man will be inescapably aware of what he is in 
reality; he will know himself, ontologically and without any 
deforming perspective, in the light of the normative pro­
portions of the Universe. 

One of the proofs of our immortality is that the soul -
which is essentially intelligence and consciousness - can­
not have an end that is beneath itself, namely matter or the 
mental reflections of matter; the higher cannot be merely a 
function of the lower, it cannot be merely a means in 
relation to what it surpasses. Thus it is intelligence in itself 
-and with it our freedom -which proves the divine scope 
of our nature and our destiny. If we say that it "proves" this, 
it is said unconditionally and without any wish to add any 
rhetorical precaution for the benefit of those myopic per­
sons who imagine that they hold a monopoly of the "real" 
and the "concrete." Whether people understand it or not, 
the Absolute alone is proportionate to the essence of our 

72. According to a }J,adzth, man sleeps, and when he dies he awakens. 
But the gnostic ('arij) is alway~ awake, as the Prophet has said: "my eyes 
slept, but heart did not sleep." 
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intelligence; only the Absolute (Al-Al:wd, "The One") is 
perfectly intelligible in the strict sense, so much so that it is 
only in It that the intelligence sees its sufficient reason and 
its end. The intellect, in its essence, conceives God because 
it is itself increatus et increabile; and thereby and a fortiori it 
conceives or knows the meaning of contingencies; it knows 
the meaning of the world and the meaning of man. In fact 
the intelligence knows with the direct or indirect aid of 
Revelation. Revelation is the objectivation of the transcen­
dent Intellect and to one degree or another awakens the 
latent knowledge - or elements of knowledge -we bear 
within ourselves. Thus faith (in the widest sense, zmiin) has 
two poles, one objective and outward and the other subjec­
tive and inward: grace and intellection. And nothing is 
more vain than in the name of the former to raise a barrier 
of principle against the latter; the most profound proof of 
Revelation -whatever its name - is Its eternal prototype 
which we bear within ourselves, in our own essence.73 

Like every Revelation, the Quran is a flashing and crys­
talline expression of that which is "supernaturally natural" 
to man, namely the consciousness of our situation in the 
Universe, of our ontological and eschatological connec­
tions. It is for this reason that the Book of Allah is a 
"discernment" (jurqiin), a "warning" (dhikrii) and a "light" 
(nilr) in the darkness of our earthly exile. 

73. This does not in any way profit rationalism or "free thinking," for 
the domain in which these operate is only a surface that has nothing to 
do with the transpersonal essence of the intelligence. 
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To the "Book" (Kitab) of God is joined the "Practice" 
(Sunnah) of the Prophet; it is true that the Quran itself 
speaks of the Sunna of Allah, meaning by this God's princi­
ples of action with regard to men, but tradition has reserved 
this word for the ways of acting, customs or examples of 
Muhammad. These precedents constitute the norm, at all 
levels, of Moslem life. 

The Sunna comprises several dimensions: physical, 
moral, social, spiritual and others besides. Belonging to the 
physical dimension are the rules of propriety that result 
from the nature of things: for example, not to engage in 
intense conversation during meals, nor a fortiori to speak 
while eating; to rinse one's mouth after eating or drinking, 
not to eat garlic, to observe all the rules of cleanliness, and 
to leave one's shoes at the door. Equally a part of this Sunna 
are the rules relating to dress: to cover one's head and, for 
men, to wear a turban whenever possible and not to wear 
silk or gold. Other rules require that men and women not 
mix in public gatherings, or that a woman not preside at 
prayer in front of men; some allege that she should not 
even do this in front of other women, or that she should not 
chant the Quran, but these two opinions are belied by 
traditional precedents. Finally, there are the elementary 
Islamic gestures which every Moslem knows: ways of greet­
ing, thanking, and so on. It goes without saying that the 
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majority of these rules admit of no exception in any circum­
stances whatsoever. 

There is also, and even above all in the hierarchy of 
values, the spiritual Sunna, concerning the "remembrance 
of God" (dhikr) and the principles of the "spiritual 
journey" (suluk); this Sunna is very parsimonious as regards 
what is truly essential in it. Basically, it contains all the 
traditions referring to the relationships between God and 
man; these relationships may be either separative or uni­
tive, exclusive or inclusive, distinctive or participative. 
There is another domain which must be rigorously distin­
guished from this spiritual Sunna, although it may some­
times seem to overlap with it, and this is the moral Sunna, 
which concerns above all the highly complex realm of social 
relationships with all their psychological and symbolist con­
comitances. In spite of certain obvious coincidences, this 
dimension does not enter, strictly speaking, into esoterism; 
it cannot form part- without abuse of terminology- of 
the sapiential perspective, for it is clearly alien to the con­
templation of essences and to concentration on the one 
and only Reality. This intermediate Sunna on the contrary 
goes as it were hand in hand with the specifically devotional 
or obediential perspective, and it is consequently exoteric, 
whence its will-bound and individualistic appearance; the 
fact that certain of its elements contradict one another 
shows moreover that one can and must make one's choice. 

What the faqzr (the spiritually poor) will retain of this 
Sunna will be, not so much the ways of acting as the inten­
tions that are inherent in them, that is, the spiritual atti­
tudes and the virtues which relate to the Fitrah, 1 to the 
primordial perfection of man and there by to the normative 
nature (uswah) of the Prophet. Every man must possess the 
virtue of generosity, for this is part of his theomorphic 
nature: but generosity of soul is one thing, and a particular 

1. The primordial perfection of man, corresponding to the "Golden 
Age." ' 
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gesture of generosity characteristic of the Bedouin world is 
another. It will doubtless be said that every gesture is a 
symbol; with this we agree, on two express conditions: 
firstly, that the gesture not proceed from a conventional 
automatism, insensitive to the possible absurdity of the 
results; and secondly, that the gesture not be the vehicle or 
support of a religious sentimentalism incompatible with the 
perspective of the Intellect and the Essence. 

Fundamentally, the moral or social Sunna is a direct or 
indirect adequation of the will to the human norm; its aim 
is to actualize, and not to limit, our positive horizontal 
nature; but as it is addressed to all, it necessarily vehicles 
limitative elements from the point of view of vertical perfec­
tion. This horizontal and collective character of a certain 
Sunna necessarily implies that it is a sort of maya or upaya, 2 

which means that it is both a support and an obstacle and 
that it may even become a veritable shirk, 3 doubtless not for 
the ordinary believer, but for the salik. 4 The intermediate 
Sunna prevents the ordinary man from being a wild beast 
and from losing his soul; but it may also prevent a man of 
outstanding spiritual gifts from transcending forms and 
from realizing the Essence. The intermediate Sunna may 
favor vertical realization just as it may hold a man back in 
the horizontal dimension; it is both a factor of equilibrium 
and a weight. It favors ascension, but does not condition it; 
it contributes to the conditioning of ascension onl~.by its 
intrinsic and non-formal contents which, precisely, are in 
principle independent of formal attitudes. 

From the point of view of the Religio perennis, the question 
of the Sunna implies a highly delicate problem, given that 
the accentuation of the intermediate and social Sunna goes 
hand in hand with a particular religious psychism, which by 
definition excludes other equally possible religious psy-

2. A "saving mirage," according to the Mahayana. 
3. An "association" of something with God. 
4. The spiritual "traveler." 
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chisms and which fashions, as they do, a particular mental­

ity, one which obviously is not essential to Islamic gnosis. 

Quite apart from this aspect of things, it should not be 

forgotten that the Prophet, like every man, was obliged to 

accomplish a multitude of actions during his life, and that 

he necessarily performed these in one particular way and 

not in another, and even in different ways depending on the 

outward or inward circumstances; he fully intended to serve 

as a universal model, but he did not always specify whether 

or not a given action amounted, strictly speaking, to a 

prescription. Furthermore, the Prophet gave different 

teachings to different men, without being responsible for 

the fact that the Companions- of very diverse gifts -later 

transmitted all that they had heard and seen, and that they 

did so sometimes in divergent ways, according to individual 

observations and emphases. The conclusion to be drawn 

from this is that not every element of Sunna imposes itself 

in the same way or with the same certainty, and that in many 

cases the teaching lies in the intention rather than in the 

form. 
Be that as it may, there is a fundamental truth that should 

not be lost sight of, namely that the plane of action is in 

itself entirely human, and insistance on a multitude of 

forms of action, belonging necessarily to a particular style, 

constitutes an absorbing karma1oga5 which has no connec­

tion with the Path of metaphysical discernment and con­

centration on the Essential. In the person of the Prophet 

there is to be found both the simple and the complex, and 

amongst men there are diverse vocations; the Prophet nec­

essarily personifies a religious - and therefore human -

climate of a particular character, but he likewise personi­

fies, and in a different connection, the Truth in itself and 

the Path as such. There is an imitation of the Prophet 

founded on the religious illusion that he is intrinsically 

better than all the other Prophets, including Jesus, and 

5. A path based on action. 
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there is another imitation of the Prophet founded on the 
prophetic quality in itself, that is, on the perfection of the 
Logos become man; this imitation is necessarily more true, 
more profound and consequently less formalist than the 
first, it is centered less on outward actions but rather on the 
reflections of the Divine Names in the soul of the human 
Logos. 

Niffari, who incarnates esoterism in the truest sense of 
the word, and not a will-conditio.ned and still largely exoter­
ist pre-esoterism, bore the following testimony: "Allah said 
to me: formulate thy petition to Me thus: Lord, how must I 
attach myself firmly to Thee so that on the day of my 
Judgement Thou wilt not punish me or turn Thy face from 
me? Then I (Allah) shall answer thee saying: Attach thyself 
to the Sunna in thine outward doctrine and practice, and 
attach thyself in thine inward soul to the Gnosis which I 
have given thee; and know that when I make Myself known 
to thee, I will not accept from thee anything of the Sunna 
except what My Gnosis brings thee, for thou art one of 
those to whom I speak; thou hearest Me and thou knowest 
that thou hearest Me, and thou seest that I am the source 
of all things." The commentator on the passage remarks 
that the Sunna has a general application and that it makes 
no distinction between the seekers of a created reward and 
the seekers of the Essence, and that it contains what any and 
every person may have need of. Another saying of Niffari: 
"And He said to me: My exoteric (zhahin) Revelation. does 
not support My esoteric (batinz) Revelation." And yet 
another, of an abrupt symbolism that needs to be under­
stood: "The good actions of the pious man are as the bad 
actions of the privileged of Allah. " Which indicates as 
clearly as possible the relativity of certain elements of the 
Sunna and the relativity of the cult of the intermediate 
Sunna. 

* 
* * 
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Adab- traditional politeness - is in fact a particularly 

problematical sector of the Sunna because of two factors, 

namely narrow interpretation and blind convention. Adab 

can be flattened out into a formalism that is so cut off from 

its profound intentions that formal attitudes supplant the 

intrinsic virtues which are the whole point of their exis­

tence; an ill-understood adab can give rise to dissimulation, 

touchiness, untruth and childishness. On the pretext that 

one must neither contradict a person with whom one is 

speaking, nor tell him anything disagreeable, one leaves 

him in harmful error or one refrains from giving him a 

necessary piece of information, or one inflicts on him, out 

of kindness, situations which may, to say the least, be unde­

sirable, and so on. In any case, it is important to know­

and to understand- that adab, even when well understood, 

has limits: thus, tradition recommends that one should 

conceal the faults of a brother Moslem, if thereby no harm 

results for the collectivity, but it prescribes reprimanding 

this brother in private, without regard for adab, if there is a 

chance that the reprimand will be accepted; likewise, adab 

must not prevent the public denunciation of faults and 

errors which run the risk of affecting others. As regards the 

relativity of adab, it may be recalled that the Shaykh Darqawi 

and others have sometimes obliged their disciples to break 

certain rules, without however going against the Law, the 

sharz'ah; in this case it is not a question of the path of the 

Malamatiyah, who seek their own humiliation, but simply 

the principle of the "breaking of habits" with a view to 

"sincerity" ($idq) and "poverty" (jaqr) before God. 

As regards a certain Sunna in general, reference may be 

made to the following saying of the Shaykh Darqawi, 

reported by Ibn Ajibah: "The systematic pursuit of merito­

rious acts and the multiplication of supererogatory prac­

tices are habits amongst others; they pull the heart in all 

directions. Let the disciple therefore hold fast to a single 

dhikr, to a single action, e~ch according to what corresponds 

to him." 
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From a slightly different point of view, it might be 
oqjected that a quintessential and consequently very free 
interpretation of the Sunna could only concern a few Sufis 
and not the salikun, the "travelers."6 We would say, rather, 
that this freedom concerns the Sufis insofar as they have 
transcended the world of forms; but it also concerns the 
salikun insofar as they follow in principle the path of Gnosis 
and that their starting point, from this fact, is of necessity 
inspired by the perspective that conforms to this Path; by 
the nature of things, they are aware a priori of the relativity 
of forms, especially of some, so that a social formalism with 
sentimental undertones cannot be imposed on them. 

The relativity of a certain Sunna, in a perspective which 
is not a karma-yoga, still less an exoterism, does not annul 
the importance which the aesthetic integrity of forms has 
for a civilization, right down to the objects that surround us; 
for whereas abstaining from a symbolic action is not in itself 
an error, the presence of a false form is a permanent error;7 

even he who is subjectively independent of it cannot deny 
that it is an error, and thus an element contrary in principle 
to spiritual health and to the imponderables of barakah. 8 

The decadence of traditional art goes hand in hand with 
the decay of spirituality. 

In Amidism as well as in japa-yoga,9 the initiate must 
abandon all other religious practices and put his faith in 
quintessential orison alone; this is the expression, not of an 
arbitrary opinion, but of an aspect of the nature of things; 
and this aspect is reinforced in the case of men who, in 
addition to this reduction as to method, base themselves on 
pure and total metaphysics. Moreover, knowledge of the 

6. Those who have not yet reached the destination. 
7. Modern churches and priests in civilian dress are irrefutable evi­

dence of this. 
8. Blessing, spiritual presence. 
9. The invocatory method, whose Vedic seed lies in the monosyllable 

Om. 
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various traditional worlds, and so of the relativity of doc­

trinal formulations and formal perspectives, reinforces the 

need for essentiality on the one hand and universality on 

the other. The essential and the universal are all the more 

imperative because we live in a world of philosophical 

supersaturation and spiritual disintegration. 
The perspective which allows the actualization of the 

awareness of the relativity of conceptual and moral forms 

has always existed in Islam - witness the passage in the 

Quran about Moses and Al-Khidr, and also some al:wdrth 

which reduce the conditions of salvation to the simplest 

attitudes. This perspective is likewise that of primordiality 

and universality, and so of Fitrah; Jalal ad-Din Rumi 

expresses it in the following terms: "I am neither Christian, 

Jew, Parsi nor Moslem. I am neither of the East nor of the 

West, nor of the land nor of the sea ... I have put aside 

duality, I have seen that the two worlds are one; I seek the 

One, I know the One, I see the One, I invoke the One. He 

is the First, He is the Last, He is the Outward, He is the 

Inward ... " 
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To Europeans, and no doubt to most non-Moslems, 
Christ and the Buddha represent perfections that are 
immediately intelligible and convincing. By contrast, the 
Prophet of Islam seems complex and uneven and hardly 
compels recognition as a symbol outside his own traditional 
universe. The reason is that, unlike the Buddha and Christ, 
his spiritual reality is wrapped in certain human and earthly 
veils, and this because of his function as a legislator "for this 
world." He is thus akin to the other great Semitic Revealers, 
Abraham and Moses, and also to David and Solomon. From 
the Hindu point of view one could add that he is close to 
Rama and Krishna whose supreme sanctity and saving 
power did not prevent the occurrence of all sorts of family 
and political vicissitudes. This allows us to bring out a 
fundamental distinction: there are not only those Revealers 
who represent exclusively the other world, there are also 
those whose attitude is at the same time divinely contempla­
tive and humanly combative and constructive. 

When one has acquired a real familiarity with the life of 
Muhammad according to the traditional sources, 1 three 
elements stand out which could be provisionally designated 

1. "Traditional sources" because the profane biographers of the 
Prophet, whether Moslem or Christian, always seek to "excuse" him, the 
former in a lay and anti-Christian sense and the latter, even in favorable 
cases, with a sort of psychological condescension. 
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by the following terms: piety, combativeness and magna­

nimity. By piety is to be understood whole-hearted attach­

ment to God, the sense of the hereafter, absolute sincerity, 

and thus a characteristic found quite generally in saints 

and a fortiori in messengers of Heaven; we mention it 

because in the life of the Prophet it appears with a particu­

larly salient function, and because it prefigures in a sense 

the spiritual climate of Islam.2 There were in his life wars 

and, standing out against this background of violence, 

there was a superhuman grandeur of soul; there were also 

marriages and through them a deliberate entry into the 

earthly and social sphere- we do not say: into the worldly 

and profane sphere - and ipso facto an integration of 

collective human life into the spiritual realm given the 

Prophet's avataric nature. On the plane of piety, atten­

tion must be drawn to the love of poverty, fasting and vigils. 

Some people will no doubt object that marriage and espe­

cially polygamy are opposed to asceticism, but that is to 

forget, first, that married life does not remove the rigor of 

poverty, vigils and fasts, nor render them easy and 

agreeable, 3 and secondly, that in the case of the Prophet 

marriage had a spiritualized or "tantric" character, as 

indeed has everything in the life of such a being because 

2. In the case of Christ and the Buddha, one could not speak of 

manifestations of piety, that is to say of "fear" and "love"; the human is 

as it were extinguished in the divine message, whence the anthropothe­

ism of the Christian and Buddhist perspectives. 

3. As regards Islam in general, people too easily lose sight of the fact 

that the prohibition of fermented drinks unquestionably involved a sacri­

fice for the ancient Arabs and for the other peoples to be brought into 

Islam, all of whom knew wine. Nor is Ramadan a recreation, and the 

same is true of the regular, and often nocturnal, practice of prayer; 

most certainly Islam did not impose itself because it was easy. On his 

first visits to Arab towns, the author was impressed by the austere and 

even sepulchral atmosphere: a kind of desert-like whiteness was spread 

like a shroud over houses and people; everywhere there was a breath 

of prayer and of death. In this,we see beyond question a trace of the soul 

of the Prophet. 
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of the metaphysical transparency which phenomena then 
assume. 4 Looked at from outside, most of the Prophet's 
marriages had, moreover, a political aspect, politics having 
here a sacred significance connected with the establishing 
on earth of a reflection of the City of God. Finally, Muham­
mad gave enough examples of long abstinences- particu­
larly in his youth, when passion is considered to be most 
strong - to be exempt from superficial judgements on 
this account. Another reproach often leveled at him is 
that of cruelty; but it is rather implacability that should 
be spoken of, and it was directed, not at enemies as such, 
but only at traitors, whatever their origin; if there was 
hardness here, it was that of God Himself, through par­
ticipation in the Divine Justice which rejects and con­
sumes. To accuse Muhammad of having a vindictive 
nature would involve, not only a serious misjudgement of 
his spiritual state and a distortion of the facts, but also by 
the same token a condemnation of most of the Jewish 
Prophets and of the Bible itself. 5 In the decisive phase of 
his earthly mission, at the time of the taking of Mecca, 
the Messenger of Allah even showed a superhuman for­
bearance in the face of a unanirnous feeling to the con­
trary in his victorious army. 6 

4. The sunna transmits this saying of the Prophet: "I have nevef"seen 
anything without seeing God in it," or, "without seeing God nearer to me 
than it." On the subject of sex, see The Wisdom of the Prophets by Ibn 'Arabi, 
and especially the chapters on Muhammad and Solomon, in the anno­
tated translation by Titus Burchkardt [translated from French to English 
by A. Culme-Seymour]. 

5. All these considerations are adduced not to extenuate imperfec­
tions but simply to explain facts. The Christian Church was also implaca­
ble - in the name of Christ - during the period when it was still 
all-powerful. 

6. Among numerous manifestations of gentleness, let just one had'ith 
be quoted: "God has created nothing He loves better than the emancipa­
tion of slaves, and nothing He hates more than divorce." 
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At the beginning of the Prophet's career there were 
painful obscurities and uncertainties, and these show that 
the mission imposed on him arose, not from the human 
genius of Muhammad - a genius which he himself never 
suspected - but essentially from the divine choice; in an 
analogous way, the seeming imperfections of the great Mes­
sengers have always had a positive meaning. 7 The complete 
absence in Muhammad of any kind of ambition leads us 
moreover to make here a brief digression: it is always aston­
ishing to find that certain people, strong in their purity of 
intention, in their talents and in their combative power, 
imagine that God ought to make use of them, and wait 
impatiently, even with disappointment and bewilderment, 
for a call from Heaven or for some miracle; what they forget 
- and such forgetfulness is strange in defenders of spiritu­
ality - is that God has no need of any man and can well 
dispense with their natural endowments and their passions. 
Heaven only makes use of talents provided they have first 
been broken for God or else when a man has never been 
aware of them; a direct instrument of God is always raised 
from the ashes. 8 

Reference was made above to the avataric nature of 
Muhammad, to which it might be objected that for Islam or, 
what comes to the same thing, by his own conviction 
Muhammad was not and could not be an Avatiira. But this 
is not really the question because it is perfectly obvious that 
Islam is not Hinduism and notably excludes any idea of 
incarnation (hulul); quite simply- using Hindu terminol­
ogy since it is the most direct or the least inadequate- we 
would reply that a certain Divine Aspect took on under 

7. For instance, in the case of Moses, his difficulty in speaking indi­
cated the divine prohibition to divulge the mysteries, which implies a 
superabundance of wisdom. 

8. A "direct instrument" is a man conscious of the part he has to play 
from the moment it is allott~d to him; on the other hand, anyone or 
anything can be an "indirect instrument." 
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particular cyclic circum.stances a particular terrestrial form, 
and this is in full conformity with what the Envoy of Allah 
testified as to his own nature, for he said: "He who has seen 
me has seen God" (Al-lfaqq, "The Truth"); "I am He and 
He is I, save that I am he who I am and He is He who He is"; 
"I was a Prophet when Adam was still between water and 
clay" (before the creation); "I have been charged to fulfill 
my mission since the best of the ages of Adam (the origin 
of the world), from age to age down to the age in which I 
now am." 9 

In any case, if the attribution of divinity to a historical 
personage is repugnant to Islam, that is because its perspec­
tive is centered on the Absolute as such, as is shown for 
instance in the conception of the final leveling before the 
Judgement: God alone remains "living" and all else is 
leveled in universal death including the supreme Angels, 
hence also the "Spirit" (Ar-Rul;), the divine manifestation 
at the luminous center of the cosmos. 

It is natural that the upholders of Islamic exoterism 
(fuqahii or 'ulamii azh-zhiihir, ''wise men of the outer order'') 
should have an interest in denying the authenticity of those 

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

but the very concept of the "Spirit of Muhammad" (Ruh 
muhammadi) -which is the Logos- proves the correctness 

of these ahadzth, whatever their historic value, even if it were 

admitted that this value might be doubted. Each traditional 
form identifies its founder with the divine Logos and looks 
on the other spokesmen of Heaven, insofar as it takes them 
into consideration, as projections of this founder and as 
secondary manifestations of the one Logos; in the case of 
Buddhists, Christ and the Prophet can only be envisaged as 
Buddhas. When Christ says that "no man cometh unto the 
Father but by me," it is the Logos as such who speaks, 
although for the Christian world Jesus is truly identified 
with this one and universal Word. 

* 
* * 

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

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

The Prophet is Islam; if Islam presents itself as a manifes­
tation of truth, of beauty and of power- and it is indeed 
these three elements which inspire it and which, on various 
planes, it tends by its nature to actualize- the Prophet for 
his part incarnates serenity, generosity and strength. These 
virtues could also be enumerated in the inverse order, that 
is according to the ascending hierarchy of their values and 
by reference to the degrees of spiritual realization; strength 
is the affirmation - if need be combative - of Divine 
Truth both in the soul and in the world, and here lies the 
distinction drawn in Islam between the two kinds of holy 
warfare, the greater ( akbar) and the lesser ( asghar), or the 

inner and the outer; generosity compensates for the aggres-
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sive aspect of strength; it is charity and pardon. 10 The two 
complementary virtues of strength and generosity culmi­
nate - or are in a sense extinguished - in a third virtue, 
serenity, which is detachment from the world and from the 
ego, extinction in face of God, knowledge of the Divine and 
union with It. 

There is a certain, no doubt paradoxical, relationship 
between virile strength and virginal purity in the sense that 
both are concerned with the inviolability of the sacred, 11 

strength in a dynamic and combative manner and purity in 
a static and defensive manner; it could also be said that 
strength, a warrior quality, includes a mode or complement 
that is static or passive, and this is sobriety, love of poverty 
and of fasting and incorruptibility, all of which are pacific 
or nonagressive qualities. In the same way generosity, which 
"gives," has its static complement in nobility, which "is"; or 
rather nobility is the intrinsic reality of generosity. Nobility 
is a sort of contemplative generosity; it is love of beauty in 
its widest sense: for the Prophet and for Islam it is here that 
aestheticism and love of cleanliness enter, 12 for the latter 
removes from things, and especially from the body, the 
mark of their fall and their earthliness and so brings them 
back, both symbolically and in a certain manner even in 

10. Al-Ghazzali says that the principle ( a5l) of all good actions 
(mahasin) is generosity (karam). Al-Kanm ("The Generous") is a Name of 
God. ~ 

11. This is what is expressed by the "illiteracy" of the Prophet ( al­
ummz, "the unlettered"); Divine "Science" can only be implanted in 
virgin soil. The purity of the Blessed Virgin is not unconnected with the 
sword of the Archangel guarding the entrance to Paradise. 

12. The Prophet said that "God detests filthiness and noise" and this 
is highly characteristic of the aspect of purity and calm in contemplation, 
an aspect which is found in Islamic architecture, ranging geographically 
speaking from the Alhambra to the Taj Mahal. In the courtyards of 
mosques and palaces, their calm and balance are echoed in the murmur­
ing of the fountains, the undulatory monotony of which repeats that of 
the arabesques. For Islam architecture is, next to calligraphy, the supreme 
sacred art. 

109 



Understanding Islam 

virtuality, to their immutable and incorruptible prototypes, 

or to their essences. As for serenity, it also has a necessary 

complement in veracity which is as it were its active or 

discriminative aspect; it is the love of truth and of intelli­

gence, so characteristic of Islam, and therefore it is also 

impartiality and justice. Nobility compensates the aspect of 

narrowness in sobriety, and these two complementary vir-

. tues find their culmination in veracity in the sense that they 

subordinate themselves to it and, if need be, efface them­

selves or seem to do so, in its presence. 13 

The virtues of the Prophet form, so to speak, a triangle: 

serenity with veracity is the apex of the triangle, and the two 

other pairs of virtues - generosity with nobility and 

strength with sobriety - form the base; the two angles of 

the base are in equilibrium and at the apex are reduced to 

unity. As was said above, the soul of the Prophet is in its 

essence equilibrium and extinction.14 

* 
* * 

Imitation of the Prophet implies: strength as regards 

oneself; generosity as regards others; serenity in God and 

through God. It could also be said: serenity through piety, 

in the most profound sense of that term. 

13. The three virtues of strength, generosity and serenity, as well as the 

three other virtues, already find expression in the very sound of the words 

of the second testimony of faith (Shahadah) Mub,ammadun Rasulu 'Llah 

(Muhammad is the Messenger of God). 

14. It would be wrong to seek to enumerate the virtues of Christ in this 

way for they cannot be said to characterize him, given that Christ mani­

fests divinity and not human perfection, at any rate not expressly and 

explicitly so as to include also the collective functions of earthly man. 

Christ is divinity, love and sacrifice; the Virgin is purity and mercy. 

Similarly the Buddha could be characterized in the following terms: 

renunciation, extinction a~d pity, for it is indeed those qualities or 

attitudes which in a special sense he incarnates. 
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Such imitation moreover implies: sobriety in relation to 
the world; nobility in ourselves, in our being; veracity 
through God and in Him. But we must not lose sight of the 
fact that the world is also within us, and that, conversely, we 
are not other than the creation which surrounds us and, 
finally, that God created "by the Truth" (bi 'l-lfaqq); the 
world is, both in its perfections and in its equilibrium, an 
expression of the Divine Truth.15 

The aspect "strength" is at the same time and indeed 
above all the active and affirmative character of the spiri­
tual means or method; the aspect "generosity" is also the 
love of our immortal soul; while the aspect "serenity," 
which a priori is seeing all things in God, is also seeing God 
in all things. One may be serene because one knows that 
"God alone is," that the world and all its troubles are 
"non-real," but one also may be serene because - admit­
ting the relative reality of the world__;_ one realizes that "all 
things are willed by God,'' that the Divine Will acts in all 
things, that all things symbolize God in one or another 
respect and 'that symbolism is for God what might be called 
a "manner of being." Nothing is outside God; God is not 
absent from anything. 

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

* 
* * 

15. An expression, that is to say, of the pure Spirit or, in Hindu terms, 
of pure "Consciousness" (Chit) which objectifies itself in Maya through 
Being (Sat). 
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If we now return to the description given above but 

formulate it somewhat differently, we can say that Muham­

mad is the human form oriented towards the Divine 

Essence; this form has two chief aspects, corresponding 

respectively to the base and to the apex of the triangle, 

namely nobility and piety. Now nobility is compounded of 

strength and generosity, while piety- at the level here in 

question - is compounded of wisdom and sanctity; it 

should be added that by piety we must understand the state 

of spiritual servitude ('ubudiyah) in the highest sense of the 

term, comprising perfect "poverty" (jaqr, whence the word 

faqzr) and "extinction" (jana) before God, and this is not 

unrelated to the epithet "unlettered" (ummz) which is 

applied to the Prophet. Piety is what links us to God; in 

Islam this something is, first of all an understanding, as 

deep as possible, of the evident Divine Unity- for he who 

is "responsible" must grasp this evidentness and there is 

here no sharp demarcation between believing and knowing 

- and next it is a realization of the Unity beyond our 

provisional and unilateral understanding which is itself 

ignorance when regarded in the light of plenary knowl­

edge: there is rio saint (walz, "representative," thus "partici­

pant") who is not a "knower through God" ('arif bil-Llah). 

This explains why in Islam piety, and a fortiori the sanctity 

which is its flowering, has an air of serenity; 16 it is a piety 

whose essence opens into contemplation and gnosis. 

Or again, the phenomenon of Muhammad could be 

described by saying that the soul of the Prophet is made of 

nobility and serenity, the latter comprising sobriety and 

veracity and the former strength and generosity. The 

Prophet's attitude to food and sleep is determined by sobri­

ety and his attitude to woman by generosity; here the real 

object of generosity is the pole "substance" in humankind, 

16. It is on this account that some have reproached this piety with 

being fatalistic or quietist. J:he tendencies actually in question already 

show in the term "islam, "which means "abandonment" (to God). 
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this pole - woman - being envisaged In its aspect of 
mirror of the beatific infinitude of God. 

Love of the Prophet constitutes a fundamental element 
in Islamic spirituality, although this love must not be under­
stood in the sense of a personalistic bhakti which would 
presuppose" divinizing the Prophet in an exclusive way. 17 It 
arises because Moslems see in the Prophet the prototype 
and model of the virtues which constitute the theomorph­
ism of man and the beauty and equilibrium of the Universe, 
and which are so many keys or paths towards liberating 
Unity- this is why they love him and imitate him even in 
the very smallest details of daily life. The Prophet, like Islam 
as a whole, is as it were a heavenly mold ready to receive the 
influx of the intelligence and will of the believer and one 
wherein even effort becomes a kind of supernatural repose. 

* 
* * 

"Verily God and his angels bless the Prophet; Oh! Ye who 
believe, bless him and give him salutation" (Quran, 
XXXIII, 56). This verse forms the scriptural foundation of 
the "Prayer on the Prophet" - or more precisely the 
"Blessing of the Prophet" - a prayer which is in general 
use in Islam because both the Quran and the Sunna recom­
mend it, though it takes on a special character in esoterism 
where it becomes a basic symbol. The esoteric meaning of 
this verse is as follows: God, Heaven and Earth - or, the 

17. By "exclusive" is meant seeing the Divine in practice only in a 

human form, and not apart from it, as is the case in the cult of Rama or 

of Krishna. In this connection let us recall the analogy between the Hindu 

Avataras and the Jewish Prophets: the latter remained within the Judaic 

framework as did the former within the Hindu framework save for one 

single great exception in each case: the Buddha and Christ. David 

brought the Psalms and Solomon the Song of Songs, as Rama inspired the 

Ramayana and the Yoga Vasishta (or Maharamayana) and Krishna the 

Mahabharata, including the Bhagavad Gzta, and also the Snmad Bhagavatam. 
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Principle (which is unmanifest), supraformal manifestation 
(the angelic states) and formal manifestation (comprising 
both men and the jinn, in other words the two categories of 
corruptible beings, 18 whence the need for an injunction) -
confer (or transmit, as the case may be) vital graces on 
universal Manifestation, or, in another respect, on the cen­
ter of that Manifestation, namely the cosmic Intellect. 19 

One who blesses the Prophet blesses by implication the 
world and the universal Spirit (Ar-Ruh), 20 the Universe and 
the Intellect, both the Totality and the Center, so that the 
blessing, multiplied tenfold, comes back from each of these 
manifestations of the Principle21 on him who has truly put 
his heart into this prayer. 

The terms of the Prayer on the Prophet are generally as 
follows, though there are many variants and developments 
of it: "0, (my) God (Allahumma), bless our Lord Muham­
mad, Thy Servant ('Abd) and Thy Messenger (Rasul), the 
unlettered Prophet (An-Nabz al-ummz), and his family and 
his companions, and salute them." The words "salute" 

18. These are the two "weights" or "species having weight" (ath­

thaqaliin) ofwhich the Quran speaks in the Sura "The Beneficent," verse 
31. Men are created of clay (tzn), that is of matter, and the jinns of fire, or 
an immaterial, animic or - as the Hindus would say - "subtle" 
(sukshma) substance. As for the angels, they are created of light (nilr), of 
a supra-formal substance; the differences between angels are like those 
between colors, sounds or perfumes, not those between forms, which to 
them appear as petrifactions and fragmentations. 

19. This prayer is thus at least partly equivalent to the Buddhist wish 
"May all beings be blissful!" 

20. Also called the "First Intellect" (Al- 'Aql al-awwal); it is either cre­
ated or uncreated, according to the way it is envisaged. 

21. The Prophet said: "He who blesses me once shall be ten times blessed 
by God .... " Another hadzth says: "Truly the Archangel Gabriel came to me 
and said: '0 Muhammad, none of thy community shall bless thee without my 
blessing him ten times and none of thy community shall greet thee without 
my greeting him ten times.' " According to another haduh, God created an 
angel from every prayer on the Prophet, and this is full of meaning from 
the point of view of the economy of spiritual and cosmic energies. Our 
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(sallam), "salutation" (taslzm) or "peace" (salam) 22 signify a 
reverential homage on the part of the believer (the Quran 
says: "And give him greeting" or "salutation") and thus 
a personal attitude, whereas the blessing brings in the 
Divinity, for it is He who blesses; on the part of God, 
"salutation" is a "look" or a "word," that is to say an 
element of grace which is not central as in the case of the 
blessing (salat: salla 'ala, "pray on") but peripheral and thus 
relating to the individual and to life, not to the intellect and 
to gnosis. That is why the Name of Muhammad is followed 
by both blessing and salutation whereas the names of the 
other divine Messengers and of the Angels are followed 
only by the salutation: from the point of view of Islam it is 
Muhammad who actually and definitively incarnates the 
Revelation, and Revelation corresponds to the blessing, not 
to the salutation. In the same more or less exoteric sense, it 
could be said that the blessing refers to the prophetic 
inspiration and to the relatively unique and central charac­
ter of the Avatiira envisaged, while the salutation refers to 
the human, cosmic and existential perfection common to 
all the Avataras or to the perfection of the Angels. 23 The 

regular readers are familiar with the following Vedantic classification, also 
found in the writings ofRene Guenon: gross or "material" manifestation and 
subtle or "animic" manifestation, these two together constituting formal 
manifestation; formless (supra-formal) or "angelic" manifestation which, 
together with formal manifestation, makes up manifestation as such;· and 
finally, the unmanifest which is the Principle and comprises both Being and 
Non-Being (or Beyond-Being). The basis of these categories is the primary 
distinction between the Principle and manifestation. 

22. To greet in Arabic is "to give peace"; it is to say: "Peace be with 
you" (as-salamu 'alaykum). 

23. The Spirit (Ar-Ruh) is here an exception because of its central 
position among the Angels, which confers on it the Prophetic function in 
the highest sense; the Quran mentions it separately from the Angels and 
it is also said that the Spirit was not required to prostrate before Adam 
as they were; in Moslem logic It would merit, like Muhammad, both the 
$alat and the salam. The Archangel Gabriel is a personification of a func­
tion of the Spirit, the celestial ray which reaches the Prophets on earth. 

115 



Understanding Islam 

blessing is a transcendent, active and vertical quality 

whereas the salutation is an immanent, passive and horizon­

tal quality: again, the salutation concerns the outward, the 

"support," whereas the blessing concerns the inward or the 

"content" whether in the case of divine acts or of human 

attitudes. Herein lies the whole difference between the 

supernatural and· the natural: the blessing signifies the 

divine presence inasmuch as it is an unceasing influx, which 

in the microcosm- in the Intellect- becomes intuition 

or inspiration and, in the case of the Prophet, Revelation; 

on the other hand the "peace," or salutation, signifies the 

divine presence inasmuch as it is inherent in the cosmos, 

becoming, in the microcosm, intelligence, virtue and wis­

dom; it concerns existential equilibrium, the cosmic econ­

omy. It is true that intellective inspiration - or innate 

knowledge -is also supernatural, but it is so, as it were, in 

a natural manner within the framework and in accordance 

with the possibilities ofNature. 

According to the Shaykh Ahmad Al-'Alawi, the divine act 

(tajallz) expressed by the word $alli ("bless") is like lightning 

in instantaneity, and it includes the extinction, to whatever 

degree, of the human receptacle undergoing it, whereas the 

divine act expressed by the word sallim ("salute") spreads 

the divine presence into the modalities of the individual 

himself; the Shaykh said this is why the faqzr should always 

ask for salam ("peace") which corresponds to the divine 

"Salutation,"24 in order that revelations or intuitions 

should not vanish like flickers of lightning, but become 

fixed in his soul. 
In the verse of the Quran which instituted the blessing of 

Muhammad, it is said that "God and His angels bless the 

Prophet," but the "salutation" is mentioned only at the 

end of the verse, where it is a question of the believers; the 

reason for this is that the taslzm (or salam) is here taken to 

24. And this is precisel1::_ what he does through the Prayer on the 

Prophet. 

116 



The Prophet 

be implied, which means that at root it is an element of the 
salttt and is only dissociated from it a posteriori and in 
relation to the contingencies of the world. 

* 
* * 

The initiatory intention of the Prayer on the Prophet is 
the aspiration of man towards his totality. Totality is that of 
which we are a part; and we are a part, not of God who is 
without parts, but of Creation, which- taken as a whole­
is the prototype and norm of our being, while its center, 
Ar-Ruh, is the root of our intelligence; this root is a vehicle 
for the Uncreated Intellect, increatus et increabile according 
to Meister Eckhart. 25 The totality is perfection while the 
part as such is imperfect, for it manifests a rupture of the 
existential equilibrium and so of the totality. In the sight of 
God we are either nothing or everything, depending on the 
point of view,26 but we are never "a part"; we are, on the 
other hand, a part in relation to the Universe, which is the 
archetype, the norm, equilibrium, perfection; it is "Univer­
sal Man" (Al-Insiin al-Kamil)27 ofwhich the human manifes­
tation is the Prophet, the Logos, the Avatara. The Prophet 
- still envisaged in the esoteric and universal meaning of 
the term- is thus the totality of which we are a fragment. 
But this totality is also manifested in us, and in a direct 
manner: it is the intellectual center, the "Eye of the Heart," 
seat of the Uncreated, the celestial or divine point in rela­
tion to which the ego is the microcosmic periphery;28 thus 

25. According to the perspective of unity of essence, this root is also 
identified with the "U ncreated Intellect." 

26. "Nothing" from the ordinary, separative point of view and 
"everything" from the unitive point of view, that of the oneness of the 
Real (Wal;dat Al-Wujud). 

27. Cf. De l'Homme Universe[ by 'Abd al-Karim Jili (translated from 
Arabic to French and commented upon by Titus Burckhardt). 

28. In the same way the lotus on which the Buddha is enthroned is 
both the manifested Universe and the heart of man, each of these being 
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we are peripheral in relation to the Intellect (Ar-Ruh) and a 

part in relation to Creation (Al-Khalq). The Avatara repre­
sents both these poles at once: he is our totality and our 
center, our existence and our knowledge; the Prayer on the 
Prophet - like every analogous formula - has conse­

quently not only the meaning of an aspiration towards our 
existential totality, but also by that very fact the meaning of 
an actualization of our intellectual center, these two points 
of view being moreover inseparably linked together. Our 
movement towards totality- a movement whose most ele­
mentary expression is charity in the sense of the abolition 
of the illusory and passional division between "I" and 
"other than I" -this movement at the same time purifies 
the heart, or in other words it frees the intellect from the 
obstructions standing in the way of unitive contemplation. 

In the M uhammadean blessing - the Prayer on the 

Prophet - the epithets applied to the Prophet apply also 
- or even more so - to the Totality and the Center of 
which Muhammad is the human expression, or rather "an 

expression" if we take into account the whole of humanity 
in all places and at all periods. The name Muharnmad itself 
means the "Glorified" and indic~tes the perfection of Cre­
ation, affirmed also in Genesis in the words: "And God saw 
that it was good"; moreover the words "our Lord" 

(Seyyidunii) used before the name Muhammad indicate the 
primordial and normative quality of the Cosmos in relation 
to ourselves. 

The epithet following the name of Muhammad in this 
prayer is "Thy servant" ('abduka): the Macrocosm is the 
"servant" of God because manifestation is subordinate to 
the Principle, or the effect to the Cause; Creation is "Lord" 

envisaged as a support of Nirvana. In the same way too, the Blessed Virgin 

is both pure universal Substance (Prakriti), the matrix of the manifested 

divine Spirit and of all creatures in respect of their theomorphism, and 

the primordial substance of man, his original purity, his heart inasmuch 

as it is the support of the Word which delivers. 
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in relation to man and "Servant" in relation to the Creator. 
Thus the Prophet is - like Creation - essentially an isth­
mus (barzakh), a line of demarcation and at the same time a 
point of contact between two degrees of reality. 

Next comes the epithet "Thy Messenger" (rasuluka): this 
attribute concerns the Universe inasmuch as it transmits 
the possibilities of Being to its own parts - to the micro­
cosms - through the medium of the phenomena or sym­
bols of nature; these symbols are the signs (iiyiit) spoken of 
in the Quran,29 the proofs of God which the Sacred Book 
recommends for meditation by those "endowed with 
understanding." 30 The possibilities thus manifested tran­
scribe in the outward world the principia! truths (haqa'iq) 
just as intellectual intuitions and metaphysical concepts 
transcribe them in the human subject; the Intellect, like the 
Universe, is "Messenger," "Servant," "Glorified" and "our 
Lord." 

The Prayer on the Prophet sometimes includes the fol­
lowing two attributes: "Thy Prophet" (Nabzyuka) and "Thy 
Friend" (lfabzbuka); this second qualification expresses inti­
macy, the generous proximity - not the opposition -
between manifestation and the Principle; as for the word 
"Prophet" (Nabz), this indicates a particular message, not 
the universal message of the Messenger (Rasul): 31 in the 

29. It has already been pointed out that the word "sign," when it ~does 
not relate to phenomena of this world, is applied to the verses of the 
Quran, and this clearly shows the analogy between Nature and Revela­
tion. 

30. It is therefore quite possible for a tradition to be founded wholly 
on this symbolism; this is notably true of Shinto and of the tradition of 
the Sacred Pipe among the North American Indians. 

31. The Nabzis such not because he receives and transmits a particular 
message, namely one that is limited to particular circumstances, but 
because he possesses nubuwwah, the mandate of prophecy; every Rasul is 
a Nabz, but not every Nabz is a Rasul; it is somewhat like saying that every 
eagle is a bird., but not every bird an eagle. The meaning "particular 
message" is called for, notjust by the fact that the man is a Nabz, but by 
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world it stands for the whole of cosmic determinations 
concerning man, including natural laws; and within our­
selves it is awareness of our final end, together with all this 

awareness implies for us. 
As for the next epithet, "the unlettered Prophet" (An­

Nabz al-ummz), this expresses the "virginity" of the recepta­

cle, whether universal or human: with regard to inspiration, 
it is determined by nothing but God; before the Divine Pen 
it is a blank page; none but God fills the Creation, the 

Intellect, the Avatiira. 
The blessing and the salutation apply, not only to the 

Prophet, but also to his family and his companions ('alii alihi 

wa sahbihi), that is, in the macrocosmic order, to Heaven 

and earth or to non-formal and formal manifestation, and 

in the microcosmic order, to soul and body, the Prophet 

being in the first case the Divine Spirit (Ar-Ruh) and in the 

latter the Intellect (Al- 'Aql) or the "Eye of the Heart" ('Ayn 

al-Qalb); Intellect and Spirit coincide in their essence in that 

the former is like a ray of the latter. The Intellect is the 
Spirit in man; the Divine Spirit is nothing other than the 

universal Intellect. 
The epithets applied to the Prophet mark the spiritual 

virtues, the chief of which are: "poverty" (jaqr, which is a 

quality of the 'abd), 32 next "generosity" (karam, a quality 

of the Rasul) 33 and finally "veracity" or "sincerity" (sidq, 

ikhlas, a quality of the Nabz al-ummz).34 Poverty is spiritual 

the fact that he is so without being a Rasul. It is as a Nabzand not as a Rasul 

that Muhammad is "unlettered," just as - to return to our comparison 

above- it is because it is a bird that the eagle" can fly, not because it is an 

eagle. 
32. In the sense that the 'abd has nothing that belongs to him as his 

own. 
33. The Rasul is indeed a "mercy" (ra/:tmah); he is disinterestedness 

itself, the incarnation of charity. 
34. Veracity is inseparable from virginity of spirit in the sense that the 

spirit must be free from al! artifice, from all prejudice and from any 

passional interference. 
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concentration, or rather its negative and static aspect, non­
expansion, and consequently humility in the sense of the 
cessation of the fire of the passions (in the words of 
Tirmidhi); as for generosity, it is akin to nobility (sharaj); it 
is the abolishing of egoism and this implies love of one's 
neighbor in the sense that the passional distinction 
between "I" and "other" is transcended; finally, veracity is 
the contemplative quality of the intelligence and, on the 
plane of reason, is logic or impartiality, in a word, love of 
truth. 

From the initiatory point of view, the Prayer on the 
Prophet relates to the intermediate stage, namely to the 
"expansion" which follows "purification" and precedes 
"union"; herein lies the deepest meaning of the hadzth: 
"No man will meet God who has not first met the 
Prophet. " 35 

The Prayer on the Prophet can be likened to a wheel; the 
prayer of blessing is its axle; the Prophet is its hub; his 
family make up the spokes; his Companions are the rim. 

In the broadest interpretation of this prayer, the Blessing 
corresponds to God, the name of the Prophet to the U ni­
versal Spirit,36 the Family to the beings who participate in 
God - through the Spirit - in a direct manner, and the 
Companions to those beings who participate in God indi­
rectly but likewise thanks to the Spirit. This extreme limit 
can be defined in various ways according to whethe~. we 
envisage the Moslem world, or the whole of humanity, or all 
creatures on earth, or even the whole Universe. 37 

35. This is also the initiatory meaning of the saying in the Gospels: 
"No man cometh unto the Father, but by me." Nonetheless the differ­
ence of accent which distinguishes the Christian perspective from Sufism 
must be taken into account. 

36. Ar-Rul;, which includes the four Archangels; on the earthly plane 
and in the Moslem cosmos, it is the Prophet and the first four Caliphs. 

37. The symbolism of the Prayer on the Prophet closely corresponds 
to that of the Tibetan prayer wheels: a prayer, inscribed on a band of 
paper, blesses the universe by its rotation. 
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The individual will, which is both egocentric and dis­

persed, must be converted to the universal Will which is 
"concentric" and transcends earthly humanity. 

* 
* * 

As a spiritual principle, the Prophet is not only the Total­

ity of which we are separate parts or fragments, he is also 

the Origin in relation to which we are so many deviations;38 

in other words, the Prophet as Norm is not only the ''Whole 

Man" (al-Insiin al-Kiimil) but also the "Ancient Man" (al­

Insiin al-Qadzm). Here there is a sort of combination of a 

spatial with a temporal symbolism: to realize the Whole or 

Universal Man means to come out from oneself, to project 

one's will into the absolutely "Other," to extend oneself 

into the universal life which is that of all beings; while to 

realize the Ancient or Primordial Man means to return to 

the Origin which we bear within us; it means to return to 

eternal childhood, to repose in our archetype, our primor­

dial and normative form, in our theomorphic substance. 

According to the spatial symbolism, the path towards real­

ization of the Whole Man is height, the ascending vertical 

which expands into the infinity of Heaven; according to the 

temporal symbolism, the path towards the Ancient Man is 

the past in a quasi-absolute sense, the divine and eternal 

Origin. 39 The Prayer on the Prophet relates to the spatial 

symbolism in the epithet Rasul, "Messenger" - though 

here the dimension is designated in a descending direction 

----"- and to the temporal symbolism in the epithet Nabz al-

38. It is in this sense that, according to Saint Bernard, our ego should 

seem to us "something to be despised" and that, according to Meister 

Eckhart, one must "hate one's souL" 
39. This throws a revealing light on the meaning of tradition as such 

and also in a more particula_: sense on the worship of ancestors. 
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ummz, "unlettered Prophet," which clearly is connected 
with the Origin. 

The term "the Ancient Man" thus more particularly 
refers to the Intellect, to perfection of consciousness, and 
the term "the Whole Man" to existence, to perfection of 
being; but at the same time, on the plane of the spatial 
symbolism itself, the center refers to the Intellect, whereas 
on the plane of the temporal symbolism duration refers to 
Existence, for it extends indefinitely. We can establish a 
connection between the origin and the center on the one 
hand and between duration and the totality- or limitless­
ness - on the other; it could even be said that the origin, 
which in itself cannot be grasped, is for us situated at the 
center and that duration, which everywhere eludes us, coin­
cides for us with totality. In the same way, starting from the 
idea that the Whole Man particularly concerns the macro­
cosm and the Ancient Man the microcosm, it could be said 
that in its totality the world is Existence, whereas in origin 
the human microcosm is Intelligence, though only in a 
sense, since we do not go beyond the realm of the created 
and of contingencies. 

On the plane of the Whole Man, two dimensions can be 
distinguished: Heaven and Earth, or height (tul) and 
breadth ('ardh): height links the earth to Heaven, and, in 
the case of the Prophet, this link is the aspect of Rasul 
("Messenger" and so also "Revealer") while the earth is 
the aspect of 'Abd ("Servant"). These are the two dimen­
sions of charity: love of God and love of the neighbor in 
God. 

On the plane of the Ancient Man, we shall not distin­
guish two dimensions for, in the origin, Heaven and Earth 

. were one; as we have already seen, this plane is related to 
the "unlettered Prophet." His virtue is humility or poverty: 
to be only what God has made us, to add nothing; pure 
virtue is apophatic. 
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Let us sum up this doctrine as follows: the nature of the 

Prophet comprises the two perfections of totality40 and of 

origin:41 Muhammad incarnates the theomorphic and har­

monious totality42 of which we are fragments and also the 

origin in relation to which we are states of decay, in each 

case when considered as individuals. For the Sufi, to follow 

the Prophet means extending the soul to the life of all 

beings, to serve God ('ibadah) and to pray ( dhakara) with all 

and in all; 43 but it also means reducing the soul to the divine 

remembering ( dhikru 'Lliih) of the one and primordial 

soul. 44 In the final analysis and through the various poles 

envisaged - the poles of totality and origin, of plenitude 

and simplicity - it means realizing both the "Infinitely 

Other" and the "Absolutely Oneself." 

The Sufi, after the pattern of the Prophet, wants neither 

"to be God" nor "to be other than God": and this is not 

unconnected with all that has been said above and with the 

distinction between extinction (janii) and permanence 

(baqii). There is no extinction in God without Universal 

charity and there is no permanence in Him without that 

supreme poverty which is submission to the Origin. As we 

have seen, the Prophet represents both universality and 

40. "God said: 0 Adaml Cause them to know their namesl" (Quran, 

II, 33). "And when We said to the angels: Prostrate yourselves before 

Adaml" (II, 34). 

41. "Assuredly we have created man in the most fair form." ( Quran, 

XCV, 4). 
42. These two qualities are essential. The creation is good because it is 

made in the image of God and because it compensates disequilibriums­

which are ontologically necessary, otherwise they would not exist- by 

the total equilibrium, which indirectly transmutes them into factors of 

perfection. 
43. "The seven Heavens and the Earth and those in them praise Him; 

and there is nothing that does not chant His praises, but ye understand 

not their song .... " (Quran, XVII, 44). 

44. "And every time they shall receive a fruit (in Paradise) they shall 

say: this is what we have received afore time .... " ( Quran, II, 25). 
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primordiality, just as Isllim in its deepest meaning is "that 
which is everywhere" and "that which has always been." 

* 
* * 

All these considerations enable us to understand how 
greatly the Islamic way of envisaging the Prophet differs 
from the Christian or Buddhist cults of the Man-God. The 
sublimation of the Prophet is effected, not by starting out 
from the idea of an earthly divinity, but by means of a kind 
of metaphysical mythology: Muhammad is either man 
among men- we do not say" ordinary man" -or Platonic 
idea, cosmic and spiritual symbol, unfathomable Logos;45 

never is he God incarnate. 
The Prophet is above all a synthesis combining human 

littleness with the divine mystery. This aspect of being a 
synthesis, or a reconciliation of opposites, is characteristic 
of Islam and expressly results from its being the last Revela­
tion. If the Prophet is the "Seal of Prophecy" (khatam 
an-nubuwwah) or of "the Messengers" ( al-mursalzn), this 
implies that he should appear as a synthesis of all that came 
before him; hence his aspect of "leveling," that something 
"anonymous" and "countless" which is apparent also in 
the Quran. 46 Those who, by reference to the example of 
Jesus, find Muhammad too human to be a spokesman of 

45. It is said that, without Muhammad, the world would not have been 
created; thus he is indeed the Logos, not as man, but in his inner reality 
(haqzqah) and as the "Muhammadan Light" (Nar muhammadzyah). It is also 
said that the virtues of the Prophet are created, since they are human, but 
that they are "nonetheless eternal insofar as they are qualities of Him of 
whom eternity is the attribute" (according to the Al-Burdah by the Shaykh 
Al-Busiri). In the same way, the Prophet is named lfaqq (Truth) while 
Al-lfaqq ("The Truth") is a Divine Name. The haqzqah of Muhammad is 
described as "a mystery"; it is either hidden or blindingly bright and can 
only be interpreted from afar. 

46. Aishah, the favorite wife of Muhammad, said that the Quran 
reflects or prefigures the soul of God's Messenger. 
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God, are following a line of reasoning just like that of those 
who, by reference to the extremely direct spirituality of the 
Bhagavad Gzta or the Prajna-paramita-Hridaya-Sutra, would 
consider the Bible too human to have any title to the dignity 
of Divine Word. 

The virtue, claimed by the Quran, of being the last Reve­
lation and the synthesis of the prophetic cycle, reveals itself 
not only in the outward simplicity of a dogma which is 
inwardly open to every degree of profundity, but also in the 
capacity Islam has of integrating all men as it were into its 
center, of conferring on all the same unshakable and if 
need be combative faith and of making them participate, at 
least virtually though effectively, in the half-celestial, half­
terrestrial nature of the Prophet. 
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In this section our aim is not so much to treat of Sufism 
exhaustively or in detail- other writers have had the merit 
of doing so with varying degrees of success- but rather to 
envisage the Path (tanqah) in its general aspects or in its 
universal reality; therefore the terms used will not always be 
those proper to Islam alone. Now, when envisaged in a very 
general manner, the Path presents itself first of all as the 
polarity of "doctrine" and "method," or as metaphysical 
truth accompanied by contemplative concentration. In 
short, everything in it is reducible to these two elements: 
intellection and concentration or discernment and union. 
For us, who are in the realm of relativity since we exist and 
think, metaphysical truth is in the first place discernment 
between the Real and the unreal or the less real; and 
concentration or the operative act of the spirit- prayer in 
the very broadest sense - is in a way our response to the 
truth which offers itself to us; it is Revelation entering~into 
our consciousness and becoming in some degree assimi­
lated by our being. 

For Islam, or to be more precise for Sufism which is its 
kernel, 1 the metaphysical doctrine is - as we have many 

1. Since we do not wish to attribute to a religious faith as such sapien­
tial theses which it can enunciate only by implication. For the "science of 
religions," esoterism comes after dogma, ofwhich it is supposed to be an 
artificial development and even one borrowed from foreign sources. In 
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times pointed out- that "there is no reality save the One 

Reality" and that, insofar as we are obliged to take account 

of the existence of the world and of ourselves, "the cosmos 

is the manifestation of Reality." 2 Vedantists say that "the 

world is false; Brahma is true," but that "all things are 

Atma;" all eschatological truths are contained within this 

second statement. It is by virtue of this second truth that 

we are saved; according to the first we even "are not" 

although we do "exist" in the field of reverberations of 

the contingent. It is as if we were saved beforehand be­

cause we are not and because "naught shall subsist save 

the Face of God." 
The distinction between the Real and the unreal coin­

cides in a sense with that between Substance and accidents; 

the Substance-accident relationship makes it easy to under­

stand the less real or unreal nature of the world and reveals 

to those capable of grasping it the inanity of the error which 

attributes an absolute character to phenomena. Moreover 

the common meaning of the word "substance" clearly 

shows that there are intermediate substances which are 

"accidental" by comparison with pure Substance but none­

theless play the part of substances in relation to what is 

accidental for them. These substances are, in ascending 

order: matter, ether, the animic substance, supraformal and 

macrocosmic substance - which could also be termed 

"angelic" - and finally universal, metacosmic Substance 

which is one of the poles of Being, or its horizontal dimen­

sion or feminine aspect. The antimetaphysical error of the 

reality, the sapiential element must precede the exoteric formulation 

since it is the former which, being a metaphysical perspective, determines 

the form. Without a metaphysical foundation there can be no religion; 

doctrinal esoterism is only the development, starting from the Revelation 

itself, of what "was before" the beginning. 

2. The cosmos in the perfection of its symbolism, Mul)ammad; here the 

reader will recognize the sec~nd Shahiidah. 
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asuras is that they take accidents for reality and deny Sub­
stance by describing it as unreal or abstract. 3 

Being is the relative Absolute, or God as "relatively abso­
lute," that is to say insofar as He creates. The pure Absolute 
does not create; if one wished to introduce here the ideas 
of Substance and accidents, one would have to think of the 
essential divine qualities arising from Beyond-Being, or 
from the Self and crystallizing in Being, but such an appli­
cation would nonetheless be inadequate. 

To perceive the unreality - or the lesser or relative 
reality- of the world means at the same time to perceive 
the symbolistn of phenomena; to know that the "Substance 
of substances" is alone absolutely real, or that it is strictly 
speaking the only reality, means to see Substance in and 
through every accident; thanks to this initial knowledge of 
Reality, the world· becomes metaphysically transparent. 
When it is said that a Bodhisattva sees only space and not its 
contents, or that he looks on the latter as being space, this 
means that he sees only Substance, which in relation to the 
world appears as a void or, on the contrary, that the world 
appears as a void in terms of the principia! Plenitude; there 
are here two voids or two plenitudes and they are mutually 
exclusive, just as in an hourglass the two compartments 
cannot be simultaneously empty or full. 

Once it has been fully grasped that the relationship 
between water and drops of water parallels that between 
Substance and the accidents which are the contents of the 
world, the illusory nature of these accidents cannot be a 
matter of doubt or present any difficulty. The Islamic dic­
tum that creatures are a proof of God means that the nature 
of phenomena is that of accidents and that they therefore 
disclose the ultimate Substance. The comparison with water 

3. We believe the attribution to Heracleitus of the modern "actualism" 
(Aktualitiits-Theorie) to be mistaken, since a theory of the cosmic play of 
the All-Possibility is not necessarily a materialistic pantheism. 
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is imperfect in that it takes no account of the transcendence 

of Substance; but matter cannot offer any less inadequate 

picture because transcendence is blurred in its reflections 

to the very degree that the plane in question partakes of 

accidentality. 
There is discontinuity between accidents and Substance, 

although from Substance to accidents there is an extremely 

subtle continuity in the sense that, Substance alone being 

fully real, accidents must necessarily be aspects of it; but in 

that case they are being considered only in terms of their 

cause and not in any other terms and the irreversibility of 

relationship is therefore maintained. In other words, the 

accident is then reduced to Substance; as accident it is an 

exteriorization of Substance and to this corresponds the 

Divine Name Azh-Zhahir (The Outward). All errors con­

cerning the world and God consist either in a naturalistic 

denial of the discontinuity and so also of transcendence4 -

whereas it is on the basis of this transcendence that the 

whole edifice of science should have been built - or else 

they consist in a failure to understand the metaphysical and 

"descending" continuity which in no way abolishes the 

discontinuity starting from the relative. ''Brahma is not the 

world" but "all things are Atma"; "Brahma is true, the world 

4. It is mainly this "scientific" prejudice, going.hand in hand with a 

falsification and impoverishment of speculative imagination, which pre­

vents a man like Teilhard de Chardin from conceiving the overriding 

discontinuity between matter and the soul, or between the natural and 

the supernatural orders and so leads to the evolutionary outlook, which 

-inverting the truth- makes everything begin with matter. A "minus" 

always presupposes an initial "plus," so that a seeming evolution is no 

more than the quite provisional unfolding of a pre-existing result; the 

human embryo becomes a man because that is what it already is; no 

"evolution" will produce a man from an animal embryo. In the same way, 

the whole cosmos can spring only from an embryonic state which con­

tains the virtuality of all its possible deployment and simply makes mani­

fest on the plane of contingen~ies an infinitely higher and transcendent 

prototype. 

130 

1 



The Path 

is false" and "He (the delivered one, the mukta) is Brahma." 
In these statements the whole of gnosis is contained, just as 
it is also contained in the Shahadah or in the two Testimo­
nies, or again in the mysteries of Christ. 5 And the following 
idea is crucial: metaphysical truth with all it comprises lies 
in the very substance of intelligence; any denial or limita­
tion of truth is always a denial or limitation of the Intellect. 
To know the Intellect is to know its consubstantial content 
and thus the nature of things, and this is why Greek gnosis 
says "Know thyself" and the Gospels say, "The kingdom of 
heaven is within you"; and likewise Islam: "Whoso knoweth 
himself knoweth his Lord." 

Revelation is an objectivization of the Intellect and that 
is why it has the power to actualize the intelligence which 
has been obscured ~but not abolished- by man's fall. 
This obscuring of the intelligence may be only accidental, 
not fundamental, and in such a case the intelligence is in 
principle destined for gnosis.6 If elementary belief cannot 
consciously and explicitly attain to total truth that is 
because in its own way it too limits the intelligence; it is 
moreover inevitably and paradoxically allied to a certain 
rationalism - Vishnuism shows in this respect the same 
phenomenon as the West- without however becoming lost 

5. Trinity, Incarnation, Redemption. It is the supra-ontological and 
gnostic Trinity which is meant here, conceived either .vertically ~~the 
hierarchy of the hypostases: Beyond-Being, Being, Existence; Paramlltma, 
lshvara, Buddhi) or horizontally (the intrinsic aspects or modes of the 
Essence: Reality, Wisdom, Beatitude; Sat, Chit, Ananda). 

6. To say that there is a Christian gnosis means that there is a Christi­
anity, centered on Christ as the Intellect, which defines man primarily as 
intelligence and not merely as fallen will or as passion. If total truth lies 
in the very substance of the intelligence, then for Christian gnosis, the 
intelligence will be the immanent Christ, "The Light of the World." To 
see in all things the divine Substance, which means to see in all things an 
objectivation -and in some respects a refraction - of Intelligence is to 
realize that "God became man" and this without any detriment whatso­
ever to the literal meaning of the dogma. 
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in it, unless there is a distortion of the faith itself. 7 Whatever 

the circumstances, a perspective which attributes an abso­

lute character to relative situations, as do the exoterisms of 

Semitic origin, cannot be intellectually complete; but to 

speak of exoterism is to speak also of esoterism, and this 

means that the statements of the former are the symbols of 

the latter. 
Exoterism transmits aspects or fragments of metaphysical 

truth - which is nothing other than the whole truth -

whether about God, about the universe or about man. In 

man it chiefly envisages the passional and social individual; 

in the universe it discerns only what affects that individual; 

in God it hardly sees anything more than what has to do 

with the world, creation, man and his salvation. Conse­

quently- and at the risk of repetition, this must be empha­

sized - exoterism takes no account either of the pure 

Intellect, which transcends the human plane and opens out 

onto the divine, or of pre-human and post-human cycles, or 

of Beyond-Being which is beyond all relativity and thus also 

beyond all distinctions. Such a perspective is comparable to 

a skylight, which gives the sky a certain form, round or 

square perhaps; through this the view of the sky is fragmen­

tary, though it certainly does not prevent the sky from 

filling the room with light and life. The danger of a reli­

gious outlook based on the will is that it comes very close to 

insisting that faith include a maximum of will and a mini­

mum of intelligence; indeed intelligence is blamed, either 

7. Cartesianism- perhaps the most intelligent way of being unintelli­

gent- is the classic example of a faith which has become the dupe of the 

gropings of reasoning; this is a "wisdom from below" and history shows 

it to be deadly. The whole of modern philosophy, including science, starts 

from a false conception of intelligence; for instance, the modern cult of 

"life" sins in the sense that it seeks the explanation and goal of man at a 

level below him, in something which could not serve to define the human 

creature. But in a much more general way, all rationalism - whether 

direct or indirect- is false f~om the sole fact that it limits the intelligence 

to reason or intellection to logic, or in other words cause to effect. 
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for diminishing merit by its very nature, or for deceptive! 
arrogati.n~ to its~lfboth t~e value of merit an_d a knowledg~ 
such as Is In reahty unattainable.8 Be that as It may, it could 
be said of religions: "as is the man, so for him is God"; in 
other words, the way in which man is envisaged influences 
the way in which God is envisaged, and vice versa. 

One point which needs to be brought out here is that the 
criterion of metaphysical truth or of its depth lies, not in 
the complexity or difficulty of its expression, but in the 
quality and effectiveness of its symbolism, allowing for a 
particular capacity of understanding or style of thinking.9 

Wisdom does not lie in any complication of words but in the 
profundity of the intention; assuredly the expression may 
according to the circumstances be subtle and difficult, but 
it may just as well not be so. 

* 
* * 

8. The individualism and sentimentality of a certain passional type of 
mysticism are undeniable facts, whatever may be the spiritual virtualities 
of the framework taken as a whole; in this type of mysticism the intelli­
gence has no operative function despite the possibilities of its inmost 
nature; the absence of metaphysical discernment brings in its train an 
absence of methodical concentration, the latter being the normal com­
plement of the former. From the point of view of gnosis, the intelligence 
is not a part but the center and it is the starting point for a consciousness 
embracing our whole being. One thing very characteristic of the mental 
climate of the traditional West- though it in no way compromises true 
intellectuality- is the association of ideas formed between intelligence 
and pride, as also between beauty and sin, an association that explains 
many deadly reactions, beginning with the Renaissance. 

9. That is why it is absurd to maintain- be it said in passing- that 
China produced no metaphysical systems comparable to those of India or 
of the West; for this is to overlook the fact that the yellow race is 
preponderantly visual and not, like the white race, auditive and verbal, 
this psychic difference having nothing to do with the level of pure 
intelligence. 
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At this point and before going further, we would allow a 

digression. It is said that a great many people today no 

longer want to hear any talk of religion or philosophy or 

indeed of any doctrine, that they feel everything of the kind 

to be outworn and discredited and that they will respond 

only to what is "concrete" and "lived," or even only to what 

is new. The answer to this mental deformation is simple 

enough: if the concrete has value, 10 it cannot be in accord 

with a false attitude - one which consists in rejecting all 

doctrine- nor could it be wholly new; there have always 

been religions and doctrines, which proves that their exis­

tence is in man's nature; for thousands of years the best of 

men, men we cannot despise without making ourselves 

despicable, have promulgated and propagated doctrines 

and lived according to them or died for them. The ill 

certainly does not lie in the hypothetical vanity of all doc­

trine but solely in the fact that too many men either have 

not followed, or do not follow, true doctrines, or have on 

the contrary followed, or are following, false doctrines; in 

the fact that brains have been exasperated and hearts 

deceived by too many inconsistent and erroneous theories; 

in the fact that innumerable errors, 11 both garrulous and 

pernicious, have cast discredit on truth, truth whjch neces­

sarily is expressed in words and is always there, even when 

no man pays heed to it. All too many people no longer even 

know what an idea is, what its value and what its function is; 

they do not so much as suspect that perfect and definitive 

theories have always existed, theories which are therefore 

on their own level fully adequate and effective, and that 

there is nothing to add to what has been said by the sages 

of old except effort on our own part to understand it. If we 

10. When people today talk of "concrete facts," it is usually as if one 

were to call foam "concrete" and water "abstract." This is the classic 

confusion between accidents and substance. 

11. "My name is Legion,'\.said a devil in the story of the Gadarene 

swine in the Gospel. 
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are human beings, we cannot abstain from thought, and if 
we think then we are choosing a doctrine; the lassitude, the 
lack of imagination and the childish arrogance of disillu­
sioned and materialistic young people changes nothing in 
all this. If it is modern science which has created the abnor­
mal and deceiving conditions which afflict youth today, that 
is because this science is itself abnormal and deceiving. No 
doubt it will be said that man is not responsible for his 
nihilism, that it is science which has slain the gods; but this 
is an avowal of intellectual impotence, not a title to glory, 
for he who knows what the gods signify will not let himself 
be carried away by discoveries in the physical realm -
which merely displace sensory symbols, but do not abolish 
them - and still less by gratuitous hypotheses and the 
errors of psychology. Even if we know that space is an 
eternal night sheltering galaxies and nebulae, the sky will 
still stretch blue above us and symbolize the realm of angels 
and the kingdom of Beatitude. 

Existence is a reality in some respects comparable to a 
living organism; it cannot with impunity be reduced, in 
man's consciousness and in his modes of action, to propor­
tions that do violence to its nature; pulsations of the "extra­
rational"12 pass through it from every quarter. Now 
religion and all forms of supra-rational wisdom belong to 
this extra-rational order, the presence of which we ob­
serve everywhere around us, unless we are blinded by a 
mathematician's prejudice; to attempt to treat existence as 
a purely arithmetical and physical reality is to falsify it in 
relation to ourselves and within ourselves, and in the end it 
is to blow it to pieces. 

In a germane field, we must take note of the abuse of the 
idea of intelligence. For us, intelligence can have no other 
object than truth, just as love has beauty or goodness for its 

12. Ordinarily and in every sort of context, people speak of the "irra­
tional," but this is a dangerous abuse of terminology all too liable to 
reduce the supra-rational to the infra-rational. 
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object. Certainly there can be intelligence in error- since 

intelligence is mingled with contingency and denatured by 

it, and error, being nothing in itself, has need of the spirit 

- but in any case we must never lose sight of what intelli­

gence is in itself, nor believe that a work compounded of 

error could be the product of a healthy or even transcen­

dent intelligence; and above all, cleverness and cunning 

must not be confused with pure intelligence and with con­

teinplation.13 Intellectuality essentially comprises an aspect 

of sincerity; now perfect sincerity of intelligence is incon­

ceivable apart from disinterestedness; to know is to see, and 

seeing is an equating of subject with object and not a 

passional act. Faith, or the acceptance of truth, should be 

sincere, that is to say it should be contemplative: for it is one 

thing to accept an idea - whether true or false - because 

one has some material or sentimental interest in it, and 

quite another to accept it because one knows or believes it 

to be true. 
Some people will say that science has long since shown 

the inconsistency of the Revelations, which arise - as they 

would argue - from our inveterate nostalgia as timid and 

unsatisfied earthlings.14 In a context such as that of this 

book, there is no need to reply yet again to such a thesis, 

but let us nevertheless take the opportunity to add one 

13. As we pointed out in Stations of Wisdom, in the chapter "Orthodoxy 

and Intellectuality," lack of intelligence and vice may be only superficial 

and thus in a. sense accidental and remediable, just as they may also be 

relatively essential and in practice incurable. But an essential lack of 

virtue is nevertheless incompatible with transcendent intelligence,just as 

outstanding virtue is hardly ever found in a fundamentally unintelligent 

person. Let it be added that there are those who despise intelligence, 

either in the name of "humility" or in the name of the "concrete," while 

others almost regard it as a form of malice; to this, Saint Paul has replied 

in anticipation (1 Cor. 14:20): "Brethren, be not children in understand­

ing: howbeit in malice be ye children, but in understanding be men." 

14. And incurably stupid ,arthlings, we would add, were this hypothe­

sis true. 
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more image to those already given elsewhere. Imagine a 
radiant summer sky and imagine simple folk who gaze at it, 
projecting into it their dream of the hereafter; now suppose 
that it were possible to transport these simple folk into the 
dark and freezing abyss of the galaxies and nebulae with its 
overwhelming silence. In this abyss all too many of them 
would lose their faith, and this is precisely what happens as 
a result of modern science, both to the learned and to the 
victims of popularization. What most men do not know­
and if they could know it, why should they be called on to 
believe it? - is that this blue sky, though illusory as an 
optical error and belied by the vision of interplanetary 
space, is nonetheless an adequate reflection of the Heaven 
of the Angels and the Blessed and that therefore, despite 
everything, it is this blue mirage, flecked with silver clouds, 
which is right and will have the final say; to be astonished at 
this amounts to admitting that it is by chance that we are 
here on earth and see the sky as we do. Of course the black 
abyss of the galaxies also reflects something, but the symbol­
ism is then shifted and it is no longer a question of the 
Heaven of the Angels; it is then- to remain faithful to our 
point of departure - doubtless first a question of the 
terrors of the divine mysteries, in which any man is lost who 
seeks to violate them by means of his fallible reason and 
without adequate motive; in a positive sense, it is the scientia 
sacra which transcends the faith of the simple and i~· Deo 
juvante, accessible to the pure Intellect;15 but it is also a 
question, according to the immediate symbolism of appear­
ances, of the abysses of universal manifestation, of this 
samsara whose limits indefinitely elude our ordinary expe-

15. It is precisely this scientia sacra which enables us to grasp that this 
faith is right and that children are not wrong when they pray turning to 
the blue sky, though in another fashion grace too enables us to grasp this. 
But nothing is possible apart from divine aid, the tawfrq; the Sufis insist 
on this. Higher intelligence is not of itself a sufficient guarantee in what 
concerns our final goal. 
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rience. Finally, extra-terrestrial space likewise reflects 

death, as has already been pointed out above; it is a projec­

tion outside our earthly security into a dizzying void and an 

unimaginable strangeness; this is something which can also 

be understood in a spiritual sense since we must "die before 

we die." What we would chiefly emphasize here is the error 

of believing that by the mere fact of its objective content 

science possesses the power and the right to destroy myths 

and religions and that it is thus some kind of higher expe­

rience, which kills gods and beliefs; in reality, it is human 

incapacity to understand unexpected phenomena and to 

resolve certain seeming antinomies, which is smothering 

the truth and dehumanizing the world. 

But one further ambiguity still remains to be cleared up 

once and for all. The word "gnosis," which appears in this 

book and in our previous works, refers to supra-rational, 

and thus purely intellective, knowledge of metacosmic real­

ities. Now this knowledge cannot be reduced to the Gnosti­

cism of history; it would then be necessary to say that Ibn 

'Arabi or Shankara were Alexandrine gnostics; in short, 

gnosis cannot be held responsible for every association of 

ideas or every abuse of terminology. It is humanly admissi­

ble not to believe in gnosis; what is quite inadmissible in 

anyone claiming to understand the subject is to include 

under this heading things having no relation -whether of 

kind or of level- with the reality in question, whatever the 

value attributed to that reality. In place of "gnosis," the 

Arabic term ma 'rifah or the Sanskrit term jnana could just 

as well be used, but a Western term seems more normal in 

a book written in a Western language; there is also the term 

"theosophy," but this has even more unfortunate associa­

tions, while the term "knowledge" is too general, unless its 

meaning is made specific by an epithet or by the context. 

What must be emphasized and made clear is that the term 

"gnosis" is used by us exclusively in its etymological and 

universal sense and tQ.erefore cannot be reduced to mean­

ing merely the Graeco-Oriental syncretism of later classical 
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times; 16 still less can it be applied to some pseudo-religious 
or pseudo-yogic or even merely literary fantasy. 17 If for 
example, Catholics can call Islam, in which they do not 
believe, a religion and not a pseudo-religion, there seems 
no reason why a distinction should not also be made 
between a genuine gnosis having certain precise or approx­
imate characteristics and a pseudo-gnosis devoid of them. 

* 
* * 

In order to bring out clearly that the difference between 
Islam and Christianity is indeed a difference of metaphysi­
cal perspectives and symbolism, let us attempt succinctly to 
characterize Christian gnosis by starting from the key idea 
that Christianity means "God became what we are, in order 
that .we might become what He is" (Saint Irenaeus); 
Heaven became earth that earth might become Heaven. 
Christ re-enacts in the outward historical world what is 
being enacted at all times in the inner world of the soul. In 
man the Spirit becomes the ego in order that the ego may 
become pure Spirit; the Spirit or the Intellect (lntellectus, 
not mens or ratio) becomes ego by incarnating in the mind 
in the form of intellection, of truth, and the ego becomes 
the Spirit or Intellect through uniting with It. 18 Thus Chris-

16. Even though we do not reduce the meaning of this word to that 
syncretism, we nevertheless admit for clear and historical reasons that 
one also calls "gnostics" the heretics indicated by this term. Their first 
fault lay in misinterpreting gnosis in a dogmatical mode, thus giving rise 
to errors and to a sectarianism incompatible with a sapiential perspective; 
despite this, the indirect connection with genuine gnosis can, if need be, 
justify the use of the term "gnostic" in this case. 

17. As is more and more often done since psychoanalysts have arro­
gated to themselves a monopoly in all that concerns the "inner life," 
where they mix together the most diverse and irreconcilable things in a 
common process of leveling and relativization. 

18. "The Spirit searcheth all things, yea the deep things of God. For 
what man knoweth the things of a man, save the spirit of man which is in 
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tianity is a doctrine of union, or the doctrine of Union, 

rather than of Unity: the Principle unites itself to Manifes­

tation so that the latter may become united to the Principle; 

hence the symbolism of love and the predominance of the 

bhaktic Path. "God became man," says Saint Irenaeus, 

"because of the immensity of His love," and man must unite 

himself with God also through love, whatever meaning -

volitive, emotional or intellectual - be given to that term. 

"God is Love": as Trinity, He is Union and He wishes Union. 

Now, what is the content of the Spirit, or in other words, 

what is Christ's sapiential message? For that which is this 

message is also, in our microcosm, the eternal content of 

the Intellect. This message or content is: love God with all 

your faculties and, in function of this love, love your neigh­

bor as yourself; that is, become united -for in essence to 

love means to become united - with the Heart-Intellect 

and, in function or as a condition of this union, abandon 

all pride and all passion and discern the Spirit in every 

creature. "What ye shall have done unto the least of these 

my little ones, ye shall have done it unto Me." The Heart­

Intellect, the Christ in us, is not only light or discernment 

but also warmth or bliss and thus love; the light becomes 

warm to the degree that it becomes our being.19 

This message - or this innate truth - of the Spirit 

prefigures the cross since there are here two dimensions, 

one vertical and the other horizon tal: namely love of God 

and love of the neighbor, or union with the Spirit and union 

him? even so the things of God knoweth no man, but the Spirit of God. 

Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the spirit which is 

of God; that we might know the things that are freely given to us of God." 

(1 Cor. 2:10-12). For Dante, the damned are those who have lost the good 

of the Intellect (Inferno, III, 18) and this can be related to the microcos­

mic and human reflection of the Divine Intellect as well as to that 

Intellect Itself. 
19. That is why the love (ma!J,abbah) of the Sufis does not presuppose a 

bhaktic Path, any more ,!han the use of the term bhakti by Shaivite 

Vedantists implies any Vaishnava dualism in their outlook. 
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with the human setting, this latter being envisaged as a 
manifestation of the Spirit or as the "mystical body." Fr()m 
a slightly different point of view, these two dimensions are 
represented respectively by knowledge and love: man 
knows God and loves his neighbor, or again man loves God 
most through knowing Him and knows his neighbor best by 
loving him. As for the grievous aspect of the cross, it must 
be said that from the point ofview ofgnosis more than from 
any other, both in ourselves and among men, it is pro­
foundly true that "the light shineth in darkness; and the 
darkness comprehended it not. " 20 

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

As has been pointed out already, the Christian religion 
lays stress on the "phenomenal" content of faith rather 
than on its intrinsic and transforming quality; we say "lays 
stress" and "rather than" to show that there is here no 
unconditional definition; the Trinity does not belong to the 
phenomenal order, but it- is nonetheless related to the 
phenomenon of Chrjst. Insofar as the object of faith is 
principia!, it coincides with the intellectual or conte~pla­
tive nature offaith,21 but insofar as its content is "phenom-

20. The gnostic dimension - and again this is to be taken in its 
etymological and timeless meaning- stands out in the clearest possible way in a passage in the recently discovered Gospel of Thomas which 
relates how Christ, after speaking to the Apostles, went out with Saint 
Thomas and spoke three words or sentences to him. When Thomas returned alone, the other disciples pressed him with questions, and he 
said that were he to confide to them even one of these sayings they would stone him and that fire would then leap forth from the stones to devour them. 

21. This is what is meant by the Islamic saying that at birth the soul is Moslem - or Christian, according to the religion - and that it is men 
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enal," faith will be volitive. Broadly speaking Christianity is 

an existential Path22 intellectualized in gnosis, whereas 

Islam is on the contrary an intellectual Path phenom­

enalized, which means that it is a priori intelle~tual, either 

directly or indirectly according to whether we are speaking 

of the IJ,aqzqah or of the shan'ah. The Moslem, firm in his 

unitary conviction - wherein certitude at bottom coin­

cides with the very substance of intelligence and thus with 

the Absolute23 - readily sees in phenomena temptations to 

"associations" (shirk, mushrik) whereas the Christian, cen­

tered as he is on the fact of Christ and on the miracles 

flowing in essence from that fact, feels an inherent distrust 

of intelligence -which he is apt to reduce to the "wisdom 

after the flesh" in contrast to Pauline charity- and of what 

he believes to be the pretensions of the human mind. 

Now if from the point of view of realization or of the Path, 

Christianity operates through love of God- a love which 

responds to the divine love for man, God being Himself 

Love- Islam, as we have already seen, proceeds through 

sincerity in unitary faith; and we know this faith must imply 

all the consequences logically following from its content, 

which is Unity, or the Absolute. First there is al-zmiin, the 

accepting of Unity by man's intelligence; then,_ since we 

exist both individually and collectively, there is al-isliim, the 

submission of man's will to Unity, or to the idea of Unity; 

this second element relates to Unity insofar as it is a synthe­

sis on the plane of multiplicity; finally there is al-i/J,siin, 

which expands or deepens the two previous elements to the 

who turn it away from its innate faith or on the contrary confirm that 

faith. This recalls the "recollection" of Plato. 

22. Since it is founded on the element Sat, "Being" of the Vedantic 

terminology and not directly on the element Chit, "Consciousness," 

although the Logos intrinsically relates to the latter element, and this 

opens up the dimension of gnosis. The Intellect became phenomenal in 

order that the phenomenal might become Intellect. 

23. But it goes without ~aying that this definition is applicable to all 

gnosis. 
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point of their ultimate consequences. Under the influence 
of al-i/:tsan, al-zman becomes "realization" or a certitude 
that is lived - knowing becomes being - while at-islam, 
instead of being limited to a certain number of prescribed 
attitudes, comes to include every level in man's nature; a 
priori faith and submission are hardly more than symbolical 
attitudes, although nonetheless efficacious at their own 
level. By virtue of al-i/:tsan, al-zman becomes gnosis, or par­
ticipation in the divine Intelligence, and at-islam becomes 
extinction in the divine Being. Since participation in the 
divine is a mystery, no man has a right to proclaim himself 
a mu 'min ("believing," one possessing zmiin) though he can 
perfectly well call himself muslim ("submitted," one con­
forming to Islam); zman is a secret between the servant and 
his Lord, like the i/:l,san which determines its "station" 
(maqam) or "secret" (sirr), its ineffable reality. In unitary 
faith -with the fullness of its consequences - as in total 
love of God, it is a question of escaping from the dispersing 
and mortal multiplicity of all that- being "other than He" 
- is not, a question of escaping from sin because sin 
implies in practice a total love for the creature or the 
created, hence a love turned away from God-Love and 
squandered into fragments on what is inferior to man's 
immortal personality. Here there is a criterion that clearly 
shows the meaning of religions and modes of wisdom: it is 
concentration in function of truth and with a view to {edis­
covering, beyond death and this world of death, all we have 
loved here below. But all this is for us hidden in a geomet­
rical point, which at the outset appears to us like an utter 
impoverishment and indeed is so in a certain relative sense 
and in relation to our world of deceptive richness, of sterile 
segmentation into a myriad of facets or refractions. The 
world is a movement which already bears within itself the 
principle of its own exhaustion, a deployment which dis­
plays at every point the stigmata of its limitations and in 
which Life and the Spirit have gone astray, not by some 
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absurd chance but because this encounter between inert 
Existence and living Consciousness is a possibility and thus 
something which cannot but be, something posited by the 
very infinitude of the Absolute. 

* 
* * 

At this point, something must be said about the priority 
of contemplation. As one knows, Islam defines this 
supreme function of man in the /:tadzth about i/:tsan which 
orders man to "adore Allah as though thou didst see Him," 
since "if thou dost not see Him, He nonetheless seeth 
thee." Christianity, from its angle, calls first for total love of 
God and only after this for love of the neighbor; now it must 
be insisted, in the interest of the first love, that this second 
love could not be total because love of ourselves is not so; 
whether ego or alter, man is not God. 24 In any case it follows 
from all traditional definitions of man's supreme function 
that a man capable of contemplation has no right to neglect 
it but is on the contrary called to dedicate himself to it; in 
other words, he sins neither against God nor against his 
neighbor- to say the least- in following the example of 
Mary in the Gospels and not that of Martha, for contempla­
tion contains action and not the reverse. If in point of fact 
action can be opposed to contemplation, it is nevertheless 
not opposed to it in principle, nor is action called for 
beyond what is necessary or required by the duties of a 
man's station in life. In abasing ourselves from humility, we 
must not also abase things which transcend us, for then our 
virtue loses all its value and meaning; to reduce spirituality 
to a "humble" utilitarianism- thus to a disguised materi­
alism - is to give offense to God, on the one hand because 
it is like saying it is not worth while to be overly preoccupied 

24. As for the hadUhjust cited, it does not keep silent on human charity 

since before defining ihsiin, it defines islam and this consists, among other 
things, in the paying of the tithe or zakiit. 
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with God, and on the other hand because it means relegat­
ing the divine gift of intelligence to the rank of the super­
fluous. 

Apart from this, and on a vaster scale, it must be under­
stood that a metaphysical point of view is synonymous with 
inwardness: metaphysics is not "external" to any form of 
spirituality, it is thus impossible to consider something at 
one and the same time metaphysically and from the out­
side. Furthermore, those who uphold the extra-intellectual 
principle according to which any possible competence 
would derive exclusively from a practical participation, do 
not refrain from laying down the law "intellectually" and in 
"full awareness" of what they are doing25 about forms of 
spirituality in which they do not participate in any way 
whatever. 

Intelligence can be the essence of a Path provided there 
is a contemplative mentality and a thinking that is funda­
mentally non-passional; an exoterism could not, as such, 
constitute this Path but can, as in the case of Islam, predis­
pose to it by its fundamental perspective, its structure and 
its "climate." From the strictly shariite point of view, intel­
ligence is reduced -for Islam - to responsibility; viewed 
thus, every responsible person is intelligent; in other words 
a responsible person is defined in relation to intelligence 
and not in relation to freedom of the will alone.26 

* 
* * 

25. For example, by maintaining that the Absolute of the Vedanta or 
of Sufism is only a "natural" absolute, "devoid of life" and therefore "a 
deception," and so on. 

26. "They will say: Had we but listened or had we but understood 
[na'qilu with intelligence: 'aq[J we would not be among the guests of the 
furnace." (Quran, LXVII, 10). Islamic appreciation for the intelligence 
is also revealed in this IJ,adUh among others: "Our Lord jesus said: It was 
not impossible for me to raise the dead, but it was impossible for me to 
cure the stupid." 
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At the beginning of this book we have seen that Islam is 

founded on the nature of things in the sense that it sees the 

condition for salvation in our deiformity, namely in the 

total character of human intelligence, then in free will and 

finally in the gift of speech, provided these faculties be 

respectively- thanks to an "objective" divine intervention 

- vehicles for certitude, for moral equilibrium and for 

unitive prayer. We have further seen that these three modes 

of deiformity and their contents are, broadly speaking, 

represented in the Islamic tradition by the triad !man- Islam 

-!!)san (Faith -Law- Path). Now to speak of something as 

theomorphic is to refer to characteristics proper to the 

Divine Nature, and in fact God is "Light" (Nux), 27 "Life" 

(lfayat) or "Will" (Iradah) and "Word" (Kalam, Kalimah); 

this Word is the creative word Kun (Bel) .28 But what with 

God is creative power is, with man, transmuting and deify­

ing power; if the divine Word creates, the human word 

responding to it- the mentioning of Allah- brings back 

to God. The divine Word first creates, then reveals; the 

human word first transmits, then transforms; it transmits 

the truth and then, addressing itself to God, transforms and 

deifies man; to divine Revelation corresponds human trans­

mission and to Creation, deification. Speech in man has no 

function but transmission of truth and deification; it is 

either truthful discourse or else prayer.29 

27. Infinite "Consciousness," free from all objectivation. 

28. HerKe the word kawn, the "world," "that which exists." Al-kawn 

al-kabzr is the macrocosm: al-kawn a,s-~aghzr; the microcosm. 

29. "But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever 

is more than these cometh of evil. (Matt. 5:37). This is akin to the sincerity 

(ikhla~) which is the very essence of 1/:tsan, according to the already 

mentioned definition: "Virtue in action (spiritual actualization, al-i/:tsan) 

is to adore God as if thou didst see Him, and if thou seest Him not, 

nonetheless He sees thee." Truthful speech is the very symbol of that 

right intention which in I_:;lam is everything. "Lead us on the straight 

path" ( a~-~irat al-mustaqzm), says the Fati/:tah. 
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Let us here briefly sum up the whole of this doctrine: in 
order to be able to understand the meaning of the Quran 
as a sacrament, one must know that it is the uncreated 
prototype of the gift of speech, that it is the eternal Word of 
God (kalamu 'Llah); that man and God meet in the revealed 
speech, in the Logos which has taken on the differentiated 
form of human language so that, through this language, 
man may find again the undifferentiated and saving Word 
of the Eternal. All this explains the immense saving power 
of the "theophoric" word, its capacity to convey a divine 
power and to annihilate a legion of sins.30 

The second foundation of the Path, as was pointed out at 
the beginning of this chapter, is contemplative or operative 
concentration, or prayer in all its forms and at all levels. 
The support of this concentration - or of quintessential 
prayer - is in Islam "mentioning" or "remembrance" 
(dhikr), 31 a term whose meaning ranges from the recitation 
of the whole of the Quran to the mystical exhalation which 
symbolizes the final haofthe Name Allah or the initial haof 
the N arne Huwa, "He." Everything that can be said of the 
divine Name- for example, that "all things on earth are 
accursed save the remembrance of Allah," or that "nothing 
so removes the wrath of Allah as this remembrance" -all 

30. "And Adam received words from his Lord" (Quran, I, 38). In a 
certain trinitarian theology, the Word represents the Knowledge ;hich 
Being has of Itself. "For my Father is greater than I" Qohn 14:28): Being 
in itself is greater than the pole Consciousness, even though the latter is 
in reality Being, in its intrinsic nature. Moreover, Being also has an aspect 
of Consciousness in relation to Beyond-Being in the sense that It crystal­
lizes the potentialities of Beyond-Being distinctively with a view to their 
manifestation; but Beyond-Being is nonetheless the supreme Self, whose 
infinite Knowledge is undifferentiated by reason of Its very infinity. 

31. "He who mentions Me in himself (jznafsihi), I will mention him in 
Myself, and he who mentions Me in an assembly, him I will mention in an 
assembly better than his" (l:tadzth qudsz). The "better assembly" is that of 
Heaven. According to another l:tadzth belonging to the same category: "I 
hold company Innz jalis) with him who mentions Me." 
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this can also be said of the heart and of the intellect32 and, 

by extension, of metaphysical intellection and contempla­

tive concentration. In the heart we are united to pure Being 

and in the intellect to total Truth, these two coinciding in 

the Absolute. 33 

In Islam, concentration appears as the "sincerity" of 

prayer; prayer is fully valid only on condition of being 

sincere and it is this sincerity- and so in fact this concen­

tration - which "opens" the dhikr, or enables it to be 

simple while at the same ti1ne having an immense effect. 34 

To the objection that jaculatory prayer is an easy and out­

ward thing, that it could neither efface a thousand sins nor 

have the value of a thousand good works, the tradition 

answers that on the human side the whole merit lies, first in 

the intention that makes us pronounce the prayer- since 

apart from this intention we would not pronounce it- and 

secondly in our recollectedness, and thus in our "presence" 

in face of the Presence of God; but that this human merit is 

as nothing in comparison with grace. 

The remembrance of God is at the same time a forgetting 

of oneself; conversely, the ego is a kind of crystallization of 

forgetfulness of God. The brain is, as it were, the organ of 

this forgetfulness;35 it is like a sponge filled with images of 

this world of dispersion and of heaviness, filled too with the 

32. "Heaven and earth cannot contain Me, but the heart of My believ­

ing servant containeth Me" (J;ad'llh qudsz). 

33. "0, happy man," singsJami, "whose heart has been illumined by 

invocation (dhikr), in the shade of which the carnal soul has been van­

quished, the thought of multiplicity chased away, the invoker (dhakir) 

transmuted into invocation and the invocation transmuted into the 

Invoked (madhkur)." 

34. To the "effort of actualization" (isti/.l,dar) of the servant answers the 

"presence" (/.l,udur) of the Lord. 

35. Fallen man is by definition "forgetfulness"; consequently the Path 

is "remembrance." An Arabic proverb, based on the phonetic connec­

tion between the words na~ya ("to forget") and insan ("man") says that 

the first forgetful being ( awwalu nasin) was the first man ( awwalu 'n-nas). 
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tendencies of the ego towards both dispersal and harden­
ing. As for the heart, it is the latent remembrance of God, 
hidden deep down in our "I"; prayer is as if the heart, risen 
to the surface, came to take the place of the brain which 
then sleeps. with a holy slumber; this slumber unites and 
soothes, and its most elementary trace in the soul is peace. 
"I sleep, but my heart waketh." 36 

If Ibn 'Arabi and others require- in conformity with the 
Quran and the Sunna- that a man should "become pen­
etrated by the majesty of Allah" before and during the 
practice of dhikr, they imply not merely a reverential atti­
tude rooted in the imagination and in feeling, but also a 
conformity of man's whole being to the "Motionless 
Mover," which means a return to our normative archetype, 
to the pure Adamic substance made in the image of God. 
This is moreover directly connected with dignity, the role of 
which is clearly to be seen in the sacerdotal and royal 
functions: priest and king both stand before the divine 
Being, over the people, and it might be said that they are at 
the same time "something of God." In a certain sense the 
dignity of the dhakir- of him who prays - rejoins the 
"image" that the Divinity takes on in relation to him, or in 
other words, this dignity- this holy silence or this "non-
action" - is the very image of the divine Principle. Bud­
dhism gives us a particularly concrete example of this: Jhe 
sacramental image of the Buddha is both divine form and 
human perfection and marks the meeting point between 
the earthly and the heavenly. But all this refers to contem­
plative prayer alone and it is precisely this prayer which is 
in question where the Sufic dhikr is concerned. 

* 
* * 

36. The Prophet said: "Protect God in thy heart; then God shall 
protect thee." 
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The Name Allah, which is the quintessence of all the 

Quranic formulas, consists of two syllables linked by the 

double lam; this lam is like the bodily death which precedes 

the hereafter and the resurrection, or like the spiritual 

death which inaugurates illumination and sanctity, and this 

analogy is capable of being extended to the universe, either 

in an ontological or in a cyclical sense: between two degrees 

of reality, whether envisaged in relation to their concatena­

tion or, should such be the case, their succession, there is 

always a kind of extinction,37 and this is what is also 

expressed by the word illa38 ("ifit be not") in the Shahadah. 

The first syllable of the Name refers, according to a self-evi­

dent interpretation, to the world and to life inasmuch as 

they are divine manifestations, and the second to God and 

to the beyond or to immortality. While the Name begins 

with a sort of hiatus between silence and utterance (the 

hamzah) like a creatio ex nihilo, it ends in an unlimited 

breathing out which symbolically opens into the Infinite­

that is, the final ha marks the supraontological Non-Dual­

ity39- and this indicates that there is no symmetry between 

the initial nothingness of things and the transcendent Non­

Being. Thus the Name Allah embraces all that is,40 from the 

Absolute down to the tiniest speck of dust, whereas the 

Name Huwa, "He," which personifies the final ha, indi­

cates the Absolute as such in Its ineffable transcendence 

and Its inviolable mystery. 

37. In the canonical prayer of Islam, which includes phases of abase­

ment and rising up- or more exactly of bowing down and straightening 

up again, followed by prostration and rest - the former are related to 

death or "extinction" and the latter to resurrection or immortality, 

"permanence"; the passage from one phase to the other is marked by the 

pronouncing of the taklnr: "God is greater" (Allahu akbar). 

38. This is the strait or narrow gate of the Gospels. 

39. This is what is expressed by the formula: "Allah is neither Himself 

nor other than Himself'' (Allahu la huwa wa la ghairuhu). This proposition 

is also applicable, in a different sense, to the qualities (sijat) of God. 

40. Al-ulilhiyah- "AllaQ.ness" -is indeed defined as the "sum of the 

mysteries of Reality" (jumlatu l)aqa'iq al-Wujud). 
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There is necessarily a guarantee of efficacy in the Divine 
Names themselves. In Amidism41 the saving certitude of the 
practice of invocation is derived from the "Original Vow" 
of Amida; fundamentally this amounts to saying that in 
every analogous practice in other traditional forms, this 
certitude is derived from the very meaning compri.sed in 
the mantram or Divine Name. Thus, if the Shahadah com­
prises the same grace as the Original Vow of Amida,42 it is 
by virtue of its very content: because it is the supreme 
formulation of Truth and because Truth delivers by its very 
nature. To identify oneself with Truth, to infuse It into our 
being and to transfer our being into It is to escape from the 
empire of error and malice. Now the Shahadah is nothing 
other than an exteriorization in doctrinal form of the Name 
Allah; it corresponds strictly to the Ehieh asher Ehieh of the 
Burning Bush in the Torah. It is by such formulas that God 
announces "Who He is," and thus what His Name signifies; 
and it is for this reason that such formulas, or such 
mantrams, are so many Names of God. 43 

We have just pointed out that the meaning of the Name 
Allah is that la ilaha illa 'Llah, namely that cosmic manifes­
tation is illusory and that the metacosmic Principle alone is 
real. In order to make our meaning more clear, we must 
here repeat a l:taqzqah already touched on in the chapter on 
the Quran: since from the point of view of manifestation­
which is our standpoint given that we exist- the wqrld 
indisputably possesses a certain reality, it must follow that 
the truth concerning it in a positive sense is also included 
in the first Shahadah; in fact it is so in the form of the second 

41. This term, derived from the Japanese, is used because in the West 
it designates conventipnally a Buddhism based on invocation, one which 
was Chinese before becoming Japanese and Indian before becoming 
Chinese. Nevertheless it was in Japan that it came to its extraordinary 
flowering. 

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

43. The Shahtidah is in fact considered to be a Divine Name. 
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Shahadah - Muftammadun Rasillu 'Llah - which spnngs 

from the word illa (if not) in the first Shahadah and 1neans 
that manifestation has a relative reality which ret1ects the 
Principle. This testimony opposes to the total negation of 
transitory things- or of accidents- a relative affirmation, 
the affirmation of manifestation inasmuch as it ret1ects the 
divine, in other words of the world as divine manifestation. 
Mu}Jammad is the world envisaged in respect of perfection; 

Rasul indicates the relationship of causality and thus con­
nects the world to God. When the intellect is placed at the 
level of absolute Reality, the relative truth is as it were 
absorbed by the total truth: from the point of view of verbal 
symbols, relative truth then finds itself as it were withdrawn 
into the metaphysical "conditional" which is the word illii. 
As there is nothing outside Allah, the world too must be 
comprised in Him and cannot be "other than He" 
(ghairuhu); and that is why manifestation is the Principle 
inasmuch as the Principle is "The Outward" (Azh­
Zhahir), the Principle as such being "The Inward" (Al­
Batin). Thus the Name Allah includes all that is and 
transcends all that is. 44 

In order to make clear the position of the formula of 
consecration (the Basmalah) in all these relationships, let 

us add the following: just as the second Shahiidah springs 

44. "I persevered in this exercise until it was revealed to me: 'God has 
said of Himself that He is the First (Al-Awwal) and the Last (Al-Akhir), the 
Inward (Al-.f3atin) and the Outward (Azh-Zhahir).' I fought against this, 
concentrating on my exercise, but the more I made efforts to thrust it 
away, the more it assailed me without respite. At length I answered: 'I 
understand that God is the First and the Last and the Inner, but that he 
is equally the Outward I do not understand, since outwardly I see only the 
universe.' I received this reply: 'If the term "The Outward" were used to 
denote other than what thou seest then the reference would be to what is 
inward and not to what is outward; but I tell you that He is the Outward.' 
At that very instant, I suddenly realized the truth that there is no exis­
tence outside God and that the universe is nothing save He .... " (The 
Rasa'il of Shaykh Mulay al-'Arabi Ad-Darqawi). 
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from the first - from the word illa which is both the 
ontological isthn1us and the axis of the world - so the 
Basmalah springs from the double lam in the middle of the 
Name Allah. 45 But whereas the second Shahadah (the Testi­
mony on the Prophet) marks an ascending and liberating 
movement, the Basmalah indicates a descent that is creative, 
revealing and merciful; indeed it starts with Allah (bismi 
'Llahi) and ends with Ra/:tzm whereas the second Shahadah 
starts with Mu/:tammad and ends with Allah (rasulu 'Lltih). 
The first Shahadah - together with the second which it 
bears within itself- is as it were the content or message of 
the Basmalah; but it is also its principle, for the supreme 
Name "means" the Shahadah once it is envisaged in a 
distinctive or discursive n1ode; in this case it can be said that 
the Basmalah arises from the divine illti. The Basmalah is 
distinguished from the Shahadah by the fact that it marks a 
"coming forth" as is indicated by the words "in the name 
of" (bismi), whereas the Shahadah is, either the divine con­
tent or the message: it is either the sun or the image of the 
sun, but not the sun's ray, although from another point of 
view it can also be conceived as a ladder linking cosmic 
nothingness to pure Reality. 

In the /:tadzth: "He who invokes God to the point that his 
eyes overflow from fear and the earth is watered by his tears, 
him God will not punish on the Day of the Resurrection," 
it is not solely a question of the gift of tears or of bhakti,~but 

45. The four words of the Basmalah (Bismi 'Llahi 'r-Ral:tmani 'r-Ra/:tlm) 
are represented as four streams of Paradise springing forth beneath the 
throne of God, which is Ar-Ru/:t. The lam in the Supreme Name and the 
illa in the Testimony correspond to the "throne" in the sense that they 
inaugurate, the former the syllable Lah and the latter the Name Allah, 
thus the "dimensions of transcendence." This follows from the nature of 
things and is pointed out in order to show, in connection with practices 
of invocation and sapiential doctrines, how the basic enunciations or 
symbols serve as vehicles for the whole Divine Message, somewhat as a 
crystal synthesizes the whole of space. 
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above all of the liquefying of our post-Edenic hardness, a 
fusion or dissolving, of which tears- or sometimes melting 
snow- are traditionally the symbol. But nothing forbids us 
from pursuing the chain of key images: we may, for 
instance, pause at the symbolism of the eyes and note that 
the right eye corresponds to the sun, to activity, to the 
future, and the left eye to the moon, to the past, to passivity; 
we have here two dimensions of the ego, the one relating to 
the future inasmuch as it is the leaven of illusion and the 
other to the past inasmuch as it is an accumulation of 
ego-forming experiences; in other words, both the past and 
the future of the ego -what we are and what we want to 
become or to possess - must be dissolved in a present 
flashing with transpersonal contemplation, whence the fear 
(khashyah) mentioned in the l:tadzth quoted above. "His 

eyes overflow" (jadhat 'aynahu) and "the earth is watered" 
(yu$zbu 'l-ardh): there is both an inward and an outward 

liquefaction, the latter responding to the former: when the 
ego is "liquefied," the outward world, from which it is in 
large measure compounded, seems to be drawn into the 
same alchemical process, in the sense that it becomes trans­
parent, so that the contemplative sees God everywhere, or 
sees all things in God. 

* 
* * 

Let us now consider prayer in its most general sense: the 
call to God, if it is to be perfect or sincere, must be fervent, 
just as concentration, if it is to be perfect must be pure; now 
at the level of emotive piety, the key to concentration is 
fervor. The answer to the question of knowing how one 
escapes from lukewarmness and realizes fervor or concen­
tration is that zeal depends on our awareness of our goal; a 
man who is indifferent or lazy knows how to hurry when 
threatened by danger or when enticed by something agree­
able and this is as much as to say that zeal may be motivated 
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either by fear or by love.46 But this motive may also- and 
a fortiori - be knowledge; since knowledge too - to the 
degree that it is real - supplies us with sufficient reasons 
for ardor, otherwise it would be necessary to hold that man 
- every man - is capable of action only when under the 
impulsion of threats or promises; this is certainly true of 
collectivities but not of every individual. 

The very fact of our existence is a prayer and compels us 
to prayer, so that it could be said: "I am, therefore I pray; 
sum ergo oro." Existence is by nature ambiguous and from 
this it follows that it compels us to prayer in two ways: first 
by its quality of being a divine expression, a coagulated and 
segmented mystery, and secondly by its inverse aspect of 
being a bondage and perdition, so that we must indeed 
think of God not merely because, being men, we cannot but 
take account of the divine basis of existence- insofar as we 
are faithful to our nature- but also because we are by the 
same token forced to recognize that we are fundamentally 
more than existence and that we live like exiles in a house 
afire.47 On the one hand, existence is a surge of creative joy 

46. "Blessed are they that have not seen and yet have believed," says 
the Gospel. Gnosis, far from seeking to abolish this teaching, situates it 
somewhat differently, for there is not only the difference between earthly 

· ignorance- which requires "faith"- and heavenly knowledge, but also 
the difference between doctrinal learning and unitive realization; .wch 
learning is by no means "blind" in itself, but it is so in relation to 
realization "in depth." 

47. Like existence, fire is ambiguous, for it is both light and heat, 
divinity and hell. In Language of the Self, we made incidental reference to 
a Hindu theory in which fire, inasmuch as it has a tendency to rise and to 
illumine, corresponds to sattva, whereas water, inasmuch as it spreads out 
horizontally and fertilizes, is assimilable to rajas, while earth then relates 
to lamas through its inertia and its crushing force. But it goes without 
saying that in another respect fire relates to rajas through its devouring 
and "passional" heat, light alone then corresponding to sattva; in this 
case we have the triad not of the visible elements- fire, water and earth 
-but of the sensory functions of "fire-sun": luminosity, heat and nega­
tively, darkness. Pure luminosity is cold through its transcendence; dark-
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and every creature praises God: to exist is to praise God 

whether we be waterfalls, trees, birds or men; but on the 

other hand, existence means not to be God and so to be in 

a certain respect ineluctably in opposition to Him; exis­

tence is something which grips us like a shirt of Nessus. 

Someone who does not know that the house is on fire has 

no reason to call for help, just as the man who does not 

know he is drowning will not grasp the rope that could save 

him; but to know we are perishing means, either to despair 

or else to pray. Truly to know that we are nothing because 

the whole world is nothing, means to remember "That 

which Is" 48 and through this remembrance to become free. 

If a man has a nightmare and, while still dreaming, starts 

calling on God for aid, he infallibly awakens; this shows two 

things: first, that the conscious intelligence of the Absolute 

subsists during sleep as a distinct personality - our spirit 

thus remaining apart from our states of illusion - and 

secondly, that when a man calls on God he will end by 

awakening also from that great dream which is life, the 

world, the ego. If this call can breach the wall of common 

dreams, why should it not also breach the wall of that vaster 

and more tenacious dream that is existence? There is in this 

call no egoism, for pure prayer is the most intimate and 

most precious form of the gift of self. 49 The common man 

ness is so through privation. Spiritually speaking, darkness freezes 

whereas light refreshes. 
48. In expressions such as this we are not taking account of the 

limitation of "Being": this word is used in an extrinsic sense in relation 

to the world and without in any way prejudicing the intrinsic limitlessness 

of the Divine. Theology does exactly the same as Sufism, which does not 

hesitate to speak of the "existence" (wujud) of Allah; it is the intention­

clear for the gnostic - and not the literal meaning of the term which 

establishes the required sense. 
49. A l;adzth says: "The last hour shall not come until there is no longer 

any man on earth who says: Allah! Allah!"Indeed it is sanctity and wisdom 

- and along with these,, universal and quintessential prayer - that 

sustain the world. 
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is in the world to receive; even if he gives alms, he steals 
from God - and steals from himself- insofar as he sup­
poses that his gift is all that God and his neighbor can ask 
of him; letting "his left hand know what his right hand 
doeth," he always expects something from his surround­
ings, eithe·r consciously or unconsciously. It is necessary to 
acquire the habit of the inner gift apart from which all alms 
are but half-gifts; and what one gives to God is by that very 
fact given to all men. 

* 
* * 

If we start from the idea that intellection and concentra­
tion, or doctrine and method, are the foundations of the 
Path, it should be added that these two elements are valid 
and effective only by virtue of a traditional guarantee, a 
"seal" coming from Heaven. Intellection has need of tradi­
tion, of a Revelation fixed in time and adapted to a society, 
if it is to be awakened in us and not go astray, and prayer 
identifies itself with the Revelation itself or proceeds from 
it, as we have already seen. In other words, the importance 
of orthodoxy, of tradition, of Revelation is that the means 
of realizing the Absolute must come "objectively" from the 
Absolute; knowledge cannot spring up "subjectively" 
except within the framework of an "objective" divine for-
mulation of Knowledge. ~· 

But this element "tradition," precisely because of its 
impersonal and formal character, requires a complement 
which is essentially personal and free, and this complement 
is virtue: without virtue, orthodoxy becomes pharisaical, in 
a subjective sense of course, for its objective incorruptibility 
is not in question. 

If we have defined metaphysics as discernment between 
the Real and the unreal, then virtue will be defined as the 
inversion of the relationship between ego and alter: this 
relationship being a natural, though illusory inversion of 
the real proportions, and so a "fall" and a rupture of 
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equilibrium - for the fact that two people believe them­

selves to be "I" proves that, on pain of absurdity, neither is 

right, the "I" being logically unique - virtue will be the 

inversion of this inversion and so the rectifying of our fall; 

in a way that is relative although effective, virtue will see the 

"l" in "the other" or the converse. This brings out clearly 

the sapiential function of virtue: charity, far from being 

reducible to sentimentality or utilitarianism, brings about a 

state of consciousness, it aims at the real, not at the illusory; 

it confers a vision of reality on our personal "being," on our 

volitive nature, and is not limited to a mode of thought 

involving no obligation. Likewise, we can say of humility 

that, when properly conceived, it realizes in us conscious­

ness of our own nothingness before the Absolute and of our 

imperfection by comparison with other men; like every 

virtue it is at the same time cause and effect. Just like 

spiritual exercises, though in a differei?-t way, the virtues are 

fixing agents for what is known by the spirit. 5° 

There is an error which all too easily arises in the minds 

of those who turn to metaphysics in a reaction against a 

conventional religiosity, namely the error of believing that 

truth has no need of God, of the personal God who both 

sees and hears us, nor of our virtues either; that truth has 

nothing to do with what is human and that consequently it 

is enough for us to know that the Principle is not manifes­

tation and so forth, as though these notions gave us a 

dispensation from being men and immunized us against 

the rigors of natural laws, not to say more. H:ad destiny not 

so willed -- and destiny does not depend on our doctrinal 

50. The sentimentality with which people surround the virtues leads 

to their being easily falsified; for many people, humility means despising 

an intelligence they do not have. The devil has gotten hold of charity and 

made of it a demagogic or Godless utilitarianism and an argument against 

contemplation, as though Christ had supported Martha against Mary. 

Humility becomes servility and charity materialism; in practice, this kind 

ofvirtue seeks to furnish theproofthat one can get along without God. 
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notions -we would have no knowledge nor even any life; 
God is in all that we are and He alone can give us life and 
light and protection. Likewise regarding the virtues: 
assuredly the truth has no need of our personal qualities 
and may even lie beyond our destinies, but we have need of 
truth and" must bow to its requirements, which do not 
concern only the mind;51 since we exist, our being- what­
ever the content of our mind - must at every level be in 
accord with its divine principle. The cataphatic, and thus in 
some degree "individualistic" virtues are the keys to the 
apophatic virtues, and these latter are inseparable from 
gnosis. The virtues testify to the beauty of God. It is illogical 
and pernicious - both for oneself and for others - to 
think the truth and to forget generosity. 

Here it may be convenient to explain that the virtues we 
term "apophatic" are those which are not the "produc­
tions" of man but on the contrary radiate from the nature 
of Being: in relation to us they are pre-existent so that the 
part played by us in relation to them is that of removing 
everything in ourselves which opposes their radiation, and 
not that of producing them "positively"; herein lies the 
whole difference between individual effort and purifying 
knowledge. It is in any case absurd to believe that the Sufi 
who states that he has transcended some particular virtue, 
or even all virtues, is on that account deprived of the quali­
ties which go to make man's nobility and apart from which 
there can be no sanctity; the sole difference is that tre no 
longer lives these qualities as his own, and thus has no 
awareness of any personal merit as is the case with the 
ordinary virtues. 52 It is a matter of a divergence of principle 

51. "When a man talks of God without having true virtue," says 

Plotinus, "his words are but hollow." He is referring, not to simple 

enunciations that are in accord with orthodoxy, but to spontaneous 

utterances deemed to spring from a direct knowledge. 
52. In his Hikam, Ibn 'Ata'illah says: "Ifyou could attain to Him only 

after eliminating all your blemishes and extinguishing your egoism, you 
would never attain to Him. But if He wishes to lead you to Him, He covers 
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or of nature, although from another more general and less 
operative point of view, every virtue or even every cosmic 
quality can be envisaged apophatically, that is, according to 
the ontological essence of phenomena; this is what devout 
people express after their own fashion when they attribute 
their virtues wholly to the grace of God. 

In conformity with the injunctions of the Quran, 
"remembrance of God" requires the fundamental virtues 
and, arising from them, the acts of virtue called for by 
particular circumstances. Now the fundamental and univer­
sal virtues, inseparable from human nature, are these: 
humility or self-effacement; charity or generosity; truthful­
ness or sincerity and so impartiality; then vigilance or per­
severance; contentment or patience; and lastly that quality 
of being which is unitive piety, spiritual plasticity, a disposi­
tion to saintliness. 53 

All that has been said up to this point makes possible an 
explanation of the meaning of the virtues and of moral 
laws; the latter are styles of action conforming to particular 
spiritual perspectives and to particular material and mental 
conditions, while the virtues on the contrary represent 
intrinsic beauties fitted into these styles and finding 
through them their realization. Every virtue and every 
morality is a mode of equilibrium or, to be more precise, it 

over your qualities with His qualities and your characteristics with His 
characteristics and unites you to Himself by virtue of what comes back to 
you from Him and not because of what comes back to Him from you." 

53. This enumeration, ofwhich different versions are to be found in 
our earlier works, is a synthesis deduced from the very nature of things. 
Sufism puts forward various classifications of the virtues and dis­
tinguishes among them exceedingly subtle ramifications. Clearly, it also 
insists on the apophatic nature of the supernatural virtues and sees in 
these concomitances of the Spirit so many "stations" (maqamat). Nature 
provides us with many images both of the virtues and of the manifesta­
tions of the Spirit. The dove, the eagle, the swan and the peacock reflect 
respectively purity, strength, contemplative peace and spiritual generosity 
or the unfolding of graces. ' 
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is a way of participating, even to the detriment of some 
outward and false equilibrium, in the universal Equilib­
rium; by remaining at the center, a man escapes from the 
vicissitudes of the moving periphery, and this is the mean­
ing of Taoist "non-action." Morality is a way of acting, 
whereas virtue is a way of being - a way of being wholly 
oneself, beyond the ego, or of being simply That which is. 54 

This could also be expressed as follows: the various morali­
ties are at the same time frameworks for the virtues and 
their application to collectivities; the virtue of the collectiv­
ity is its equilibrium determined by Heaven. Moralities are 
diverse, but virtue as it has been here defined, is everywhere 
the same, because man is everywhere man. This moral unity 
of humankind goes hand in hand with its intellectual unity: 
perspectives and dogmas differ, but truth is one. 

* 
* * 

Another fundamental element of the Path is symbolism, 
which is manifested both in sacred art and in virgin Nature. 
No doubt sensory forms do not possess the same impor­
tance as verbal or scriptural symbols; however, according to 
circumstances they fulfill a very precious function either as 
a framework or as "spiritual suggestion," not to mention 
the ritual importance of the highest order which they can 
assume. Furthermore, symbolism has the particular quality 
of combining the outward and the inward, the sensory and 
the spiritual, and thus in principle or in fact goes beyond 
the function of serving merely as a "background." 

Sacred art is first of all the visible and audible55 form of 
Revelation and then also its indispensable liturgical vesture. 

54. According to Saint Thomas Aquinas, "truth is the ultimate goal of 
the whole universe and contemplation of truth is the essential activity of 
wisdom .... By their nature, the virtues do not necessarily form part of 
contemplation but they are an indispensable condition for it." 

55. For instance, the chanting of the Quran, which can be in various 
styles, is an art; a choice can be made between one style or another, but 
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The form must be an adequate expression of its content; in 
no case should it contradict it, it cannot be abandoned to 
the arbitrary decisions of individuals, to their ignorance 
and their passions. But we must distinguish different 
degrees in sacred art, thus different levels of absoluteness 
or of relativity,56 and in addition we must take account of 
the relative character of form as such. The spiritual integ­
rity of the form is a "categorical imperative" but this cannot 
prevent the formal order from being subject to certain 
vicissitudes; the fact that the masterpieces of sacred art are 
sublime expressions of the Spirit must not make us forget 
that, seen from the standpoint of this same Spirit, these 
works already appear, in their more ponderous exterioriza­
tions, as concessions to the world and recall the saying in 
the Gospels: "All they that take the sword shall perish by the 
sword." Indeed, when the Spirit has need of such a degree 
of exteriorization, it is already well on the way to being lost; 
exteriorization as such bears within itself the poison of 
outwardness, and so of exhaustion, fragility and decrepi­
tude; the masterpiece is as it were laden with regrets and is 
already a swan song; one sometimes has the impression that 
art- through the very surplus of its perfections- is there 
to make up for the absence of wisdom or of sanctity. The 
Desert Fathers had no need of colonnades and stained 
glass windows; but, on the other hand, those who today 
despise sacred art in the name of "pure spirit" are the 
very people who least understand it and have most need 

nothing can be added to them; one can chant the Quran in certain ways, 
but not in others. The modes of chanting express different rhythms of the 
spirit. 

56. First there is sacred art in the strictest sense, as it appears in the 
Tabernacle of Moses, where God Himself prescribed both the form and 
the materials; then there is the sacred art which has been developed in 
conformity with a particular ethnic genius; and finally there are decora­
tive aspects of sacred art in which the ethnic genius is more freely 
expressed, though always in conformity with a spirit that transcends it. 
Genius is nothing unless dete~mined by a spiritual perspective. 
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of it. 57 Be this as it may, nothing noble can ever be lost: all 
the treasures of art and those of nature too are found again, 
in perfection and infinitely, in the divine Beatitude; a man 
who is fully conscious of this truth cannot fail to be 
detached from sensory crystallizations as such. 

But there is also the primordial symbolism of virgin 
Nature, which is an open book, a revelation of the Creator, 
a sanctuary and even in certain respects a Path. In every 
period, sages and hermits have gone to seek nature; it was 
near nature that they felt far from the world and close to 
Heaven; innocent and pious, but nonetheless profound 
and terrible, nature was ever their refuge. Had we to make 
a choice between the most magnificent of temples and 
inviolate nature, it is the latter we would choose; the 
destruction of all human works would be nothing com­
pared to the destruction of nature.58 Nature offers both 
vestiges of the earthly Paradise and foreshadowings of the 
heavenly Paradise. 

All the same, from another point of view, we can ask 
ourselves which is more precious, the summits of sacred art, 
inasmuch as they are direct inspirations from God, or the 
beauties of nature inasmuch as they are divine creations 
and symbols. 59 The language of nature is doubtless more 

57. Art is always a criterion for the "discerning of spirits": real pagan­
ism shows up in the behavior of its art, as for example in the naturalism 
of Greco-Roman art and, no less strikingly, in the gigantism at once~brutal 
and effeminate of Babylonian sculpture. We may also note the nightmar­
ish art of pre-columbian Mexico in its decadence. 

58. In the art of the Far East, which is much less "humanistic" than 
the arts of the West and of Near-Eastern antiquity, man's work remains 
profoundly linked with nature to the point of forming with it a sort of 
organic unity; the art of China and Japan does not include "pagan" 
elements as do the ancient arts of the Mediterranean countries; in its 
essential manifestations, it is never either sentimental or hollow and 
crushing. 

59. Should we put first such works as the hieratic Virgin at Torcello 
near Venice, the glowing prayer-niches in the mosque of Cordova, the 
images of divinities of India and the Far East, or the high mountains, the 
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prirnordial and more universal, but it is less human and less 
irnmediately intelligible than art; for it to be able to deliver 
its message, more spiritual knowledge is needed, since out­
ward things are what we are, not in themselves but in 
respect of their efficacy;60 the relationship is here the same, 
or almost the same, as that between traditional mythologies 
and pure metaphysics. The best answer to this problern is 
that sacred art, of which a particular saint personally has no 
need, nonetheless exteriorizes his sanctity, or precisely that 
something which can make artistic exteriorization superflu­
ous for that saint himself.61 Through art, this sanctity or 
wisdom has become miraculously tangible with all its 
human materia which virgin Nature could not provide; in a 
sense, the dilating and refreshing virtue of Nature is that of 
being not human but angelic. To say that one prefers the 
works of God to the works of man would be to simplify the 
problem unduly, given that in any art meriting the epithet 
"sacred" it is God who is the author; man is merely the 
instrument and what is human is merely the material.62 

The symbolism of nature is part of our human experi­
ence: if the starry vault turns, it is because the heavenly 
worlds revolve around God; the appearance of turning is 
due, not only to our position on earth, but also and above 
all, to a transcendent prototype which is by no means illu­
sory and seems even to have created our position in space 

seas, forests and deserts? Formulated thus, the question is objectively 
insoluble; for each side - that of art and that of nature - there are 
pluses and minuses. 

60. This is also - though to a lesser degree- true of art, precisely 
because the language of art passes through man. 

61. "Can make," not "must make," since art can have for some saints 
a function that eludes the ordinary man. 

62. The image of the Buddha combines in the most expressive way the 
categories treated of here: first, knowledge and concentration; then 
virtue (this being absorbed in the two preceding elements); then tradi­
tion and art (represented by the image itself) and finally nature (repre-
sented by the lotus). ' 
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in order to enable our spiritual perspective to be what it is. 
Thus the earthly illusion reflects a real situation, and this 
relationship is of the highest importance, for it shows that 
it is the myths - always closely linked with Ptolemean 
astronomy - which will have the final say. As we have 
already pointed out on other occasions, modern science, 
while it clearly provides exact observations though ignorant 
of the meaning and import of symbols, could not de jure 
contradict mythological conceptions in what they contain 
of the spiritual and thus of value; it changes only the sym­
bolical data, or in other words it destroys the empirical 
bases of the mythologies without being able to explain the 
significance of the new data. From our point of view, this 
science superimposes a symbolism exceedingly compli­
cated in its language on another that is metaphysically just 
as true but more hu.man - rather as though some treatise 
were translated into another more difficult language- but 
it does not know that it has discovered a language and that 
implicitly it is putting forward a new metaphysical Ptolema-

ism. ~ / 
The wisdom of nature is to b__e_toUnd over and over again 

affirmed in the Quran, which insists on the signs of creation 
for "those endowed with understanding," and this indi­
cates the relationship between nature and gnosis; the vault 
of heaven is the temple of the eternal sophia. The same 
word "signs" (ayat) also designates the verses of the :a.ook; 
like the phenomena of nature which is at once virginal and 
maternal, they reveal God as they spring forth from the 
"Mother of the Book" and are transmitted by the virgin 
mind of the Prophet.63 Islam, like ancient judaism, is par­
ticularly close to nature from the fact of being grounded in 
the nomadic spirit; its beauty is that of the desert and of the 
oasis; sand is a symbol of purity- it is used for the ritual 
ablutions when water is lacking - while the oasis is a 

63. In the preceding chapter, this was mentioned in what was said of 
the blessing on the Prophet. 
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prefiguration of Paradise. The symbolism of sand is analo­

gous to that of snow: it is a great unifying peace- like the 

Shahadah which is peace and light- which finally dissolves 

the knots and antinomies of existence, or which by reab­

sorbing them reduces all ephemeral coagulations to pure 

and immutable Substance. Islam arose from nature; the 

Sufis return to it, and this is one of the meanings of the 

}J,adzth: "Islam began in exile and it will end in exile." Cities, 

with their tendency to petrifaction and their seeds of cor­

ruption, are opposed to nature, which is ever virginal; their 

sole justification and the sole guarantee of their stability is 

to be sanctuaries; this guarantee is quite relative, for the 

Quran says: "And there is no town that We (Allah) will not 

destroy, or will not severely punish, before the day of 

Resurrection" (XVII, 60). All this enables us to understand 

why Islam sought, within the framework of an inevitable 

sedentarism, to maintain the spirit of nomadism; Moslem 

cities always retain the imprint of a journeying through 

space and time; everywhere Islam reflects the sacred steril­

ity and austerity of the desert, but also, within this climate 

of death, the gay and precious overflowing of springs and 

oases; the fragile grace of the mosques echoes the grace of 

the palm groves while the whiteness and monotony of the 

towns have a desertlike and thereby sepulchral- beauty 

about them. Beneath the emptiness of existence and 

behind its mirages lies the eternal profusion of Divine Life. 

* 
* * 

But let us return to our starting point, namely metaphys­

ical truth as foundation of the Path. Since this truth relates 

to esoterism - at least in those traditions where there is a 

polarity of esoterism and exoterism- we must here answer 

the question of knowing whether or not there exists an 

"esoteric orthodoxy" qr whether this expression is not 

rather a contradiction in terms or an abuse of language. 
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The whole difficulty, in situations where it arises, lies in too 

narrow a conception of the term "orthodoxy" on the one 
hand and of metaphysical knowledge on the other: it is in 

fact necessary to distinguish between two orthodoxies, the 
one extrinsic and formal and the other intrinsic and 

beyond form; the first relates to dogma and thus to form, 
the latter to universal truth and thus to essence. Now in 

esoterism these two are linked together in the sense that 

dogma is the key to direct knowledge; once such knowledge 
is attained we are evidently beyond form, but esoterism is 

nevertheless necessarily connected to the form which was 
its point of departure and the symbolism of which always 
remains valid.64 For example, Islamic esoterism will never 

reject the fundamentals of Islam, even if it happens inciden­

tally to contradict some particular exoteric position or 

interpretation; we ·can even say that Sufism is orthodox 

thrice over, first because it takes wing from the Islamic form 

and not from anywhere else, secondly because its realiza­

tions and doctrines correspond to truth and not to error, 

and thirdly because it always remains linked to Islam, since 
it considers itself to be the "marrow" (lubb) of Islam and not 

of another religion. Despite his verbal audacity, Ibn 'Arabi 

did not become a Buddhist, nor did he reject the dogmas 

and laws of the sharz'ah, and this amounts to saying that he 

did not depart from orthodoxy, either that of Islam or that 

of Truth itself. 
If some formulation appears to contradict a particular 

exoteric point of view, what matters is to know whether it is 

true or false, not whether it is "conformist" or "free"; in 

pure intellectuality the concepts of liberty, independence 

or originality are devoid of meaning, as moreover are their 
contraries. If the purest esoterism comprises total truth -

and that is the reason for its existence - the question of 

64. Herein lies one of the meanings of the Quranic injunction: "Enter 

houses by their doors" (II, 189). There is no tanqah without the shan'ah. 

The latter is the circle and the former the radius; the /:taqzqah is the center. 
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orthodoxy in the religious sense clearly cannot arise; direct 

knowledge of the mysteries could not be Moslem or Chris­

tian, just as the sight of a mountain is the sight of a moun­

tain and not something else. To speak of a "non-orthodox" 

esoterism is no less absurd for it would amount to holding, 

first that this esoterism was not linked to any form - in 

which case it would have neither authority nor legitimacy 

nor even any usefulness- and secondly that it was not the 

initiatory or "alchemical" outcome of a revealed Path, and 

so did not include a formal and objective guarantee of any 

kind. These considerations should make it clear why the 

prejudice which attempts to explain everything in terms of 

borrowings or syncretism is ill-founded, for the doctrines of 

wisdom, being true, cannot fail to be concordant; and if the 

basis is identical, it must be that the expressions are so too. 

That some particularly happy expression may be echoed by 

a foreign doctrine is equally in the nature of things - the 

contrary would be abnormal and inexplicable- but that is 

no reason for generalizations based on such exceptional 

cases or for pressing them to absurdity; this would be like 

concluding that, because sometimes things influence one 

another, all analogies in nature arise from unilateral or 

reciprocal influences.65 

The question of the origins of Sufism is resolved by the 

fundamental discernment (jurqan) of the Islamic doctrine: 

God and the world; now there is something provisional 

about this discernment from the fact that the divine Unity, 

65. A similar error would have it that everything begins from written 

texts: this too is a most improper generalization. "The Germans had a 

writing of their own, but, as Caesar noted to Lutetius, its use was strictly 

forbidden: all learning had to be passed on by word of mouth and 

retained in memory alone. In Peru, down to relatively recent times, only 

knotted cords were tolerated" (Ernst Fuhrmann, Reich der Inka, Hagen, 

1922). Let us add this opinion ofPlato's: "All serious men will beware of 

treating of serious matters in writing"; however, according to the Rabbis, 

"it is better to profane the l._orah than to forget it" and similarly, " ... in 

these days those few old wise men still living among them [the Sioux] say 
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followed through to its ultimate consequences, precisely 
excludes the duality formulated by any discernment, and it 
is in a sense here that we find the starting point of the 
original and essential metaphysic of Islam. One thing which 
must be taken into account is that direct knowledge is in 
itself a state of pure consciousness and not a theory; there 
is thus nothing surprising in the fact that the complex and 
subtle formulations of gnosis were not manifested from the 
very beginning and at a single stroke, or that on occasion 
Neo-Platonic or Platonic concepts have been borrowed for 
the purposes of dialectic. 

Sufism is "sincerity of faith" and this sincerity- which 
has absolutely nothing in common with the modern cult of 
sincerity- is, on the level of doctrine, nothing other than 
an intellectual vision that does not halt halfway but on the 
contrary draws from the idea of Unity its most rigorous 
consequences. The final term of this is not only the idea of 
the nothingness of the world but also that of the Supreme 
IdentitY and the corresponding realization: "the unity of 
Reality'' (wa/:tdat al-Wujud). 66 

If for the Isrealite and for the Christian, perfection or 
sanctity means "to love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, 
and with all thy soul, and with all thy might" (Deut. 6:5) or 
"and with all thy mind" (Matt. 22:37) -in the case of the 
Israelite through the Torah and obedience to the Law and 
in that of the Christian through the vocational sacrifiee of 
love - for a Moslem, perfection means to believe with his 
whole being that "there is no god save God," a total faith 

that at the approach of the end of a cycle, when men everywhere have 
become unfit to understand and still more to realize the truths revealed 
to them at the origin ... it is then permissible and even desirable to bring 
this knowledge out into the light of day, for by its own nature truth 
protects itself against being profaned and in this way it is possible it may 
reach those qualified to penetrate it deeply .... " Q. E. Brown, Foreword 
to The Sacred Pipe, University of Oklahoma Press). 

66. The realization, through "transforming Virtue" (ib,siin), of Unity 
(Wab,idiyah, Ab,adiyah) is "unification" (tawb,zd). 
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whose scriptural expression is the hadzth already quoted: 

"Spiritual virtue (ihsan, whose function is to render "sin­

cere" both zman and islam, faith and practice) consists in 
adoring God as if thou didst see Him, and if thou dost not 
see Him, He nonetheless seeth thee." 67 Where Jew and 

Christian put intensity and thus totality of love, the Moslem 
puts sincerity and so totality of faith, which in becoming 
realized becomes gnosis, union, mystery of non-other­

ness. 
Viewed from the standpoint of sapiential Islam, Christi­

anity can be considered as the doctrine of the sublime, not 
as that of the Absolute; it is the doctrine of a sublime 
relativity68 which saves by its very sublimity- here we have 

in mind the divine Sacrifice- but has its root nonetheless 

and necessarily in the Absolute and can consequently lead 

to the Absolute. If we set out from the idea that Christianity 
is "the Absolute become relativity in order that the relative 
become absolute"69 - to paraphrase the ancient and well­
known formula - we are fully in the realm of gnosis and 

the reservation felt by Islam no longer applies. But what 

must also be said, more generally speaking and apart from 

gnosis, is that Christianity adopts a point of view in which 

consideration of the Absolute as such does not a priori 
arise; the emphasis is laid on the means or the Intermedi­

ary, which in a certain sense absorbs the end; or again, the 
end is as it were guaranteed by the divinity of the means. All 

67. Since il;san is synonymous with tasawwuf (Sufism), this l;adUh is the 

very definition of esoterism and clearly shows that in Islam esoterism is 

"total belief," given that the conviction la ilaha illa 'Llah is the pillar of 

the whole religious edifice. Let us not forget that the Bible says of 

Abraham that God imputed his faith to righteousness; now Islam readily 

refers to Abraham (Seyyiduna Ibrahzm). 
68. This is proven by the doctrine of the Trinitarian relationships. 

However, in this respect the Orthodox outlook seems less closed than that 

of Catholicism, or a certain Catholicism. 
69. In the same way: if Ch.._rist is an objectivation of the divine Intellect, 

the heart-intellect of the gnostic is a subjectivation of Christ. 
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this amounts to saying that Christianity is fundamentally a 
doctrine of Union, and it is evidently through this aspect 
that it rejoins Islamic and especially Sufic "unitarianism. "70 

In the history of Christianity, there is a kind of latent 
nostalgia for what might be called the "Islamic dimension" 
if we refer" to the analogy between the three perspectives of 
fear, love and gnosis- the kingdoms of the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Ghost- and the three forms of monotheism, 
the Judaic, the Christian and the Moslem. Islam is in fact, 
from the point of view of "typology," the religious crystalli­
zation of gnosis, hence its metaphysical whiteness and its 
earthly realism. Protestantism, with its insistence on "The 
Book" and free will and its rejection both of a sacramental 
priesthood and of the celibacy of priests, is the most massive 
manifestation of this nostalgia/1 although in an extra-tradi­
tional and modern mode and in a purely "typological" 
sense. 72 But there were other manifestations of it, more 
ancient and more subtle, such as the movements of Amalric 
of Bena or Joachim of Floris, both of the twelfth century, 
not forgetting the Montanists of the second century. In the 
same order of ideas, it is well known that Moslems interpret 
the foretelling of the Paraclete in Saint John's Gospel as 
referring to Islam, and clearly without excluding the Chris­
tian interpretation, this becomes understandable in light of 
the ternary already alluded to of fear-love-gnosis. Were it to 
be pointed out that there is certainly within Islam a~-con-

70. The whole Christian perspective and the whole of Christie gnosis 
is summed up in this saying:" ... as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee 
that they also may be one in us .... And the glory which thou gavest me 
I have given them; that they may be one, even as we are one: I in them, 
and thou in me .... " (John 17:21-23). Christ is like the saving Name of 
God in human form; all that can be said of the one is valid also of the 
other; or again, he is not only the Intellect which, as "Light of the world," 
distinguishes between the Real and the unreal, but he is also, in the aspect 
of the outward and objective divine manifestation, the divine Name (the 
"Word") which by its redeeming virtue brings about the reintegration of 
the non-real into the Real. 
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verse tendency towards the Christian possibility or "the 

kingdom of the Son," we would reply that its traces must be 

sought in Shiism and in Bektashzyah, that is to say in a 
Persian and Turkish climate. 

In Vedantic terminology, the fundamental enunciation 

of Christianity is: "Atma became Maya in order that Maya 

might become Atma"; that of Islam then is that "there is no 

Atma if not the one Atma" and for the Muhammadun Rasulu 

'Llah: "Maya is the manifestation of Atma. "In the Christian 

formulation there is something equivocal in the sense that 

Atma and Maya are juxtaposed; it could be taken to mean 
that the latter exists in its own full right alongside the 

former with an identical reality, and it is to this possible 

misunderstanding that Islam replies in its own way. Or 

again: all theologies - or theosophies - can, broadly 

speaking, be summed up in these two types: God-Being and 
God-Consciousness, or God-Object and God-Subject, or 
again: objective God, "absolutely other," and subjective 

God, both immanent and transcendent. Judaism and Chris­
tianity belong to the first category; so does Islam, taken as 

a religion, butat the same time it is as it were the religious 

and "objectivist" expression of God-Subject, and that is 

why it imposes itself, not by phenomena or miracles, but 
by its evidentness, its content or "motor" being unity and 

thus absoluteness; that is also why there is a certain connec­

tion between Islam and gnosis or "the kingdom of the 

Spirit." As for the universal significance of ''Atma became 

Maya in order that Maya might become Atma," this is a 

71. It was at the same time a reaction of the German world against the 

Mediterranean andJudean world. In any case, if Germanic theosophy­

insofar as it is valid- could blossom in a Protestant climate, it was thanks 

to the very indirect analogies already mentioned and not by virtue of the 

anti-Catholicism of the Lutherans. 
72. Analogously, the Jewish Messianic outlook is dangerously allied to 

the modern ideology of pro~ess, but this of course outside Judaic ortho­
doxy. 
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question of the descent of the Divine, of the Avatara, of the 
sacred Book, of the Symbol, of the Sacrament, of Grace in 
every tangible form, and thus also of the Doctrine or of the 
Name of God, and so we come back to the Mul:wmmadun 
Rasiilu 'Llah. The emphasis is laid, either on the divine 
container as in Christianity- in which case the container 
has necessarily also an aspect of content/3 and hence of 
truth - or on the content "truth," as in Islam, and still 
more so in all forms of gnosis - and then this content 
inevitably presents itself in the formal aspect of container, 
and thus of divine phenomenon or of symbol. 74 The con­
tainer is the Word made flesh, and the content is the abso­
luteness of Reality or of the Self, expressed in Christianity 
by the injunction to love God with the whole of our being 
and to love our neighbor as ourself, "all things being 
Atma. "75 

The diversity of religions and their equivalence in respect 
of what is essential is due- according to the most intellec­
tual Sufi perspective - to the natural diversity of the collec­
tive receptacles; since each individual receptacle has its own 
particular Lord, the same will be true of psychological 
collectivities.76 The Lord is the Creator-Being inasmuch as 

73. "I am the Way, the Truth and the Life .... " 
74. The Quran is an objective divine descent, a "sign" and a "mercy," 

and this coincides with the meaning of the second Shahadah. ~-
75. Or Allah in His aspect of Azh-Zhahir ("The Outward") to use Sufic 

terminology. 
76. Al-Hallaj says in his Dzwan: "I have meditated on the various 

religions, forcing myself to understand them, and I have found that they 
arise from a unique principle having numerous ramifications. So do not 
ask of a man that he should adopt this or that religion, for that would take 
him away from the fundamental principle; it is this principle itself which 
must come to seek him; in this principle are elucidated all heights and all 
meanings; then he [the man] will understand them." In translating this 
passage, Massignon speaks of "confessional denominations" (for adyan), 
which is quite right in this context. This universalism -prefigured in 
Judaism by Enoch, Melchisedec and Elias, and in Christianity by the two 
Saints john and also, at a lesser level, by the "Christian" exorcist who did 
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He concerns or "looks upon" a particular soul or a partic­
ular category of souls and is regarded by them in function 
of their own natures, which in their turn are derived from 
particular divine possibilities, for God is "The First" (Al­
Awwal) and "The Last" (Al-Akhir). 

A religion is a form - hence a limit - which contains 
the Limitless, if this paradox is permissible; every form is 
fragmentary because of its necessary exclusion of other 
formal possibilities; the fact that these forms- when they 
are complete, that is to say when they are perfectly "them­
selves" - represent totality each in its own way, does not 
prevent them from being fragmentary in respect of their 
particularization and their reciprocal exclusion. In order to 
safeguard the axiom - metaphysically unacceptable - of 
the absolute character of this or that religious phenome­
non, people reach the point of denying both principia! 
truth - namely the true Absolute - and the intellect 
which becomes conscious of It, transferring to the phenom­
enon as such the characteristics of absoluteness and certi­
tude proper to the Absolute and the Intellect alone, thus 
giving rise to philosophical endeavors which, though doubt­
less clever, thrive chiefly on their own inner contradiction. 
It is contradictory to base a certitude that demands to be 
considered as total on the phenomenal order on the one 
hand and on mystical grace on the other, while at the same 
time demanding an intellectual acceptance. A certitude 
belonging to the phenomenal order may be derived from a 
phenomenon, but a certitude of the principia! order can 
come only from principles, whatever the occasional cause 
of the intellection, in a given case; if certitude can spring 
from intelligence - and it must be derived from it to the 

not follow Christ ("He that is not against us is for us") and by the 
centurion of Capernaum - is personified in Islam by Al-Khadir or 
Al-Khidr (Quran, XVIII, 60-82), the immortal sometimes identified with 
Elias, and by Uways Al-Qarani, a hanif of the Yemen and patron of the 
gnostics ('arifun). ' 
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very extent that the truth to be known is profound - this 
is because it is already to be found therein through its 
fundamental nature. 

From another angle, if That which is in itself Evidence in 
divinis becomes sacred Phenomenon in a particular order 
- in this case the human and historical domain - that is 
above all because the predestined receptacle is a collectiv­
ity, and·thus a multiple subject differentiated in individuals 
and extending in time and beyond ephemeral individuali­
ties. The divergence of points of view is produced only from 
the moment the sacred phenomenon becomes separated, 
in the consciousness of men, from the eternal truth it 
manifests- a truth no longer "perceived" -and when as 
a result certitude becomes "belief" based exclusively on the 
phenomenon, on the objective divine sign, the outward 
miracle, or- what amounts to the same thing- on the 
principle as grasped by the reason and reduced in practice 
to the phenomenon. When the sacred phenomenon as 
such becomes the exclusive factor of certitude, the princip­
ia! and supra-phenomenonal Intellect is brought down to 
the level of profane phenomena, as though pure intelli­
gence were capable only of relativities and as though the 
supernatural were some arbitrary act of Heaven and not in 
the very nature of things. When we distinguish between 
substance and accidents, we conclude that phenomena 
relate to the latter and intellect to the former; but of course 
the religious phenomenon is a direct or central manifesta­
tion of the element substance, whereas the intellect, in its 
human actualization and from the point of view of expres­
sion alone, necessarily belongs to the accidentality of this 
world of forms and movements. 

The fact that the intellect is a static and permanent grace 
makes it merely "natural" in the eyes of some, which 
amounts to denying it; in the same order of ideas, to deny 
the intellect because not everyone has access to it is just as 
false as to deny grace because not everyone enjoys it. Some 
would say that gnosis is luciferian and tends to void religion 

175 



Understanding Islam 

of its content and to deny its quality of supernatural gift, but 
it could just as well be said that the attempt to lend a 
metaphysical absoluteness to religious concentration on 
phenomena, or to the exclusivism this implies, is the most 
clever attempt to invert the normal order of things by 
denying - in the name of a certitude drawn from the 
phenomenal order and not from the principia} and intel­
lectual order - the evidence which the intellect bears 
within itself. The intellect is the criterion of phenomena; if 
the converse is also true it is so in a more indirect sense and 
in a much more relative and external manner. At the begin­
ning of a religion, or within a religious world that is still 
homogeneous, the problem does not in practice arise. 

The proof of the cognitive transcendence of the intellect 
lies in the fact that, while dependent existentially on Being 
inasmuch as it is manifested, it can go beyond Being in a 
certain fashion since it is able to define Being as a limitation 
-in view of creation- of the Divine Essence, which Itself 
is Beyond-Being or Self. In the same way, to the question of 
whether or not the intellect can place itself above the reli­
gions considered as spiritual and historical phenomena, or 
whether there exists outside the religions an objective point 
allowing of an escape from a particular religious subjectiv­
ity, the answer is: yes, certainly, since the intellect can define 
religion and ascertain its formal limits. But it is obvious that 
if by the term "religion" is meant the inner infinitude of 
Revelation, then the intellect cannot go beyond it, or rather 
the question then no longer arises, for the intellect partici­
pates in this infinitude and is even identified with it in 
respect of its intrinsic nature wherein it is most strictly 
"itself'' and most difficult of access. 

In the symbolism of the spider's web, to which we have 
already had occasion to refer in previous works, the radii 
represent essential identity and the circles existential anal­
ogy, and this demonstrates in a very simple though ade­
quate way the whole difference between the elements 
"intellection" and "phenomenon" as well as their solidar-
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ity with one another; and since because of this solidarity, 
neither of the two elements shows itself in a pure state, we 
could also speak - in order not to neglect any important 
shade of meaning- of "continuous analogy" in the case 
of the radii and of "discontinuous identity" in the case of 
the circles. All certainty- and notably that of logical and 
mathematical evidences- arises from the divine Intellect, 
the only one there is; but it arises from it through the 
existential or phenomenal screen of reason, or - to be 
more precise - through the screens which separate reason 
from its ultimate Source; it is the discontinuous identity of 
the sun's light which, even when filtered through a number 
of panes of colored glass, always remains essentially the 
same light. As for the continuous analogy between phenom­
ena and the Principle which breathes them forth, if it is 
clear that the phenomenon-symbol is not that which it 
symbolizes- the sun is not God and that is why it sets- its 
existence is nonetheless an aspect or mode of Existence as 
such.77 This is what allows us to call the analogy "continu­
ous" when we envisage it in relation to its ontological 
attachment to pure Being, although such terminology, here 
used in a quite provisional way, is logically contradictory 
and in practice of no use. Analogy is a discontinuous iden­
tity, and identity a continuous analogy;78 once again, herein 
lies the whole difference between the sacred or symbolic 
phenomenon and principia! intellection. 79 

77. But not, of course, a "part" of Existence. 
78. Identity presupposes a priori two terms, those precisely which 

show themselves as unilaterally and irreversibly identical; that is to say 
that at the basis of an apparent diversity there is a single reality, whence 
the character of analogy. 

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

Gnosis has been reproached with being an exaltation of 
the "human intelligence"; in this last expression the error 
can be caught on the wing, for metaphysically, intelligence 
is above all intelligence and nothing else; it is only human 
to the extent that it is no longer altogether itself, that is, 
when from substance it becomes accident. For man, and 
indeed for every being, there are two relationships to be 
envisaged: that of the concentric circle and that of the 
centripetal radius;80 according to the first, intelligence is 
limited by a determinate level of existence, it is then envis­
aged insofar as it is separated from its source or is only a 
refraction of it; according to the second, intelligence is all 
that it is by its intrinsic nature, whatever its contingent 
situation. The intelligence discernible in plants - to the 
extent that it is infallible- "is" the intelligence of God, the 
only intelligence there is; this is even more clearly true of 
the intelligence of man, capable of loftier adequations 
thanks to its being at once integral and transcendent. There 
is but one subject, the universal Self, and its existential 
refractions or ramifications are either Itself or not Itself 
according to the relationship envisaged. This truth one 
either understands or does not understand; it cannot be 
accommodated to everyone's requirements for causal rela­
tionship, just as it is impossible to bring within reach of 
everyone such ideas as that of the "relatively absolute" or 
of the m.etaphysical transparency of phenomena. Pantheists 
would say that "all is God" with the unspoken thought that 
God is nothing more than the sum of all things; true meta­
physics on the contrary says both that "all is God" and that 
"nothing is God," adding that God is nothing except Him­
self and that He is nothing of what is in the world. There 

80. Herein lies the whole difference between analogy and essential 
identity, the one being always an aspect of the other. 
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are truths expressible only through antinomies, but this 
does not at all mean that in this case they constitute a 
philosophical procedure which ought to lead to some con­
clusion or other, for direct knowledge stands above the 
contingencies of reason; vision must not be confused with 
expression. Moreover, truths are profound, not because 
they are difficult to express for him who knows them, but 
because they are difficult to understand for him who does 
not know them; hence the disproportion between the sim­
plicity of the symbol and the possible complexity of the 
mental operations. 

* 
* * 

To claim, as do some, that in gnosis intelligence sets itself 
presumptuously in the place of God is to ignore the fact that 
it could not within the framework of its own nature realize 
what we might call the "being" of the Infinite; pure intelli­
gence communicates an adequate and efficacious reflec­
tion- or system of reflections- of this "being", but does 
not directly transmit the divine "being" itself, otherwise 
intellectual knowledge would immediately identifY us with 
its object. The difference between belief and gnosis -
between elementary religious faith and metaphysical certi­
tude -is comparable to the difference between a descrip­
tion of a mountain and direct vision of it: the seconu no 
more puts us on the mountain top than does the first, but 
it does inform us about the properties of the mountain and 
the route to follow. Let us not however forget that a blind 
man who walks without stopping advances more quickly 
than a normal man who stops at each step. Howbeit, vision 
identifies the eye with light, it communicates a correct and 
homogeneous knowledge81 and makes possible the taking 

81. To the objection that even those in whom we recognize the quality 
of traditional metaphysicians can contradict one another, we would reply 
that this may be so in the field of applications where a man may always be 
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of shortcuts where the blind would have to feel his way; and 
this despite those moralistic decriers of the intellect who 
refuse to admit that it too is a grace, though static and 
"naturally supernatural" in its mode.82 However, as has 
already been pointed out, intellection is not the whole of 
gnosis, which includes the mysteries of union and opens out 
directly onto the Infinite, if one might express it thus; the 
"uncreated" character of the Sufi in the full sense (a$-Sufz 
lam yukhlaq) a priori concerns only the transpersonal 
essence of the intellect and not that state of absorption in 
the Reality which the intellect makes us perceive or of 
which it makes us aware. Total gnosis goes immensely 
beyond all that appears in man as intelligence precisely 
because it is an incommensurable mystery of "being." We 
have here the whole difference, indescribable in human 
language, between vision and realization; in the latter, 
"seeing" becomes "being" and our existence is transmuted 
into light. But even ordinary intellectual vision- the intel­
lection which reflects, assimilates and discerns without ipso 
facto bringing about ontological transmutation - is 
already something which goes far beyond mere thought, 
the discursive and philosophical play of the mind. 

* 
* * 

Metaphysical or esoteric dialectic moves between the 
simplicity of symbolism and complexity of reflection; now 
this latter - though modern man has difficulty in under­
standing the point - can become more and more subtle 
without for all that getting one inch nearer to truth. In other 

ignorant of facts, but never on the plane of pure principles which alone 

have an absolutely decisive bearing, whatever their level. 
82. The human condition, with all that distinguishes it from animality, 

is likewise such a grace. If there is here a certain abuse of language, it is 

metaphysical truth which forces us to it, the reality of things not being 

subject to the limitations of ~ords. 
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words, a thought may be subdivided into a thousand rami­
fications and fenced round with all possible precautions 
and yet remain outward and "profane," for no virtuosity of 
the potter will transform clay into gold. It is possible to 
conceive of a language a hundred times more elaborated 
than that which is used today, for here no principiallimita­
tion intervenes; every formulation is necessarily naive in its 
way and it is always possible to try to enhance it by luxuri­
ance of logical or imaginative wordplay. This proves on the 
one hand that elaboration as such adds no essential quality 
to an enunciation, and on the other hand, retrospectively, 
that the relatively simple enunciations of sages of former 
times were charged with a fullness of meaning which is 
precisely what people no longer know how to discern a 
priori and the existence of which they readily deny. It is not 
an elaboration of thought pressed to the point of absurdity 
which can lead us to the heart of gnosis; those who mean to 
proceed on this plane by investigations and gropings, scru­
tinizing things and weighing them up, have failed to grasp 
that we cannot subject all orders of knowledge to the same 
regimen of logic and experience and that there are realities 
which are either understood at a glance or else not under­
stood at all. 

Not unconnected with what has just been said is the 
question of the two wisdoms, the one metaphysical and the 
other mystical; it would be entirely wrong to take certain 
mystical or unitive formulations as authority for deny{~g 
the legitimacy of intellectual definitions, wrong at least for 
anyone who is himself outside the special state in question; 
for in fact it happens that certain contemplatives, speaking 
in the name of direct experience, reject doctrinal formula­
tions, these having become for them "words," which does not 
always prevent them from putting forward other formulations 
of the same order and possibly of the same value.83 Here we 

83. In The Transcendent Unity of Religions, we pointed out a characteris­
tic of this kind in connection with the Risalat al-Ab,adiyah ("Treatise on 
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must avoid confusing the strictly intellectual or doctrinal 

plane, which has all the legitimacy and so all the efficacy 

conferred on it at its level by the nature of things, with the 

plane of inner experience, the plane of ontological percep­

tions or of mystical "perfumes" or "tastes." It would be as 

wrong as to dispute the adequacy of a geographical map 

because one had undertaken an actual journey or, for 

example, to pretend that because one had traveled from 

North to South, the Mediterranean is situated "above" and 

not "below," as shown on the map. 

Metaphysics has as it were two great dimensions, the one 

"ascending" and dealing with universal principles and the 

distinction between the Real and the illusory, and the other 

"descending" and dealing on the contrary with the divine 

life in creaturely situations, and thus with the fundamental 

and secret "divinity" of beings and of things, for "all is 

Atma." The first dimension can be called "static" and is 

related to the first Shahadah and to "extinction" (jana'), or 

"annihilation" (istihlak), whereas the second appears as 

"dynamic," and is related to the second Shahadah and to 

"permanence" (baqa'). By comparison with the first dimen­

sion, the second is mysterious and paradoxical, seeming at 

certain points to contradict the first, or again, it is like a 

wine with which the Universe becomes intoxicated. But it 

must never be lost sight of that this second dimension is 

already implicitly contained within the first - even as the 

second Shahadah is derived from the first, namely from the 

"point of intersection" illa- so that static, elementary or 

separative metaphysics is sufficient unto itself and does not 

deserve any reproach from those who savor the intoxicating 

paradoxes of the unitive experience. That which, in the first 

Shahadah, is the word illa will be, in the first metaphysics, 

the concept of universal causality: we start out from the idea 

that the world is false since the Principle alone is real, but 

the Unity") attributed rightly or wrongly to Ibn 'Arabi, but in any case 

depending directly on his doctrine. 
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since we are in the world we add the reservation that the 
world reflects God; and it is from this reservation that 
springs forth the second metaphysics, from whose point of 
view the first is like an insufficient dogmatism. Here we see 
in a sense the confrontation between the perfections of 
incorruptibility and of life: the one cannot be had without 
the other, and it would be a pernicious optical error to 
despise doctrine in the name of realization, or to deny the 
latter in the name of the former. However, since the first 
error is more dangerous than the second - the second 
moreover hardly arises in pure metaphysics and, if it does, 
consists in overestimating the letter of the doctrine in its 
formal particularism -we would recall for the glory of the 
doctrine this saying of Christ: "Heaven and earth shall pass 
away, but my words shall not pass away." The Hindu, or 
Hindu-Buddhist, theory of the upayas perfectly takes 
account of these dimensions of the spiritual realm: con­
cepts are true according to the levels to which they relate; 
it is possible to transcend them, but they never cease to be 
true at their own level, and that level is an aspect of Abso­
lute Reality. 

In the sight of the Absolute, envisaged as pure Self and 
unthinkable Aseity, metaphysical doctrine is assuredly 
tinged with relativity, but it nonetheless offers absolutely 
sure reference points and ''adequate approximations'' such 
as the human spirit could not do without; and this is ~.hat 
the simplifiers in pursuit of the "concrete" are incapable 
of understanding. Doctrine is to the Truth what the circle 
or the spiral is to the center. 

* 
* * 

The idea of the subconscious is susceptible, not only of a 
psychological and lower interpretation, but also of a spiri­
tual, higher, and consequently purely qualitative interpreta­
tion. It is true that in this case one should speak of the 
"supra-conscious" but the fact is that the supra-conscious 
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has also an aspect that is "subterranean" in relation to our 

ordinary consciousness, just as the heart resembles a sub­

merged sanctuary which, symbolically speaking, reappears 

on the surface thanks to unitive realization; it is this subter­

ranean aspect that allows us to speak- in a provisional way 

- of a "spiritual subconscious," which must never at any 

time be taken to mean the lower, vital psyche, the passive 

and chaotic dreaming of individuals and collectivities. 

This spiritual subconscious, as here understood, is 

formed of all that the intellect contains in a latent and 

implicit fashion. Now the intellect knows through its very 

substance all that is capable of being known and, like the 

blood flowing through even the tiniest arteries of the body, 

it traverses all the egos of which the universe is woven and 

opens out "vertically" on the Infinite. In other words: the 

intellective center of man, which is in practice subcon­

scious, has knowledge, not only of God, but also of man's 

nature and his destiny;84 and this enables us to present 

Revelation as a "supernaturally natural" manifestation of 

that which the human species knows, in its virtual and 

submerged omniscience, both about itself and about God. 

Thus the prophetic phenomenon appears as a kind of 

awakening, on the human plane, of the universal conscious­

ness that is present everywhere in the cosmos in varying 

degrees of expansion or slumber. But as humanity is 

diverse, this springing forth of knowledge is also diverse, 

not in respect of its essential content but in respect of its 

form, and this is again an aspect of the instinct of self-pres­

ervation of collectivities or of their subconscious wisdom; 

for the saving truth must correspond to its receptacles, it 

must be intelligible and efficacious for each one of them. 

84. The predictions not only of prophets but also of shamans in a state 

of trance, are explained by this cosmic homogeneity of the intelligence, 

and so of "knowing"; the shaman knows how to put himself in contact 

with a subconscious that coJJ.tains facts past and future, and sometimes 

penetrates into the regions of the world beyond. 
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In Revelation, it is in the last analysis always the Self which 
speaks and, as its Word is eternal, the human receptacles 
translate it - at their root and by their nature, not con­
sciously or deliberately- into the language of particular 
spatial and temporal conditions;85 individualized con­
sciousnesses are so many veils which filter and adapt the 
blinding light of unconditioned Consciousness, of the 
Self.86 For Sufic gnosis, the whole of creation is a play -
with infinitely varied and subtle combinations- of cosmic 
receptacles and divine unveilings. 

The interest of these considerations is not to add one 
speculation to other speculations, but to give the reader an 
intimation- even if every need of causality is not satisfied 
- that the phenomenon of religion, though wholly super­
natural by definition, has also a natural side which in its 
own way guarantees the truthfulness of the phenomenon. 
We mean that religion - or wisdom - is connatural with 
man and that man would not be man were there not 
included in his nature a ground for the flowering of the 
Absolute; or again that he would not be man - image of 
God- if his nature did not allow him to become conscious, 
despite his "petrifaction" and through it, of all that "is" 
and so also of all that is in his ultimate interest. Thus 
Revelation manifests all the intelligence that virginal things 
possess; it is by analogy assimilable- though on an immea­
surably higher level- to the infallibility which directs ~~rds 
on their migration to the South and draws plants towards 

85. This means that the "translation" is already wrought in God with 

a view to a given human receptacle; it is not the receptacle which deter­

mines God, but God who predisposes the receptacle. In the case of 
indirect inspiration (Sanskrit: smriti) -the case of the sacred commen­
taries- which must not be confused with Revelation (shruti), the part 

played by the receptacle is not simply existential, but active in the sense 

that it "interprets" according to the Spirit instead of "receiving" directly 

from the Spirit. 
86. They do so in two ways or at two degrees, according to whether it 

is a case of direct or indirect, divine or sapiential, inspiration. 
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the light.87 Revelation is all that we know in the virtual 

plenitude of our being, and it is also all that we love and all 

that we are. 

* 
* * 

Before the loss of the harmony of Eden, primordial man 

saw things from within, in their substantiality and in the 

divine Unity; after the Fall he no longer saw them except 

outwardly and in their accidentality, and thus outside God. 

Adam is the spirit (ral:t) or the intellect ('aql) and Eve the 

soul (nafs); it is through the soul- horizontal complement 

of the vertical spirit and existential pole of pure intelligence 

-or through the will that the movement towards exterior­

ization and dispersion came; the tempter serpent, which is 

the cosmic genius of this movement, cannot act directly on 

the intelligence and so must seduce the will, Eve. When the 

wind blows over a perfectly still lake, the sun's reflection is 

disturbed and broken up, and it is thus that the loss of Eden 

was brought about, thus that the divine reflection was bro­

ken up. The Path means return to the vision enjoyed by 

innocence, to the inward dimension where all things die 

and are reborn in the divine Unity - in that Absolute 

which, with its concomitances of equilibrium and inviolabil­

ity, is the whole content of the human condition and the 

whole reason for its existence. 

87. The allusion here is not simply to the intuition which leads believ­

ers to follow the heavenly Message, but to the "natural supernature" of 

the human species which attracts Revelations in the same way as in nature 

a given container attracts a corresponding content. As for the "naturally 

supernatural"- or the converse, which on the whole comes to the same 

thing - it may be added that the Angels furnish a complementary 

example thereof in relation to the Intellect: the Angels are the 

"objective" channels for the Holy Spirit just as the Intellect is its 

"subjective" channel; these two kinds of channels are moreover merged 

in the sense that every intellection passes through Ar-Ru}:t, the Spirit. 

186 



:f 

The Path 

And this innocence is also the "childhood" which "takes 

no heed for the morrow." The Sufi is the "son of the 

moment" (ibn al-waqt), which means first of all that he is 

conscious of eternity and that through his remembrance of 

God he remains in the timeless instant of heavenly actuality. 

But it means also and consequently, that he keeps himself 

at all times in the divine Will, that is to say, he realizes that 

the present moment is what God wants of him; therefore he 

will not desire to be "before" or "after" or to enjoy that 

which is in fact outside the divine "now" - that irreplace­

able instant in which we belong concretely to God and 

which is indeed the only instant when we can in fact wish to 

belong to Him. 

* 
* * 

At this point we would like to give a concise summary, but 

one as rigorous as possible, of what fundamentally consti­

tutes "the Path" in Islam. At the same time, this conclusion 

of the book will once more underline the strictly Quranic 

and Muhammadean character of the Sufic Path.88 

First let us recall this crucial fact: fa$awwuf coincides 

according to tradition with ihsan and ihsan is "that thou 

shouldst adore God as if thou didst see Him, and if thou 

dost not see Him, yet He seeth thee." lhsan - tasawwuf­

is nothing other than the perfectly sincere (mukhli$ah)~do­

ration ('ibadah) of God, it is to bring the intelligence-will 

into full accord with its "content" and divine prototype.89 

The quintessence of adoration- and so, in a certain sense, 

adoration as such - is to believe that la ilaha illa 'Llah and, 

88. The dialectical borrowings, which were always possible and even 

inevitable as a result of contact with the wisdom of Greece, add nothing 

to the intrinsic haqzqah of ta5awwuf, but simply throw light on it. 

89. The Shaykh Al-'Alawi, following the current terminology of the 

Sufis, specifies that the beginning of il;san is "vigilance" (muraqabah) 

whereas its end is "direct contemplation" (mushahadah). 
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as a consequence, that Muhammadun Rasulu 'Llah. The 
proof of this is that according to Islamic dogma and within 
its radius of jurisdiction, a man is certainly damned only by 
reason of the absence of this faith. The Moslem is not ipso 
facto damned because he does not pray or does not fast; he 
may indeed be prevented from doing so and in certain 
physical conditions women are exempted from these 
requirements; nor is he necessarily damned because he 
does not pay the tithe; the poor - and especially beggars 
-are exempted from it, which is at least an indication of a 
certain relativity both in this and in the preceding cases. 
Still more clearly, a man is not damned through the mere 
fact of not having accomplished the pilgrimage; the muslim 
is bound to make the pilgrimage only if he is able to do so; 
as for the holy war, it is not always being waged, and even 
when it is, the sick, invalids, women and children are not 
bound to participate in it. But a man is necessarily damned 
-still within the framework of Islam or else in a transposed 
sense - for not believing that la ilaha illa 'Llah and that 
Muhammadun Rasiilu 'Lliih;90 this law knows no exception, 
for it is identified as it were with that which constitutes the 
very meaning of the human condition. Thus it is indisput­
ably this faith which constitutes the quintessence of Islam; 
and it is the sincerity (ikhlas) of this faith or this acceptance 
which constitutes ihsiin or tasawwuf In other words: it is 
strictly conceivable that a muslim who had, for example, all 
his life omitted to pray or to fast, might despite everything 
be saved and this for reasons that elude us but which would 
count in the eyes of the Divine Mercy. On the other hand, 
it is inconceivable that a man who denied that la ilaha illa 
'Llah be saved since this negation would quite clearly 
deprive him of the very quality of muslim, and so of the 
conditio sine qua non of salvation. 

90. In the climate of Christianity, it would be said that this was the "sin 
against the Holy Ghost." ' 

188 



The Path 

Now the sincerity of faith also implies its depth, accord­
ing to a man's capacity; and to speak of capacity is to speak 
ofvocation.91 We must understand to the extent that we are 
intelligent, not to the extent that we are not so and where 
there is no possible adequation between the knowing sub­
ject and the level of the object to be known. The Bible also 
teaches, in both the Old and the New Testaments, that we 
must love God with all our faculties; thus, intelligence could 
not be excluded from this, the more so since it is intelli­
gence which characterizes man and distinguishes him from 
the animals. Free will would be inconceivable apart from 
intelligence. 

Man is made of integral or transcendent intelligence­
therefore capable of abstraction just as well as of suprasens­
ory intuition - and of free will, and that is why there is a 
truth and a path, a doctrine and a method, a faith and a 
submission, an zman and an islam. 1/:tsan, being the perfec­
tion and the end result of these two, is at the same time in 
them and above them. It can also be said that there is an 
ihsan because there is in man something which calls for 
totality, or for something absolute or infinite. 

The quintessence of the truth is discernment between 
the contingent and the Absolute; and the quintessence of 
the path is permanent consciousness of Absolute Reality. 
Now to say "quintessence" is to say i/:tsan, in the spiritual 
context here at issue. 

Man, as has just been said, is made of intelligence and 
will; so he is made of understandings and virtues, of things 
he knows and things he does, or in other words of what he 
knows and what he is. The understandings are prefigured 
in the first Shahadah and the virtues in the second; that is 
why ta$awwuf can be described either by expounding meta-

91. However, God does not require of us on this level that we should 
reach the goal we conceive of and pursue because we conceive of it and 
because of its truth; as the Bhagavad Gua clearly teaches, God here 
requires only effort and does not punish for lack of success. 
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physics or by commenting on the virtues. The second 

Shahiidah is in essence identifiable with the first, of which it 
is but a prolongation, just as the virtues are fundamentally 

identifiable with truths and are in a sense derived from 

them. The first Shahadah- that of God- enunciates every 

principia! truth; the second Shahadah- that of the Prophet 
-enunciates every fundamental virtue. 

The essential truths are as follows: that of the divine and 

"one" Essence (Dhat, A/:tadiyah in the sense of the Vedantic 

"non-duality"); then the truth of creative Being (Kltaliq), a 

Principle that also is "one" - but in the sense of an 

affirmation and by virtue of an auto-determination (Wa/:tidi­

yah, "solitude," "unicity") - and comprising, if not 

"parts,"92 at least aspects or qualities ($ifiit). 93 On the hither 

side of the principia! or divine realm there is on the one 

hand the macrocosm with its archangelic and quasi-divine 

center (Ru/:t, "Spirit") and on the other hand, at the 

extreme periphery of its deployment, that coagulation- of 
universal Substance- which we call "matter" and which is 

for us the outer shell, at once innocent and deadly, of 

existence. 
As for the essential virtues, of which we have treated 

elsewhere but which must also figure in this final summary, 
they are the perfections of awe, love and knowledge, or in 
other words, those of poverty, generosity and sincerity. In a 

sense they make up islam as the truths make up zman, their 

deepening- or their qualitative final term- constituting 

the nature or the very fruit of i/:tsiin. Again, it could be said 

92. For that would be contrary to the indivisibility and non-associabil­

ity of the Principle. 
93. God is not "in existence"- He is beyond Existence- but He can 

be said to be "not inexistent" if one is concerned to underline the 

evident fact that He is "real" without "existing." In no case can it be said 

of God that He is "inexistent"; He is "non-existent" inasmuch as He does 

not depend on the existential domain, but "non-inexistent" inasmuch as 

His transcendence evidently could not involve any privation. 
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that the virtues consist fundamentally in fixing oneself in 

God according to a kind of symmetry or ternary rhythm, in 

fixing oneself in Him "now," "here" and "thus"; but these 

images can also replace one another, each being sufficient 

in itself. The Sufi remains in the timeless present where 

there are· no longer either regrets or fears; he remains at 

the limitless center where the outward and the inward are 

merged or transcended; or again, his "secret" is the perfect 

simplicity94 of the ever-virginal Substance. Being only "what 
he is," he is all "That is." 

If man is will, God is Love; if man is intelligence, God is 

Truth. If man is will fallen and powerless, God is redeeming 

Love; if man is intelligence darkened and gone astray, God 

is the illuminating Truth which delivers; for it is in the 

nature of knowledge - the adequation intelligence-truth 

-to render pure and free. The divine Love saves by making 

Itself what we are, it descends in order to elevate; the divine 

Truth delivers by giving back to the intellect its "supernat­

urally natural" object and so also its initial purity, that is to 

say: by recalling that the Absolute alone is, that contingency 

is not, or that on the contrary it is not other than the 

Absolute in respect of pure Existence and also, in certain 

cases, in respect of pure Intelligence or Consciousness and 

in respect of strict analogy.95 

94. The simplicity of a substance is its indivisibility. The symbolism 

here evoked perhaps requires clarifying as follows: if the conditions of 

bodily existence are time, space, substance that is material or has become 

such, form and number, the three last-named - matter, form and num­

ber - are the content of the first two - time and space. Form and 

number coincide in a sense, on the plane in question, with matter, of 

which they are respectively the outward determinations of quality and 

quantity; the corresponding inward determinations are on the one hand 

the nature of the materia envisaged and on the other hand its extent. Like 

the idea of "substance," the four other concepts of an existential condi­

tion can be applied beyond the sensory plane; they are not terrestrial 

accidents but reflections of universal structures. 

95. Analogy or symbolism concerns all manifestation of qualities; Con­

sciousnes concerns man inasmuch as he can transcend himselfintellectu-
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The Shahadah, by which Allah manifests Himself as Truth, 
addresses itself first of all to the intelligence, but also, and 
as a consequence, to that extension of intelligence which is 
the will. When the intelligence grasps the fundamental 
meaning of the Shahadah, it distinguishes the Real from the 
non-real, or Substance from accidents. When the will in its 
turn grasps this same meaning, it becomes attached to the 
Real, to the divine Substance; it becomes concentrated and 
lends its concentration to the mind. Intelligence enlight­
ened by the Shahadah has in the final analysis but one single 
object or content, Allah, other objects or contents being 
considered only in function of Him or in relation to Him, 
so that the multiple becomes as it were immersed in the 
One; and the same is true of the will, according to what God 
may bestow on the creature. The remembrance of God is 
logically interdependent on the rightness of our idea of 
God and on the depth of our comprehension: Truth, to the 
degree that it is essential and that we understand it, takes 
possession of our whole being and little by little transforms 
it according to a discontinuous and unforeseeable rhythm. 
Becoming crystallized in us, It "makes Itself what we are in 
order to make us what It is." The manifestation of Truth is 
a mystery of Love, just as conversely, the content of Love is 
a mystery of Truth. 

In all these considerations, it has been our aim not to give 
a picture of Moslem esoterism in its historical deployment, 
but to bring it to its most elemental positions by connecting 
it with the very roots of Islam which of necessity are its own. 
It was not so much a matter of recapitulating what Sufism 

ally, his spirit opening out onto the Absolute. As for Existence, it concerns 
all things- whether qualitative or not and whether conscious or not­
by the simple fact they stand out against nothingness, if one may express 
it thus. Phenomena are "neither God nor other than He": they possess 
nothing of themselves, neither existence nor positive attributes; they are 
divine qualities "corroded" in an illusory manner by nothingness- itself 
non-existent- by reason of the Infinitude of universal Possibility. 
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may have said as of saying what it is and has never ceased to 
be through all the complexity of its developments. This way 
of looking at things has enabled us - perhaps to the 
detriment of the apparent coherence of this book - to 
dwell at some length on meeting points with other tradi­
tional perspectives and also on the structure of what is -
around us as well as within us- both divinely human and 
humanly divine. 
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