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Introduction

‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadant (d. 1131) was a mystic, philosopher, theologian, and judge who
was born in the western Iranian city of Hamadan. He was the student of Ahmad al-Ghazali
(d. 1126),"' the brother of Abii Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), and is best known as a maverick-like
figure who was put to death by the Seljuq government at the tender age of 34, ostensibly on
charges of “heresy”.? Looking beyond the causes surrounding his state-sponsored execution
and to his writings, ‘Ayn al-Qudat emerges as a first-rate thinker who was thoroughly con-
versant in the Islamic intellectual sciences, along with Arabic and Persian poetry. One of ‘Ayn
al-Qudat’s greatest achievements was the original manner in which he tied the seemingly
disparate traditions of Islamic mysticism, philosophy, and theology together into a unified
perspective—a perspective that would, in one way or another, come to inform the work of
some of the greatest figures of post-classical Islamic civilization.® For all of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s
importance, there is relatively little scholarship on him that is entirely reliable, and there are
indeed major features of his thought which have not been examined at all, or at least not in
great detail. His engagement with the Qur’an is one glaring example.! Therefore, what is to
follow is an attempt to outline the main features of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s profound Qur’anic vision.

Vastness and worthiness

It should be noted that ‘Ayn al-Qudat is not concerned with such questions as the Qur’an’s
various linguistic senses and its occasions of revelation, even though he was deeply learned
in all of the Qur’anic sciences. For ‘Ayn al-Qudat, the Qur’an as the Word of God penetrates
the planes of time and space, and hence accounts for all of reality. The Qur’an in its true
nature therefore transcends the physical Arabic text in which it is written. What, then, is the
Qur’an, and how can it be known? The judge of Hamadan has a great deal to say in answer
to these and related questions.

From one perspective, ‘Ayn al-Qudat equates the Qur’an itselt with Paradise, however
far off this may seem to most people: “Paradise is the Qur’an, but you are unaware!”® From
another perspective, he likens the Qur’an to a rope, in keeping with a well-known hadith

*  Research for this chapter was made possible by the NYU Abu Dhabi Institute, where I served as Senior
Humanities Research Fellow in the autumn of 2017.
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which states that the Qur’an is a rope which extends from heaven to earth.® This rope allows
the one who grasps it to be pulled into the very presence of God: “Alas! The Qur’an is a rope
that pulls the seeker until he is made to reach the Sought”.’

As that which leads people back to God, the Qur’an in theory supplies all of the provisions
that people need for their homeward journey. With this in mind, ‘Ayn al-Qudat introduces
a creative play on the Persian word bas, meaning “enough”. If we combine the first letter of
the Qur’an, i.e. the ba’ of the basmala (Q. 1:1) with the final letter of the Qur’an, i.e. the sin
in nas (Q. 114:6), we get the word bas. Thus, what is between the ba and the sin, namely,
the entire Qur’an, is “enough” (bas) for the one seeking God.? Incidentally, this same idea
is expressed by the famous Persian poet Sana’1 (d. 1131),” ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s contemporary and
someone upon whose poetry he heavily relied.”

Since the Qur’an is enough for the believer, it explains all things, and indeed contains all
things: “By my life! All is explained in the Majestic Qur’an—unor is there anything moist or dry,
but that it is in a clear Book (Q. 6:59). But, where have you seen the Qur’an?”;"" “Whatever is,
was, and will be, all of it is in the Qur’an”.!? It will be noted that in the first of the two texts
just cited ‘Ayn al-Qudat asks “where” one “sees” the Qur’an. This is an important concept
which we will have the opportunity to address momentarily. At this stage it is sufficient to
keep in mind that wherever the Qur’an is to be seen in order to gain access to its secrets, ‘Ayn
al-Qudat was convinced that he had access to that unique vantage point. This explains why
he says in no uncertain terms: “The Qur’an is so vast that whatever I want, I find it in the
Qur’an. O chevalier! The Qur’an is majestic: We have indeed given thee the seven oft-repeated,
and the mighty Qur'an (Q. 15:87)”.1

The vantage point in question is nothing other than what can be called “awakening”.
Such an awakening might be signalled by one’s sincerity (ikhlas) for the “things” of God,
which amount to nothing less than Paradise and its content. At the same time, there is a
kind of sincerity, commonly invoked in Sufi discourse, which is of the kind that sees even
the desire for Paradise as an impediment upon the path towards self-realization. One must
be sincere, then, not for that which comes as a consequence of a godly life but with God
in one’s life, both here and in the hereafter. This highest form of sincerity is reserved for
the one who recognizes God (‘arif), and entails direct access to the vast treasuries of the
Qur’an:

All 1s in the Qur’an, but you are still asleep! When one’s intention is pure of the con-
taminations of this world, that is called the “sincerity of the ascetics”, the reward for
which is Paradise: Those who believe and act righteously, for them is the Garden as a reward
(Q. 18:107). But when one’s intention is pure of the contaminations of the next world,
that is called the “sincerity of the recognizers”, the reward for which is the encounter
with God: “Whosoever hopes for the meeting with his Lord, let him perform righteous deeds and
make no one a partner unto his Lord in worship” (Q. 18:110)."

In order to cultivate these two types of sincerity, ‘Ayn al-Qudat introduces a rather straight-
forward programme of action. First, one must faithfully seek God;" second, one must let
go of what ‘Ayn al-Qudat calls “habit-worship” (‘adat-parast), a theme which informs many
aspects of his teachings.'" Habit-worship is tantamount to idol-worship (but-parasti),"” and is
thus completely antithetical to the Qur’anic notion of God’s oneness. Attachment to one’s
deeply ingrained habits, be they psychological or physical and pertaining to some desired
gain in this world or the next world, causes one’s inner ugliness to dominate, thereby forcing
the Qur’an’s beauty to recede to the background.
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Thus, ‘Ayn al-Qudat advises, “If you want to see the beauty of the Qur’an, let go of
habit-worship!”"® But to “let go” of habit-worship does not in itself guarantee that one will
be able to perpetually see the Qur’an’s beauty. Only the beauty of the Qur’an itself can cause
a person to leave habit-worship all together, what ‘Ayn al-Qudat refers to as a person’s “com-
ing out” of habit-worship. When habit-worship is fully overcome, one is then characterized
as being among “those worthy of the Qur’an” (ahl-i Quran):

O dear friend! When you see the beauty of the Qur’an, you will come out of habit-
worship such that you will become worthy of the Qur’an: ‘Those worthy of the Qur’an
are worthy of God, and are His chosen ones’.!” These people are worthy because
they have reached the reality of God’s Word itself. Do they not contemplate the Qur’an?
(Q. 47:24) is acquired from them because the Qur’an has accepted them. This is the
meaning of they are more worthy of it and deserving of it (Q. 48:26).%°

Following a long-standing tradition in Islam, ‘Ayn al-Qudat conceives of the Qur’an as a
bride. The bride’s beautiful face is not seen by most people, and is in effect veiled up to a
million times over: “The Qur’an is in so many as a million veils (parda), but you are not
privy (mahram)! Right now, you do not have a way to get inside its veils!”?' The bride’s
beauty is not to be seen by just anybody. As ‘Ayn al-Qudat exclaims, “For the Qur’an
to lift the veil of greatness from its face and show itself to one who is privy is no trifling
matter!”* The reason the disclosure of the Qur’an’s veils is such a significant “revelation”
1s because the beauty of the Qur’an has the ability in itself to take one from their fallen
state to presence with God, from ugliness to beauty, from distance to proximity, and from
illness to healing:

O dear friend! What have you understood from the verse where God says, Had We
made this Qur’an descend upon a mountain, thou wouldst have seen it humbled, rent asunder by
the fear of God (Q. 59:21)? And Mustafa said, “The Qur’an is richness, with no poverty
after it and no richness other than it”.** O dear friend! When the Qur’an lifts the cover
(nigab) of greatness from its face and removes the veil (burqa’) of majesty, all of those
ill because of their distance from the encounter with God are cured, and deliverance
is found from every ailment. From Mustafa, listen to what he said: “The Qur’an is

the medicine”.?*?

But who are those that are “privy” for such an honour? It is not those who are worthy of
the Qur’an since, as we have seen, becoming worthy of the Qur’an is itself predicated upon
the Qur’an displaying its beauty to a person, causing him thereby to completely relinquish
habit-worship and then become worthy of the Qur’an. Those who are privy are those who
are virtually “worthy” of the Qur’an. They have this status because their hearts are worthy
of beholding the Qur’an’s beauty:

Beware! Do not think that the Qur’an will ever accept just any stranger (na mahramr)
and speak to him. The Qur’an gives a wink of its beauty to a heart that is worthy. Truly
in that is a reminder for whosoever has a heart (Q. 50:37) testifies to this.?

The next question would be how this worthiness of heart comes about. ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s an-
swers are inextricably related to his teachings concerning the right and wrong way to read

and interact with the Qur’an, to which we shall now turn.
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Understanding and hearing

One topic that ‘Ayn al-Qudat constantly addresses in his writings is that of the correct
understanding of the Qur’an. He is rather unapologetic about the criteria that he takes for
granted. His convictions can be summed up in three of his pithy remarks: “Knowing is one
thing, and memorizing the words of others is quite another thing!”?’; “A person reads the
Qur’an so many times, but knows nothing of the Qur’an!”?; “Do you imagine that you
know the Qur’an? By God, you don’t know!”* The aforementioned criteria for a sound un-
derstanding of the Qur’an has little to do with mastery of Arabic and the science of Qur’anic
interpretation (fafsir).

With respect to fafsir, ‘Ayn al-Qudat argues that one cannot accept the meanings of verses
based on the reports and explanations of traditional authorities, even if the authority be the
famous early scriptural exegete Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 688). This is because there is a world of differ-
ence in assenting to the realized understanding of someone else and knowing why it is that
they have such a conviction.”

For ‘Ayn al-Qudat, what is worse than following the opinions of someone else in matters
of Qur’anic interpretation is one’s own superficial understanding of the text of the Qur’an.
He juxtaposes the outward (zahir) understanding of the Qur’an with a more esoteric kind of
understanding. The latter is commonly referred to in Sufi texts as the inward (batin) sense of
scripture. In the following passage a synonym for this term is employed, namely, “kernel”
(maghz). In other words, the Qur’an has a shell (pusf) and it has a kernel. The shell is the
surface of the Qur’an, the “outward” aspect of it, whereas the kernel is what the shell is for,
and 1s in fact its reality:

Alas! People have been content with the outward of the Qur’an—all they see of it is
a shell! Wait, until the Qur’an’s kernel is eaten: “The Qur’an is God’s cultivating spot
upon His earth”.?!??

In the context of a letter to one of his disciples, ‘Ayn al-Qudat gives us a window into his
perspective on outward or exoteric forms of Qur’anic exegesis. Here, he is concerned with
driving home to his disciple the point that dedication to an outward understanding of the
Qur’an is a sign of ignorance, and ultimately indicates a failure to understand the intent of
religion and revealed scripture:

Whoever is committed to the outward is a complete moron; and if he is content with the
outward, he is lifeless, suspended at the lowest point of humanness, and totally unaware
of the reality of the revealed laws of the prophets.®

‘Ayn al-Qudat’s disdain for the standard approaches to Qur’anic interpretation does not stop
here. It is well known that the analysis of the Arabic language, with respect to its lexicog-
raphy, grammar, style, and rhetorical forms, is the hallmark and foundation of the science
of Qur’anic interpretation. As a master himself of the Arabic language, however, ‘Ayn al-
Qudat sees mastery of Arabic as rather unessential to understanding the Qur’an.** A standard
example which he employs in order to demonstrate this point concerns the early enemies
of Islam Abt Jahl and Abu Lahab. They were among the most eloquent users of the Arabic
language, and they “heard” the Qur’an, but they did not accept the Qur’an as the Word of
God and thus did not follow the Prophet.” In the case of Abi Jahl in particular, who in ‘Ayn
al-Qudat’s writings is the prototypical unbeliever tone-deaf to the divine Word, what he
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lacked despite his extensive knowledge of Arabic was self-knowledge (ma'rifat-i nafs).>* With
the famous Sufi dictum in mind, “He who knows himself knows his Lord”, ‘Ayn al-Qudat
says that Aba Jahl’s lack of self~knowledge means he could not have knowledge of God, and
thus could not hear the Qur’an:

Dead, not living (Q. 16:21); Surely you will not make the dead to hear (Q. 27:80); Only those
who hear will respond. As for the dead, God will resurrect them (Q. 6:36). A dead man who
does not hear cannot answer. Respond to God and the Messenger when he calls you (Q. 8:24).

The purpose of this is because you say, “I know the Qur’an”. If this is Qur’an-knowing,
then Aba Jahl also knew the Qur’an! God says, they are debarred from hearing (Q. 26:212).%

As someone who could not hear the divine audition, Abu Jahl was “estranged” (bigani).*®
Abi Jahl is also an archetype of a certain kind of person who claims to “know” the Qur’an
based on his knowledge of Arabic alone, even if, unlike Abt Jahl, such a person does accept
the Qur’an as the Word of God. What Aba Jahl and this kind of believer share in common
is their surface-level perception of what the Qur’an is:

What you hear and read—that’s not the Qur’an! If it were, why did Aba Jahl not hear?
And why is it said, Surely, you will not make the dead to hear (Q. 27:80)? I mean, he heard
the outward.”

Look at Mustafa, when he will complain about you and the likes of you: O my Lord!
Truly my people have taken this Qur’an for foolishness (Q. 25:30). Do you imagine that you
are not one of these people? In truth, you are, but you don’t know!*

‘Ayn al-Qudat returns to the outward/inward aspect of the Qur’an many times in his writ-
ings. In some contexts, he also frames his enquiry using the form (sira)/meaning (ma‘na) di-
chotomy, which becomes standard fare in Sufi texts from the sixth/twelfth century onward.
In order to move beyond the Qur’an’s form and access its meaning, one must “ingest” the
kernel of the Qur’an and not simply behold its outer form. The key here is reflection (fikr):

If you want to find Him, then read the Qur’an with reflection, for “God has disclosed
Himself to His servants in the Qur’an.”*" Read it so that you know what work you are
to do—till it becomes clear to them that He is the real (Q. 41:53). If you do not know, go and

try to explain it!*?

The kind of “reflection” ‘Ayn al-Qudat is calling for is not discursive reasoning. Just like
Ghazali, whom he follows very closely on many points of Sufi doctrine, ‘Ayn al-Qudat is
of the view that discursive reasoning will not take one to the meaning of scripture. Rather,
what is needed is a perspective that transcends our usual cognitive frames of referencing,
what ‘Ayn al-Qudat calls “that which is beyond the scope of the intellect” (ma wara’ tawr
al-'agl).”® This can only be obtained when one is pure.

In another letter to a disciple, ‘Ayn al-Qudat poses a rhetorical question to his student,
emphasizing the importance of purity as a precondition for “hearing” the Qur’an:

Do you imagine that you have ever read or heard a letter of the Qur’an? Not at all! None
touch it, save those made pure (Q. 56:79); The idolaters are surely unclean; (Q. 9:28); “God is
good, and He only accepts the good™*; good women are for good men (Q. 24:26); Peace be
upon you; you have done well; so enter it, abiding (Q. 39:73).%
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Yet what is it that is supposed to be pure? This takes us back to a point discussed earlier, that
of a “worthy heart”. For ‘Ayn al-Qudat, a worthy heart is a synonym for a pure heart. A
heart that is not worthy will not be filled with light and knowledge, which are synonymous
with the Qur’an:

So long as your heart is not cleansed of attachments—Did We not expand for thee thy breast?
(Q. 94:1)—your heart will not be full of knowledge, light, and recognition: Is the one whose
breast God expands for submission so that He is upon a light from his Lord ....? (Q. 39:22)*

Keep your hearing and sight pure from what is inappropriate until you hear the
Beginningless Word and see the Beginningless beauty. Keep your tongue pure from
sins until you can read the Qur’an. Keep your heart pure from inward sins until you
understand the eternal Word."

When the heart is cleansed of its worldly attachments, it will then be ready to understand
and “reflect” upon the Qur’an. In the following passage, which is a fine example of ‘Ayn al-
Qudat’s Qur’anic Persian prose, he states his point in very lucid terms:

Alas! The lock of humanness is upon hearts, and the bond of heedlessness around
thoughts. This is the meaning of Do they not contemplate the Qur’an? Or do hearts have
their locks upon them? (Q. 47:24). When the openings of victory and God’s help come
forth—When God’s help and victory comes! (Q. 110:1)—He will remove this lock from
the heart. We shall show them Our signs upon the horizons and within their selves (Q. 41:53)
will be manifest, and the plants of And God made you grow forth from the earth like plants
(Q. 71:17) will harvest. He will come out of his self. He will see the dominion (malakiit)
and the kingdom, and the King of the kingdom will reign: Thus did We show Abraham
the dominion of the heavens and the earth (Q. 6:75). He will come out of his self.*

We shall return to the notion of “coming out” of oneself in due course. At this juncture, it is
important to keep in mind that what ‘Ayn al-Qudat means by the lock upon the heart being
opened fundamentally entails what the Sufis call “unveiling” (kashf). Thus, when ‘Ayn al-
Qudat speaks of reading the Qur’an, he is not concerned with the act of reading, just as he is
not concerned with the act of thinking when he speaks of reflecting upon the Qur’an. The
active role of the individual entails combat with the self and overcoming one’s base qualities.
The passive aspect is when God causes the individual to be overcome by the divine audition.
This is made possible by virtue of hearing and listening to the divine Word.

Sufis have always placed critical importance upon “listening”, which is undoubtedly sig-
nalled by such Qur’anic verses as Q. 7:204. This practice of deep listening engenders deeper
modes of contemplation among listeners, thus resulting in ever new and more profound
understandings upon every aural encounter with the Qur’an.* ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s emphasis on
“hearing” the Qur’an is no different in this regard. For him, as was the case with many of
the Sufis who preceded him, the ability to hear the Qur’an correctly in this world is itself a
reflection of a higher, primordial prefigurement when all human souls stood before God in a
timeless “time” and testified to His oneness and lordhood. This is known in Sufi texts as the
“Day of the Covenant”, and is signalled by Q. 7:172:>

O dear friend! Recall that day when the beauty of “Am I not your Lord?” (Q. 7:172) was
being displayed to you and you were hearing the audition of And if any of the idolaters
seek asylum with thee, grant him asylum until he hears the Word of God (Q. 9:6). There was

80



Ayn al-Qudat’s Qur'anic vision

no soul that did not see Him, and there was no ear except that it heard the audition of
the Qur’an from Him. But veils were appointed such that, by means of these veils, some
souls forget and some are not given access beyond the first station ....%!

As for the people whom ‘Ayn al-Qudat cites as being worthy of the Qur’an, one of them was
his early master Shaykh Baraka Hamadant (d. 1126).5? Shaykh Baraka only knew the Fatiha
(Q. 1) and a few other short Qur’anic chapters—in other words, he had the bare minimum
knowledge of the Qur’an that one would need in order to perform the five daily prayers. His
student, in contrast, had a very extensive knowledge of the Qur’an, and in all likelihood had
the entire Qur’an committed to memory. Despite this fact, ‘Ayn al-Qudat insists that Shaykh
Baraka knew the Qur’an much better than he did, and this because of his inner purity and
high level of spiritual attainment.”> His heart was thus unlocked, and he could understand
the meaning of the Qur’an, beyond the outward, formal elements of the Arabic text in which
the Qur’an is written.

The hearing in question is what ‘Ayn al-Qudat calls “inner hearing” (sam‘-i batint). Peo-
ple who have this quality stand in stark contrast to those who are estranged from the divine
Word and simply hear it as the clashing of words and sounds.>* In keeping with two well-
known Prophetic sayings,® Shaykh Baraka had died to himself, and thus his resurrection
had already taken place. Having already reached the next world, he could hear the Qur’anic
address in its primordial audition.*®

Letters, dots, obliteration

A natural corollary to our author’s general approach to the Qur’an is to be found in his the-
ory of its mysterious “detached letters” (al-hurif al-muqattaa), which appear at the beginning
of 29 Qur’anic chapters.”” Whereas people understand the Qur’an only from “the path of
habit” and not from God,*® ‘Ayn al-Qudat makes it clear that his understanding of the de-
tached letters, as with his other “ideas”, is based on tasting (dhawq).>* One of the things that
he has tasted with respect to the detached letters is that they contain all of the secrets in the
cosmic order.®” These secrets are not to be read of in books or even extracted from the pages
of the Qur’an through an analytical engagement with the text of the Qur’an. Rather, the
reality of the detached letters is made known to ‘Ayn al-Qudat through the same means with
which he has been able to unlock the mysteries of the Qur’an in general. This “means” is
nothing other than the purification of the heart in order to hear the meanings contained in
the Qur’an from God Himself.

This is why ‘Ayn al-Qudat indirectly links knowledge of the detached letters with what
the Sufis refer to as the “science of the heart™ “Were I not to find these detached letters in the
Qur’an, I would not have any faith in the Qur’an! Truly in that is a reminder for whosoever has a
heart (Q. 50:37)”.°' Likewise, “The detached letters are what gladden the hearts of the lovers
of His Word”.%> The heart that has become worthy of receiving the meanings of the divine
Word is the same heart that can also access the meanings of the detached letters. But, ‘Ayn
al-Qudat avers, this can only be done when one relinquishes his self of individual agency, or
the “habit” of insisting on his selfish and individualistic quest for knowing. As with the other
topics which he tackles in his writings, there can be no talk of “‘Ayn al-Qudat” and “his”
understanding of the detached letters:

How could I ever be so bold as to comment on the detached letters, such as 7a’. Ha’
(Q. 20:1), Ha’. Mim (Q. 40:1, etc.), and Alif, Mim, Sad (Q. 7:1)? All that I have written,
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that is, whenever I write something, it comes before me and overpowers me to the point
that I write. Likewise, if [ want to write, I cannot.®

When an exposition of the detached letters does “overpower” the judge of Hamadan, there
is much to say. In the first instance, he tells us that these letters appear in a garb (kiswa) that
is “undifferentiated” (mujmal)®* so that those who are strangers to the Qur’an are debarred
from understanding the mysteries to which they refer.”® This “garb of letters” does not only
pertain to the detached letters. The entire Qur’an is itself enshrouded in this garb, whose
function remains the same—to communicate something to the believers in and lovers of the
divine Word which cannot be conveyed to those who reject the message:

The Qur’an was sent to this world in the garb of letters. A million spirit-stealing winks
were placed in every letter. Then this call was given: And remind, for truly the reminder
benefits the believers (QQ. 51:55). He said, ‘Lay down the snare of messengerhood and the
call. Our snare will know those who are our prey, and will have no desire for those
estranged from us’. Truly it is the same for the unbelievers whether thou warnest them or warnest
them not; they do not believe (Q. 2:6).°

Despite the fact that all of the Qur’an’s letters are inaccessible to those estranged from the
Qur’an, the detached letters better serve the function as primary gateways into that vast ex-
panse which is the Beginningless Word:

O chevalier! Do you know what these detached letters are? The infinite, Beginningless
Word, from beauty without neglect. These letters are meaningless for the generality
of people. If the sea were ink for the Words of my Lord, the sea would be exhausted before the
Words of my Lord were exhausted, even if We brought the like thereof to replenish it (Q. 18:109).
Do you say that a little ink can write all of the Qur’an? Then what is this? And if all the
trees on earth were pens, and if the ocean and seven more added to it [were ink], the Words of God
would not be exhausted (Q. 31:27). All that is known is from this, but you have not known
anything! O friend! That which cannot be written with the oceans is all wrapped up in
the exaltedness of these letters.”’

For ‘Ayn al-Qudat, the detached letters do not only amount to the 29 Qur’anic chapters in
which they are found. Those who only see the Qur’an’s detached letters in this conventional
way are, as he says, still neophytes.®® This is because they are on the plane of forms and writ-
ten expressions. In reality, the entire Qur’an consists of detached letters since the Qur’an
descended from the “world of the mystery” (Glam-i sirr),*” which is the plane of meaning
above and beyond forms, writing, and speech. In that world, insofar as we can speak of an
“articulated” Qur’an, the entire Qur’an subsists as so many individual, detached letters.
In our world, these letters form together, giving us clusters of words and sentences, and
effectively the entire written Qur’anic text. During the downward descent of the detached
letters, some of them did not descend fully—they therefore stand apart from the letter com-
binations which make up most of the Qur’an. These suspended letters are what we normally
refer to as the “detached letters”. Their presence, as we have already noted, is an indication
of a more originary form of the Qur’an, and they are the keys to unlocking the Qur’an’s
true meanings.

Before people learn the “alphabet of love” (abjad-i ‘ishq), they will, like most people,
necessarily see the Qur’an’s letters as connected and only behold the conventional detached
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letters of the Qur’an. But when they learn this alphabet, things change entirely. They can
then behold the Qur’an’s beauty in its full plenitude:

O dear friend! You have still not reached that place where the alphabet of love is writ-
ten for you. The trace of this alphabet’s writing is when the connected (muttasal) letters
become unconnected (munfasal). This is, We have connected the Word for them (Q. 28:51).7°
Then, the trace of all of this is, We disconnected the signs (Q. 6:97, etc.). On the Path, all
of this is referred to as “writing the alphabet of love upon the Tablet of the wayfarer’s
heart””" Wait, until the beauty of these verses is displayed to you—God has inscribed
faith upon their hearts (Q. 58:22)—to the point that all of the Qur’an, with its meanings,
becomes easy for you: Indeed We have made the Qur’an easy to remember; so is there any who
remembers? (Q. 54:32).7

In order to provide a concrete example of his theory of the detached letters, ‘Ayn al-Qudat
draws on the sentence He loves them (4232) to be found in Q. 5:54, which is a favourite among
Sufis in their discussions on love.”” The more one spiritually matures through wayfaring
(sulik) and the higher the ascent of his soul, the more will he begin to see a¢2a2 as actually
comprised of detached letters (o < z ). That is, the beauty hidden behind the veil of the
word cluster will be seen in its primary form, that of detached letters:

When one becomes more ripe, the connected letters will become unconnected. This
1s what people read, He loves them (Q. 5:54), and they think that it is connected. When
from behind the veil he comes out of his self, beauty itself will be presented to his sight
in the disconnected letters, and he will say it all like this: Ya’, Ha’, Ba’, Ha’, Mim. But
who has the capacity to listen?!™

‘Ayn al-Qudat does not stop there. In a letter to a student he says that one may arrive at a
“world” wherein “the chapters of the Qur’an are one letter, but without the imprint (nagsh)
of letters”.”> Even though he does not develop this point elsewhere in his writings, he pro-
vides us with a number of other statements that shed greater light on what he has in mind. If
the detached letters all devolve on a letter but which does not have the formal contours and
confines of the shape of a letter, namely, its “imprint”, there is a certain kind of formlessness
to the detached letters themselves, even in their primordial state. This is why ‘Ayn al-Qudat
says that if one ascends the rungs of human perfection, he will eventually come to see even
the detached letters which make up the entire Qur’an in an even more primitive state, that
of'a dot (nugta). In the passage below, which is in part identical to the one we have just cited,
he lays down his position:

In the world of mystery these letters are called “undifterentiated”. And they are called
“letters of the alphabet.” O dear friend! What I am saying is that in the world of mystery
the connected letters—what people call the “alphabet”™—are all disconnected. They
imagine He loves them and they love Him (Q. 5:54) to be connected. When from behind
the veil he comes out of his self and beauty itself is presented to his sight in the discon-
nected letters, the verse is like this, if he is a beginner: Ya’, Ha’, Ba’, Ha’', Mim.”* When

he reaches a portion [beyond that], the letters all become a dot.”

To seemingly complicate the point at hand, in another context ‘Ayn al-Qudat explicitly
states that the detached letters do not devolve on just one dot, but on dots (nugaf).”® Without
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venturing too far afield into the unique role which “dots” play in ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s cosmog-
ony and anthropology, it can here be noted that he is not presenting us with two contra-
dictory pictures of what it “looks like” when we emerge “out of ourselves” and beyond the
detached letters. Rather, he is providing us with a key insight into the two modes in which
the wayfarer will encounter the originary form of the detached letters, oscillating as he in-
evitably will between the states of contraction (= a dot) and expansion (= dots).

Beyond these dots ‘Ayn al-Qudat maintains that there is something even more originary
and primordial. If the soul continues to ascend he will emerge from the “world of mystery”
to the “world of certainty” (alam-i yagin). He tells us that “when one is given the way from
inside another veil”, when he has torn the veils of separation and transcended the multiple
levels of illusory existence, “the dots are also obliterated”.”” The world of certainty is syn-
onymous with a more intense level of what (as we have seen) ‘Ayn al-Qudat refers to as the
person “coming out” of his self, or what the Sufis call annihilation (fana’) and obliteration
(mahw). Hence, neither dots nor the “individual” remain, for all things are reduced to noth-
ingness: “Alas! In the world of certainty the wayfarer sees his self as obliterated, and sees the
Obliterator as God—God effaces what He wills, and establishes (Q. 13:39)”.%

This is precisely when the wayfarer comes to understand the Qur’an, since its luminous
rays have completely consumed the dark shadows which necessarily obtain from the once
dichotomous world of reciter/recited and reader/written. At this stage, we can only speak
of that which is recited, and that which is written. This stage of obliteration in which there
remains nothing beyond the dots takes us to the all-ness of the Qur’an, where there is only
primordial hearing and primordial writing:

When the reader arrives at the Book—and with Him is the Mother of the Book (Q. 13:39)—
he has arrived at the Qur’an’s meanings. The beauty of the Qur’an’s radiance effaces his
self so much that neither Qur’an, nor reciter, nor Book remain. Rather, all is the recited,
and all is the written.®!

‘Ayn al-Qudat further states that the soul’s being obliterated only accounts for the first phase
of the realized wayfarer’s engagement with the Qur’an. Those like ‘Ayn al-Qudat who have
died to their egos and have been resurrected in the divine audition can even see past the
“black” ink of the Qur’an:

The people of the world read the Qur’an from the black part of the parchment (mushaf),
but I read it from the white part of the parchment. We have apportioned for them their
livelihood in the life of this world (Q. 43:32); And God has favored some of you above others in
provision (Q. 16:71).%

Elsewhere, ‘Ayn al-Qudat tells us that the “whiteness” he has in mind is nothing other
than light (nir).*> This light can only be witnessed when one leaves the darkness of his
own illusory existence. We are therefore led to that key dimension of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s
Qur’anic vision which we can call his doctrine of affirmation (ithbar) or subsistence (baqa’)
in the Qur’an:

Alas! We only see from the Qur’an black letters and white paper! When you are in ex-
istence, you cannot see anything but blackness and whiteness. When you come out of
existence, the Word of God will obliterate your own existence. Then, from obliteration,
you will be taken to affirmation. When you reach affirmation, you will not see another
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blackness—you will see all as whiteness and will recite, And with Him is the Mother of the
Book (Q. 13:39).%4

Qua embodied individual, the realized soul returns after having been obliterated by the
divine Word to read the Qur’an not as a wholly other reader, but as someone who himself'is
mysteriously absent from and yet inscribed in the very pages which he recites. Here, there are
no dark shadows and no forms as such; there is only light and formlessness. Put differently,
all blackness is vanquished, and only whiteness is witnessed.

Concluding remarks

In this chapter we have outlined the main aspects of ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s unique Qur’anic vi-
sion by focussing on the importance he places upon (1) the Qur’an’s encompassing nature,
(2) the notion of Qur’anic “worthiness”, (3) understanding the Qur’an, and (4) “hearing” the
Qur’an. This then set the stage for an exposition of (5) our author’s vision of the detached
letters, and his (6) attendant discussion of the theoretical and practical implications of this
vision.

Although ‘Ayn al-Qudat does not appear to have influenced the hurifr tradition in any
unequivocal way, the one place where we see his theory of the detached letters clearly
appropriated is in the Qur’anic writings of the famous philosopher and mystic Mulla
Sadra (d. 1640).%

It is perhaps safe to say that ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s theory of the detached letters has no clear tex-
tual precedent. At the same time, it does bear some interesting similarities to the treatment
of the detached letters by the great Andalusian Sufi and Qur’an commentator Ibn Barrajan
(d. 1141). Ibn Barrajan also sees the detached letters as representing a more primordial, celes-
tial aspect of the Qur’an, and thus as taking in the entirety of the written Qur’anic text. But,
one clear point of difference between them is that ‘Ayn al-Qudat sees the detached letters as
ultimately originating in nondifferentiated dots, while Ibn Barrajan assigns no function to
the dots in his treatment of the detached letters.*

It is possible that both Ibn Barrajan and ‘Ayn al-Qudat’s treatment of the detached letters
was informed by earlier discussions in Islamic theology and Qur’anic exegesis having to do
with the nature of the Qur’an’s descent.’” But at least in the case of ‘Ayn al-Qudat, a more
likely direct source is Arabic calligraphy wherein letters are formed out of initial dots, which
some Sufis see as representing the emergence of immanence from transcendence, or multi-
plicity from unity.*®
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