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Introduction

The great German scholar of Islamic intellectual history Max Horten
(d. 1945) published two important books on Muhammad b. Ibrahim
al-Shirazi (d. 1050/ 1640)—more commonly known as Mulla Sadra—at
the turn of the twentieth century.! Yet Horten’s works on this towering
figure of Islamic thought, as well as his other pioneering contributions
to later Islamic philosophy and theology, did not receive the scholarly
attention one would have expected. This is partly due to the fact that
at the dawn of the twentieth century, the story of the earlier period
of Islamic philosophy had not even begun to be told. There were
indeed a number of general surveys (now outdated) on the history of
Islamic philosophy, but the nature and scope of many early Muslim
philosophers’ teachings were still largely unknown. Horten’s books
on later Islamic philosophy and theology were, therefore, eclipsed by
concurrent and later studies on some of the seminal figures in early
Islamic thought, such as Farabi (d. 339/950), Avicenna (d. 428/1037),
Ghazali (d. 505/1111), and Averroés (d. 595/1198).

Yet it was not always an interest in the history and development
of Islamic thought which impelled scholars to take up its study. For
many of these scholars—and not a few contemporary writers on Islam-
ic philosophy—philosophical thinking in Islam only had life and/or
interest insofar as it contributed to the development of Western phi-
losophy. From the late nineteenth century to roughly the 1960s, Islamic
philosophy was therefore primarily studied in order to understand
its historical influence on the West. Since Islamic philosophy’s histor-
ical contact with medieval Europe came to an end with the work of
Averroés, this meant that the writings of some of the major authors of
later Islamic thought, such as Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi (d. 587/1191)
and Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240), had not been translated into Latin. There
thus emerged a view of Islamic philosophy amongst Western scholars
which saw it as no more than a conduit for transmitting knowledge
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from late antiquity to the late medieval period, but which in the pro-
cess failed to extend and foster its own philosophical heritage.?

Apart from the question as to why medieval Muslims would
be interested in the writings of antiquity in the first place, this view
of the historical role of Islamic philosophy went essentially unchal-
lenged for the first half of the twentieth century. But this old story
of Islamic philosophy was slowly approaching its end. Between 1938
and 1952, the French Iranologist and philosopher of religion, Henry
Corbin (d. 1978), who had already made a name for himself by intro-
ducing Heidegger to the French-speaking world,® published several
groundbreaking books on Avicenna and Suhrawardi.* From 1953 to
the late 1980s came a steady stream of pioneering publications on later
Islamic thought carried out by Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani (d. 2005), William
Chittick, Corbin, Toshihiko Izutsu (d. 1993), Hermann Landolt, Mehdi
Mohaghegh, James Morris, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Fazlur Rahman (d.
1988), and Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’i (d. 1981). These
scholars’ contributions made it possible to discuss Islamic philosophi-
cal thinking on its own terms, and not just as an offshoot of the wider
history of Western philosophy. They also helped pave the way for a
substantially different picture of the development of philosophy in
the heartlands of Islam post-Averroés.

This resuscitation of interest in later Islamic philosophy ensured
that some of Islam’s most important and time-honored scholars
would be brought back into the spotlight. Amongst these figures, a
good deal of attention was justifiably devoted to the writings of Mulla
Sadra, whose thought marked the highpoint of the school of Isfahan
and revolutionized the discipline of Islamic philosophy for good.®

The past two decades have consequently witnessed a grow-
ing number of studies on almost every aspect on Sadra’s life® and
thought.” While the bulk of scholarly attention has been devoted to
Sadra’s philosophical works proper, his writings which fall under the
category of the “transmitted” Islamic sciences (al- ‘uliim al-naqliyya)
have not received the attention they rightly deserve.

The single largest body of texts which belong to this latter cat-
egory are in the field of Qur’anic sciences.® Sadra wrote some sixteen
works pertaining directly to the Qur’an, three of which deal with
certain theoretical aspects of his understanding of the sacred book.
The remaining thirteen, which are undeniably attributable to him, are
all in the field of Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir). They consist of ten inde-
pendent commentaries upon individual chapters of the Qur’an (all
but one are complete), and three commentaries upon select verses.’
Taken together, these writings mark the first time in the history of
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Islamic thought that a philosopher had undertaken such a wide-scale
commentary upon the Qur’an. So significant were Sadra’s Qur’anic
writings that they themselves have been the subject of several lengthy,
philosophical commentaries and glosses.'® The two key figures in this
regard are Mulla ‘Ali Nuri (d. 1246/1830) and Mulla Hadi Sabziwarl
(d. 1289/1873), whose works have played a pivotal role in the devel-
opment of Islamic metaphysics in Iran from the Qajar period to the
present."

This is not to suggest that authors endowed with a penchant
for philosophy before Sadra were not concerned with the Qur’an. As
Alexander Knysh correctly suggests, in a civilization founded upon
Qur’anic principles, the Muslim philosophers could not but remain
“loyal to their sacred book.”'? Thus, it comes as no surprise to read
that the most prominent philosophers in Islam well before Sadra took
up the pen had commented upon the Qur’an in one form or another.”
We find many explicit Qur’anic references and even “commentaries”
on Islam’s sacred text in the writings of al-Kindi (d. ca. 257/870),
the Ikhwan al-Safa’,'> Avicenna,'® Averroés,"” and Suhrawardi.’® But
unlike Sadra, these philosophers’ readings of the Qur’an are limited
to a handful of its ayas (verses) and shorter siiras (chapters), and do
not have an eye on the wider tafsir tradition.

Sadra’s work on the Qur’an should also be distinguished from
tafsirs which have philosophical content or are philosophical in nature,
but ultimately belong to the mainstream genre of tafsir. The greatest
work belonging to this category is undoubtedly Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s
(d. 606/1210) al-Tafsir al-kabir (“The Grand Qur’an Commentary”)."”
Sadra’s tafsirs function as independent philosophical commentaries
upon select verses and chapters of the Qur’an that seek to engage the
enterprises of Sufism, Islamic philosophy, and Shi‘T and Sunni theol-
ogy,® while also remaining in conversation with, but not bound to,
the tafsir tradition as such. He can thus avoid discussing the kinds of
tangential issues that someone like Razi, qua Qur’anic exegete proper,
would have to address in his tafsir.

In saying that Sadra wrote philosophical commentaries upon
aspects of the Qur’an I do not wish to endorse the simplistic charac-
terization that reduces his tafsir compositions to nothing more than a
set of philosophical “glosses” upon scripture.” Sadra does not merely
approach the Qur’an as a thinker who seeks to justify his philosophi-
cal and mystical positions by using the Qur’an’s dicta. Rather, he
finds within the Qur’an the same vision of reality at which he arrived
through the long and arduous process of study and self-purification.
Thus, Sadra’s approach to the Qur’an is philosophical because his
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philosophy is Qur’anic.?? The difference between his strictly-defined
philosophical writings and his tafsir compositions is that the for-
mer (although not entirely) are more concerned with explicating
the nature of reality in purely philosophical terms. But when Sadra
approaches scripture, he is able to discuss the same themes he takes
up in his philosophical works in more familiar “religious” language,
as he is now operating within the framework of the Qur’an’s mythic
structure.”

Since Sadra only took up writing on the Qur’an after his philo-
sophical views had fully matured,® it is true that there is a great
deal of unity to his works in the Qur’anic sciences. At any rate, it is
nevertheless problematic to attempt to understand his theoretical and
practical scriptural hermeneutics by studying his different Qur’anic
works as if they were an organic whole.”® For one thing, such an
undertaking would easily occupy several lengthy volumes. At the
same time, since Sadra’s writings on the Qur’an span many different
periods of his life and reflect different concerns, a study of this nature
would not be able to communicate what is so unique about each of
Sadra’s tafsir works as texts sufficient unto themselves.® Each of his
tafsirs employ a range of varying sources, engage different questions,
and, ultimately, present tightly-knit arguments that are reflective of
the underlying objectives of the tafsir in question.

With the above points in mind, the only way we can come away
with an idea of how Sadra’s tafsir reads as tafsir is to focus on one
work which typifies, but by no means exhausts, his understanding
of, and approach to, the Qur’an. This study therefore presents the
first book-length attempt to explain, through a textual and analyti-
cal examination of one of Sadra’s tafsir works, the manner in which
philosophy and scripture interact with each other in his thought. For
reasons which will be discussed shortly, I have chosen to devote my
attention to Sadra’s commentary upon that Qur’anic chapter which
occupies central importance in Muslim daily life, namely the Fatiha.”

It is worth citing the Fatiha here, especially since its verses will
resonate in many of the pages to follow:

In the Name of God, the All-Merciful, the Compassionate.
Praise is for God, Lord of the worlds,
the All-Merciful, the Compassionate;
Master of the Day of Judgment.
You alone do we worship, and from You alone do we seek aid.
Guide us upon the straight path—
the path of those whom You have blessed;
not of those who incur wrath, nor of those who stray.
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Like every other Qur’an-commentator before him, Sadra extols the
merits of the Fatiha.”® We are told in the exegetical literature, for exam-
ple, that this particular chapter contains the entire Qur’an. This helps
explain why “Ali b. Abi Talib (d. 40/661) is famously known to have
said, “If I wanted, I could write seventy camel-loads of commentary
upon the Fatiha.”? Sadra’s commentary on the Fatiha, generically
entitled Tufsir Sirat al-fatiha, is clearly more modest. But that is not
to say that it is not “weighty.”

By the time Sadra wrote the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha, he had already
penned over ten independent tafsirs. He also had already written his
most important theoretical work on the Qur’an, the Mafatih al-ghayb
(“The Keys to the Unseen”),*® whose name is inspired by Q 6:59
and is also an alternative title of Razl's aforementioned tafsir. In this
work, Sadra fully outlines the theoretical and practical considerations
involved in any act of scriptural interpretation. Thus, in the Tafsir
Surat al-fatiha, which is his last complete tafsir composition (written
less than a decade before his death),® we encounter a Mulla Sadra
whose thinking on scripture had crystallized. His commentary on the
Fatiha thus represents his most mature attempt to comment upon
scripture, a fact which is evident throughout this pivotal text. We find
in this book a very comprehensive, internally coherent picture of a
number of key metaphysical, cosmological, psychological, theological,
and soteriological teachings squarely situated within the traditions
of Islamic philosophy and theoretical Sufism. In short, Sadra’s Tafsir
Siirat al-fatiha offers nothing less than a penetrating metaphysical com-
mentary upon the Qur’an’s opening chapter.

It is important to note here that Sadra’s Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha does
not give pride of place to his most important philosophical doctrines,
that of the “fundamentality of being” (asalat al-wujid) and its grada-
tion (tashkik).** Indeed, we find a similar phenomenon at work in
Sadra’s strictly speaking non-philosophical treatises, such as his Iksir
al-arifin (“The Elixir of the Gnostics”). Commenting on the marked
absence of asalat al-wujiid and tashkik in this book, Chittick notes that
the work can be said to articulate Sadra’s core philosophical ideas by
presenting “an analysis of their implications in philosophic-religious
terms.”* It would then be safe to say that, although not an essential
part of the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha, these two concepts do indeed punc-
tuate Sadra’s entire commentary since they constitute his general,
underlying perspective which, in the context of this tafsir work, is
recast in the language of scripture and religious dogma.

Chapter 1 of this study seeks to outline Sadra’s Qur’anic herme-
neutics. I show that, although he wrote several theoretical works on
the Qur’an toward the end of his life, his thinking on the nature and
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function of scripture had already taken shape at an earlier phase in
his career. But this is not to say that Sadra does not lay out his her-
meneutical theory in any one given work. As will be demonstrated,
this indeed is the task he sets out for himself in the first chapter of
his Mafatih.

Chapter 2 brings this study’s concern with Sadra’s practical
hermeneutics to the forefront, as I turn my attention to his Tafsir
Sirat al-fatiha. This chapter takes account of the sources and various
intellectual traditions which inform the text and shape its discourse.
I also outline the form and content of this tafstr work. This chapter,
therefore, sets the tone for the remainder of the book, which is con-
cerned with critically assessing the Tafsir Sturat al-fatiha’s most salient
teachings.

I offer a close reading of the teachings in metaphysics as laid
out in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha in Chapter 3, demonstrating the manner
in which Sadra employs the structure and language of the opening
verses of the Fatiha to mould his ontology into what Christian Jambet
calls the “theophanic model”* of God’s Essence and attributes, closely
following the teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi and his followers.

The chapter on metaphysics sets the stage for Chapter 4, which
attempts to unearth Sadra’s unique cosmology of praise (hamd) and
anthropology (taking their lead from the second and third verses of
the Fatiha respectively), both of which admirably demonstrate the
operative or practical dimension of his theoretical hermeneutics.

The verses of the Fatiha also prompt within Sadra answers to
two problems, both of which he solves by enlisting the help of Ibn
¢Arabi. The first of these leads him to inquire into the nature of idola-
try and its relationship to religious belief. In Chapter 5, therefore, I
situate Sadrd’s understanding of idolatry within the framework of
similar discussions in later Islamic thought, demonstrating how his
meditations upon Q 1:1 allow him to articulate his position concerning
the “God created in beliefs.” Not only does Sadra show himself to be
a faithful adherent of an important doctrine in later Islamic thought,
but he also manages to tie this teaching into his explanation of the
diversity of approaches to the Qur’an.

The other issue which Sadra attempts to tackle in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha is the question of whether or not God’s mercy is open to all
human beings in the afterlife, and, if so, how such a teaching relates
to other scriptural statements which seem to indicate otherwise. The
problem of soteriology, which Sadra discusses in several of his other
books, is the most characteristic feature of the Tafstr Sarat al-fatiha.
After discussing Sadra’s treatment of this topic in his other writings
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in Chapter 6, in Chapter 7 I turn to his argument as laid out in the
Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha, demonstrating the manner in which his ecumeni-
cal stance is a corollary to his doctrine of the fundamentality and
oneness of being, especially when this idea is cast in the language of
the Qur’an in general, and the Fatiha in particular.

Three appendices accompany this study. Appendix 1 presents
translations of some of the most essential texts from the Mafatih in
which Sadra expounds his theoretical scriptural hermeneutics, thereby
complementing my treatment of this topic in Chapter 1. Appendix
2 presents nearly fifty texts from the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha in trans-
lation. Apart from the obvious usefulness of making excerpts of a
noteworthy commentary upon the Fatiha available in English trans-
lation,® displaying these passages from Sadra’s Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha
in one place also allows us to see how his ideas in this work unfold
in their raw form. The final appendix presents the core texts from
Ibn ‘Arabi’s al-Futihat al-makkiyya (“The Meccan Revelations”) which
were reworked by Sadra into the Tafsir Surat al-fatiha. By juxtapos-
ing, in translation, Ibn ‘Arabi’s originals with Sadra’s renditions, this
appendix aims to demonstrate how significant Ibn ‘Arabi’s presence
is in this tafsir work, and how carefully Sadra recasts Ibn ‘Arabi’s
points in his own unique style and language.






Qur’anic Hermeneutics

A thinker who wrote as widely and rapidly as Mulla Sadra would
naturally have drawn upon other authors’ books, either by way of
direct citation or indirect adaptation. Using the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha
as a case study, in the following chapter I will demonstrate just
how indebted Sadra’s tafsir is to the writings of his predecessors,
amongst whom are some of the most important figures in Islamic
thought. With respect to Sadra’s Mafatih, which we encountered in
the Introduction, we find many direct references to Ibn ‘Arabi’s
Futnhat along with several references to Ghazali's writings, particu-
larly his al-Mungidh min al-dalal (“The Deliverer from Error”). S. J.
Badakhchani, following the contemporary Iranian philosopher and
seminarian Hasanzadah Amuli, suggests that a later section of the
Mafatih is nothing more than a translation of Nasir al-Din TasT's (d.
672/1274) Isma ‘ili Persian eschatological work, Aghaz wa-anjam (“The
Beginning and the End”)."! Although upon closer inspection the sec-
tion in question is reworked by Sadra with more attention to detail,
this may be the first indication that Tasi’s “influence” upon Sadra’s
philosophical teachings is more a result of his familiarity with Tasi’s
work as an Isma‘ili thinker rather than as a Twelver thinker.? With
respect to Sadra’s theoretical understanding of scripture as laid out
in the Mafatih, however, it would be incorrect to say that it has been
influenced by the work of Tasi or Ghazali. The only directly dis-
cernable influence on Sadra’s scriptural hermeneutics in terms of its
theoretical articulation can be traced back to the work of Ibn ¢Arabi,
as will be discussed in the present chapter.
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I have shown elsewhere how internal references within Sadra’s
oeuvre can help us answer questions concerning the chronology of
his compositions on the Qur’an and its sciences.®> At times, however,
such references can be misleading for the simple reason that Sadra is
known to have rewritten some of his earlier books, but which refer to
texts that were definitively penned after the former works’ completion
(but before their revision). Although this kind of practice can often
lead to a dead end with respect to dating particular texts within the
Sadrian oeuvre, it is probably safe to assume that, on the whole, ref-
erences to Sadrd’s earlier writings in his later books are to be taken
at face value. This is likely more true of later texts which noticeably
modify or correct the positions and arguments mentioned in the ear-
lier texts to which they refer.

It is with the above point in mind that we should seek to under-
stand a remark in a fairly recent study by Sajjad Rizvi, who states that
Sadra’s key theoretical works which deal with the Qur’an, namely
the Mutashabihat al-Qur’an (“The Ambiguous Verses of the Qur’an”),
the Asrar al-ayat (“The Secrets Behind the Qur’an’s Verses”), and the
Mafatih were written “as a preparation for his own incomplete mys-
tical and philosophical commentary.”* This observation is surprising
because we know, largely based on the dating provided by Rizvi him-
self, that these three books were written after Sadra had completed
most of his tafsirs.” With respect to the Mutashabihat and Asrar, there
is little in these two texts which would indicate that they were meant
to function as preparations for Sadra’s tafsirs. But with respect to the
Mafitih, Rizvi is not far from the mark.

The Mafatih, like the Mutashabihat and Asrar, was written toward
the end of Sadra’s career. Unlike these two titles, the Mafatih’s most
significant discussions vis-a-vis the Qur’an were originally a part
of Sadra’s magnum opus, al-Hikma al-muta‘aliya fi l-asfar al-‘aqliyya
al-arba‘a (“The Transcendent Philosophy: On the Four Intellectual
Journeys”), commonly known as the Asfir.® The section in question,
namely Miftdh 1 of the Mafatih’s twenty Miftahs or sections, deals
with such topics as the nature of revelation and the different levels
of the descent of God’s Word and its correspondences to the inner
layers of man'’s soul. Since the Asfir was written over a twenty-two
year period (from roughly 1017/1608 to 1037/1628), it is difficult to
determine when the theoretical sections on the Qur’an (later to be
incorporated into Miftah 1 of the Mafatih) were written. But we can
be sure that these relevant sections were written concurrently with if
not before most of Sadra’s tafsirs. Miftah 1 of the Mafatih, therefore,
occupies a special place amongst Sadra’s writings on the Qur’an.
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Lord of the Heart

Miftah 1 is complemented by another brief text which is not to be
found in the relevant sections of the Asfir, namely the introduction to
the Mafatih itself. Taken together, Miftdh 1 and the introduction to the
Mafatih can, generally speaking, be said to encapsulate Sadra’s esoteric
hermeneutical vision of the nature of the Qur’an.? I will therefore turn
my attention to Sadrd’s pronouncements in the introduction to the
Mafitith, which will facilitate my analysis of Miftah 1.

At the beginning of the Mafatih, Sadra tells his readers that he
had been meaning to write this work for quite some time:

For some time now I have longed to bring forth the Qur’an’s
meanings. [With] my previous reflections I attempted to
walk its roads and [by means of] the way stations of the
pious explore its paths. In order to attain this goal I would
consult my soul [nafs], casting aside the arrows of my own
opinion.’

Sadra says that he was reluctant to carry out this endeavor
because of the weight of the task itself.’ The passage above states
explicitly that some preparatory work was required on the part of
the author in order to undertake this task. These are the words of
someone who had already written eleven independent commentar-
ies upon various chapters and verses of the Qur’an." Shortly before
this, Sadra remarks that the work was written as the result of a spiri-
tual experience which compelled him to bring forth what he knew
of the Qur’anic sciences. That this passage would precede the one
cited above, where Sadra expresses his wish to write the Mafatih,
may come as a surprise. It may come as even more of a surprise
given that what follows the introduction, namely Miftdh 1, was writ-
ten before the introduction to the Mafatih itself, albeit in a much more
condensed version. But the reasons for this are purely stylistic. The
following lines are dramatic and compelling; they are written with
vigour, a sense of urgency, and in mellifluous Arabic. They are, in
effect, Sadra’s meditations after-the-fact, summarizing the end of his
endeavors which he will go on to explicate in more or less straight-
forward fashion for the remainder of the introduction:

A command has issued from the Lord of my heart [amir
qgalbi], and a spiritual allusion has come forth from my
innermost recesses [waradat ishara min sirr ghaybi]. God’s
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judgment and decision have come to pass and He has
decreed that some of the divine symbols [al-rumiiz al-
ilahiyya] become manifest, and that the matters related to
the Qur’anic sciences, Prophetic allusions, secrets of faith,
flashes of wisdom, esoteric glimmerings connected to the
wonders of the glorious revelation, and the subtleties of
Qur’anic interpretation be brought forth.'?

The wording here is very important. Sadra was commanded by the
Lord of his heart to bring forth the “divine symbols,” the “matters
related to the Qur’anic sciences,” and the “subtleties of Qur’anic
interpretation.” As it soon becomes apparent from the contents of
Miftah 1, the fulfillment of this command was articulated in discus-
sions dealing with such phenomena as the Qur’an’s use of allusory
language and the senses of scripture.

Sadra also notes in the introduction that the Mafitith was an
inspired work, since it was the result of an “opening” (fath):

The Master of the holy realm of the Divinity [sahib quds al-
lahiit], the Owner of the Kingdom of the Dominion [malik
mulk al-malakiit], granted me a new opening [fath jadid], made
the sight of my insight piercing with His light, revealing to
my heart an opening which drew me near .. ..B

Sadra further remarks that this opening granted him new knowledge
of the “treasures of the symbols of the divine realities [kuniiz rumiiz
al-haqa’iq],”** which, it will be recalled, he was commanded by the
Lord of his heart to bring forth. This “opening” may be one reason
why Sadra would go on to incorporate the sections of the Asfir having
to do with the Qur’an into Miftah 1. Yet this spiritual experience was
also accompanied by a great burden of responsibility. Sadra says, “I
said [to myself] after this opening within myself [fath li-nafsi], ‘now
is the time to begin mentioning the principles [usil] from which the
branches [of the Qur’anic sciences] derive.””*® This approach would
be characterized by its sapiential perspective and would not delve
too deeply into matters pertaining to exoteric exegesis, such as the
fine points of Arabic grammar. He notes that excessive concern with
language is characteristic of the approach of the exoteric scholars
who “have the outward [zahir] and the legal aspects [hadd],'® whereas
we have the inward aspect [batin] and the transcendent perspective
[matla ]! It has been said, ‘He who comments [upon the Qur’an] using
his own opinion has concealed the truth [fa-qad kafara].””'” Sadra then
provides us with a theoretical definition of ta’wil:
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As for ta’wil, it does not spare nor leave anything out [1a tubgi
wa-1a tadhar] [Q 74:28],"® for it comes—thanks be to God!—
as a discourse [kalgm] in which there is no crookedness, nor
do doubt or confusion assail it.”

Before this definition of ta’wil, Sadra lists some of the spiritual
prerequisites which are absolutely necessary in order for one to pen-
etrate the Qur’an’s symbols.® The interpreter is expected to do the
following:

(1) Have patience and purity

(2) Continuously profess the shahida or statement of God’s
oneness

(3) Undergo spiritual discipline
(4) Spend time in solitary retreat

(5) Abstain from the sciences and character traits of the
common folk

(6) Learn the “science of swimming in the Ocean (bahr)”

(7) Know the “language of the birds” (a reference to Q 27:16
and the allusive language of the Sufis)

(8) Understand the “language of the Dominion” (malakiit)

(9) Have access to the secrets of the “realms of the Divinity
(lahat) and Invincibility (jabarit).”

Although he does not elaborate at great length upon these condi-
tions, nor is this exposition systematic, the point that Sadra’s wants
to make is that without meeting these basic spiritual prerequisites,
ta’wil is impossible.

Yet he lays out another “condition” when it comes to interpret-
ing the Qur’an. He addresses his readers in the following manner:

O intelligent, discerning one! If you want to investigate the
science of the Qur’an, the wisdom of God and the principles
of faith—that is, faith in God, His angels, books, messengers,
and the Final Day [cf. Q 4:136]—then you need to return to
the guardians [hafaza] of the secrets of the Qur’an and its
meanings, seek out its folk and those who bear it, and ask
the “people of remembrance” about its contents. As He—
exalted is His name—says, Ask the people of remembrance if
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you do not know [Q 16:43], just as, with the rest of the arts
and sciences, you would seek out their folk.”!

It is the inner purity of the “people of remembrance” which makes
them receptacles for the secrets of the divine book. They have died
to themselves and live in God. To this effect, Sadra cites an unnamed
sage, and then, in the following order, Plato, Jesus, the Prophet, and
‘Ali. Commenting on ‘Alf’s saying, “God loves courage, even if it be
in the slaying of a snake,” Sadra says:

There is no snake like your soul, so slay it and purify it of
the stain of its false beliefs and ugly opinions; or, subjugate
it until it becomes a muslim in your hand. First cast it aside
like the staff of Moses, then pick it up with your right hand
after it has returned to its primordial nature [siratiha al-iila,
cf. Q 20:21] and original disposition [fitratiha al-asliyya]. It
shall then live an intellectual life, striving for the Return
[al-ma Gd] and the final abode [al-mathwid].?

Sadra then advises those seeking knowledge of the Qur’an but who
do not have access to any of the “people of remembrance”:

O you in pursuit of the Real and the science of the First
and the Last! If none of the folk of this kind—whom you
can ask concerning the goal of the Qur’anic sciences—are
destined for you, then you should study this book. It contains
beneficial principles [al-gawanin al-nafi‘a] pertaining to the
knowledge of revelation, [and] is comprehensive in its
foundations which allude to the secrets of ta’wil [al-muhit
bi-qawa ‘idihi mushira ila asrar al-ta’wil]. . . =

The Mafatih, therefore, does not introduce Sadra’s individual
tafsirs. Rather, it introduces the basic esoteric principles underlying
these commentaries themselves. In other words, the Mafitih, in keep-
ing with its title, provides the keys which will allow one to access the
hermeneutical perspective Sadra adopts in his Qur’an commentaries.
And, more specifically, this perspective is most clearly articulated in
Miftah 1.

Although the introduction to the Mafitih prepares us to read
Miftah 1 of the book’s twenty Miftahs, we would need to look in
every possible corner within the text to see how Sadra’s statements
in the introduction relate to the remaining Miftahs (especially Miftahs
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3-20). When Sadra deals with, for example, God’s attributes much
later in the Mafatih, we may have some idea of how his introduction
can inform such a discussion, namely that the secrets contained within
the Qur’an reveal to the one who looks closely enough—that is, has
the ability to “see”—the knowledge appropriate to a true understand-
ing of God’s attributes. The first Miftah, on the other hand, follows
quite smoothly from the Mafitih’s introduction, and the implications
of the discussions there are clearly discernable when juxtaposed with
the stated intent in the text’s introduction. It is, therefore, in the first
Miftah’s directness that Sadrd’s theoretical hermeneutics is best dis-
played. Indeed, most of the other parts of the Mafatih, like the Asrar
and to some extent the Mutashabihat, function as elucidations on the
points raised in the Mafatih’s first Miftah.

Etiquette and Understanding

I have thus far not discussed Miftah 2 of the Mafatih, which ostensi-
bly contains a good deal of material on the Qur’an. But, upon closer
inspection, this part of the Mafatih does not help us come away with
a clearer picture of Sadra’s theoretical scriptural hermeneutics. Rather,
it can be said to complement Miftah 1, but even then only in deriva-
tive fashion. The first section of Miftdh 2 seeks to offer “allusions”
(isharat) to the Qur’an’s “merciful purposes” (al-aghrad al-rahmaniyya)
and “divine intentions” (al-magqasid al-ilahiyya)** We learn here that
the Qur’an is fundamentally concerned with three things: the Origin
(mabda’), the Return (ma ad), and the path that one must take to his
place of Return (tar7g). Significant for our purposes is the fact that
Sadra relates these same three realities to the structure of the Sarat
al-fatiha itself. This is because, as we will see later in this study, the
Fatiha has traditionally been regarded as containing or “being” the
entire Qur’an. Despite these parallels, however, this section of Miftah
2 is confined to a general discussion that highlights the major topics
dealt with in the Qur’an: theology, cosmology, psychology, anthropol-
ogy, law, and eschatology.

A later section of Miftah 2 deals with the use of one’s opinion
(ra’y) in understanding and interpreting the Qur’an, while anoth-
er discusses the Qur’an’s “ambiguous” (mutashabih) verses.”® With
respect to the former, it seems that Sadra simply wishes to emphasize
the fact that the intellectual effort to understand the Qur’an, as well
as the use of unveiling (kashf) for those who have access to this mode
of knowing, are legitimate means to understanding the Word. As for
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the latter, nothing significant emerges here which cannot be found in
Sadra’s other writings, particularly the Mutashabihat.®

Certainly the most important aspect of Miftah 2 is a section that
outlines what we can call Sadra’s “practical” understanding of how
to benefit from the Qur’an. The title of this relevant part of Miftah 2
tells us that the discussion is devoted to simply “alluding to the eti-
quette” that one must observe when trying to understand the Qur’an.
As Sadra himself says, these guidelines provided here are taken from
Ghazali’s famous Ihya’ ‘ulium al-din (“The Revival of the Religious
Sciences”), and can ultimately be traced back to earlier Sufi sources,
particularly the Qut al-qulib (“The Nourishment for Hearts”) by Abu
Talib al-Makki (d. 386/996). Furthermore, it can be noted that the one
significant departure from Ghazali in Sadra’s listing is reworked from
Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futihat” As given by Sadra, then, these guidelines can
be paraphrased in this manner:

(1) Understanding the gravity (‘azama) of the Word
(2) Purifying the heart from sins and false beliefs

(3) Having presence of heart (hudiir al-qalb) and abandon-
ing internal chattering (hadith al-nafs)

(4) Pondering over (tadabbur) what is being recited

(5) Investigating the implications of the meanings of every
verse

(6) Ridding oneself of those things which hinder one’s
understanding of the Word (mawani ¢ al-fahm), such as
paying excessive attention to the correct written form
and oral articulation of the letters of the Qur’an, blindly
adhering to the interpretations of Qur’anic verses given
by the scholars of one’s own school of thought, being
engulfed (istighrdq) in the niceties of the Arabic lan-
guage, and rejecting those exegetical remarks which do
not come solely by way of transmission (naql)

(7) Realizing that in every prohibition, command, prom-
ise and threat, it is the reader himself who is being
addressed

(8) Feeling the impact of the message, which can be real-
ized by making oneself feel insignificant before the
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Qur’an and even physically assuming a posture of
meagerness and humility when one reads verses which
speak of God’s punishments or threats, and expressing
joy and happiness when one reads verses where God’s
promises of forgiveness are mentioned

(9) Ascending (tarraqi) in degrees until one hears the recita-
tion of the Word as coming from God, and not the self.
There are three levels of “hearing the Word” (sama  al-
kalam). They are, in ascending order, when the servant
feels that he is facing God while reciting the Word, which
is for the heedless (ghafiliin); when the servant witnesses
with his heart that God is addressing him while read-
ing the Qur’an, which is for the righteous (salihiin) and
appears to be an internalization of rule #7; when the ser-
vant sees the Speaker in the Word itself, which is for the
those brought near to God (mugarrabiin)

(10) Understanding that those verses which condemn the
wicked are being addressed to the reciter, but that those
verses which praise the righteous do not include the
reciter.

As is the case with Sadra’s aforementioned spiritual prerequisites for
those who wish to do ta’wil, he does not go into detail in his Qur’anic
writings on how these etiquette-related guidelines pertain to his work
on tafsir as a whole. In other words, we have no textual evidence to
suggest that this was Sadra’s preferred method all or most of the
time he approached the Qur’an. Likewise, we cannot say that these
guidelines amount in any concrete fashion to a set of rules that Sadra
lays down on how to interpret the Qur’an. All that we can say with
respect to these guidelines in Miftah 2 is that they are informal rules
of physical and spiritual conduct for those who wish to internalize
the teachings of the Qur’an.

More broadly speaking, we cannot even say that Sadra’s tafsir
compositions are guided by any kind of formal rules of interpretation,
contrary to what some scholars have surmised.® As pointed out in
the Introduction, each of his fafsir writings is an independent work
sufficient unto itself. And, by extension, each tafsir assumes a differ-
ent exegetical stance vis-a-vis the Qur’an, as it is ultimately guided
by the discussions Sadra wishes to bring to light within the context
of the siira in question.
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Without Miftah 1, therefore, we are left with very little concrete
information on how Sadra actually understands the Qur’an as such.
Thus, for the remainder of this chapter, my discussion will be limited
to Miftah 1, except for instances in which relevant texts from Sadra’s
other writings (such as the Asrar) help complete the picture of his
scriptural hermeneutics as outlined in Miftah 1. But before turning to
Miftah 1, an overview of Sadrad’s ontology is in order, since its basic
principles inform the entire argument of this section of the Mafath.
Without taking this preparatory step, it will be difficult to appreci-
ate the text’s discussions concerning the intimate relationship shared
between the Qur’an and being. As will be seen shortly, Sadra only
makes this connection in relatively vague terms, and this is because
he assumes that his readers will be able to relate his theoretical pro-
nouncements on the nature of the Qur’an to his ontology.

Concept and Reality

Sadra distinguishes between two senses of being (wujiid): there is its
concept (mafhiim), and then there is its reality (hagiga).”” The reality of
being, he says, is completely simple and indefinable, and is the most
hidden thing. Following Aristotle’s Topics,*® Avicenna explains in his
Kitab al-hudnd (“The Book of Definitions”) that in order for a thing to
be defined, it must have a genus (jins) and differentia (fasl):

An essential definition [hadd]* is a statement which denotes
the quiddity of a thing, namely the perfection of its essential
existence, which is what is actualized for it in terms of its
proximate genus and its differentia.®

What is communicated in an essential definition, that is, when we
know a thing’s genus and differentia, is the quiddity (mahiyya) or the
“what-it-is-ness” (that by virtue of which the thing is what it is) of its
species.® Thus, when we bring together “animal” (genus) and “ratio-
nal” (differentia), we are given the descriptive expression “rational
animal.” “Rational animal” conveys to us the quiddity of a particular
species, namely “man,” which is subsumed under the wider category
“animal.” By defining the species “man” as a “rational animal,” man’s
quiddity or that by virtue of which man is a man (and not a horse,
for example) is conveyed.

Being, however, has neither genus nor differentia, and thus is
not susceptible to any form of definition. In other words, it cannot be
defined since its quiddity cannot be conveyed.* Put differently, the
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reality of being cannot be got at since there is nothing about being
which allows it to be subsumed into any general category (genus),
let alone a more particularized category of the genus (differentia).
Yet if the reality of being is indefinable and hidden, its essence or
anniyya,® Sadra tells us,

is the most manifest of things in presence and unveiling,*
and its quiddity the most hidden of them in conception and
comprehension [tasawwur wa-iktinah]. Its concept [mafhiim]
is, of all things, the least in need of definition” and the
most general of them in encompassment; its ipseity, in
entification [ta ‘ayyun] and individuation [tashakhkhus],*® is
the most reified of all things that are reified since through
it all things that are individuated are individuated, all
things that come about come about, and all things that are
entified and specified are entified, for it is individuated in
its essence and entified in itself.’

Describing the reality of being in rhymed form, Sabziwari famously
puts it like this:

Its concept is one of the most recognizable of things,
but its reality lies in utter hiddenness.*

Being, Sadra tells us, is actually “self-evident” (badihi) in two
respects: (1) by virtue of its simple givenness to us, which is tanta-
mount to saying that the very fact or reality of being is itself self-
evident;* and (2) its notion or concept. Turning our attention to the
first of these two, we notice that being is the very ground of our
experience of reality, and is therefore the most general and compre-
hensive of things, since it applies to all things. This explains why any
predicate with which we can qualify being is itself subsumed under
being. Indeed, Sadra tells us that “it is not possible to perceive being
through that which is more evident and more well-known than it.”*
Since being is so all-pervasive, any attempt to define its reality will
end up in error, since one can only define being through what is more
obscure than it If, for example, we speak of “horses” or “books,”
we can only do so with reference to existent entities, that is, entities
that participate in some mode of being, even if these entities do not
exist extra-mentally. In other words, the being of horses and books is
what allows us to talk about them.*

Yet being’s self-evidentiary nature is, in the final analysis, what
veils it from us. It is the most proximate of things to us, and by
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the same token it is the most distant of them as well. This order of
being’s self-evidentiary nature is concerned with its reality as it is self-
evident by virtue of its very givenness, although it cannot be defined
because of its fundamental hiddenness, which obtains because of its
all-pervasiveness and manifestness.

With respect to the other sense in which being is self-evident,
namely its concept, we can make concrete judgments about its struc-
ture. As a concept, in other words, being is not entirely hidden from
us. When, for example, we are presented with the statement, “This is a
horse,” the notion “horse”—which is an existent in one form or anoth-
er—immediately occurs to the mind. This understanding of being is
what Izutsu refers to as the “preconceptual” notion of being,* since it
forms the basis through which we understand the world. In a sense,
the preconceptual notion of being resembles the reality or givenness
of being, although, as we have just seen, the givenness of being refers
to the very fact of its apparentness in its hiddenness and its hidden-
ness in its apparentness. The preconceptual understanding of being,
insofar as individual existents are conceived by the mind, is simply
a preparatory stage in which the concept of being is self-evident to
the mind based on the apprehension of a term or concept, such as
“horse.” The concept of being, on the other hand, again mediated by
a concept such as “horse,” is what Izutsu refers to as a “secondary
elaboration” of the conceived object, which is to say that the image
is “a step removed from the concrete and intimate kind of presence
in the consciousness”# afforded to the mind by the self-evidentiary
nature of being through the concept encountered by the mind.

Izutsu’s distinction between the preconceptual notion of being
and the concept of being does not, technically speaking, affect one
important point: the concept of being, however conceived, is intimate-
ly linked to the existence of quiddities.” Thus, however we conceive of
being, when we attempt to understand it conceptually, we must posit
a quiddity, since being as the most self-evident concept can only be
known through particular quiddities.*® These quiddities “emerge” by
virtue of being’s gradational nature as particularizations, or what are
known as specifications (takhassusat),* individuations (tashakhkhusat),”
and modes (anha’) of being.”

Hence the reality of being is unknown, although its concept is
self-evident. In other words, the self-evidentiary nature of the concept
of being is itself a given. Applied to things, which is that to which the
concept of being must necessarily attach, the only way being can be
conceptualized is through its quiddity since quiddity is what allows
for the “concept” of being to arise in our minds in the first place.
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That is to say, the concept of being cannot arise out of a vacuum,
but rather through being itself. If we were to attempt to conceptual-
ize being without particular references, we would be inquiring into
the reality of being, to which we have no access. The reality of being,
therefore, is indefinable and inaccessible, although its concept—which
is signalled in the first instance by quiddities—can be accessed and,
from this perspective, “defined.”

The Command’s Descent

Early on in Miftah 1, Sadra employs several images to convey the sig-
nificance of the Qur’an. Some key points are made here which, when
read in the context of Sadra’s treatment of the modes of descent of the
Word, allow us to walk away with a clearer picture of his understand-
ing of the nature of the Qur’an. Alluding to an observation made in
his introduction to the Mafatih, Sadra tells his readers that the Qur’an,
by its very nature, is meant to make human beings ascend. He notes
that each of the Qur’an’s letters contains a thousand allusions and
symbols, which is a fairly common trope in Sufi Qur’anic exegesis.
Sadra likens the Qur’an’s letters to hunting nets which are outspread
with meanings in order to capture the birds that are in the sky. The
image used here, which Sadra draws on in at least one of his fafsirs,”
is quite telling. Every bird (i.e., “human soul”) finds its “sustenance”
(rizq) in the Qur’an, but very few of them will be captured by the
Qur’an’s hunting nets. Most birds are contented with taking what
little sustenance they need in order to get by, like those human beings
who read the Qur’an only to obtain particular types of knowledge,
such as legal injunctions. These forms of knowledge, if followed, will
grant human beings salvation.”® But there are other birds who seek
a different kind of sustenance from the Qur’an. They hover over the
Qur’an’s hunting nets, seeking their nourishment from the Qur’an’s
letters and sounds since they contain the meanings of God’s Word.>*
Since their sustenance in the deepest sense is contained in the Word
itself and not just in its surface meanings, they immerse themselves
within the Qur’an’s universe and become its “prisoners.” These pris-
oners of the Qur’an cannot but be captured by the Qur’an’s hunting
nets, seeing as it is that they expend all their efforts grappling with
its nets, but which, in the end, must necessarily overpower them.
In three instances the Qur’an refers to itself as being or contain-
ing a “cure” (shifi’),”® and the Prophet is reported to have said that
“the Qur’an is the cure.”* We are thus not surprised to find references
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to the “hospital of the Qur’an” (shifa’-khana-yi Qur’an) in Sufi litera-
ture.” Souls will naturally gravitate toward the Qur’an since, as Sadra
remarks, it contains the cure to the greatest sickness which plagues
the human condition, namely ignorance (jahl).*® Hence, the deeper
one is immersed in the Qur’an, the more entangled he finds himself
in its hunting nets, and the less ignorant he becomes. It is with this
consideration in mind that we should read an important statement
about the Qur’an in one of Sadra’s early tafsir compositions. Here,
he employs several other images to convey the book’s depth and
significance. We find that ignorance, identified with blindness, is what
keeps human beings fettered from attaining true life:

Every one of its chapters is an ocean saturated with gems of
meaning and exposition; rather, it is a celestial sphere filled
with the stars of divine realities and essences. . . . The verses
are shining stars which adorn and illuminate the heaven
of guidance, prophecy, and sanctity [walaya], because of
whose flashes and illuminations man and jinn attain unto
the last configuration [al-nash’at al-ukhral® [Q 53:47] and the
abode of life, being freed from the darkness of blindness
and deprivation, the punishments of the grave, and the
fires of Hell.*

We have already seen how Sadra refers to the Word of God as
that by virtue of which man “ascends.” By extension (and paradoxi-
cally), the less immersed/imprisoned one is in the Qur’an, the more
pinned down one is by other than it, which is tantamount to dark-
ness, blindness, and ignorance. But what exactly is this book that
contains the cure for the illnesses of man’s existential condition and
allows him to ascend? Drawing on another image, Sadra alludes to
the Qur’an’s nature by referring to it as a “rope” that descends from
Heaven in order to save all those trapped in what Corbin would call
the “cosmic crypt”®":

The Qur’an is God'’s firm rope [habl Allah al-matin]®® which
was sent down from Heaven in order to save those shackled
in the cradle of satans and the abyss of those who have
descended. It is one of God’s lights [niir min anwar Allah]:
it contains guidance for wayfarers, and through it one can
ascend from the lowest of worlds to the highest way stations
[manazil] of the ‘Illiyyin® and the most exalted levels of
those seated upon the seat of truth [Q 54:55] and certainty.
So read it, O impoverished one, and advance!*
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It is significant that Sadra refers to the Qur’an in the above-cited
text from the Mafatth as “one of God’s lights.” This reference, as we
will see later in this study, is all the more important because of the
emphasis placed in the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha on the nature of light and
its identity with God’s Essence. In the present context, it is worth
noting that Sadra does not provide us with a clear-cut definition of
the nature of the Qur’an. All we have to work with are several stock
images, and in each case Sadra employs them, his intention is to
convey the salvific role of the Qur’an and not its nature as such.
The reason he does not attempt to provide a definition of the sacred
book for us seems to be because he wants to identify the Qur’an with
being. Although Muhsin Bidarfar®® and Latimah Peerwani® insist that
Sadra does this explicitly, there is not one clear-cut text in his oeuvre
which makes this point.

Yet Bidarfar and Peerwani are not mistaken in their insistence
on Sadra’s identification of the Qur’an with being from one perspec-
tive, even if he does not explicitly make this connection. There is one
text in Miftah 1 in particular that provides us with a key piece to the
puzzle. In the passage in question, Sadra notes that the Qur’an is one
in its reality, but multiple in its levels of descent:

Although the Qur’an is one reality, it has many levels in
its descent [nuzal]” and many names® in accordance with
these levels. So in every world and configuration it is called
by a name which corresponds to its specific station and
particular rank.®

As was seen above, Sadra’s fundamental ontological stance is that
there is one underlying reality, namely being, which in and of itself is
indefinable. Yet we know of being through its many instantiations, all
of which help define it in some limited fashion. The Qur’an, likewise,
cannot be defined, which is why Sadra does not provide us with a
definition of it, and limits himself to allusions of its true nature by
employing symbolic imagery. Yet how is the Qur’an one in its real-
ity and multiple in its instantiations? The missing ingredient here,
and which is essential to a proper understanding of Sadra’s Qur’anic
hermeneutics, lies in the function of God’s Word.

Because the Qur’an is God’s Word, it is not to be identified
with being as such. As we will see in Chapters 4 and 6 of this study
respectively, being can, strictly speaking, only be identified with God’s
Essence (dhat) and mercy (rahma). The primary reason being cannot be
identified with the Qur’an is because the Qur’an, by virtue of being
God’s Word, is itself an instantiation of being. That is to say, as soon
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as there is “movement” within being as such, it will necessarily be
delimited and hence “defined” in some sense. On the other hand,
Sadra also insists that God’s Word is to be identified with the divine
Command “Be!” (Q 2:117):

The Word is the High Spirit which is said not to fall under
the shade of “Be!” because it is the same as the word “Be!,”
which itself is the same as the Command, for “Be!” is God’s
Command [amr] through which things are existentiated.”
There is no doubt about the fact that the Word [gaw! wa-
kalam] of the Real is above engendered things [akwan] and
higher than them, since through God’s Word, actuality [fi 1],
effectuation [fa’thir],”" and engendering [fakwin] occur. So
how can God’s Word fall under engendered existence [kawn]?
He says, God’s Word—it is the highest [Q 9:40].7

When God wills for His Word to emerge from its primordial
silence and state of latency within the Essence, the Command sends
out reverberations, which make up the “stuff” of the cosmos.” Yet
the Word or Command™ is “above” existent things, which allows us
to understand why, in one sense, we can identify the Qur’an—God’s
Word—with being. Since God’s Word (kalam) is the first movement of
being, that is, the first instance in which being makes itself known, it
too is, in a sense, hidden and yet completely manifest. This explains
why the cosmos only comes about through the Word and can be
identified with it.”>

Employing the language of theoretical Sufism, Sadra identifies
the cosmos with the articulation of the Breath of the All-Merciful
(nafas al-rahman), a term based on a hadith” and made popular by Ibn
‘Arabi.” Sadra identifies the Breath of the All-Merciful with expan-
sive being (al-wujid al-munbasit) and the Real through whom creation
takes places (al-haqq al-makhliiq bihi).”® Following Ibn ‘Arabi, he lik-
ens this Breath to human breath. Just as human breath gives rise to
articulated forms through the act of speaking, so too do the various
levels of being take on concretized form within God’s Breath, that
is, through His act of speaking.” In other words, just as the forms
of words become articulated in human breath (this being nothing
other than the outward manifestation of an inward form), so too do
the things which are formed within the divine Breath take on corpo-
real form through God’s act of existentiation, effectively bringing the
latent possibilities contained within God’s “mind”® from potentiality
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into actuality.®® God’s Self-knowledge is thus made manifest (izhar)®
through His Breath, bringing it from the Unseen to the seen until the
Command is uttered.®

God’s Command itself, however, has levels. For if this were not
the case, then all of His Commands would have the same ontologi-
cal status, which would mean that His Word would ontologically
be on the same level as, for example, His creatures, who are lesser
manifestations of the Word or Command. Strictly speaking, the Word
consists of three levels: the highest, the mid-most, and the lowest.*
God’s Word at the highest level is referred to by Sadra, following the
wording of a well-known Prophetic supplication, as the Perfect Words
(al-kalimat al-tammat):

The highest level of the Word is the Word itself in terms of
its principial purpose [magsiid awwali], there being no other
purpose beyond it because of the nobility of its existence,
the perfection of its being, and because of its being the
final goal [ghaya] of whatever is beneath it.% This is like
God'’s originating the World of the Command through the
Command “Be/,” and nothing else. These are God’s Perfect
Words [al-kalimat al-tammat] which are never exhausted, nor
do they perish.®

Sadra goes on to tell us that the highest form of the Word cor-
responds to the Originating Command (i.e., the world of the Decree,
gada’); the mid-most to the engendering Command (i.e., the world
of temporal measuring out, qadar); and the lowest to the prescriptive
Command.” The engendering Command must be obeyed, whereas
obedience to the prescriptive Command is entirely man’s choice. The
engendering Command must be obeyed since human beings do not
have a say in whether or not they will come to exist. The prescriptive
Command, on the other hand, corresponds to God’s rules as laid out
in the religious law.®

The originating Command, being ontologically higher than both
the engendering and prescriptive Commands, is of a completely dif-
ferent order. The intellective and disembodied forms of being which
emerge from the Command are known as God’s “Words.” As interme-
diaries between God and His creatures, the function of these Words of
God is to carry out His will in the created order.® Just as human com-
mands—which proceed from human volition—come about through
the function of our words, so too do the Perfect Words proceed from
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God’s Command.” And, just as the individual letters that make up
the words of a human command arise spontaneously—that is, not
gradationally—our words carry out our commands in a manner that
is more primary than the actual objects of our commands. Likewise,
God’s Words embody His Command and are thus complete and per-
fect, since they come about as a direct result of the originating Com-
mand. That which is the object of the Command, namely the things
in the cosmos (all of which come into being by virtue of the Com-
mand “Be!”), are thus weaker in being and less potent in effects than
the Perfect Words themselves. Since these words are “Perfect,” they
inform the less perfect words, which are nothing but the shadows of
the Perfect Words.”

God’s Word is therefore the mode in which He reveals His will
to the cosmos. His Word is the “stuff” of the cosmos since the cosmic
order is nothing but the articulated form of the originating Com-
mand “Be!,” which means that all the beings in the cosmos are simply
instantiations of the Perfect Words which themselves are the primary
instantiations of the originating Command. The highest level of God’s
Word, that is, His most principial Command which is identified with
the Qur’an, is therefore the prototype of being.”? As the scroll of being,
the Qur’an’s verses are everywhere, since they are entities of being
which are to be found in the parchment of the cosmic order:

Just as when the Command becomes an act, as in His
saying “Be!,” and it is [Q 2:117], when the Word becomes
individuated [tashakhkhasa] and descends, it becomes a
book.” The scroll [sahifa] of the being of the created world
is the book of God [kitab Allah], and its signs [ayat] are the
entities of the existent things [a‘yan al-mawjudat]: In the
alternation of night and day, and in what God created in the
heavens and on earth, are signs for a people who are God-wary
[Q 10:6].*

The fact that the Qur’an is the prototype of being explains why Sadra
does not attempt to define the Qur’an’s nature. The Qur’an is not
being as such, since, as the Word, it emerges through a delimitation
of being. But, since it is the first delimitation of being, the Word of
God cannot properly be encompassed.” It is, as the highest of the
Perfect Words, the most inaccessible of them as well. Like the Intel-
lect in Neoplatonism which contains all the archetypal forms and
thus “is” the forms, so too can we say that the Qur’an contains all
of being and “is” being.
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The Soul’s Ascent

In his tafsirs, Sadra occasionally alludes to the correspondences which
exist between the Qur’an and man. He tells us, for example, that all
of the Qur’an’s verses are “hidden shells containing valuable and pre-
cious pearls, every one of which corresponds to the soul of man.”*
As is the case with his other theoretical discussions concerning the
Qur’an, Sadrad’s most important treatment of the correspondences
shared between the Qur’an and man is to be found in Miftdh 1 of
the Mafatih. In one key passage, he addresses a version of the famous
Sufi doctrine of the Qur’an’s senses:

Know that the Qur’an, like man, is divided into a manifest
[ ‘alan] and hidden dimension [sirr], each of which has an
outer [zahr] and inner [bafn] aspect. Its inner aspect has
another inner aspect known only to God: and none knows
its interpretation but God [Q 3:7].”7 It has also been related
in the hadith, “The Qur’an has an outer and inner aspect.”
Its inner aspect consists of up to seven inner dimensions
[abtun] which are like the levels of man’s inner dimensions,
such as the soul [nafs], heart [galb], intellect [‘agl], spirit
[riih], innermost mystery [sirr], and the hidden and most
hidden [al-khaft wa-I-akhfa’].*®

Although the above-cited text occurs quite late in Miftah 1 and
Sadra does not develop it in any significant fashion, some of the ear-
lier discussions in Miftdh 1 shed a good deal of light on his statement
concerning the relationship shared between the Qur’an and man. At
the beginning of Miftah 1, Sadra makes the point that outward fac-
ulties will only be able to perceive the outward realities of things.
The more outward and exoteric one’s outlook, the more exoteric his
vision of reality. Sadra gives the example of Abti Lahab and Abi Jahl.
Both of these individuals were eloquent in Arabic, yet neither of them
saw the Qur’an for what it was.” Their inner sight was blinded by
the defilement of exterior forms, and hence their hearts were unable
to perceive the truth of the Prophet’s message.'” The more one is
immersed in outward forms, the less opportunity will he have to
purify his inward state. The less purified his inward being, the less
will he be able to perceive inward realities.

Yet Sadra clearly does not limit his criticisms of exoteric individu-
als to the early enemies of Islam. There are many Muslim scholars who,
despite their knowledge and formal learning of the Islamic sciences,
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when it comes to the Qur’an, do not even “hear” one of its letters as
they should be heard, and thus do not truly understand its words.""!
Sadra makes it very clear that, when interpreting the Qur’an, one can-
not depart from conventions of the Arabic language, since this can only
lead to mistaken interpretations of scripture.!” At the same time, there
is a difference between remaining faithful to the written Word and
being confined by its most outward expressions (one of the mawani al-
fahm in the etiquette-related guidelines listed in Miftah 2). In his Persian
work Sih asl (“The Three Principles”), which is anything but mild in
its condemnation of the exoteric ‘ulama’, Sadra makes his point clear:

That which Zamakhshari [d. 538/1144] and his likes
understand from the Qur’an is not, in reality, knowledge
of the Qur’an. Rather, it goes back to the sciences of
lexicography, grammar, verbal expressions, and dialectical
theology [kalam]. But knowledge of the Qur’an is other than
these sciences, just as the skin and husk of man is not man
in reality, but only metaphorically. This is why, when one of
the people of the heart [ashab al-qulab]'® read [ZamakhsharT's
tafsir,] the Kashshaf [“The Discloser”], he said to its author,
“You are one of the scholars of the husk [gishr].”*

The famous exegete Zamakhsharl and his likes are on the receiv-
ing end of Sadra’s criticisms here because they approach the Qur’an
through exoteric lenses, devoting the bulk of their reflections on scrip-
ture to issues related to grammar, language, theology, and law. The
correspondence between the Qur’an and man in this text is telling.
Sadra likens the outer reality of the Qur’an to the outer reality of man,
just as he likens the inner reality of the Qur’an to the inner reality of
man. The most superficial aspect of scripture is its husk, just as the
most superficial aspect of man is his outward form or “skin.”

Returning to Miftah 1 of the Mafitih, Sadra again draws on the
image of husks and outer coverings in discussing the relationship
between the Qur’an and man. This time, however, he juxtaposes the
image with the necessary complement to the outward, namely the
inward:

The Qur’an has degrees and ranks, just as man has levels
and stations. The lowest level of the Qur’an is like the lowest
level of man:'® the Qur’an’s lowest level is what is contained
in the book’s binding and covering [jild wa-aghlaf], just as
the lowest rank of man is what is in the outer covering and
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skin [al-ihab wa-I-bashara]. The husk of man attains nothing
but the blackness of the Qur’an and its sensory form. The
man of the outward husk only perceives husk-like meanings
[al-ma ‘ant al-gishriyya]. As for the spirit of the Qur’an, its
kernel [lubb],' and its secret, none but the possessors of deep
understanding [12:111] [ali-1-albab]'” perceive it. They do not
attain this through knowledge acquired by way of learning
and thinking. Rather, [they attain this] through God-given
[laduni] knowledge.'%®

In Sadra’s standard philosophical language, since being is a dynamic
principle, the cosmic order is simply the flow of being through its
self-individuation. Thus, being takes on different modes in accordance
with the levels of intensity (shidda) and diminution (du ) which it
assumes through its self-concretization, meaning the more intense it is
on its own scale of devolution the more of its true nature it manifests
(and less of quiddity, which is “unreal”), while the less intense it is
on its own scale of devolution the less of its true nature it manifests
(and more of quiddity, which obscures being’s reality accordingly).

As we saw earlier in this chapter, since the Qur’an can in one
sense be identified with being, like being it is both one and multi-
leveled. Thus, the more one penetrates the Word of God, the closer
one moves toward the undifferentiated aspect of being and hence the
closer one moves toward unity. Since the Qur’an’s levels correspond
to the levels of being, and Sadra notes that the levels of man corre-
spond to the levels of the Qur’an, the more man penetrates being, the
more “real” he becomes and the more he understands of the Qur’an.
Put differently, we can say that the more he understands the Qur’an,
the more intensely he “is.”

In order to penetrate the Qur’an’s deepest levels man must
therefore penetrate his own deepest levels. This can only be done
when he engages in a ta’wil of his soul, that is, when he causes his
soul to return to its true Origin. The Origin is undifferentiated, which
explains why, as Corbin suggests, ta’wil is a metahistorical “event.”'®
A return to one’s Origin necessitates the crushing of the ego, at which
time the self leaves the self and transcends time, space, and “history.”
Thus, the more one dies to the self, the deeper one becomes immersed
in his true Self. The deeper one becomes immersed in his true Self,
the deeper will he be able to penetrate being on the one hand, and
the Qur’an—the prototype of being—on the other.

Penetrating the veils of being is, as Sadra notes elsewhere, akin to
self-knowledge, which itself is tantamount to “being” and “presence.”"?



30 The Triumph of Mercy

Another way of conceiving of self-knowledge is to say that it is akin
to having knowledge of the heart. To proceed from the husk of the
Qur’an to its kernel, one must be able to proceed from the husk of his
own existence to its kernel, which is the heart. This heart-knowledge is
tantamount to what Sadra referred to in the last passage as “God-given
knowledge.” This type of knowledge allows one to read both the book
of the soul and the book of God."* And since the human soul and the
Qur’an share such an intimate relationship, a completely refined soul
shares an affinity with the Qur’an in a principial manner.

As we have already seen, the Qur’an is, as the Word of God,
the first instantiation of the Command “Be!” In its originary unity,
the Qur’an contains the forms of all things within it, and is, from
this perspective, akin to being. The individual words contained in the
Qur’an appear in the written text of the Qur’an as collective words,
just as all the existents in the cosmos are comprised of composite
parts. But in the realm of the unseen, in the most unmanifest aspect
of being, these collective words of the Qur’an subsist on their own
as individual letters."”® The detached letters (al-huriif al-muqatta‘a) in
the Qur’an, therefore, indicate something of the primordial nature
of being, that is, before the full deployment of the Word. Indeed, for
Sadra, the detached letters are not only limited to the mysterious letter
combinations at the beginning of some Qur’anic siiras."* Rather, they
make up the entirety of the Qur’an.

Sadra’s thinking here is clearly influenced by the famous Sufi
martyr ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani (d. 525/1131). In one key passage,
which is reworked from ‘Ayn al-Qudat's Namaha (“The Epistles”),
Sadra explains that the reason people do not see all the letters of the
Qur’an as detached is because they are too tied down to the husk of
the book, which is another way of saying that they are confined to
the husks of their own beings:

Because the people of this world are in the station where
forms are gathered and meanings separated [al-jam Gyya al-
siriyya wa-I-tafarruqat al-ma ‘nawiyya], they witness various
letters as unified and letters which are of one species as
numerous individual parts. Thus, when they look at the
letters He loves them, and they love Him [yuhibbuhum wa-
yuhibbinahu] [Q 5:54], they see them as a unified species
which is divided in its parts. However, those who have
divested themselves of this world—for whom the veil has
been lifted and the clouds of doubt and blindness have
dispersed from the surface of their insight—[they] see
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these letters through inner sight in this way: H-e-I-0-v-e-s-
t-h-e-m [ya’-ha’-ba’-ha’-mim]. Then, when they ascend from
this station to a higher station, they see them as tiny dots
[nigat].1®

The higher one ascends the scale of being, the closer he ascends to the
undifferentiated nature of being. Since the original Command was one
Word, namely “Be!,” the gnostic (arif) is able to see the vast panorama
of existence in its full potentiality, thus grasping the nature of things
as so many individually differentiated species. At the furthest reaches
of being, which is to say at the deepest level of the penetration of the
Qur’an and the human soul, the gnostic sees all things in existence
as so many tiny traces of the divine Command.






Formal Considerations

In the previous chapter I outlined Mulla Sadra’s Qur’anic hermeneu-
tics in terms of theory. For the remainder of this book, I will closely
examine how his hermeneutics relates to his work on the Qur’an
in terms of practice. The following chapters will therefore be con-
cerned with Sadra’s last complete tafsir composition, the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha. But before determining the extent to which Sadra’s theoretical
scriptural hermeneutics informs this fafsir, some preliminary consid-
erations are in order with respect to this work’s sources and content.
Thus, this chapter will address the following questions: (1) what are
the sources for Sadra’s Tafsir Strat al-fatiha?, and (2) how is the work
ordered, and what are its contents?

The reason our first encounter with the Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha must
entail a discussion of its sources is quite pragmatic: this text is a late
work of Sadra’s and is a fine presentation of both the theoretical and
practical dimensions of his teachings with reference to scripture. Since
Sadra was not writing or thinking out of a vacuum, we must be able
to take account of those materials, figures, and ideas which make the
text what it is. Failure to acknowledge the historical and intellectual
background of the ideas in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha will impede us
from understanding the influence exercised by the cumulative weight
of the Islamic intellectual tradition upon Sadra’s thought. By exten-
sion, we will not be able to properly determine just what it is that
Sadra is doing that is so “unique” in this tafsir at such a late stage in
Islamic intellectual history.

Outlining the structure and content of the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha
is just as important as determining the work’s sources. What the text
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is about and how its contents are ordered can tell us a great deal
about Sadra’s practical hermeneutics. Like his philosophical treatises,
he argues for similar points in this work, but within the context of a
commentary upon the Qur’an. Thus, the way arguments are formed,
ordered, and delivered in this tafsir gives us a good indication of how
Sadra situates his arguments within the context of the Qur’an’s uni-
verse of discourse and its interpretive traditions. Furthermore, since I
will be closely examining Sadra’s most salient teachings in the Tafsir
Sirat al-fatiha in the following chapters, outlining the work’s content
here will allow its less important, but by no means insignificant, fea-
tures to emerge.

Texts and Sources

Those who are familiar with Sadra’s writings know that, in many
ways, they can function as a resource for developments in the history
of Islamic philosophy.' At the same time, engaging Sadra’s work gives
one a sense of the grandeur of his historical range, synthetic abilities,
and analytical mind. As Ibrahim Kalin describes it, “To read Sadra is
to read the history of how persisting philosophical problems can be
re-discussed, restated, and reformulated in new contexts.”? The task
of determining the texts which Sadra draws upon in his writings is
therefore not an easy one. Sadra at times incorporates expanded ver-
sions of discussions from his earlier writings into later works. And
there is always the possibility, as we have already seen with respect
to the Mafatih, that some of his books contain reworked versions of
texts written by other authors.?

In almost all of his writings, when Sadra explicitly cites an
authority belonging to the Islamic intellectual tradition, he often
refers to him with such generic titles as “the realized gnostic” (al- arif
al-muhaqqiq) or “the lordly knower” (al-‘alim al-rabbani). At other
times, he will tell his readers the name of the book he is about to
cite (as well as the chapter number, in some instances), but this does
not necessarily make locating that particular passage any easier. With
respect to Sadra’s tafsirs in general, we are fortunate in that their edi-
tor, Muhammad Khwajawi, has been able to identify many of their
sources. Simple perusal through the notes to any of these tafsirs will
serve to indicate the vast range of materials drawn upon in each tafsir
text. But concrete judgments concerning Sadra’s sources for his tafsirs
cannot solely rely on Khwajawi’s notes. With respect to the Tafsir Siirat
al-fatiha, after subjecting it to very close textual scrutiny, a number of
important points emerge which are not indicated in the editor’s notes.
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Qur’an and Hadith

Qur’anic Verses

In the Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha we naturally find many citations from
the Qur’an. Out of the work’s 182 pages, there are some 335 citations
from or allusions to the Qur’an, most of which Khwajawi identi-
fies. So infused is Sadrd’s worldview with the Qur’an that he will
seamlessly weave into the fabric of any given argument a number
of Qur’anic verses. It can also be noted that since the Qur’an was
second nature to Sadra, in this work he at times inadvertently cites
the Qur’an incorrectly, or modifies its wording so that he can make
his point within a particular context.* Apart from the verses of the
Fatiha itself, Sadra’s most significant use of the Qur’an in this tafsir
work occurs in the context of his treatment of God’s mercy, to which
I will turn in Chapter 7.

Shi ‘T and Sunni Hadith

Just as Sadra was the philosopher most concerned with the
Qur’an, so too was he the philosopher most concerned with Hadith.
For one thing, he left behind an incomplete philosophical commen-
tary on al-Kulayni’s (d. 329/940-1) famous book of Shi‘i traditions,
the Kitab al-kafi (“The Principles”),® and is known to have written
several discrete commentaries on various other important Hadiths.®
Sadra’s concern with “scripture” is, therefore, not only limited to the
Qur’an. To be sure, based on what we know of Sadra’s education,
his interest in scripture is something which occupied him from early
on in his life.”

As is the case with his other tafsir works,® in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha Sadra demonstrates a wide-ranging knowledge of Hadith.
He cites or alludes to some ninety-four traditions in total. Of these
ninety-four traditions, twenty are of the “sacred” or qudsi type, that
is, where God speaks on the tongue of the Prophet.” Of the twenty
hadith qudsts cited, I have been unable to trace three of them."” The
remaining seventeen are found in Sunni and Shi‘T Hadith literature,
with eleven of them going to back to Sunni sources,” one to a Shi‘l
source,'? and five to both Sunni and Shi‘i sources.”

“Hadith” in a Twelver Shi‘l context includes the sayings of the
Prophet or nabawi traditions, and the sayings of Fatima (d. ca. 11/633)
and the twelve Imams, or walawi traditions. Yet Sadra’s usage of
traditions in the Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha is not distinctively Shi‘i. Of the
seventy-four non-quds? traditions cited or alluded to, only three of
them are sayings of the Imams," all of which are to be found in Shi‘1
sources. Of these seventy-four sayings, fifty-two go back to Sunni
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sources,'® nine to Shi‘i sources,'” seven to both Sunni and Shi‘i sourc-
es,’® and six remain untraceable.?

Eleven of the fifty-two traditions from Sunni sources which
appear in this work come from the writings of the Sunni authors
whom Sadra cites, namely Ghazali, Razi, Ibn ‘Arabi, and Sadr al-Din
Qunawi (d. 673/1274). Yet there are forty-one other traditions from
Sunni sources which Sadra draws on, and does not seem to have a
problem in doing so. Despite the astounding number of traditions
from Sunni sources which figure in the text, it does not seem that this
alone calls Sadra’s Shi‘ism into question, particularly if we take the
following points into consideration: (1) after writing his tafsirs, Sadra
would go on to pen the aforementioned incomplete commentary on
Kulayni's Kafi; (2) the few times the names of the Imams, Shi‘1 schol-
ars, or books within the Shi‘i tradition are mentioned in the text, they
are done so reverentially;** and (3) in one of his appendices to the
Tafsir Suirat al-fatiha, he offers a novel Shi‘l reading of the Qur’an’s
detached letters, taking them to spell the phrase, ““Ali is the path of
truth to which we cling [ ‘Al7 sirat haqq numsikuhu].”*

What the absence of a heavy Shi‘i substrate to the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha (and almost every other work in tafsir by Sadra) seems to
indicate is that he was less concerned with reconciling his mysti-
cism and philosophy with traditional Shi‘i dogma than he was with
explicating his vision of reality, which could be done independent
of particularly Shi‘1 teachings. Indeed, it is for similar reasons that
Hermann Landolt calls into question the specifically Shi‘i nature of
Sadra’s thought in general.

Philosophical and Theological Materials

Sadra’s Other Works

In the previous chapter it was argued that the Mafatih, a very
late work, occupies a special role amongst Sadra’s Qur’anic writings
as it lays out the esoteric perspective which informs his Qur’an com-
mentaries. It was also shown that, since the Mafitih had its roots in
an earlier text which was written concurrently with at least some
of Sadra’s Qur’an commentaries, the perspective argued for in the
Mafatih is certainly not an afterthought. With the advantage of hind-
sight, this perspective is fully explained and its implications entirely
drawn out.

The question that remains is this: does the Mafatih inform
Sadrd’s later works on the Qur’an, and, if so, in what manner?



Formal Considerations 37

Turning to the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha, we notice that, in the context of
his treatment of such topics as the “Perfect Words,” Sadra explicitly
refers to the Mafatih five times.” The fact that the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha
mentions the Mafitih several times allows us to perhaps safely con-
clude that it was written some time after the Mafatth. This would
explain why the Tafstr Siirat al-fatiha has a dimension of depth not
to be found in Sadra’s other tafsirs. From this perspective, we could
say that Sadrd’s primary source of inspiration for the Tafsir Sarat
al-fatiha was his own Mafatih.

With respect to his other writings, Sadra refers to four titles in
the Tafstr Suarat al-fatiha: al-Shawahid al-rubibiyya (“The Lordly Wit-
nesses”),* the Asfar,® al-Risala fi I-hudith al-‘alam (“Treatise on the
World’s Temporal Origination”),* and his glosses (hashiya) on TasT's
Tajrid al-i‘tigad (“An Exposition of Doctrine”).”” None of these well-
known texts figure in this tafs7r in a significant manner, although,
as will be made clear throughout the course of this study, there are
instances in which Sadra incorporates sections of his earlier writings
into his commentary.

Avicenna and Suhrawardi

Although Sadra discusses Razi’s philosophical insights as they
figure within the context of his al-Tafsir al-kabir, the only philosophical
work to be explicitly cited by Sadra in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha is by
Avicenna.” In the context of his treatment of the different levels of cer-
tainty, Sadra cites Avicenna twice,” both times from the ninth namat or
class (entitled fi magamat al- ‘arifin, “On the Stations of the Gnostics”)
of the section devoted to metaphysics in Avicenna’s famous al-Isharat
wa-I-tanbihat (“Remarks and Admonitions”).* It is perhaps significant
that Sadra would cite this part of Avicenna’s work, which belongs to
a larger section (namats eight to ten) simply called “On Sufism” (f
I-tasawwuf),** since Sadra is known to have been critical of Avicenna
for his lack of “spirituality.”

Sadra says that through invocation and increased knowledge
of and proximity to God, one will eventually become one of the
“people of witnessing” (ahl al-mushahada).®*® A common notion in Sufi
literature is that what is actually witnessed cannot be spoken of or
described, and thus only allusions (isharat) are possible. The apo-
phasis invoked by Sadra is linked with one of Avicenna’s statements
concerning the fruits of the spiritual life in which he says that this
station cannot be described by ordinary language. Thus, although
Sadra makes use of a well-known philosophical work, he draws on
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its more “mystical” aspect in order to bolster an argument which is
decidedly Sufi.

Suhrawardi does not explicitly figure in Sadra’s Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha, although he seems to identify him with the Stoics in one
passage.* In what can be called an aside to his commentary upon the
Fatiha (we will return to it later in this chapter), Sadra responds to
the view (known to have been defended by Suhrawardi) that being is
merely a “rational construct” (i tibar ‘aqli) by which being—not corres-
ponding to anything in concreto because it is a secondary intelligible
(ma ‘qul thani)—is grafted by the mind onto quiddities.®

Yet the most significant allusion to Suhrawardi is Sadra’s passing
reference to one of the Illuminationist tradition’s well-known technical
terms, “lords of species” (arbab al-anwa ‘).’ Coined by Suhrawardi,
the term is equivalent to the Platonic Forms (muthul), which Sadra
prefers to use, not least for the reason that the Platonic Forms figure
differently in Suhrawardi than they do in Sadra.®® Sadra for his part
does not dedicate a discussion to the Platonic Forms in this tafsir
work, nor are his references to the “lords of species” anything more
than passing.

Schools of Kalam

Apart from a brief section dedicated to explaining and then
refuting Jabirite and Qadirite positions on the formula (based on Q
16:98), “I seek refuge in God from Satan the accursed” (commonly
referred to as the isti ‘@dha), Sadra does not engage the views of any
theological groups in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha*® He does, however,
mention the Mu‘tazilites’ position concerning the “fixity” of quid-
dity, that is, that quiddities have the status of quiddities before their
effectuation.* Zamakhshari does appear in this tafsir work, although
his positions are not discussed qua Mu‘tazilite thinker. Rather, Sadra
deals with him qua Qur’an commentator.*

Other than Zamakhshari, the only Mu ‘tazilite we directly encoun-
ter”? in the Tafstr Surat al-fatiha is the famous early figure Aba ‘Ali
al-Jubba’i (d. 303/915), whose interpretations of the words “day of
judgment” (yawm al-din) are given in the context of Sadra’s treatment of
Q 1:4.% Jubba’i interprets the phrase to mean “the day of being reward-
ed for one’s observance of the religion [yawm al-jaza’ ‘ald I-din].”* There
is nothing particularly Mu ‘tazilite about this interpretation, although
one may speculate that Jubba’i's exegesis was carried out with two of
the five fundamental Mu ‘tazili principles in mind, namely God'’s justice
(‘adala/ ‘adl) and “the promise and the threat” (al-wa‘d wa-I-wa Td).
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Sufi Texts and Authors

Ibn ‘Arabi

Sadra explicitly cites Ibn ‘Arabi five times throughout the work,*
reworks or cites texts from the Futihat—without acknowledging their
source—another four times,* paraphrases an author who cites Ibn
‘Arabl’s Futiihat once,” and refers to Ibn ‘Arabi in passing once.*
The texts from Ibn ‘Arabi which Sadra draws upon in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha range from his famous catch phrase, “he who does not have
unveiling does not have knowledge,”*’ to more substantial materials
with an eye to proving a particular point, such as the fact that God
is the true object of worship in every act of worship.”

The most important issue that Sadra addresses with recourse
to Ibn ‘Arabi’s teachings is the question of God’s mercy and its rela-
tionship to His wrath. Here, Sadra is particularly concerned with the
age-old theological problem of the existence of eternal suffering for
finite actions, and how this is to be reconciled with the existence of a
God who is purely merciful on the one hand, and who is unaffected
by the wrong actions of His creatures on the other.

Turning our attention to the Asfir, we notice that he treats the
problem of eternal suffering, but with an eye on resolving contra-
dictory scriptural passages and with explicit recourse to the writ-
ings of Ibn ‘Arabi and Dawtd al-Qaysari (d. 751/1350). The section
which corresponds to the question of eternal suffering in the Asfar is
partly reproduced in the relevant section of the Tafsir Surat al-fatiha.
However, not only is the question of conflicting scriptural statements
removed in the latter, but Sadrad cites some of the same texts from
Ibn ‘Arabi that he used in the Asfar. The only difference here is that
these words reappear not as Ibn ‘Arabi’s, but as Sadra’s.”

The “School” of Ibn ‘Arabi

There is no doubt that Qunawi and his followers played a very
important role in spreading the teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi.®> However,
they tended to emphasize issues which may not have occupied a
central role in Ibn ‘Arabl’s writings, or at least were not given sys-
tematic philosophical expression by him. Indeed, it is with Qanawi
that the rapprochement between the scripture-based language of Ibn
‘Arabi’s worldview and the technical discourse of Peripatetic Islamic
philosophy begins to take place. From this perspective, it may even
be more fitting to speak of the “school of Qunawi” rather than the
school of Ibn ‘Arabi. Whatever term we give to the “school” which
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helped spread Ibn ‘Arabi’s ideas in Iran, Central Asia, Anatolia, and
South Asia from the seventh/thirteenth century onward, one thing
remains certain with respect to Mulla Sadra: he found in the writings
of Qunawi and his followers a highly developed technical vocabulary
which could suit his purposes in articulating his profound philosophi-
cal and mystical vision.”

There are three instances in which Sadra cites an anonymous
person(s) belonging to the school of Ibn ‘Arabi, introducing him as
“one of the people of God,”** “one of the unitarian gnostics” (al- ‘urafi’
al-muwahhidin),*®® and “one of the verifiers” (al-muhaqqigin).>® Given the
fact that the technical terminology of the citations clearly belongs to
the developed form of theoretical Sufism, it is safe to say that these
anonymous references belong to a member or members of the school
of Ibn ‘Arabl.

The only explicit reference we find in the Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha to
a follower of Ibn ‘Arabi is a short passage which cites Fakhr al-Din
Iraqr’s (d. 688/1289) highly influential Persian work, the Lama ‘at
(“Divine Flashes”). The passage occurs in the context of Sadra’s treat-
ment of the function of God’s mercy on the Final Day. After citing
an important passage from Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futiihdat, Sadra recounts an
incident related by ‘Iraqi in the Lama ‘Gt concerning Ibn ‘Arabi’s reply
to a question posed by the early Sufi figure Abt Yazid Bastami (d.
ca. 260/874) (for which see below).

The only other follower of Ibn ‘Arabi who definitely figures in
Sadra’s Tafstr Stirat al-fatiha is Qtnawi. Apart from an anonymous pas-
sage cited from Qunawi's own commentary upon the Fatiha (Sadra
refers to him as “one of the gnostics”%), Sadra draws on the same
work toward the end of the text. Here, however, he offers a rework-
ing of sections of the book, and incorporates them into his discussion
concerning the levels of God’s wrath.® Close comparison between the
relevant part of Qunawi’s work with its corresponding section in the
Tafsir Surat al-fatiha reveals that Sadra was able to recast Qunawi’s
words in a manner not unlike his much more significant reworking
of Baba Afdal’s Jawidan-nama into his Iksir al- ‘arifin.>

Bastami, Ansari, Ghazali

Mulla Sadra’s thorough knowledge of the Sufi tradition did not
stop with the writings of Ibn ‘Arabi and his followers. As Carl Ernst
has shown through his statistical analysis of the names of figures
which appear in the Asfir, Sadra was thoroughly familiar with the
earlier tradition of Sufism as well.®® This is also clearly evidenced
in his commentary upon the famous Light Verse (Q 24:35), where a
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number of important early Sufi figures are cited, either explicitly or
implicitly.®

Turning to the Tufsir Surat al-fatiha, we find Sadra drawing on the
famous shath or “ecstatic utterance” by Bastami in which he says that
even if God’s Throne and all that it contains were to enter a corner
of the gnostic’s heart a thousand times, it would be unable to fill it.®?
This saying is cited some ten pages after the aforementioned incident
related by ‘Iraqi, which runs as follows: upon hearing Q 19:85, “The
day We muster the God-wary to the All-Merciful in droves,” Bastami
let out a cry and asked how God will bring to Him those that are
already with Him. Ibn ‘Arabi responds to Bastami’s question with
reference to the divine names, saying that those who are with Him
will be taken “From the name ‘the Compeller’ to the name ‘The All-
Merciful,” and from the name ‘the Overbearing’ to [the name] ‘the
Compassionate.” ”%

In another passage, Sadra introduces an Arabic saying by the
famous Hanbali Sufi ‘Abd Allah Ansari (d. 481/1089), referring to
him with the honorific of the Sufi master Junayd (d. 297/910), namely
“master of the tribe” (shaykh al-ta’ifa). Ansari is cited as saying that
the different faces of God vis-a-vis mercy and wrath are actually a
manifestation of mercy.*

We also find a reference in this tafsir to “the books of the peo-
ple of the heart.”® Although this may be an allusion to the work
of Ghazali* explicit references to Ghazali total two. Sadra demon-
strates his familiarity with his Mungidh early on in the tafsir, linking
Ghazali’s observations concerning his pursuit of knowledge with his
own point that the one who wishes to know the Qur’an’s meanings
has to undergo very rigorous training.” Another instance in which
Ghazali figures in this text is through a citation from Razi’s tafsir,
which cites Ghazali’s explanation of the different levels of the invoca-
tion, “There is no god but God.”®

Sadra’s most extensive use of Ghazali is to be found in his treat-
ment of blessings (ni ‘ma), which is prompted by the first part of Q
1:7. After a discussion concerning the nature of the Perfect Man (al-
insan al-kamil), the flow of Sadra’s tafsir abruptly changes. Readers
familiar with the eloquent prose and taxonomic approach of Ghazali’s
Ihya’ would immediately recognize the change in style. As Khwajawi
rightly notes, the entire section is nothing more than a reworking of
a section from book thirty-two of Ghazali’s Ihya’, the Kitab al-sabr
wa-l-shukr (“The Book of Patience and Gratitude”).®” Sadra may have
borrowed this section from the Ihyi’ because of the clarity with which
Ghazali treats the topic of blessings.
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Shi‘T and Sunni Tafsir

Exegetical Notes within the Tafsir Tradition

One of the most impressive features of Sadra’s work as a com-
mentator on the Qur’an is his clear mastery of both Shi‘T and Sunni
tafsir literature. As we saw in the last chapter, Sadra has some very
harsh things to say about the exoteric Qur’anic exegetes, whom he
accuses of wasting their time in trivial details of lexicography and the
like. Yet their contributions are nonetheless important, and Sadra is
fully aware of this. His engagement with questions in tafsir seems to
give his criticisms all the more credibility, since he is not simply reject-
ing something with which he is unfamiliar or ignorant. Sadra wants
his readers to know that he is well-versed in the tafsir sciences, and
that he is not satisfied with the enterprise as it is generally pursued
in the books of scholars.

As a lead-in to further study, exoteric tafsir is helpful, but it
cannot give one access to truth. This is why Sadra, for all his knowl-
edge of tafsir literature, devotes comparatively little space to it in his
tafsirs. He will often begin a discussion on a verse with the relevant
exegetical remarks within the tradition. Once he has displayed his
erudition and familiarity with the opinions of a number of scholars
of tafsir, he will then proceed to comment upon the Qur’an in his
usual philosophical and mystical manner.

In the Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha, Sadra cites a number of various exe-
getical remarks which are often common to both the Shi‘i and Sunni
traditions. In this work we encounter a host of short interpretations
on such topics as why the Fatiha is called “doubled” (mathani);”® the
different but equal readings of the prayer to be found in Q 1:2 (“Praise
is for God, Lord of the worlds”), which is known as the hamdala;”!
various positions on how one should read and understand the term
malik in Q 1:4;”* different interpretations of the term sirat found in Q
1:7;7 and the views of the Qur’anic exegetes on the identity of the
maghdiib and dallin mentioned in Q 1:7.”* We also encounter a number
of figures found variously within the genre of tafsir literature: ‘Ali,”
‘Asim (d. 128/745), Kisa’1 (d. 89/805),7 Ibn Kathir (d. 120/737)” (not
to be confused with the exegete who died in 774/1373), Ibn Mas‘ad
(d. 31/652),” Abta Hanifa (d. 150/767), Ibn ‘Abbas (d. ca. 68/688),”
‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23/644), Ibn al-Zubayr (d. 73/692),*° Hasan
al-Basri (d. 110/728), and ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi (d. 429/1037).%

‘Ayyashi, Qummi, TabrisT
Just as the Hadith sources employed by Sadra in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha are predominantly Sunni, so too are his references from fafsir
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literature. We only encounter two explicit and minor references to the
famous Shi‘i Qur’an commentator Muhammad b. Mas ‘ad al-‘Ayyashi
(d. 320/932), who, according to Meir Bar-Asher’s periodization of ear-
ly Imami tafsir, belongs to the pre-Buwayhid (r. 334/945 to 447/1055)
school of Twelver Shi‘i scriptural exegesis.® Sadra cites a hadith from
‘Ayyashi’s tafsir in his treatment of the merits of the Fatiha, explicitly
providing his name.® In the case of al-Tabrisi (d. 548/1154), a post-
Buwayhid Shi‘i exegete,® he simply refers to a reading of the first part
of Q 1:7 as having derived from the Majma  al-bayan (“The Junction of
Exposition”),* a reference familiar to any reader of Sadra’s tafsir.% As
for al-Qummi (d. 317/919), another important pre-Buwayhid Imami
exegete, Sadra does not mention his name, although Khwajawi traces
one of Sadra’s grammatical discussions centered around the first part
of Q 1.7 back to both Qummi and Tabrisi’s tafsirs.”

Zamakhshari, Razi, Baydawi, Nasafi, Nisabiiri

In the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha, Sadra refers to Zamakhshari on four
occasions, two of which are rather insignificant.?® One of the two sig-
nificant references to Zamakhshari is an allusion to his view—with
which Sadra takes issue—that God’s ascribing mercy to Himself is
simply a metaphor for His blessings to His servants.®” Elsewhere, in a
passage in which Sadra offers his advice to those seeking knowledge
of the Qur’anic sciences, he refers to Zamakhshari by name and is
somewhat favorable. He notes that those who wish to know the spe-
cifics of the detailed discussions concerning the placement of letters
in the basmala (the opening line of the Fatiha, “In the Name of God,
the All-Merciful, the Compassionate”), should read Zamakhshari’'s
famous tafsir work, since they will find such information there.”
Although Sadra goes on to praise the book for its unsurpassed linguis-
tic analysis, it is clear from what follows that the linguistic sciences,
like the other sciences not rooted in unveiling, are ultimately based
on personal opinion and therefore fall short of the goal.”

The Ash‘arite theologian ‘Abd Alldh b. ‘Umar al-Baydawi (d.
ca. 685/1286) appears three times in the Tafsir Siarat al-fatiha. These
appearances are all significant for one reason or another. In one
passage, Sadra seems to paraphrase a small portion of Baydawi's
commentary on the Fatiha in his Anwar al-tanzil (“The Lights of Rev-
elation”), but does not state that he is doing so0.”? In another passage,
Sadra prefaces his significant discussion concerning the Perfect Man
and his relationship to the Qur’an with a citation from the Anwar.
In this citation, Baydawi displays his philosophical know-how in
explaining the meaning of the term %lamin to be found in Q 1:2.%
Sadra then voices his disagreement with another one of Baydawt's
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interpretations of Q 1:2 in which he argues that the verse indicates
that all things are ordered and depend upon God.**

The Madarik al-tanzil (“Understanding Revelation”), written
by another Sunni theologian, ‘Abd Allah b. Ahmad al-Nasafi (d.
710/1310), also figures in Sadra’s Tafsir Strat al-fatiha. Because Nasafi
for the most part presents a condensed version of Baydawi’'s Anwar,
it is difficult to determine whether or not Sadra draws on the Madarik
directly. But, since Sadra is known to have had a copy of the first
quarter of this text® and some of the specifically grammatical discus-
sions are reminiscent of the style of Nasafi's tafsir,”® we cannot rule
out the possibility that the Madarik in some manner or another figures
in the Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha.

The most important exegetical source for the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha
is Raz1's tafsir, which Sadra draws upon on four occasions. The first
instance in which we encounter Razi is in Sadrd’s treatment of the
aforementioned formula standard to Islamic praxis known as the
isti ‘@dha, where he relies heavily on the corresponding (but much
longer and detailed) section in Razi's tafsir.” Later in the text, Sadra
discusses how calling on God’s names can also pose limitations upon
the servant. One important passage here is a slightly reworded repro-
duction of Razi’s arguments from his fafsir.

Another instance in which Razi appears in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha is in an albeit minor final appendix to the work, which, by
Sadra’s own estimation, was meant to be a supplement to the text.”
Sadra says that this appendix is derived from the tafsirs of Razi and
Nizam al-Din Nisaburi (d. 730/1329), who closely follows Razi’s tafsir
in many places. Upon closer inspection, however, it turns out that all
of the passages are actually from Razi’s tafsir.'®

Razi also makes an appearance in this tafsir work in the context
of Sadra’s treatment of the levels of dhikr.!”! Sadra cites Razi’s medita-
tion upon Ghazali’s explanation of the phrase, “There is no he but
He” (Ia huwa illd huwa). Ghazali states that these words correspond to
the station of the most elect of the elect (akhass al-khawass), and Razi
says that he affirmed this point through scripture and demonstrative
proof (burhan). Razi argues that the statement “There is no he but
He” proves that God’s effectuation (ta’thir) does not take place by
giving quiddities the quality of being, for if quiddities were given the
quality of being, being, as a predicable quality, would itself require a
quiddity.'” Rather, God’s effectuation is nothing more than the effec-
tuation of quiddities, which are nothing before their instantiation,
just as being is “nothing” before God gives it effectuation. One of the
implications of this position is that essence precedes existence, and
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this gives Sadra occasion to step in and defend his position on the fun-
damentality of being. The ensuing discussion does not directly pertain
to the Tafstr Surat al-fatiha, and functions as more of an excursus than
a part of the commentary proper. Indeed, Sadra makes it clear that
the section in question is derived from some of his other works.'®

Other Materials

Anecdotes, Maxims, Poems

Several anecdotes'™ and two maxims'® are to be found in the
Tafsir Strat al-fatiha, most of which do not have any particular sig-
nificance to the development of the work’s main ideas. One anecdote
which plays a somewhat important role in the tafsir is taken from
Ibn Hisham’s (d. ca. 213/828 or 218/833) famous biography of the
Prophet, in which ‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Zab‘ari al-Sahmi raises an objec-
tion before the Prophet upon hearing Q 21:67. Sadra uses this incident
to explain how objects of worship other than God to which people
may incline are themselves one of the “acts of Satan,” and should
thus be avoided.'® He then contrasts people who incline to the acts
of Satan with the perfect gnostics, who worship God without any
delimitations of His reality.'"””

The only other significant anecdote in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha
occurs shortly after the Ibn al-Zab‘ari narration, in which Sadra
explains the Prophet’'s method for elucidating the path of truth and
the path of falsehood.!® This is an important piece of information as
it appears in Sadra’s text, since he gives it an interpretation to which
many would object, tying it in as he does to the ultimate salvation
of all human beings.!®

It is well-known that Sadra composed poems in Persian, and
several of his books include citations from such important Persian
Sufi poets as ‘Attar (d. 618/1221) and Rami (d. 672/1273)."° In some
of his writings, Sadra also displays his knowledge of Arabic poetry,
and even tries his hand at composing his own verses. With respect
to Sadra’s Tufsir Sirat al-fatiha, fourteen Arabic couplets appear in the
text, twelve of which are anonymous citations of earlier materials.™
Of these twelve anonymous couplets, two of them are important for
Sadra’s understanding of the relationship between the Qur’an, the
cosmos, and the Perfect Man."? In two cases, Sadra identifies the poet
whose words he cites. The first of them is Labid (d. ca. 41/661), one
of the seven authors of the so-called “Suspended Odes” (al-mu ‘allagat)
of pre-Islamic times."® The second is al-Mahalli, a poet of the Bani
Salal tribe."*
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The most significant couplet in the text, by an anonymous
Arab bard, is slightly but significantly reworked by Sadra from a
longer poem to be found in a work by the famous geographer Yaqut
al-Hamawi (d. 626/1229)."° 1t is a terse couplet that has to do with
the different positions “the people of caprice” (ahl al-hawi’) take with
respect to God, and how Sadra does not fall into such traps because
he has a single position in which he alone dwells."® The insertion
of these verses occurs at a crucial moment in the text, where Sadra
distinguishes between the different types of knowers of the Qur’an.

Structure and Content
A Note on Method

Mulla Sadra is generally not always as systematic a writer in his
tafsirs as he is in his strictly philosophical writings. To be sure, there
are plenty of instances in his tafsirs where he digresses from the topic
at hand. Such digressions may at times lead one to assume that the
work in question lacks thematic unity."” What augments the difficulty
in reading Sadra’s tafsirs in general is the lack of helpful indicators of
where the respective discussion is heading. The generic subheadings
in these works may mislead one into thinking that the point under
discussion is crucial to the text, which is often not the case.!®

In my attempt to explicate the structure and content of Sadra’s
Tafstr Siirat al-fatiha, I have not simply provided a diagram or descrip-
tion of the work’s structure and then followed it up with a discussion
of the content in each of its sections. Apart from being somewhat
prolix, such an approach would present us with the same kind of
confusion a reader of the original is bound to encounter when first
reading the text, as it would not give us an adequate idea of how
the work coheres as a whole. My approach, therefore, is to provide,
as concisely as possible, an outline of the work’s basic architecture
alongside a summary of its contents."’

Tafsir Sirat al-Fatiha

Mulla Sadra’s Tafsir Sairat al-fatiha is 183 pages long. It consists of an
introduction, eight parts or chapters with various subdivisions, and
three appendices. Of the book’s eight parts and three appendices,
Sadra only gives titles to parts one, six, and the first two appendices.
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I have included these below, and have given my own titles to the
text’s unnamed sections. For reasons that will be made clear shortly,
Sadra devotes the bulk of his attention to verses one, two, six, and
seven of the Fatiha.
*k%

Introduction

(Tafsir, 1:1-3)
The introduction begins with a listing of several names tradition-
ally associated with the Fatiha, and briefly discusses the question of
whether or not it consists of six or seven verses. Sadra announces in
the introduction that the time has come to reveal the Qur’an’s mean-
ings. He goes on to single out the Fatiha as the most special ray of
God'’s lights, noting that it brings together the secrets of the Origin
and the Return.

*
I seek refuge in God from Satan the accursed
Part 1: Seeking Refuge

(Tafsir, 1:4-28)
This part of the work deals with the isti ‘@dha, which is normal-
ly recited before reading the Qur’an but is not a part of it. Sadra
notes that his goal in this unexpectedly long section is to explain the
isti ‘@dha’s intellectual meaning as opposed to its verbal meaning. To
accomplish his goal, Sadra discusses the different aspects of seeking
refuge, which range from the one seeking refuge to why one seeks
refuge. Taken together, Sadra’s treatment of the isti ‘@dha can be said
to explore the theme of the reality of evil and man’s weakness
before it. Because man is so weak, he is constantly in need of God’s
help and mercy, the physical manifestation of which is voiced in the
isti ‘Adha.

What emerges from Sadrd’s explanations is significant to the
development of the entire work. Several important points are made
here concerning the function of the Perfect Words in the cosmos. The
sections on cosmology in this section of the book, therefore, shed
a great deal of light on the development of Sadra’s theoretical and
practical hermeneutics.

An important digression in this part of the text, in part following
Razi, is the brief discussion Sadra devotes to the arguments of the
Jabirites and the Qadirites concerning the efficacy of seeking refuge
through the isti @dha formula. Sadra states that neither side will arrive
at the correct answer unless God protects them and teaches them
directly from Himself, which is precisely the message he would like to
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drive home: it is only with God’s assistance that one can receive guid-
ance, and hence the importance of the isti ‘@dha in eliciting divine aid.
*
In the Name of God, the All-Merciful, the Compassionate (Q 1:1)
Part 2: The Name and the Named
(Tafsir, 1:29-72)

This section contains a full engagement with the philosophical and
mystical implications of the divine name Allah, and a standard medita-
tion on God’s names the All-Merciful (al-rahman) and the Compassion-
ate (al-rahim), noting, for example, that the former takes precedence
over the latter (which will have important implications for what Sadra
will say later on).

After discussing the different types of approaches to scripture
(i.e., outward and inward), Sadra contrasts those people who are
bound to particular fixed categories of interpretation and cannot go
beyond them (i.e., exoteric scholars) with those who are not bound
by any particular opinion, and who therefore get to the heart of the
Qur’an (i.e., the esoteric scholars). He ties this discussion into the
point he is trying to make: just as there are different views of God,
so too will there necessarily be different approaches to His Word.

Sadra goes on to discuss how the name Allah is the first mani-
festation of multiplicity, acts as an isthmus (barzakh) between the Pres-
ence of Unity and the loci of the Command and creation, and unites
all the contradictory divine names. We are then given a fairly standard
explication of how multiplicity comes about in the cosmos by virtue
of the different ruling properties of the divine names.

Sadra’s discussion of the divine names and the inaccessibility of
God'’s Essence allow him to introduce two important themes: the gods
of belief, and why only the Perfect Man worships God as God. These
points are then linked with the author’s treatment of the invocation/
remembrance (dhikr) of God. We learn that the highest form of dhikr is
invocation of the name “He” (huwa), which denotes the Essence Itself.
One can only arrive at this practice after having realized that invoca-
tion of God’s other names, such as the All-Merciful and the Gentle,
lead us to particular aspects of His reality, the invocation of which
ultimately entail limitations. This section leads Sadra to respond to
Razi’s explanation of the invocation “There is no he but He,” which
then segues into an excursus in which Sadra offers a condensed pre-
sentation, based on his other writings, of his position concerning the
fundamentality of being and the non-reality of quiddities.

Sadra ends this section with several comments upon the divine
names the All-Merciful and the Compassionate. After discuss-
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ing the fact that mercy really only comes from God and refuting
Zamakhshari’'s view that the ascription of mercy to Him is purely
metaphorical, Sadra introduces this book’s most important ideas: the
fundamentality of God’s mercy, the accidental nature of His wrath,
and how all human beings will ultimately end up in felicity.
Praise is for God (Q 1:2)
Part 3 (a): The Act of Praise
(Tafsir, 1:73-78)
Sadra begins this section by discussing the relationship between praise
(hamd) and gratitude (shukr). Praise for God, we are told, is actually
a type of speech, and is thus an “act.” Since God'’s act is nothing but
existentiation, being, insofar as it is “separate” from God, is an act of
praise for Him. Thus, everything praises God, which means that each
thing is both an act of praise and that which praises. The highest level
of praise is the level of the Muhammadan Seal, which Sadra connects
here with the famous tradition in which the Prophet says that he will
be given the “banner of praise” (liwa’ al-hamd) on the Final Day.
Lord of the worlds (Q 1:2)
Part 3 (b): The Great Book and the Small Book
(Tafsir, 1:78-82)
The discussion of the levels of praise, taken together with what Sadra
said earlier in Part 2 concerning the Perfect Man, informs what he says
in this section. Here, Sadra speaks of the correspondence between the
macrocosm and the microcosm—the great book and the small book—
which is prompted by his meditations on the second part of Q 1:2. It
is in the context of Sadrd’s treatment of the words rabb al- ‘Glamin that
he refutes Baydawi’s interpretation of this verse, loosely tying it into
his famous doctrines of substantial motion and the gradation of being.
The All-Merciful, the Compassionate (Q 1:3)
Part 4: Repetition of the Basmala
(Tafsir, 1:82)

Since Sadra dealt with the implications of the divine names the All-
Merciful and the Compassionate in Part 1, this section is very short.
He simply states that the occurrence of this verse here could be rhe-
torical and for purposes of confirming what came before it (i.e., Q
1.1). Or, it could be there to stress the hamd and shukr mentioned in
the previous verse, which emphasize God’s divinity (ulithiyya) and

man’s servanthood (‘ubidiyya).
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Master of the Day of Judgment (Q 1:4)
Part 5: The Specification of Praise
(Tafsir, 1:83-6)

Here, Sadra discusses some of the grammatical and lexical usages
of the term malik or master. He then briefly relates how the verse in
question conveys the principles of spontaneous, temporal origination
and the gradation of being. Sadra eventually goes on to explain how,
in the next world, God’s control of things will be made crystal clear
because things will then exist in their full potentiality. Since a thing’s
existing in full potentiality necessitates that there be no receptacle for
the locus of God’s control, the actualized thing will itself become a
self-evident manifestation of God’s exclusive effective power.

The most important discussion in this part of the tafsir is Sadra’s
treatment of the modes in which hamd becomes specified in the cos-
mos as mediated by God’s merciful qualities (recall that in Part 2
Sadra says that hamd is both an act of praise and the act of existentia-
tion—thus we see why mercy is identified with being and vice versa).
This pivotal section not only elucidates what Sadra says in Part 2, but
it informs the most important discussions that come up throughout
the remainder of the text.

You alone do we worship, and from You alone do we seek aid (1:5)

Part 6: The Precedence of Worship over Seeking Help
(Tafsir, 1:87-97)

Just as Sadra linked the function of hamd to his cosmology in the
previous section, so too does he link hamd to worship in this section,
although his treatment of the question here is quite circumspect. This
is because Sadra’s main concern in this part of the tafsir is to explain
why the wording in Q 1:5 puts worship ( tbada) before seeking divine
aid (isti ‘@na). In other words, why does the verse teach people to say
“You alone do we worship” before saying “from You alone do we
seek help”? Sadra offers several explanations for why the words “You
alone do we worship” come first: they (1) are a way of admonishing
the worshipper not to have self-interest in his devotions, (2) empha-
size God’s lordship and thus strengthen the servant’s servanthood,
(3) help avoid Satan’s insinuations, and (4) allow one to realize his
servanthood, which then leads to asking the Master for help. Further-
more, the precedence of “You alone do we worship” over “from You
alone do we seek help” is similar to the Islamic testimony of faith,
which puts servanthood over messengerhood, that is, it puts that
which is lasting over that which is not, since servanthood does not
end with the cessation of the world, whereas messengerhood does.
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*

Guide us upon the straight path (Q 1:6)
Part 7: The Straight Path
(Tafsir, 1:98-123)
In this part of the text, Sadra offers several interpretations of the expres-
sion “the straight path” (al-sirat al-mustagim). We are told, for example,
that it can be the Qur’an, Islam, God’s religion, or the Prophet and the
Imams. Sadra’s preferred understanding of the sirat, which he states in
the Asfar as well, is that it is made of the stuff of the soul itself.
Sadra makes it clear that everyone is on a “path” to God, which
is their straight path as determined by their primordial dispositions
and modes of descent. Here, he anticipates several objections to this
point. These objections have to do with why wrongdoers are pun-
ished if they are doing nothing but following their “path” (i.e., their
natures); why the world should be created when all things eventually
return to God; and why differences in peoples’ primordial disposi-
tions exist, and how these disparities do not compromise God’s jus-
tice. Sadra’s responses to these objections lead him to the observation
that although people are all on a straight path with respect to their
essential natures (which he calls essential motion), they also have the
ability to choose (which he calls volitional motion). Volitional motion
allows people to freely choose their destinies within the confines of
the possibilities presented to them by their essential natures.
The path of those whom You have blessed (Q 1:7)
Part 8 (a): The Nature of Blessings
(Tafsir, 1:124-41)
Since a good portion of this part of the work is a reworking of a
section of book thirty-two of Ghazali’s Ihya’, it is one of the least
important in terms of the main ideas addressed by Sadra throughout
the text. The gist of the reworked section from the Ihya’ is that true
blessings have to do with felicity in the next world, although we can
speak of blessings in this world as well. When Sadra departs from
paraphrasing Ghazali, we learn that blessings are to be found every-
where, and that the entire universe is actually a theatre for God’s
blessings, all of which work in harmony with one another.
Not of those who incur wrath, nor of those who stray (Q 1:7)
Part 8 (b): God’s Mercy and Wrath
(Tafsir, 1:142-62)
Despite the fact that Sadra reworks here passages from Qunawi’s
Tjaz concerning the different levels and functions of God’s wrath,
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the reworked passages from Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futihat play a much more
significant role. Situating the Qur’anic image of God’s “two hands”
within the framework of a cosmology largely borrowed from Ibn
‘Arabi, Sadra demonstrates how God’s mercy will triumph over His
wrath for all creatures in the end. He also elucidates the manner in
which the cosmos is pure beauty (again reworking a passage from
Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futiihat), and describes how, as a mirror for the divine,
the cosmos relates to the function of hamd. In a sense, this last section
ties together many of the points Sadra makes throughout the Tafsir
Stirat al-fatiha.
*
Part 9 (a): On the Merits of the Fatiha I
(Tafsir, 1:163-71)

Sadra notes that he decided to include this section as a way of supple-
menting the points made in the tafsir proper. This appendix draws
links between the correspondences between the Qur’an and the cos-
mos on the one hand, and the Fatiha and the Qur’an on the other.
Of course, the Perfect Man is equivalent to the Fatiha, as he is a
transcription of the cosmos/Qur’an, and this is a point that Sadra is
particularly interested in conveying here. Because the Fatiha contains
everything, Sadra says that the realized gnostics find in it what is con-
tained in the entire Qur’an. By extension, the Fatiha contains all that
one needs to know about eschatology. Another theme covered in this
appendix is the structural and doctrinal similarities shared between
the Fatiha and the last two verses of the Sirat al-bagara, which are
traditionally known as the “closing verses” (khawatim).

Part 9 (b): On the Merits of the Fatiha II
(Tafsir, 1:172-3)
This brief section by and large charts what can be called the “inner
itinerary” of man: as he recites the verses of the Fatiha, each verse
corresponds to an aspect of his increasing psychological awareness of
his existential situation. This is not unrelated to another discussion
in this section in which Sadra links the structure of the Fatiha to the
circle of life: verses two to four deal with the Origin, five to six with
the present world, and seven with the Return.

Part 9 (c): On the Merits of the Fatiha III
(Tafsir, 1:174-83)
This book’s final appendix is a collection of some of Razi’'s comments
on the merits and structure of the Fatiha. Sadra provides four dis-
cussions from Razi’s tafsir as a way of supplementing the book and
listing more of the Fatiha’s merits. Razi observes the importance of
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the number seven: there are seven verses of the Fatiha, seven sensory
actions of the ritual prayer, seven levels of man’s creation, and seven
levels of the substance of his soul. He also discusses the symbolism
of the ritual prayer’s gestures, and explains how the basmala contains
all that is needed to repel the devil’s insinuations.






Metaphysics

In the introduction to the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha Mulla Sadra explains
that, amongst the Qur’an’s “lights” (lum ‘n), the Fatiha is particularly
special. Despite its concision, it brings together the secrets of the Ori-
gin and the Return, as well as the states of people in the afterlife.!
What is needed in order to understand the Word is submission, an

attentive ear, God-wariness, and a pure heart:

The light of guidance and the life of faith proceed from
His lights [lum ‘Gn], especially this siira which, despite its
concision,? contains all of the verses of the Qur’an and the
sum total of the secrets of the Origin, Return, and the states
of creatures on the Final Day before the All-Merciful. So
listen with the ear of your heart to the recitation of God’s
verses, and let the lights of the miracle of the Messenger
of God penetrate your insides.?

Several points emerge from this important passage. Sadra argues that
the Fatiha contains the entire Qur’an. A page earlier, we are told that
the Fatiha is also called the “mother of the Qur’an” (umm al-Qur’an)
because it contains all of the Qur’an’s meanings.* Since the Fatiha
contains the entirety of the Qur’an’s meanings, it naturally brings
together all of its inner teachings as well. The Qur’an repeatedly
informs its readers that they came from God and, after a short time
of journeying on earth, will return to Him. From this perspective, it
would not be an overstatement to say that the fundamental concern

of the Qur’an is the Origin, the Return, and the path to the Return,

55



56 The Triumph of Mercy

a point which Sadra himself makes in the Mafatih.> As soon as we
speak of the Origin and the Return, what lies between them a fortiori
becomes all the more important, since our actions in this world will
determine the route of our return. Thus, Sadra is calling our attention
in this introduction to the all-encompassing nature of the Fatiha. As
the Qur’an’s introductory chapter, it in a sense is a foreshadowing
of what is to follow.

That Sadra sees in the Fatiha the entire enfolding of the human
drama is also made clear toward the end of the commentary, where
there is an appendix in which he draws several links between the
Fatiha's verses and their correspondence to the three “days” of man’s
life, that is, his Origin (Q 1:2-4 = morning), mid-way point (Q 1:5-6
= midday), and Return (Q 1:7 = night). Man’s Origin corresponds to
God'’s lordhood (rubibiyya), since it was His will to bring him into
existence; his mid-way point to his servanthood (‘ubiidiyya), since dur-
ing his life on earth he should be concerned with worshipping God
and purifying himself; and his Return to the science of the soul in
the afterlife.® Thus, in the Fatiha, man has a roadmap which “brings
together” all that he needs for his journey.’

Because the Fatiha is primarily concerned with the Origin and
the Return, Sadra spends a good deal of time discussing these two
realities. In this and the next chapter, therefore, I will investigate the
manner in which Sadra tackles the first of these two topics. It will be
shown how he presents us with a well-ordered and tightly argued
picture of the nature of God, the manner in which multiplicity pro-
ceeds from Him, and the role of man in the cosmic scheme.

As noted in the previous chapter, Sadra will normally discuss
the grammar, derivation, and general meanings of certain key words
which occur in the Fatiha. One would therefore expect him to devote
some discussion to the first verse of the basmala. Yet in this tafsir work,
Sadra pays little attention to the basmala. Consequently, we find none
of the typical discussions in tafsir literature centered around topics
such as the grammatical points concerning the basmala,® the debate
over the legality of reciting it in the ritual prayer (i.e., whether it is
mandatory to recite or not),” and the question of whether or not it is
specific to the Islamic community.?

Why Sadra would choose to record the debates and discussions
in tafsir literature concerning other verses of the Fatiha but not the
all-important basmala is unclear. What is even more surprising is that
he devotes no attention to the Sufi interpretations of the basmala for-
mula that we find in the works of such important authors as ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021)," Rashid al-Din Maybudi (d. after
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520/1126),"2 and ‘Abd al-Karim Jili (d. 832/1428)."% In fact, there is
only one passing reference to the basmala formula in the entire work,
and even this comes from the pen of Razi."

Rather than engage any of the long-established exoteric and
esoteric approaches to the basmala formula, Sadra chooses to get to
the heart of the matter, and he does so very quickly. After discuss-
ing the different types of knowers of the Qur’an, he offers a long
meditation on the nature of the name (ism) Allah. Since Q 1:1: begins
“with” or “in” the name of God, the very structure of this verse
seems to prompt within Sadra several questions: how can God, who
is beyond the reach of creation, also be accessible to creation? After
all, it is God who begins with/in His own name, but why does this
happen? What is the nature of that name of God with/in which He
Himself begins? Questions such as these, although implicit, roam in
the background as Sadra introduces his detailed discussion concern-
ing God’s reality.

The Essence

In the Tafsir Surat al-fatiha Sadra says that God’s Essence (dhat) is
beyond definition, description, name, denotation, and delimitation.
In Its pure simplicity and uniqueness, It is only known to Itself,
and forever escapes the grasp of the human intellect: “It has neither
essential definition [hadd], nor name [ism], nor description [rasm],
and intellectual perception does not have a way to It.”® So beyond
the grasp of human cognition is the Essence that all we can do is
describe It as transcending our perception and understanding. Since
it is quite commonplace in Islamic thought to identify God’s Essence
with Light (niir), we can also say that the Essence is pure Luminos-
ity and, thus, sheer Splendor, Plenitude, Perfection, and Infinity. The
Essence therefore is forever out of our reach by virtue of Its own
infinity, the measure and incomprehensibility of which we have some
vague notion based on the fact that we have some concept of infin-
ity. This is why Sadra tells us that God’s Essence, “in the intensity
of luminosity [shiddat al-niiriyya], is beyond [our grasp of] infinity by
virtue of [Its] infinity.”'®

Sadra’s language here is clearly indebted to Ibn ‘Arabi and his
followers’ treatment of the divine Essence or the Absolute (al-mutlag)."”
At the same time, one will notice a direct parallel between Sadra’s
treatment of God'’s Essence and his explication of the nature of wujid
or “being” as outlined in Chapter 1. The reason being can be said
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to be identical to God’s Essence is because they both denote God's
“reality.”" Since God in His reality is completely hidden and inacces-
sible, and the terms “being” and “Essence” refer to this reality, they
too are hidden and inaccessible, and therefore completely unknown."
Yet there is another sense in which being and God’s Essence are one
and the same reality: they are also the most evident of things, since
there is nowhere that being and God’s Essence are not to be found.
To be sure, whatever can be said about being in purely philosophical
terms can be said about the Essence in theological and mystical terms.

When Sadra seeks to explain the notion of the Essence’s acces-
sibility, he employs the traditional language of theology and mysti-
cism, just as he employs the standard language of philosophy in his
explication of being’s accessibility. Like the particularizations of being,
the Essence’s particularizations are to be found everywhere as well. In
more poetic language, Sadra refers to the modes of being as “drops of
the ocean of the Necessary Reality.”? In other words, the Essence, like
being, can only make Itself known through particularizations of Itself,
or what Sadra calls “the rays of the sun of Absolute Being.”?' Once
the Ultimate Reality becomes particularized, we can speak about It in
more concrete and manageable terms. In other words, the vagueness
which envelops all things disappears, in a sense, once we are able to
delimit God’s Essence.

Names and Their Loci

The Essence can only become delimited when we provide an essential
definition of It. By defining It, we bring It into the scope of our own
partial and limited frames of reference. Yet how can the Essence in
Itself remain indefinable and inaccessible on the one hand, and defin-
able and accessible on the other? As with a number of the crucial
points made in the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha, Sadra addresses this question
based on a statement made by Ibn ‘Arabi in the Fusiis al-hikam (“The
Ringstones of Wisdom”). In the text in question, Ibn “Arabi says that
God lies at the root of every definition given in the cosmos: “The
Real is defined by every essential definition [al-hagq mahdid bi-kull
hadd].”* Sadra affirms this point on the logic that since all things in
the cosmos point to God, He is “defined” by all things in the cosmos.”
Yet the God defined in the cosmos is not the Essence proper. With
the concern of a theologian, Sadra seeks to clarify Ibn ‘Arabi’s point:

What was intended by “the Real” in Ibn ‘Arabi’s saying
“The Real is defined by every essential definition” was that
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which is meant by [mufid] the word “God” [Allah] from the
standpoint of its universal meaning and intellectual concept,
not from the standpoint of the reality of its meaning, which
is the Essence of Exclusive Oneness [al-dhat al-ahadiyya] and
the Unseen of the unseens [ghayb al-ghuynb], since It has
neither essential definition, nor name, nor description, and
intellectual perception does not have a way to It.*

The distinction which Sadra makes here between the Essence of Exclu-
sive Oneness and the Unseen of the unseens® on the one hand and
God on the other, corresponds to Ibn ‘Arabi’s well-known distinction
between the Essence’s Exclusive Oneness (ahadiyya) and Its Inclusive
Oneness (wahidiyya).* Many followers of Ibn ‘Arabi couch the same
dichotomy in different terms, referring to the levels of the non-enti-
fied Essence (la ta‘ayyun) and the first entified Essence (al-ta ‘ayyun
al-awwal)? from which multiplicity proceeds, or the non-manifest and
manifest faces of the Essence.”® Whereas the non-manifest face of the
Essence remains inaccessible and unattainable forever except to Itself,
Its manifest face is that to which humans have access and to whom
they return.”

The Essence must in one respect remain hidden, for if It were to
be known even in Its hiddenness, It would not be absolute, but rela-
tive. That is, It would not remain completely unconditioned and there-
fore unknown if It were conditioned by the knowledge of a knower
outside of It. Yet insofar as the Essence makes Itself known, It must
make Itself relative in one sense. The only manner in which It can do
this is by turning one side of Its face to the cosmos. In the language
of Islamic theology,® the Essence makes Itself known through the
divine names. As Sadra puts it:

With each quality, the Essence takes on a [specific] name—
the names articulated in speech being the “names of the
names” [asmi’ al-asmd’]—and the multiplicity in them
is in accordance with the multiplicity of the [names’]
characteristics and attributes. This multiplicity is nothing
but the standpoints [i ‘tibarat] of His unseen levels and His
divine tasks [shu’in ilahiyya],®* which are “the keys to the
unseen” [mafatih al-ghayb, cf. Q 6:59] whose shadows and
reflections fall upon existent things.*

The cosmos, therefore, is composed of the names of God. Since these
names are nothing other than particularizations of the manifest face
of the Essence, each name denotes a specific aspect of the Essence’s
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relationship to the cosmos. Thus, the multiplicity introduced into the
Essence is nothing other than Its own multiple standpoints and faces
turned toward the cosmos, or what Sadra calls, following Ibn ‘Arabi
and his school, the “divine tasks.” As seen in the passage above, the
divine tasks are a synonym for the expression “keys to the unseen.”
These terms refer to the multiplicity which comes about by virtue of
the disclosure of the Essence’s manifest face.®® Once the Essence takes
on different positions with respect to that which is strictly speaking
outside of It, the names emerge with their own particularized quali-
ties, which allow them to be distinguished from one another on the
one hand, and from the Essence on the other. The level at which this
takes place is what is denoted by the terms “divine tasks” and “keys
to the unseen.” Sadra points out that it is the shadows and reflections
of the divine tasks and keys to the unseen which fall upon existent
things. These shadows are nothing but names which appear in the
cosmos, and which Sadra refers to as the “names of the names,” a
point which harks back to Ibn ‘Arabi®*® The names of the names are
the tasks of the Essence found throughout the cosmos, which is to
say that they are Its properties and traces.

Since the Essence must remain utterly hidden and inaccessible,
how do the names come about from It without compromising Its
fundamental obscurity? Again taking his lead from Ibn ‘Arabi, Sadra
asserts that the names have no proper existence of their own. Rather,
they are relationships formed between the Essence and the cosmos.
Since they are relationships, no change is introduced in the Essence:

All that is in the world of contingency is a form of one of
the names of God and a locus of one of the tasks. So God’s
names are intelligible meanings in the Unseen Being of the
Real [ghayb al-wujiid al-haqq], meaning that the Essence of
Exclusive Oneness [al-dhat al-ahadiyya] is that which the
intellect has no way of conceiving, since were It to “exist”
or occur to the intellect in order for the intellect to grasp It,
these meanings would be divested from It, and the intellect
would [be unable to] qualify It with itself. Thus, given Its
unity and simplicity, the Essence of Exclusive Oneness
allows for the predication of these meanings to It without
there being an added quality [to It]. .. .®

Although the divine names are nonexistent entities in themselves,
they do have a relative reality since they come about in relation to
a particular face of the manifest Essence, which denotes a particular
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reality of God’s Essence. As was seen in Chapter 1, the concept of
being is known through particularizations of being. The particular-
izations of being can only be apprehended through quiddities, since
quiddities, as entities entirely devoid of any reality, only emerge by
virtue of the gradation of being. Likewise, each divine name denotes
the Essence, but all the divine names are nonexistent entities.

It can be noted here that the divine names with respect to the
Essence do not correspond, in philosophical language, to quiddities
with respect to being. Although both the names and quiddities are
actually nonexistent but take on a relative type of existence, the names
serve as relationships between the manifest face of the Essence and
the cosmos, whereas quiddities, although “relational” in one respect,
are ultimately mental abstractions which emerge through the concreti-
zations attendant upon the gradation of being.

That which corresponds to quiddities in Sadra’s philosophy to
his explication of the unfolding of the Essence in his religious writings
are the fixed entities (al-a ‘yan al-thabita).* As Ibn ‘Arabi tells us, the
fixed entities are nothing but the objects of God’s knowledge as they
are known to Him forever. Whether God brings them into existence
or not, the fixed entities never leave their state of fixity, and, hence,
nonexistence. When and if they are brought into existence, they can
only do so by virtue of the names.

As we saw in the above-cited passage, Sadra says that “All that
is in the world of contingency is a form of one of the names of God,
and a locus of one of the tasks.” The objects in the cosmos are loci of
God'’s manifestation (mazahir), which is to say that they are receptacles
which come about in accordance with their fixity. The loci are, in
other words, nothing but the existentiated objects of God’s knowledge
“forever” known to Him (i.e., the fixed entities). In order for these
fixed entities to emerge, the manifest face of the Essence must turn
to them, and as soon as the Essence makes Its turn to these entities,
relationships and, hence, names emerge between the manifest face of
the Essence and the fixed entities, which at this later stage are to be
understood as the names’ loci. Thus, a quiddity corresponds to a fixed
entity since they both denote the same thing: the particular reality of
the entity in question, that is, its “what-it-is-ness.” Like several other
major figures of Islamic thought before him,” Sadra explicitly makes
this identification on more than one occasion.®

On account of the fact that the fixed entities denote the quid-
dities, we may be justified in asking what the divine names denote.
In other words, do the divine names have an equivalent in Sadra’s
philosophical system? Indeed, the function of the standpoint of the
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existent with respect to existence, which emerges as a result of the
gradation of being and which determines the nature of the resultant
quiddity, is akin to the function of the divine names in their relation-
ality to the Essence on the one hand, and their colouring the loci¥
on the other. Technically speaking, however, the divine names do
not figure in Sadra’s philosophical writings, since there is no direct
conceptual equivalent in his philosophical lexicon.® This is perfectly
understandable, since the divine names are theological categories and
thus more appropriately belong to Sadra’s “religious” writings, which
is why they figure so prominently in his Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha.

The All-Comprehensive Name

What prompted Sadra’s long meditation on Q 1:1 was the divine name
Allah. According to a long-standing tradition in Islam, this name is
unlike God’s other names. Whereas each divine name denotes a spe-
cific aspect of the Essence’s manifest face,* the divine name Allah
does not function in the same way. Firstly, it does not denote any
particular quality of the Essence, as, for example, al-rahman would
denote the mercifulness of the Essence’s manifest face, or al-qahhar
would denote the dominating aspect of the Essence’s manifest face.
As the Islamic tradition suggests, Allah is a proper name (ism ‘alam).
Since the name Allah signifies God’s Essence but does not denote a
particular quality of It, it is what the Sufi tradition refers to as an
All-Gathering name (ism jami*), which is to say that it brings together
all of the meanings of the divine names, each of which denote the
Essence in a particular way.*

In keeping with a fundamental axiom of Sadrian metaphysics,
“the simplicity of reality is all things [basit al-haqiga kull ashya’],”* the
name Allah brings together all of the standpoints which the Essence
assumes with respect to the cosmos in terms of the Essence’s mani-
festness, since it is the one name which denotes the entire manifest
aspect of the Essence on account of its being the first level of the
Essence’s self-unfolding:

According to the great ones amongst the gnostics, the name
“God” [ism Allah] is an expression of the All-Gathering
Divine Level [martabat al-ulithiyya al-jami‘a] for all of the
tasks, standpoints, descriptions, and perfections, within
which all of the names and attributes—these being nothing
but the flashes of His light* and the tasks of His Essence—are
ranked. This Level marks the first instance of multiplicity
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to come about in existence, and® is an isthmus between
the Presence of Exclusive Oneness [al-hadra al-ahadiyyal
and the loci of creation and the engendered Command
[al-mazahir al-amriyya wa-l-khalgiyya].* In itself, this name
brings together every contrary quality and opposing name,
as you have already come to know.*”

From the perspective that the Essence is everywhere, the names are
to be found everywhere as well. And since the cosmos is saturated
with the names, all that is in the cosmos denotes the name Allah.
Taken as a whole, the entire cosmos names the Essence by naming
the name Allah.

As all things in the cosmos name Allah, they can be said to
“define” Him, since everything in the cosmos denotes an aspect of
the reality of the name Allah which itself denotes the Essence. Since
the name Allah brings together every other name, it is the least par-
ticularized of the Essence’s particularizations and is, thus, the most
entitled to being called the Essence’s manifest face* simply because
it is the “the first instance of multiplicity to come about in existence.”
The name Allah, therefore, corresponds to what we normally refer to
as “God,” that is, the God that is worshipped by people and to whom
they will return in the next life.* Since any talk of the name Allah
automatically brings us into the sphere of the ultimate end of religion,
Sadra’s concern with Ibn “Arabi’s statement that the Real (al-hagg)—a
term that is synonymous with the name Allah®—is defined in every
definition therefore becomes clear. In fact, Sadra goes on to tell us
that although the name Allah is defined in every definition, it itself
cannot be exhausted in its meanings:

The concepts [mafhiimat] of all the divine names and their
existential loci [mazahir], which are parts of the cosmos—both
outwardly and inwardly—despite their multiplicity, [form]
a real definition [hadd haqigi] in signifying God’s name [ism
Allah]. 1t follows that all the meanings of the realities of
the cosmos are a definition of God’s name, just as all the
meanings of the divine names define Him, except that it is
possible for the human intellect to encompass [ihita] all the
definitions of defined things in their particulars, as opposed
to the meanings of the particulars of His definition, because
these meanings cannot be confined [ghayr mahsiira].>

The Essence of Exclusive Oneness, therefore, forever remains out of
the reach of the cosmos by virtue of the fact that It does not turn Its
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face toward the cosmos. And when It does turn to the cosmos, what
emerges are the names, which are not, strictly speaking, ontological
entities but relationships. In fact, the name which denotes the manifest
face of the Essence, namely Allah, cannot be exhausted and defined
in its entirety, since, as Sadra explains, this name brings together all
of the names and hence all of the meanings in the cosmos.” Thus,
although all things in the cosmos define God, they cannot confine Him
through their act of definition, seeing as it is that they themselves are
particularized definitions which “define” the whole.



Cosmology

After commenting upon the first part of Q 1:1 and devoting some
discussion to God’s attributes of mercy and compassion,' Sadra turns
his attention to Q 1:2, the first part of which reads, “Praise is for God
[al-hamdu li-llah], Lord of the worlds.” Indeed, by the time we get to
Q 1:2, we have already encountered God as He is in terms of His hid-
denness and accessibility. According to Sadra, Q 1:2 addresses another
key point: the manner in which the cosmos comes about through
the Supreme Reality.? The notion of “praise” (hamd) which figures in
this verse is all-important for Sadra, since it is the link between the
manifest face of God and the cosmos, which is traditionally defined
in Islamic texts as “everything other than God” (ma siwa-llah).

In the context of his discussion on the isti Gdha, Sadra returns
to the theme of the nature of God’s Word which he developed in the
Mafitih. After stating that God’s Word is not of the order of the genus
of sounds and letters, or of the order of the genus of substances and
accidents, Sadra reiterates his teaching that it comes about through
God’s Command. As the first existentiation from the manifest aspect
of God, that is, as part of His Command, the Word is “Perfect.” And
since the realm of multiplicity and change emerges through the Per-
fect Words,® their emergence in the cosmos is gradational and not
spontaneous. It is worth citing Sadra’s explanation here in the con-
text of the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha since it will help set the stage for his
discussion of the cosmic function of “praise”:

There is a fine point [dagiga] here: the origination of bodies—
their substances, dark and other accidents, natures, and
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natural effects—is only gradational [tadr7jT], [proceeding]
bit by bit.* [This is] similar to motion, which is the exiting
[khuriij] from potentiality into actuality. As for innovated
things, their existentiation and exiting [potentiality and
going] into actuality only obtains in one instant: And Our
Command is nothing but one, like the blink of an eye [Q 56:5].
When the Command is like this, its origination from God
resembles the origination of letters which only come to exist
in one instant, that is, at that very indivisible moment.’
Because of this likeness, their completion is their very
beginning. That which comes about through the carrying
out of His determination is called the “Word,” and is
described as “Perfect.”®

The Act of Praise

Like his predecessors in the Qur’anic exegetical tradition, Sadra’s
commentary on Q 1:2 typically discusses the linguistic sense of hamd
and how it relates to other cognate but structurally different terms,
such as madh and thana’’ He treats these discussions as more of a
formality, perhaps because he would like to demonstrate how differ-
ent his approach will be. This is clearly evidenced early in his com-
mentary on Q 1:2.

Sadra observes that for the people of unveiling, ““praise’ is a
kind of speech [naw < min al-kalam].”® Referring to his earlier treatment
of the nature of “speech,” he notes that speech is not that which is
uttered by the tongue.” As we have already seen, God’s Words arise
from His Command. Speech is, thus, an act that comes about through
the divine will. Since speech is an act and praise is “a kind of speech,”
praise is also a kind of act:

The reality of praise, according to the verifying gnostics, is
the act of making God’s attributes of perfection manifest
lizhar al-sifat al-kamaliyya). This could either be through
words [gawl]—as is well-known amongst the masses—or
it could be in act [bi-I-fi ], which is like God’s praise for
Himself and the praise of all things for Him."

This passage is crucial for the distinctions Sadra will set out to expli-
cate for the remainder of his commentary upon Q 1:2. Praise, as an
act, makes “God’s attributes of perfection manifest.” This can be done
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in one of two ways. Either the attributes of perfection are made mani-
fest through words of praise, usually through the hamdala. Or, God’s
attributes of perfection are made manifest through the act of praise,
which, Sadra tells us, is akin to God’s self-praise and the praise of
all things for Him.

Insofar as God is the object of praise through speech, the praise
that is allotted to Him in human speech may not bring about His
attributes of perfection in a complete manner. This is because that
which is denoted by words may actually differ from the word itself.!
A human being can, for example, praise God with his tongue, but if
his mind is not focused upon God at that moment, his praise of Him
may be nothing more than an empty set of words. In fact, his act
of praising God while something else is on his mind is akin to his
praising that thing upon which his mind is fixated. But when God’s
praise is completely actualized, it is the very act of praise that does
complete justice to His attributes of perfection.”? It is, therefore, this
second notion of praise which draws Sadra’s interest.

Sadra says that the act of praise which brings about God’s
attributes of perfection is akin to God’s praising Himself. But how
does God “praise” Himself? This is made clear once we consider the
wording of Q 1:2. In this verse, the speaker is none other than God,
and He declares His own praise. While human praise, when done
properly, can only bring about God’s attributes of perfection by way
of declaring them, God’s praise for Himself, which is pure actuality,
does more than simply “declare” God’s perfection. As Sadra tells us,
God’s praise for Himself is nothing but His act of bringing things
into existence:

God'’s praise for Himself—which is the most exalted level
of praise—is His existentiation [7jad] of every existing
thing. . . . His existentiation of every existent is “praise”
in the infinitive sense, similar to the way speaking denotes
beauty [of voice] through speech. The existent itself is
“praise” in the sense of actualizing the infinitive."

As was discussed earlier, the cosmos only comes about by virtue
of the divine Essence’s turning toward the fixed entities. But why did
the Essence wish to bring about the cosmos? The Sufi tradition tells
us that it is because It wanted to know Itself objectively, whereas
before It had known Itself in a purely subjective manner."* And the
manner in which God qua Absolute can know Itself objectively is
by bringing Itself into the realm of relativity. The act of praise is
therefore a form of existentiation primarily with respect to God's
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self-knowledge. By praising Himself, God proceeds from obscurity
into apparentness, from hiddenness into manifestness. Yet God’s
praise for Himself necessitates that the objects of His knowledge
become objectified, for it is through the objects of His knowledge
that He can come to know Himself. Hence, praise pertains as much
to God’s objective self-awareness as it does to the existentiation of
His creatures, for they are, in a sense, two sides of the same coin.

Since God, who is pure being, brings about the cosmos by prais-
ing Himself, each existent that arises out of His self-praise is itself a
mode of that act of praise. As modes of the act of praise, or what Sadra
calls the specification (takhsis) of praise,’® each existent is “praisified,”
meaning that each existing thing is both a form of praise and that
which praises:

In this sense, it is valid to call every existent thing “praise.”
And just as every existent is a “praise,” so too is it a praiser
[hamid] because of its being composed of an intellectual
constituent and a rational substance. . . . This is why this
intellectual denotation has been expressed in the Qur’an as
“speech” [nutql: “God, the one who causes all things to speak,
has caused us to speak” [Q 41:22]. Likewise, every existent,
with respect to the totality of its arrangement, is a single
praise and a single praiser [cf. Q 59:24, 62:1].16

All things in existence, as specified instantiations of God’s single act
of praise, cannot but praise God because they themselves are acts of
praise.”” And the act of praise, as Sadra pointed out, is the most com-
plete manner in which God’s attributes of perfection become manifest.
“Praise,” therefore, is “for God” (li-llah) because existence belongs to
Him.

The Muhammadan Reality

Just as every existent is a word of God proceeding from His Perfect
Words which arise out of His Command, so too is each creature an
act of praise which proceeds from God’s self-praise. Yet there seems
to be an ontological fissure here between God’s self-praise and the
emergence of the individual instantiations of this praise (i.e., the cos-
mos and its contents). As Sadra demonstrated in the Mafatih, the cos-
mos does not come about as a result of the Command, but through
the intermediary of the Perfect Words, which can be understood as
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so many fragmented portions of the single Command “Be!” Since
in the Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha Sadra wishes to connect his cosmology of
the Command and the Perfect Words with his cosmology of praise,
there must be something that takes the place of the Perfect Words in
his cosmology of praise. To be sure, although Sadra does not make
the connection explicit, he provides us with the missing link in the
following crucial passage. Each existent in the cosmos is both an act
of praise and praise itself, Sadra explains, because

the sum total [al-jami ] is like one large man with one reality,
one form, and one intellect. This is the First Intellect, which
is the form and reality of the world, and is the complete
Muhammadan Reality [al-haqiga al-Muhammadiyya al-
tamamiyya).'® So the most exalted and most tremendous level
of praise is the level of the Muhammadan Seal, which subsists
through the existence of the Seal [al-martaba al-khatmiyya al-
Muhammadiyya al-qa’ima bi-wujid al-khatam] on account of
the Prophet’s arrival at the promised praiseworthy station in
His saying, Perhaps your Lord will raise you to a praiseworthy
station [Q 17:79]. So his hallowed essence is the utmost level
of praise through which God praises Himself. This is why
the Prophet has been singled out with the banner of praise
[liwa’ al-hamd],” and was called “praiser” [hammid], “most
praiseworthy” [ahmad], and “praised” [mahmiad]. . . *

By the time Sadra wrote these words, it had become common-
place to speak of the Muhammadan Reality as the root and form of
the world. Yet Sadra’s linking the level of the Muhammadan Reality
with what he calls the “most exalted and most tremendous level of
praise” is very telling in the context of his commentary on Q 1:2. In
Sufi metaphysics, the Muhammadan Reality is nothing other than
the eye through which God sees Himself objectively in the cosmos.
It is thus a reality which, from the time God brought the cosmos into
existence, has percolated throughout the generations and become par-
ticularized in God’s many messengers and prophets sent to humanity.
Since the Muhammadan Reality is the first thing created by God, it is
the Word of God. As was seen above, God’s Word only comes about
by virtue of the Command. Indeed, there is a clear correlation between
the act of praise and God’s engendering Command (al-amr al-takwini).
Just as God causes the cosmos to come about by saying “Be!,” so too
does He cause the cosmos to come about by praising Himself. And,
just as the Perfect Words are the first entities to emerge by virtue
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of the Command, so too does the Muhammadan Reality emerge by
virtue of God’s act of self-praise. This parallel is all the more telling
since the Command is a form of speech which produces that which
is structurally related to speech, namely “words,” just as the act of
praise (hamd) produces something which is structurally related to it,
namely that which is praised (Muhammad). This interpretation is given
further support by Sadra’s own statement, discussed earlier, that hamd
is “a kind of speech.”*

Although Sadra states that the Perfect Words emerge through
the Command, it is not incorrect to say that one single Word or Logos
emerges from the Command. This is why he referred to that which
emerges from the Command as “a Perfect Word.” Since a Perfect
Word is nothing but a fragmentation of the Command, one Word
must logically precede the others. That Sadra wishes to equate the
Muhammadan Reality with the first Perfect Word is clear by his iden-
tification—which was well-established in theoretical Sufism several
centuries before him—of the Muhammadan Reality with the First
Intellect.”

Since the First Intellect is the first entity to come about in the
cosmic order, and the act of existentiation is nothing other than the
actualization of “praise,” Sadra describes the Muhammadan Reality
as the highest level of praise through which God praises Himself. In
other words, since God brings about the cosmos by praising Him-
self, the first entity to emerge as a result of this act of self-praise is
the Muhammadan Reality. As the highest level of God’s self-praise,
the Muhammadan Reality is also the being that praises God most,
which, as Sadra explains, is why the person of the Prophet—who is
the physical manifestation of the Muhammadan Reality—is given the
“banner of praise” (liwa’ al-hamd) on the Final Day.

The Perfect Man

After laying out the fundamentals of his metaphysics and cosmology,
Sadra then proceeds in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha to discuss what can
be called his anthropology. Drawing on a well-known theme in later
Islamic thought, he discusses the nature of the Perfect Man (al-insan
al-kamil). His treatment of this topic does not exactly follow his discus-
sion of the Muhammadan Reality, since in explicating the nature of
the latter he was more concerned with demonstrating the manner in
which the Muhammadan Reality, as the highest level of praise, comes
about through God’s act of self-praise. At the same time, since the
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Perfect Man is nothing but a particular manifestation of the Muham-
madan Reality, it seems clear that Sadra’s treatment of the cosmology
of praise was intended to serve as a lead-in of sorts to his treatment
of the Perfect Man.

In introducing the notion of the Perfect Man, Sadra takes his lead
from a discussion on Q 1:2 in Baydaw1’'s Anwar where he discusses the
different senses of the word ‘alam which figure in the verse.” Sadra
is particularly interested in demonstrating the manner in which man
shares an intimate relationship with the cosmos by virtue of his very
constitution. Just as the world contains signs through which God can
be known, so too does man contain signs through which God can be
known. Baydawi explicitly says that gazing upon the cosmos and man
are equal acts, since they share the same qualities.* Sadra concedes
that most people are created in a manner similar to the macrocosm,
although he notes that most of them do not ever escape their animal
natures and rise to the station of the intellect.* But how can man
contain within himself, even potentially, the cosmos? In explaining
this question, Sadra draws on his earlier discussion of God’s names
and attributes:

With respect to the point of view that man contains
something of all that is in the macrocosm [al- ‘Glam al-kabir],
it is because his perfect configuration [nash’atuhu al-kamila]
is the locus of all the divine names and attributes and is
the gathering place of all of the existential realities, as is
known to those who assiduously pursue the signs in the
horizons and within their selves.® So man is a prototype
for all of what is in the cosmos. From this perspective, he
is a small world [ ‘alam saghir], which is why he is called
the “microcosm” [al-Glam al-saghir]. . . .7

As was seen earlier, the cosmos is nothing but a synthesis of
God’s names, which themselves come about as relationships between
the manifest face of the Essence and Its respective loci of manifesta-
tion. Just as the cosmos is the theatre for the manifestation of God’s
qualities, so too is man, who was, as the famous Prophetic tradition
tells us, created upon the form or in the image (siira) of Allah.® As
mentioned earlier, the name Allah is an All-Gathering name since it
brings together all of the divine names. It will also be recalled that
the divine names are found throughout the cosmos, which, as Sadra
explained earlier in the Tafsir Strat al-fatiha, as a whole “defines” Allah.
Thus, created in the image of Allah, man contains all of the divine
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names within himself. Since the divine names are found throughout
the cosmos, man also contains the cosmos within himself. But Sadra
does not just have in mind any man, since, as he notes, it is man’s
“perfect configuration” that is the locus of all of God’s names and
attributes. The man with a “perfect configuration” can only be the
Perfect Man.

We saw at the beginning of the last chapter how Sadra follows
a long tradition of commentators upon the Qur’an when he says that
the Fatiha contains all things. It is in the context of his anthropology
that he seeks to make the logical connection between the Fatiha and
the Perfect Man:

The relationship of the Siirat al-fatiha to the entire Qur’an is
like the relationship of man—who is the small world—to the
world, which is the great man. And just as the Perfect Man
is a succinct book [kitab wajiz] and an abridged transcription
[nuskha muntakhaba] within whom is found all that is in the
All-Gathering great book [al-kitab al-kabir al-jami]® . . . so
too is the “opener of the book” |[fatihat al-kitab], within
which, despite its brevity and concision, is found the sum
total [majami] of the aims of the Qur’an and their secrets
and lights. This All-Gatheredness [jami iyya] is not for
the other Qur’anic chapters, just as none of the forms of
the world’s parts have what man has with respect to [his
bringing together| the form of the Divine Gatheredness
[al-siira al-jam ‘iyya al-ilahiyya] >

Since the Fatiha contains all things and man is potentially the entire
cosmos, man potentially contains the Fatiha within himself. As a pro-
totype of the cosmos, the Perfect Man is a microcosm. Likewise, as
prototypes of the book of being, he and the Fatiha are “small books.”
Both the Perfect Man and the Fatiha share in common the qualities
of gatheredness: they both bring together what is contained in the
“big book,” that is, the macrocosm. Since the Fatiha and the Perfect
Man are identical, the Perfect Man contains within himself all of the
Fatiha's secrets concerning the Origin and the Return.®® This is an
important point, for, as we will shortly see, it is from the perspective
of the Perfect Man that Sadra attempts to reveal some of the Fatiha's
secrets.



Theology

In Chapter 3 I had the opportunity to evaluate the manner in which
Mulla Sadra recasts his ontology in his commentary on the Fatiha.
It was shown that he was able to weave his distinctly philosophical
position concerning the fundamentality of being into the fabric of his
commentary in seamless fashion. This then allowed for a proper expo-
sition of the Tafstr Siirat al-fatiha’s sophisticated cosmology of praise
and its attendant anthropology, which was the focus of Chapter 4. I
will now turn my attention to a theme addressed in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha which naturally follows the topics already covered in Chap-
ters 3 and 4. By extension, the discussion introduced here is also a
corollary of Sadra’s worldview when applied to the content of the
Fatiha. T will highlight here how Sadra attempts to shed light on
Ibn ‘Arabi’s notion of the “God created in beliefs.” To be sure, we
still lack a comprehensive picture of Sadra’s theology (as understood
here). Thus, apart from bringing to light some unknown aspects of
Sadra’s teachings, this chapter will also demonstrate how influential
Ibn Arabi has been upon these teachings.

From Outer to Inner

I demonstrated in Chapter 1 that Sadra has very little patience for the
more exoteric types of tafsir, although he was thoroughly conversant
in its methods. It is clear that Sadra acknowledges non-mystical and
non-philosophical scriptural exegesis as a legitimate enterprise, but
he will rarely devote a lengthy discussion to account for why these
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approaches exist and how they ultimately tie into the wider picture
of his metaphysics. One of the major exceptions to this is to be found
in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha. Here, Sadra attempts to explain why there
are different types of readers of the Qur’an, the exposition of which
is closely linked to his treatment of the diversity of approaches to
understanding God.

Since people take different positions with respect to God, they
will obviously have different understandings of His Word." Accord-
ing to Sadra, this fact is itself proof of the Qur’an’s perfection. It, like
God, is open to all types of readings, although not all interpretations
are necessarily correct:

Just as there are differences of opinion [ikhtilaf wa-tafawut] in
peoples’ positions and beliefs concerning God—i.e., between
the one who declares God bodily [mujassim] and the one
who declares Him dissimilar [munazzih], the philosopher
[mutafalsif] and denier of God’s attributes [mu ‘attil], the one
who ascribes partners to God [mushrik] and the one who
declares Him one [muwahhid]—so too are there differences
of opinion between them in understanding [the Qur’an].
This is one of the proofs of the Qur’an’s perfection, for it
is a deep ocean in whose current most people drown, and
from which none are saved except a few.?

One may either remain on the surface of an ocean or plunge into it.
The deeper one goes, the more likely he is to reach its bottom and
resurface with its hidden treasures. Likewise, there are many posi-
tions on God, but not all of them are correct since some of them are
necessarily more superficial than others. It is only those who plumb
the depths of being who can lay claim to understanding God, just as
it is only those who plumb the depths of the ocean of the Qur’an
who can lay claim to understanding His Word.?

The point Sadra is trying to make here would be difficult to
understand without contextualizing his discussion. Before introducing
the idea of the correspondence between different approaches to under-
standing God and the Qur’an, he devotes some space to explaining
how people have employed various linguistic tools in their attempts
to comprehend the meanings of the Qur’an’s verses. Such people
(whom Sadra, in keeping with the long-standing Sulfi tradition, refers
to as the ahl al- ‘ibara or “the people of outward expressions”)* are used
by God for a higher purpose. God has effectively set them up to learn
these partial sciences (al- ‘uliim al-juz’iyya), rooted as they are upon
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the Qur’an’s linguistic forms only. These people thus act as servants
(khawadim) and instruments (alat) for the true purpose behind the
Qur’an, namely man’s perfection.” Human perfection, Sadra assures
us, is not attained through outward, formal learning. Although out-
ward knowledge is a necessary preparatory step for most seekers of
truth, it cannot in and of itself lead to that truth.® Thus, the more
outward forms of learning related to the Qur’an exist as a means of
facilitating a deeper understanding of the book.

In Sufi tafsir, the term <bara is often juxtaposed with the term
ishara, a word denoting the allusion to or indication of something
which, by virtue of its depth, escapes outward expression.” Expres-
sions, in other words, deal with the outer form of a deeper reality
which can only be denoted by allusions. Because of the limitations
of language and discursive thought (to which language is intimately
tied), we can only allude to the Qur’an’s inner realities. Thus, if the
ocean of the Qur’an has outward expressions (i.e., its surface and
waves), it also has an inner reality (i.e., its hidden pearls). In the fol-
lowing passage, Sadra relates this basic exoteric/esoteric dichotomy
in the cosmos to several cosmic realities and explains the fundamental
difference between those concerned with the outer and inner dimen-
sions of the Qur’an:

Expressions are like the enshrouded dead person, whereas
allusions are like the subtle, recognizing, knowing [faculty]
which is man'’s reality. Expressions come from the World of
the Visible [ ‘@lam al-shahada], whereas allusions come from
the World of the Unseen [ ‘alam al-ghayb]. Expressions are
the shadows of the unseen, just as man’s individuation
[tashakhkhus] is the shadow of his reality.

As for the people of outward expressions and writing
[ahl al- ibara wa-l-kitaba], they have wasted their lives away
in acquiring words and foundations, and their intellects have
drowned in trying to grasp expositions and meanings. As for
the people of the Qur’an and the Word [ah! al-Qur’an wa-I-
kalam]—and they are the people of God [ah! Allah] who have
been singled out for the divine love, lordly attraction, and
Prophetic proximity—God has facilitated the way for them
and accepted from them few works for the journey. That is
because of the purity of their intentions and their hearts.?

Since God’s being encompasses outward and inward realities,
like the readers of the Qur’an, it will necessarily be comprised of
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people who swim on the surface of its ocean and those who plunge
into its depths. Those who plunge into its depths are the “people of
God,” just as those who plunge into the Qur’an’s depths are the “peo-
ple of the Qur’an.” As we have seen earlier in this study, modes of
being (anha’ al-wujiid) are darker, murkier, denser, and more shadow-
like (i.e., manifest more essence) the lower they stand on the scale of
being. The higher they stand on its scale, the less concretized they are,
which is to say the less defined they become by their own outward
forms or “expressions.” As modes of being, the more individuated
they are, the less shadow-like their natures, meaning they manifest
more being, more depth, more “allusion,” and less “expression.”

At the beginning of Chapter 3 we saw that Sadra refers to the
Qur’an as being one of the rays of God’s light. Elsewhere in the Tafstr
Sirat al-fatiha he refers to it as “one of the flashes of His Essence.””
Since God'’s light pervades the cosmos, all of the latter’s contents, in
one form or another, reveal the light of God’s being. However, some
things reveal this light more clearly than others. This is to say that
some things can either convey the nature of this light by their very
existence, or they can play a subtler role by way of alluding to this
principial Light of which all things are merely rays."* Since being and
the Qur’an are two sides of the same coin, the most outward forms of
knowledge of the Qur’an, like the most outward forms of knowledge
of God, are less real and furthest from that form of knowledge only
accessible to the people of the Qur’an.

Idols of Belief

Approaches to the Qur’an which are confined to the surface neces-
sarily limit the Qur’an’s treasures from emerging. As has been seen
throughout the history of Islamic thought, such a tendency is often
an extension of, and/or something that informs, a more exoteric
approach to scripture. It would be an unhelpful exercise on our part
if we were to attempt to determine whether one’s reading of scripture
colors one’s understanding of reality, or whether one’s understanding
of reality informs one’s reading of scripture. This is because these
approaches are not mutually exclusive, as they both seem to inform
one another.

In Sadra’s case such a question becomes all the less important
since he sees the Qur’an as the prototype of being (from one per-
spective). It is perhaps for this reason that in his tafsirs, Sadra will
often not draw as explicit a link between approaches to scripture and
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approaches to God. Thus, when he discusses the nature of idolatry
in the context of the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha, he takes it for granted that
his discussion is as much concerned with understanding the verses
of the Qur’an as it is with understanding the nature of God.

In texts of Islamic thought, particularly Sufi writings, it was
commonplace to say that concern with anything other than God was
tantamount to idolatry. One of the first authors to make an explicit
connection between self-absorption and idolatry was the early master
of moral psychology al-Harith al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857), who spent a
good deal of time demonstrating the manner in which riya’ (religious
ostentation) acts as what the Prophet referred to as a hidden form of
idolatry (al-shirk al-khafi)."" This hidden form of idolatry can manifest
itself in a variety of forms. This explains why in Sufi literature we
come across many synonyms for the hidden idolater, amongst which
are such pejorative titles as “form worshipper” (sirat-parast)? and
“habit worshipper” (‘adat-parast).®

If preoccupation with the idols of the self is a form of idolatry,
then surely the intellectual constructs of God conjured up by the self
can also be called “idols.” Although this idea lurks in the background
of numerous Sufi texts, the first explicit, theoretical discussion of the
notion of “idols of belief” is to be found in the work of Ibn ‘Arabi,
who spoke of the “God of one’s belief” (al-ilah al-mu ‘tagad) and “the
God created in faiths” (al-ilah al-makhliq fi I- ‘aqa’id).** As he famously
(and controversially) puts it, “Neither [the worshipper’s] heart nor
eye ever witness anything except the form of his belief concerning
God,”*® and “there are none but idol worshippers.”® After Ibn ‘Arabi,
a number of authors took up this idea, particularly the great Persian
sage Mahmud Shabistari (d. 740/1339)."

By the time we get to Mulla Sadra, references to the “idols of
belief” or the “God created in faiths” would have been immediately
recognizable as having derived from Ibn ‘Arabi and his school. This
was the case with a number of important terms, such as the Oneness
of Being (wahdat al-wujiid) and the Perfect Man. Sadra’s writings are
replete with discussions of these terms.'® But when it comes to the
notion of idols of belief, the only extensive discussion he devotes to
it is to be found in the Tafsir Siarat al-fatiha. The section in this tafsir
where Sadra takes up the question occurs in the context of his treat-
ment of Q 1:1.

After explaining the nature of the divine names and how they
relate to the All-Gathering name Allah, Sadra ventures into a fairly
detailed explanation of the fact that most people do not worship God
as He should be worshiped (here he freely draws on his Tafsir Ayat
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al-kursi or “Commentary on the Throne Verse”). Confined as they
are to their own methods and intellectual constructs (like the people
of expressions’ approaches to the Qur’an), they fashion and carve
God in their own image and according to their own beliefs. Having
crafted an image of the deity with their own interpretive tools, He
then becomes fit for their worship:

Most people do not worship God insofar as He is God. They
merely worship the objects of their beliefs in accordance
with what they have formed for themselves as objects of
worship. In reality, their gods are those imaginary idols
which they form [yatasawwariina] and carve [yanhitina] with
the power [quwwa] of their intellectual or imaginary beliefs.”

Like Ibn ‘Arabi, Sadra closely follows the Qur’an’s wording when
discussing the idea of “carving” an idol*® Whereas the people of
Abraham carved an idol out of physical matter, those who worship
the objects of their beliefs carve idols out of the “stuff” of their soul.
As Sadra puts it, these objects of belief are “formed and sculpted”
through man’s use of his imagination and intellect, or what he also
refers to as the “hands” of man’s intellect.?!

Idolatry, therefore, is not only worship of a physical image or
even preoccupation with other than God. It is also to conceive of
God in accordance with one’s own selfish whims and desires. Since a
mental image of God cannot be God as such, it can only be an object
of one’s belief, created by the self for the self. Because this is the case,
there is no difference between those who worship physical idols and
those who worship the God of their beliefs:

A believer amongst the veiled ones—those who create
the divinity in the forms of the object of their belief and
nothing else—only worships a god on account of what
he creates within himself and forms [tasawwara] using his
imagination. In reality, his God is created for himself and
sculpted with the hand of his controlling power [bi-yad
quwwatihi al-mutasarrifa). So there is no difference between
those idols which are taken as gods [externally] and his
God, owing to the fact that they are all created for the self,
whether they be external or internal to it.*?

Why do people create idols? Sadra, again following Ibn ‘Arabi,
offers an explanation. He says that an idol is taken as an object of
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worship simply because of the belief on the part of the one worship-
ping the idol that it is divine, and therefore worthy of worship:

External idols are also only worshipped because of their
worshipper’s belief in their divinity. The mental forms are
the objects of their worship essentially, and the external
forms are their objects of worship accidentally. Thus, the
objects of worship of every idol worshipper are nothing but
the forms of his beliefs and the caprices [ahwa’] of his soul,
as has been alluded to in His saying, Have you seen the one
who takes his caprice for his god? [Q 65:23]. Just as worshippers
of bodily idols worship what their hands have created,
so too do those who have partial beliefs concerning God
worship what the hands of their intellects have gathered.?

Sadra acknowledges in this passage that it is essentially “caprice”
which incites one to fashion an idol. This caprice forms into a mental
image first, and then, in the case of a physical idol, is made into a
physical image. Whether the image remains physical or mental, the
God created by the self and for the self is only worshipped because
the self considers it to be divine. Thus, what the self ultimately wor-
ships is nothing but its own whims and desires, since an idol—wheth-
er physical or mental—is nothing but a projection of the self. Since
one’s caprice is a projection of the content of the self, when one forms
an idol one is really only worshipping oneself. All beliefs in which
God is delimited by the self are nothing but constructions of the self.
This explains why one believes in the divinity of the idol which he
himself creates: the image is “divine” because it is proximate to the
self, which is to say that it is like the self.

From another perspective, it is God’s self-disclosures (tajalliyit)
which determine a servant’s object of worship. Since some of God’s
names predominate over others in each individual, it is these divine
names that become the servant’s object of worship. In other words, by
delimiting God with his intellectual and imaginal faculties, the servant
necessarily brings within his field of worship certain qualities of the
divinity to the exclusion of others. Most people, therefore, worship
God from behind the veil of some of His self-disclosures. But because
God’s self-disclosures are perpetually different, perspectives on Him,
that is, idolized delimitations of His true nature, will naturally be dif-
ferent as well. Depending on which self-disclosure veils the servant,
he will deny God in His other self-disclosures because he is unable to
recognize anything as divine other than the idol that he has created
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for himself. This, according to Sadrs, is the height of displaying poor
etiquette (adab) toward God:

From this veiling, differences amongst people in matters of
belief come about. Thus, some of them anathematize others
and some curse others, while every one of them affirms
for the Real what the other denies, thinking that what
they opine and believe is the highest form of exaltation of
God! But they err and display bad etiquette toward God,
while they think that they have attained the highest rank
in knowledge and etiquette!*

The Religion of the Perfect Man

If people are idol worshippers who must necessarily limit God accord-
ing to their own specifications, thereby allowing some of God’s self-
disclosures to be operative within them rather than others, what does
this mean with respect to their fate in the afterlife? Are those who
deny God in all of His self-disclosures condemned “forever” for their
idolatry? In one passage, Sadra juxtaposes God’s true servants with
those who are servants of their own opinions and caprices. He implies
here that the latter are unable to love and seek God by virtue of their
self-imposed limitations on knowing God'’s true nature. But then he
says that by virtue of God’s mercy and compassion, those who do
not worship Him as He truly should be worshipped are nevertheless
upon a path of guidance facilitated by God:

The Real, out of the perfection of His compassion [ra’fa] and
mercy [rahma] toward His servants, the all-encompassing
nature [shumil] of His benevolence [ ‘atifa], the unfolding
[inbisat] of the light of His being toward the contingent
things, and the self-disclosure [tajall7] of the [manifest]
face of His Essence to the existent things, made for each of
them a likeness [mithal] which they could imitate, a refuge
[mathaba] toward which they could strive, a path which
they could traverse, a direction toward which they could
aspire, a gibla with which they would be satisfied,® and
a law in accordance with which they could act. He says,
For everyone there is a direction toward which he turns, so vie
for the good. Wherever you are, God will bring you all together
[Q 2:148]; For each of you We have made a law and a way [Q
5:48]; Each party rejoicing in what is with them [Q 30:32].%
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As 1 will demonstrate in Chapter 7, Sadrd’s notion of the
path specific to each individual mentioned in this passage has the
utmost importance for his soteriology. For our purposes at the pres-
ent moment, we can note that this passage also provides us with an
added nuance to Sadra’s stance on how people see their created idols
as “divine.” From one perspective, it is because of their caprice that
people fashion an idol of God. But from another perspective, it is
because God allows Himself to be delimited so that they can serve
Him in a form suitable to their natures.

Sadra also acknowledges the possibility of there being a group
of individuals who do not confine God to their own intellectual and
imaginary constructs, and who thus follow God as He should be fol-
lowed.” The religious positions taken by most people are always in
accordance with their caprices, or what they love. But the position of
the people of God is in accordance with their object of love, namely
God.” Since God is their only object of love, they can be complete-
ly sincere toward Him in their “religion.”” From this perspective,
their religion is God, and they are effectively “the servants of the
All-Merciful” (‘ibad al-rahman) mentioned in Q 25:63.% Significantly,
the only time in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha that Sadra makes an explicit
personal claim occurs in the context of his treatment of the religion
of the people of God. At a climactic moment in the text, he injects
the following verse:

Those who love out of caprice take diverse positions.
As for me, I have a single position, and dwell in it alone.”!

Himself one of the “people of God” or “servants of the All-Mer-
ciful,” Sadra is able to lay claim to a special position (madhhab) when
it comes to conceptualizing and worshipping the divinity. Unlike peo-
ple who delimit God according to their own needs, Sadra’s position
allows him to worship God in all of His multiplicity, thereby always
showing proper etiquette to God because of his perpetual affirma-
tion of Him in all of His self-disclosures. This quality, Sadra reminds
us, only belongs to the Perfect Man. Since the Perfect Man does not
deny God in any of His self-disclosures, He is able to witness Him
in everything, and recognize Him in every form:

As for the Perfect Man, he knows the Real in every object
of witnessing [mashahid] and religious rite [masha ‘ir], and
he worships Him in every homestead [mawtin] and locus
of manifestation [mazhar].**> So he is the servant of God
[‘abd Allah] who worships Him in all of His names and
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attributes. On account of this, the most perfect of human
individuals—Muhammad, God bless him and his family—
was given this name. Just as the divine name [Allah] brings
together all the names—which are unified because of the
Exclusive Unity of All-Gatheredness—so too does its path
bring together the paths of all the names, even if each of
these paths are specified by a name which sustains its
locus, and each locus is worshipped and its straight path
particular to it is traversed from that perspective.®

The path of the Perfect Man is the path of the name Allah, which natu-
rally entails that those traversing it not delimit God in any fashion.
The path of the name Allah brings together all of the other names.
Since each divine name is a delimitation of the Essence, it manifests
a delimited and therefore particularized form of God’s true nature.
Particularized forms of God result in idols and particular forms of
worship. Since the name Allah contains all of the other names, its
path contains all of the other particularized paths to God.

The one on the path of the name Allah has thus transcended
physical idolatry. And to the extent that it is humanly possible (recall
Ibn “Arabi’s statement that “there are none but idol worshippers”), he
has also transcended what Corbin calls “metaphysical idolatry.”* By
virtue of having smashed “the idols of the age of ignorance,”* such
an individual is able to behold that formless form which contains all
forms. Since the Perfect Man can only perceive the formless with the
heart, that is, his instrument of spiritual “cognition,” the heart itself
must be formless. Only by being nothing can one contain everything.
The pure heart, which is no-thing because its function is merely to
act as a perfect mirror in which God sees His own formless form, is
thus not possessed of any forms and is itself formless.*

Free of human limitations and having transcended divinizing
only particular self-disclosures of God to the exclusion of His other
self-disclosures, the gnostic is able to perceive God in any of the forms
in which He discloses Himself. When he looks at the cosmos, which
is created upon the form of God’s beauty, he cannot help but see
Him. The gnostic thus gazes upon God within the multiple refrac-
tions of forms in the mirror of the cosmos, beholding His beauty in
all things, in every object of worship, and through every form of
belief. He is thus in love with the cosmos, since it is nothing other
than his Beloved:

It has been reported that God is beautiful and He loves
beauty. He is the artisan of the cosmos and brings it into
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existence in His form [shakila], as He says, [Say:] “everyone
acts according to their form” [Q 17:84]. ... So the entire
cosmos is of the utmost beauty because it is a mirror for
the Real. This is why the knowers become enraptured by it
and the verifiers realize love for it. For He is the object of
gaze in every eye, the beloved in every form of love, the
object of worship in every act of worship, and the Final
Goal in both the unseen and the seen. The entire cosmos
prays to Him, praises Him, and glorifies Him.*”

This passage draws an important link with Sadra’s cosmology of
praise. The Perfect Man is able to see the manner in which all things
in the cosmos are modes of praise for God, and by virtue of this fact,
nothing appears to him as ugly. Rather, as the passage states, the
cosmos is “of the utmost beauty.” As the mirror in which the divine
Beloved’s face is reflected in all of its unitary multiplicity, the Perfect
Man also understands the teleological purpose of the cosmos: not only
is it the arena in which God manifests Himself in His multiplicity; it
also signals, by its very nature, that all of its contents—which are so
many modes of praise—must return to the Object of all praise and
glorification.®® But the minute we speak of a return of all modes of
praise to their Object of praise, we are naturally faced with a much
wider problem: if all things come from God and return to God, then
do they not all, in their being reabsorbed back into God, end in a
state similar to their origin? In order to understand how Mulla Sadra
approaches this question, I now turn my attention to his soteriology.






Soteriology I

In Islamic thought, the basic principle that all human beings will
return to God after their bodily deaths has, for the most part, been
a given. Yet according to both the Qur’an and Hadith, the return to
God is not the same for all individuals. The fortunate are promised
Paradise and the unfortunate are promised Hell. This basic picture of
Islam’s anthropology of the next life, however, has posed some serious
difficulties for a number of leading Muslim thinkers. By the second/
eighth century we already encounter important debates in Islamic
theology concerning the question of not only the cessation of Hell as
a place of torment, but also whether or not Hell itself was/is eternal.!

Despite the fact that both Sunni and Shi‘1 theologians have gen-
erally maintained the eternal nature of Hell and its torments,? in later
Islamic thought we find several coherent arguments, all based upon
statements in the Qur’an and Hadith and amongst thinkers of very
different intellectual persuasions, in favor of the cessation of punish-
ment in Hell. Amongst the most influential authors who upheld such
positions, we can mention Ibn ‘Arabi? Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328),*
and the latter’s student, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350).> We
are also told that the first Ottoman Shaykh al-Islam and important
interpreter of Qunawi, Muhammad b. Hamza al-Fanari (d. 834/1431),
believed that punishment in Hell would eventually come to an end.®

Ibn ‘Arabi seems to have been the most unequivocal on the
question of the cessation of punishment in Hell, even arguing that
Hell’s flames will become a source of pleasure for its inhabitants, a
position which has aptly been described as “sweet torment”’ and
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“infernal felicity.”® Although Ibn ‘Arabi’s argument in this regard is
quite unique, rooted as it is in his metaphysics, he does not seem to
have been the first Islamic thinker to uphold the view that Hell would
become a place of comfort. According to Shahrastani, the famous adib
al-Jahiz (d. 256/868) believed that since Hell’s inhabitants will not be
chastised in the Fire eternally, they will eventually end up becoming
a part of the Fire’s constitution.’

By the time we get to Mulla Sadra, therefore, the problem of
the cessation of punishment in Hell (and the possibility of mercy for
all) had already been almost a millennium in the making in texts of
Islamic thought. But what distinguishes Sadra’s approach to the ques-
tion of the eternality of Hell from the likes of an Ibn Taymiyya is that
Sadra, like Ibn “Arabi before him, roots his treatment of the problem
as dealt with in scripture within the wider framework of his ontology.

Since scripture and being for Sadra are one and the same reality,
it is all the more fitting that scripture would also detail the ultimate
return of all things to God. Thus, since all things come from the God,
who is the Source of all beauty and goodness, so too must they return
to Him, enveloped by His goodness and beauty. This means that Hell,
which is a place of torment, anguish, suffering, and distance from
God must be finite; for all creatures, regardless of their actions, must
return to their original home. Indeed, such a position seems to be the
logical outcome of the wedding of religious eschatological teachings
with an ontology that posits absolute oneness as the basis for the
multiplicity in the cosmos. This is why we find similar discussions
amongst a number of medieval Christian theologians. The ancient
Christian doctrine of apokatastasis or “restoration,” which has its roots
in the New Testament (i.e., Acts 3:21), was upheld by such important
figures as St. Clement of Alexandria (d. 216), Origen (d. 254), Gregory
of Nyssa (d. ca. 395), and John Scottus Eriugena (d. ca. 877).1° We also
find similar discussions in Jewish mysticism. As Moshe Idel notes,
the famous Spanish mystic and disputed author of the Zohar, Moses
de Leon (d. 1305), is known to have believed in the finite nature of
punishment in Hell. He argued that since the soul is a “part” of God,
it is impossible for God to punish Himself eternally."

Despite the fact that we have a relatively comprehensive pic-
ture of Sadra’s eschatology, especially with respect to the “bodily”
nature of the Return,? how his doctrine of “salvation” fits into his
eschatology has received very little attention. This is quite surprising,
owing to the fact that, as will be seen in the present chapter, this is
a question which occupied Sadra from early on in his career. The
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first mention of Sadra’s soteriology is to be found in Nasr’s seminal
English article on him written over four decades ago.” In that article
he notes that Sadra upholds the view that Hell’s punishments will
eventually come to an end, and that all human beings will return to
God in a state of felicity. A decade later, in his study of Sadra’s Zad
al-musafir (“Provisions for the Wayfarer”), Ashtiyani also noted the
presence of this idea in Sadra’s writings."* The appearance in 1981
of James Morris’ English translation of one of Sadra’s more popular
works may have complicated matters, since in that text, Sadra seems
to take a different stance on the question.”

In Khwajaw1’s book on Sadra published in 1987,' he notes that
Sadra does not treat the problem specifically; rather, he states the dif-
ferent views on the issue and is aware of the position of the school
of Ibn ‘Arabi. Khwajawi then goes on to cite several passages, all in
Persian translation, of Sadra’s treatment of the problem. In all cases
cited, Sadra is portrayed as siding with the position that punishment
in Hell is eternal for those who did not believe in God’s unity. In the
process, however, Khwajawi overlooks a number of important pas-
sages within Sadra’s oeuvre which clearly complicate the author’s
cut-and-dry presentation of the problem.”” Lurking in the background
of KhwajawT's discussion, and the relevant section in Jad Hatem’s
more recent study,'® is a failure to clearly distinguish between two
important issues, namely the problem of the eternality of Hell on
the one hand, and the question of the ultimate felicity of all humans
on the other. As we will soon see, this distinction lies at the heart of
Sadra’s soteriology.

The most detailed treatment we have to date of Sadra’s soteri-
ology can be found in Nasir’'s monograph on Sadra’s tafsir works,"
although he too falls into the same aforementioned pitfall as Khwa-
jawi and Hatem. Nasirl also agrees with KhwajawT's view that Sadra
ultimately does not support the notion that Hell is a pleasurable
abode.” Unlike Khwajawi, his presentation of Sadra’s soteriology is
more thorough in that he cites a good variety of relevant passages
from Sadra’s tafsir writings.?' Yet, in the final analysis, Nasir's expli-
cation remains unsatisfactory. This is because he does not examine
Sadra’s Tafsir Surat al-fatiha, which presents us with the summit of
Sadra’s soteriological doctrine. At the same time, since the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha contains Sadra’s most mature exposition of the nature of Hell,
a number of his other non-tafsir and tafsir works which feature his
soteriology, and which were penned before and inform the Tafsir Siirat
al-fatiha, are not taken into account by Nasiri. Thus, before attempting
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to understand Sadra’s fully-developed soteriology in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha, we need to trace its development throughout his career. It is
this task to which we shall now turn.

The Nature of Things

Sadra first addresses the question of the problem of eternal pun-
ishment in Hell in his al-Mabda’ wa-l-ma‘ad (“The Origin and the
Return”). This text is Sadra’s first full-length book and was complet-
ed in 1015/1606,2 which places its composition in the period of his
retreat in Kahak. Although this is Sadra’s earliest book, it already
represents his mature thinking, and is written, like every other work
which follows this one, from the perspective of the fundamentality
and oneness of being. Indeed, the date of its completion coincides
with the commencement of the Asfir, a project which Sadra did not
complete until much later.?

In the context of his discussion of common mistakes amongst
people when it comes to interpreting eschatological realities, Sadra
introduces another mistaken belief to which most people adhere,
namely the fact that (a) grave sinners (ahl al-kaba’ir) will reside in
Hell for eternity (khulid), and (b) God’s mercy will never reach them.
In refuting this belief, Sadra calls attention to the fact that such a
perspective both engenders despair amongst those aspiring toward
God and contradicts the primary purpose of revelation, which is to
facilitate for man a path to salvation:

They do not know that God’s mercy is all-encompassing
[wasi ‘a], that His forgiveness takes precedence, and [that]
the shortcoming is from us. They do not realize that this
opinion is one of the things on account of which man
despairs of God’s mercy and thus diminishes in [both his]
desire for the pleasures of the Garden and in [his] awe
of the chastisements of the Fire. For those seeking God,
heading towards Him, and longing to meet Him, having
little desire and awe makes the path leading to God and
His Dominion [malakiit] distant.

Every belief and position [i ‘tigid wa-madhhab] which
is inconsistent with God’s mercy and guidance and makes
the path [tar7g] leading to Him distant is undoubtedly false.
For such a position is inconsistent with the establishment
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of revealed religions [shara’i] and contradicts the sending
of messengers and the revealing of scriptures, since the
purpose behind all of these is nothing but to lead creatures
close to their Lord’s mercy by way of the nearest of paths
[agrab turug] and the easiest of means [aysar wajh].?*

This passage is significant for a number of reasons. Not only does
it give us a window into Sadra’s earlier thought on the question of
eternal suffering, but it also provides us with a clear picture of his
view of the purpose of religion and revelation. As we will see in the
next chapter, it is not without purpose that Sadra ends this passage
by saying that the purpose behind revelation is to provide for human
beings the “nearest of paths” and “easiest of means” to their Lord’s
mercy.

Furthermore, it was noted above that by this point Sadra had
espoused the position of the fundamentality of being. Wujiid for Sadra,
it must be remembered, is identified with rahma, as is the case with
Ibn ‘Arabi.® This explains why, as Sadra says in no uncertain terms,
any position which goes against the basic teaching of God’s mercy
is false, for such a position would be tantamount to negating being
itself, which is impossible.

The Essential and the Accidental

The Tafsir Ayat al-kurst is the next work in which Sadra attempts to
tackle the problem of eternal suffering in Hell.* This text, which is
actually a commentary on Q 2:255-7, was completed some seven years
after the Mabda’.¥ 1t is, therefore, one of Sadra’s first tafsir composi-
tions.? Like the Mabda’, this early book already shows a mature Sadra
at work. But with respect to the issue of eternal suffering in Hell,
he does not spell out the implications of his position as one would
perhaps expect.

Sadra broaches the soteriological problem late in the work in
the context of his refutation of the Mu ‘tazilite, Kharijite, and Zaydite
belief that those Muslims who are grave sinners (ahl al-kaba’ir) will
suffer in Hell eternally.”” Hell is the eternal abode, he tells us, not
of believers, but of nonbelievers and those who have false beliefs
and defiled rational souls.*® By extension, Sadra also wants to refute
those who try to simply dismiss the issue of Hell’s eternal nature and
maintain that the people in Hell will end up in Heaven after they
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have been thoroughly purified of their sins.* Sadra is not pleased
with this position as he does maintain that Hell, as well as “suffer-
ing” in it, is eternal.

Sadra then attempts to answer the objections people have with
eternal punishment in Hell.> The main problem is that this view
seems to contradict the fact of God’s fundamental mercy (a point
that Sadra also made in the Mabda’, as we have already seen), and
the fact that a famous hadith qudst says that God’s mercy outstrips His
wrath.® At this point he explicitly draws on Qaysari’s Sharh al-Fusiis,*
where the author makes the important observation that since God has
the attribute mercy, it is not becoming of someone with that quality to
inflict punishment forever.* Next, Sadra cites a text from Ibn ‘Arabi’s
Fusiis where he says that the final issue of the people of the fire, even
if they are in the fire, is pleasure, as the fire’s form will become cool
and safe for those in it just as the fire became cool for Abraham when
he was thrown in the fire by his people.®

With respect to the next world, Sadra also tells us that what is
intense pain for one person might be extreme delight for another,
which is also the case in this world. That is why, in the next world,
one person’s chastisement might be someone else’s pleasure.” At
any rate, regardless of whether one believes suffering in Hell to be
eternal or not, it is clear that the angels and minions (zabaniya)® of
Hell who reside there do not suffer in it.* These arguments would
not convince a scholar confined to the purely outward dimension of
scripture, however, and Sadra is well-aware of this.*” What is needed
in order to come to his standpoint, where the eternal nature of Hell
is upheld alongside “suffering” therein, is the authority of unveiling
(kashf). Since this is the standpoint from which Sadra addresses the
issue, he also insists that his positions are in keeping with the inner
teachings of the Prophet.*!

This is the extent to which Sadra offers his own insights on the
issue of eternal chastisement in Hell in the Tafsir Ayat al-kursi. For
the remainder of his discussion he cites an important section from
Qaysari’s Sharh.* It is worth summarizing Qaysari’s main points here
since they will go on to inform Sadra’s fuller exposition of the prob-
lem of soteriology in the Asfir and, in a sense, the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha.

Following Ibn ‘Arabi, Qaysari says that both Hell and Heaven
will be inhabited by people in conformity with their natures. Those
in Hell will reside there for so long that they will eventually forget
about pleasure. Thus, their state of perpetual punishment will become
a form of pleasure, which will then engender a state of rest and con-
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tentment in them. There are several hadiths upon which Qaysari draws
to make his point, the most important one being the aforementioned
hadith qudst where God says that His mercy outstrips His wrath.

It will be noted that I have been referring to Sadra’s belief in the
eternal nature of punishment in Hell as “suffering.” This is because
Sadra in the Tafsir Ayat al-kurst upholds a position which will continue
to resurface almost as a leitmotif in nearly all of his subsequent dis-
cussions of this particular problem. This is the view that there is no
contradiction between something being (eternal) chastisement from
one perspective, and pleasure or comfort from another perspective.
This idea is taken from Qaysari, who states that “the existence of
something as chastisement in one respect does not negate its being
mercy in another respect.”*

There is no doubt that a much more substantial engagement
with the question of eternal chastisement in Sadra’s writings is to be
found toward the end of the Asfar. It is highly likely that the treat-
ment of the problem in the Asfir takes place after Sadra’s discussion
in the Tafstr Ayat al-kursi. We can make this assumption on the follow-
ing grounds: apart from the obvious chronological considerations, the
Asfar’s presentation of the problem is also much more nuanced, and
Sadra attempts to engage the issue in a more straightforward manner.

Sadra tackles the question of the eternal nature of suffering in
Hell in the last safr of the Asfar (the section dealing with psychology
and eschatology) under the subheading, “On How the People of the
Fire Abide in the Fire Eternally” (f7 kayfiyyat khulad ahl al-nar fi-I-nar).*
He begins this section by saying that the question of eternal chastise-
ment is a theologically difficult problem, and one concerning which
there are differences of opinion, both amongst the exoteric scholars
(‘ulama’ al-rusiim) and the people of unveiling (ahl al-kashf).* He sum-
marizes the position of those who believe that God’s chastisement
is not eternal. They maintain that since all people are created with
yearning (ishq) for existence and longing for its perfection, the essen-
tial end of all is their source, which means that they all end up in
goodness because all things seek God and yearn to meet Him as He
is the source of love and longing.* There are indeed obstacles on the
way to Him, but they are not eternal, for if this were the case then
people would be unable to search for what is good.”” To this effect,
Sadra cites a well-known Prophetic tradition which states that those
who love to meet God, God loves to meet them, whereas those who
dislike to meet Him, He dislikes to meet them.*® Then Sadra says
that since love is essential and disliking is accidental, the people who
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love to meet God do so as a result of an intrinsic quality (bi-I-dhat),
whereas those who dislike to meet Him do so in an accidental man-
ner (bi-I- ‘arad).®

As for those who uphold the view that Hell and its chastisement
are eternal, Sadra explains their position, playing as it were the role of
devil’s advocate (no pun intended). He states that without sin, pain,
and difficulties the order of the cosmos would become corrupted, and
this would nullify God’s wisdom. Thus, the order of things can only
be upheld through the existence of lowly and base things. Since divine
wisdom demands that there be different ranks, levels, and prepared-
nesses of people, His decree requires that some of these people be
felicitous and some wretched.”

Sadra clearly does not favor this position. In fact, he says that
since each party—whether felicitous or wretched—comes about by
virtue of God’s will and in accordance with a particular divine name,
they will still return to their essential natures. Returning to one’s
essential nature itself entails delight and bliss. But the contrary quali-
ties of the divine names must still obtain. Be they the names of beauty
(jamal) or majesty (jalal), God’s names must always have their respec-
tive loci in which they can manifest His infinite self-disclosures.”!

Sadra cites a passage from Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futihat which states that
people will enter either Heaven or Hell on account of their actions
and will remain in their respective abodes by virtue of their intentions.
Although this means that there will be people in Hell who are eter-
nally tormented, Ibn ‘Arabi says that this torment will be agreeable
to their natures, meaning their “torment” will actually be pleasure.
This is primarily because, as another version of the aforementioned
hadith qudst says, “My mercy triumphs over My wrath.”* This means
that God will not simply punish His servants without allowing mercy
to overcome wrath in the end. In fact, Ibn ‘Arabi asserts, were the
people of Hell to enter Heaven, they would feel pain because its
“pleasures” would not be agreeable with their natures.®® It is worth
citing one of Ibn ‘Arabi’s more detailed explanations of this point.
The passage occurs in the context of his discussion of the two forms
of chastisement in Hell which are mentioned in the Qur’an, namely
Fire (nar) and Bitter Cold (zamharir):

The person of a cold constitution will find the heat of the
Fire pleasant, and the person of a hot constitution will find
the Bitter Cold pleasant. Thus Gehenna brings together
the Fire and the Bitter Cold—because of the diversity of
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constitutions. What causes pain in a specific constitution
will cause bliss in another constitution that is its opposite.
So wisdom is not inoperative, for God keeps the Bitter Cold
of Gehenna for those with hot constitutions and the Fire
for those with cold constitutions. They enjoy themselves
in Gehenna, for they have a constitution with which, were
they to enter the Garden, they would suffer chastisement,
because of the Garden’s equilibrium.*

Sadra also cites a passage from Qaysari’s commentary on the
Fusiis in which he states that God’s chastisement is not eternal. Rather,
it is there to purify people, just as gold and silver are placed in fire
in order to separate base metals from pure substances.”® Thus, chas-
tisement in Hell is there insofar as humans need to be purged of the
base characteristics which they acquired on earth and which prevent
them from being in God’s company.

There is clearly a contradiction in the reports cited by Sadra. Ibn
‘Arabi says that the chastisement is eternal, but that it is somehow
pleasurable for those subjected to it because it is agreeable with their
natures. Qaysari, on the other hand, says that punishment in Hell is
simply there to purge people of their sins, and, once purified, they
will no longer be chastised. Sadra assures us that there actually is no
contradiction between these two accounts. People can simultaneously
be punished eternally and yet this punishment can come to an end:

If you say that these statements which indicate that the
cessation [ingita ‘] of chastisement for the people of the Fire
is inconsistent with what I have just said concerning the
lastingness of pain for them, I say [the following]: I do not
agree that these are inconsistent with one another [munafat],
for there is no inconsistency between the non-cessation
[ ‘adam inqita ‘] of eternal chastisement for the people of the
Fire and its cessation for each of them at one moment.*

What Sadra means by this statement is not altogether clear. We know
that he is trying to defend a position which reconciles the idea of
some form of abiding punishment in Hell with God’s all-encompass-
ing mercy. Several pages later, he clarifies his point. He says that the
statements of the “people of unveiling” regarding the cessation of
punishment in Hell are not inconsistent with those Qur’anic verses
which speak of chastisement in Hell. Much like the Kabbalist doctrine



94 The Triumph of Mercy

of transmigration (gilgul), which sees at the root of the transmigration
(and therefore punishment) of souls an act of God’s mercy,” Sadra
again draws on Qaysari’s statement that something can both be chas-
tisement and mercy at one and the same time.*

How, then, can something be punishment and mercy at one and
the same time? Although he alluded to a solution earlier when he
spoke of the intrinsic and accidental qualities with respect to those
loving/ disliking the meeting with God, Sadra returns to this ques-
tion later on in the text. He cites Ibn ‘Arabi’s meditation on the fact
that since God created people for the sole purpose of worshipping
Him, their innate disposition (fitra) is to only worship Him.* As Ibn
‘Arabi argues elsewhere, one of the verses upon which this argument
is based is Q 17:23, “And your Lord has decreed [gada] that you wor-
ship none but Him.” For Ibn ‘Arabi, the “decree” in this verse is not
merely prescriptive (tashri‘7) but engendering (takwini), meaning that
it is in the very nature of things, based on the divine decree, that
God be the only object of worship in the cosmos.® Thus, when people
worship gods other than God they do so because of their belief that
their worship will bring them closer to God, which explains Q 39:3,
““We only worship them to draw us closer to God.” ”®!

Since God'’s creatures ultimately worship none but Him, albeit in
different forms, they all truly uphold their primordial covenant with
God that they would worship none but Him. Sadra notes that behind
all forms of worship lies essential worship, and that that which is
accidental, that is, what comes about by virtue of man’s choices made
during his life, must be accounted for. Thus, the human constitution
(nash’a), which is accidental and animal, will face torment whereas the
substance related to man’s soul (jawhar nafsani) will not undergo cor-
ruption.®? This means that the lowly qualities which a person acquires
during his stay on earth will eventually be effaced through torment
and chastisement in the afterlife. After this period of torment, he will
return to his innate disposition. As for the one who had incorrect and
false beliefs concerning God, his suffering will also come to an end,
but he will be unable to return to his innate disposition (fitra) and
will thus be “transferred to another innate disposition.”®

Yet by virtue of the economy of the divine names there are some
who must indeed reside in the fire, that is, who have been destined
to come under the purview of God’s names of majesty and wrath.
Ibn “Arabi takes his lead from two important texts, one a verse from
the Qur’an and the other a hadith. Q 7:36 refers to the “people of the
fire” (ashab al-nar) as residing in it eternally (hum fiha khalidiin). The
Prophet says that “none will remain in the Fire except for those who
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are its folk [al-ladhina hum ahluhd).” The fact that these references in
scripture refer to the people of the Fire as being “people” and “folk”
gives Ibn ‘Arabi cause to explain his position on why punishment
in Hell is a good thing for its inhabitants: since Hell was always
meant to be their home and is therefore suitable to their natures, were
they to leave it, they would suffer immensely because of departing
from their homestead.®* As we saw earlier, this means that were the
“people” or “folk” of the Fire to be taken out of Hell and led into
the Garden, they would actually suffer pain because their constitu-
tions would not be suited to the joys of the Garden. The reason their
constitutions are not suited to other than the Fire, Ibn ‘Arabi tells us,
is because God has given them a constitution which is only suitable
for residence in Hell.®

Sadra stands in complete agreement with Ibn ‘Arabi concerning
the pleasurable nature of residence in Hell. At the same time, he notes
that he considers Ibn ‘Arabi’s interpretation of the terms ashab and
ahl used in the aforementioned Qur’anic verse and hadith to be weak.
Sadra understands the terms ashab and ahl to have relational mean-
ings, which is to say that they do not indicate “residence.”® He then
seems to disagree with Ibn ‘Arabi again, noting that the only way
the people of the Fire’s departure from their homestead could be an
intense chastisement would be if by “departure,” the “natural home-
stead [al-mawtin al-tab1T] is meant.”® Although Ibn ‘Arabi speaks of
a constitution being given to the people of the Fire so that they can
bear and derive pleasure from its torments, it is unclear whether there
is any real disagreement here between Sadra and Ibn ‘Arabi’s posi-
tions. This is because they both indicate that Hell will, in one manner
or another, be a necessary permanent abode for some people whose
natures will be made suitable for it. Ibn ‘Arabi refers to this nature
as a “constitution,” while Sadra refers to it as a “natural homestead.”

Where Sadra stands in clear agreement with Ibn ‘Arabi is on
how Hell will become agreeable:

There is no doubt that the entry [into Hell of] the creature
whose end is that he should enter Hell—in accordance
with the divine lordly decree—will be agreeable [muwifig]
to his nature and will be a perfection of his existence. For
the end, as has been stated, is the perfection of existents.
The perfection of something which one finds agreeable to
his nature [al-muwafiq lahu] is not chastisement with respect
to him. It is only chastisement with respect to others who
have been created in higher ranks.®
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If Sadra is in fact disagreeing with Ibn Arabi, it could have to do
with the particular details of how this “natural homestead” comes
about. If this is the case, then Sadra understands Ibn ‘Arabi to say
that the people of the Fire take up residence in it after their natures
have been made agreeable to it, whereas Sadra’s position is that the
“natural homestead” of the people of the Fire has always been, by
virtue of the divine decree, the Fire and nothing else. Since Sadra
understands the Fire to be the natural homestead for some people,
it is a form of perfection for them in accordance with the principle
of substantial motion, namely that all things are constantly moving
toward their substantial perfection as they ascend the scale of being.
The most important point which emerges from this discussion is
that Sadra sets forth an argument for how punishment in Hell can
be eternal, while not compromising the fundamentality of God’s
mercy.

Yet what, exactly, does Sadra mean when he speaks of “the
creature whose end is that he should enter Hell?” The reason Hell
comes about, Sadra will go on to say, is because of the configuration
of the cosmos itself. The cosmos is nothing but differentiated modes
of God’s engendering Command. Hence, the duality which emerges
in the cosmos is a natural and necessary result of the dispersion of
God’s Word which becomes fragmented the further it falls away from
its Source. The two “rivers” which proceed from the Ocean of One-
ness, therefore, account for the ontological roots of both good and
evil.®

Because Hell exists by virtue of the “left” side of the river, and
insofar as the “left” represents God’s names of wrath and majesty, it
must necessarily manifest God’s qualities of wrath.”” Although the
river branches off into two, it comes from the same source of water.
This source of water is nothing other than God’s mercy, which for
Sadra, as we have already seen, is a synonym for being.

By the time we get to the Asfir, therefore, Sadra is mainly
concerned with reconciling the problem of eternal suffering in Hell
with God’s mercy. In fact, in the relevant sections of the Asfir, he
relies mostly upon Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futihit. Yet in one of these sec-
tions Sadra rephrases a key passage from the Futithat, which could
be read as an attempt on Sadrd’s part to explain why God’s mercy
must prevail.” Reproduced on the following page are the text
from the Futihat and the same text cited by Sadra in the Asfar.
Sadra’s alterations to the text of the Futiihat have been indicated in
bold.”
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Futiihat, 3:25 (Beirut)

The two abodes will be popu-
lated, and mercy will outstrip
wrath and embrace all things [Q
7:156], including Hell and every-
one within it. God is the Most
Merciful of the merciful [Q 12:64],
as He said about Himself. We
have found in ourselves, who
are among those whom God has
innately disposed toward mercy,
that we have mercy on all God’s
servants, even if God has decreed
in His creating them that the attri-
bute of chastisement will remain
forever with them in the cosmos.
This is because the ruling prop-
erty of mercy has taken posses-
sion of our hearts. The possessor
of this attribute is I and my peers,
and we are creatures, possessors
of caprices and personal desires.
God has said about Himself that
He is the Most Merciful of the mer-
ciful. So we have no doubt that
He is more merciful than we are
toward His creatures, while we
have known from our own selves
this extravagant mercy. So how
could chastisement be everlasting
for them when He has this all-
inclusive attribute of mercy? God
is nobler than that. This is all the
more true because rational proofs
have affirmed that the Author is
neither benefited by acts of obe-
dience nor harmed by acts of
opposition; that everything flows
in accordance with His decree,
His measuring out, and His judg-
ment; and that the creatures are
compelled in their choosing.

Asfar, 9:352-3
The two abodes will be populat-
ed—that is, the abodes of felicity
and fire—and mercy will outstrip
wrath and embrace all things [Q
7:156], including Hell and every-
one within it. God is the Most
Merciful of the merciful [Q 12:64].
We have found in ourselves [that
we] are among those who have
been innately disposed towards
mercy. Since God has decreed it
in His creation, He will remove
the attribute of chastisement in
the cosmos. God has given this
quality, and the giver of perfec-
tion has more claim to it. The
possessor of this attribute is I and
my peers, and we are servants,
creatures, possessors of caprices
and personal desires. There is
no doubt that He is more mer-
ciful than we are towards His
creatures. And He has said about
Himself that He is the Most Merci-
ful of the merciful. So we have no
doubt that He is more merciful
than we are towards His crea-
tures, while we know from our
own selves this extravagance.
You could say that rational proofs
have affirmed that the Author is
neither benefited by acts of obedi-
ence nor harmed by acts of oppo-
sition, that everything flows in
accordance with His decree and
His measuring out, and that the
creatures are compelled in their
choosing. So how could chastise-
ment be everlasting for them?”
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In Sadra’s important addition to the Futiihat text, “God has given
this quality, and the giver of perfection has more claim to it,” the
quality in question here is, of course, the mercy toward which God
has allowed some to be predisposed. This insertion at least gives us a
window into why Sadra feels so strongly about mercy encompassing
everyone in the end. But by far Sadra’s most important alteration to
this passage is where he has “Since God has decreed it in His creation,
He will remove the attribute of chastisement in the cosmos””* for Ibn
‘Arabi’s, “even if God has decreed in His creating them that the attri-
bute of chastisement will remain forever with them in the cosmos.”
The effect produced in Sadra’s reading is that those who are innately
disposed toward mercy simply act in conformity with the nature of
God'’s will, namely that He does not wish for chastisement to persist
in the cosmos. This alteration therefore illustrates the point that Sadra
would like to make: it is in the very nature of the divine decree that
all things end in mercy and that chastisement comes to an end, the
knowledge and realization of which is the exclusive purview of those
who have been innately disposed toward God’s mercy.”

For Ibn ¢Arabi, the attribute of chastisement must remain in
the cosmos by virtue of the distribution of the divine names. This is
something that Sadra would not disagree with. But why then does
he alter the passage to make it seem like chastisement will not at all
remain in the cosmos? This could be because, as Sadra and Ibn ‘Arabi
see it, the root of “chastisement” is actually mercy, and from this per-
spective, the attribute of chastisement qua pain and punishment must
eventually perish. It can again be recalled that since the root of the
cosmos is being and being and mercy are the same reality, all that is
accidental to being must eventually come to an end. Likewise, since
wrath is accidental to mercy, so too must it come to an end.
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Sadra’s treatment concerning the ultimate fate of human beings in
the afterlife is quite consistent in the Mabda’ and the Asfar. The most
important point we walk away with from his discussion in the Mabda’
is that the purpose of religion is to lead people back to God’s mercy
through the shortest route possible. In the Asfir, Sadra argues that it is
in the nature of things itself that there be mercy and wrath, and that,
ultimately, all things must devolve on God’s mercy. In elucidating his
point in the Asfir Sadra draws quite freely on Ibn ‘Arabi’s soteriol-
ogy. It will also be recalled that he recasts an important point in the
Futiihat to read not that both mercy and chastisement will persist in
the cosmos, but that only mercy will persist. Upon closer inspection,
this reading of Sadra’s is not incongruous with Ibn ‘Arabi’s point.
This is why he seems to use Ibn ‘Arabi’s soteriology to justify his
position that there is no incongruity between calling a thing mercy
and punishment at one and the same time.

Yet in neither the Mabda’ nor the Asfar does Sadra attempt to
explain his soteriology as such. We know from these two texts that
he takes a number of positions for granted. But he does not present
us with a coherent argument for how mercy will triumph in the end.
What we have, rather, are tidbits of information which, when pieced
together, give us a glimpse into Sadra’s reflections on the issue. It
would be extremely difficult to draw any concrete conclusions from
Sadra’s earlier pronouncements concerning soteriology other than the
fact that he upholds a position that all creatures will end up in God’s
mercy, despite the outward appearance of punishment for some of
them (which, at any rate, is in accordance with the divine will).

99
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Turning our attention to the Tafstr Siirat al-fatiha, we find a much
more detailed and internally coherent explication of Sadra’s soteriol-
ogy. In a sense, Sadra’s discussions in this text have in mind the
relevant sections of the Mabda’ and the Asfar (as will become clear
shortly, this is more true for the latter). Yet he also draws some impor-
tant connections between ideas in these texts against the backdrop of
his commentary on the Fatiha. It is as if Sadra is prompted by the
verses of the Fatiha to redress his treatment of soteriology, and by
virtue of the unity of this Qur’anic chapter, is compelled to bring
unity to his ideas on the issue.

In his commentary upon the Fatiha, Sadra returns to an impor-
tant point to which he alluded in the Asfir, namely that mercy is
essential whereas wrath is accidental.! Freely employing the language
and symbolism of scripture to state his point, he introduces the prob-
lem of mercy’s essentiality in philosophical yet familiar terms:

Know that God’s mercy embraces all things with respect
to existence and quiddity. So the existence of wrath, in
terms of the entity of wrath [‘ayn al-ghadab], is also from
God’s mercy. For this reason, His mercy outstrips His
wrath, since being is that very mercy which encompasses
[shamila] everything, as He says, And My mercy embraces
all things [Q 7:156].> Amongst the totality of entities and
quiddities—all of which the existential mercy [al-rahma al-
wujidiyya) reaches—are the entities of wrath and vengeance.
Through mercy, God gives existence to the entity of wrath,
so its root is good, as is what results from it, such as pain,
sickness, tribulation, trial, and the like. . . .2

Since all things arise from being and return to being, they are
nothing in and of themselves, which means that their qualities are at
best accidental. Things which seem to be evil, such as sickness or pain,
spring up therefore within being, but by virtue of being’s diminution
and not its perfection. Yet since they are modes of being, their source
is good, even if they bring along with them some temporary harm.
This temporary harm and perceived evil is a necessary part of the
structure of reality, which, by its nature, is graded and multilevel.
The multilevel nature of the stratification of being entails that those
modes of being which come about at the lower end of the scale of
being be more dense, dark, tenebrous, material, and hence “evil.”
Thus, sicknesses and tribulations are simply depravations of being.
Stated another way, they are “non-existence.”*
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In non-philosophical language, we can say that since things
arise out of mercy through the Breath of the All-Merciful and return
to mercy,” whatever negative qualities that become attached to them
must naturally peel away. Creatures who return to God with nega-
tive qualities encounter God’s wrath. And just as negative qualities
are accidental, so too is the quality of wrath which they encounter.
Wrath only arises out of mercy, which means that God’s wrath is
nothing but His mercy. However, because wrath is one of God’s quali-
ties, like mercy, it must embrace all things.® But because God’s mercy
outstrips His wrath, the essentiality of mercy will necessarily outstrip
the accidentality of wrath. This is why Sadra, following Ibn ‘Arabi
(but not acknowledging his source), says very early on in the Tafsir
Sirat al-fatiha that “the end for all is mercy.”” Despite the fact that the
end for all is mercy, Sadra insists that the routes individuals take to
return to their Source of mercy are radically divergent.

Paths to Mercy

In the context of his commentary on Q 1:6 Sadra makes a number
of important statements which shed a great deal of light on remarks
made earlier in the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha. Following his meditations on
the path or sirat made in the Asfir,® Sadra says that each individual
has a path that he must traverse, and which ultimately leads him to
God:

Know that the path is not a path except through one’s
traversing it. An allusion has been made to the fact that
every creature is heading towards the direction of the
Real, towards the Causer of causes [musabbib al-asbab] in an
innate manner of turning [tawajjuh gharizi] and a motion
of natural disposition [haraka jibilliyya]. In this motion of
natural disposition, diversion and fleeing from what God has
fixed for each of them cannot be conceived with respect to
them. God takes them by their forelock, as He says, “There
is not a creature except that He takes it by its forelock. Verily
my Lord is upon a straight path” [Q 11:56].°

This path that an individual traverses belongs to him in an “innate
manner of turning” and is a “motion of natural disposition.” The
path, therefore, is traversed in accordance with what Sadra identifies
as the fitra in the Asfar. Yet it would seem that, despite the fact that
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everyone is heading to God in an innate manner of turning, there are
nevertheless differences amongst them in the route of their return,
and, ultimately, their final fate.

Understanding these different routes taken by people to their
destination (which is in accordance with their innate disposition and
to which they innately turn) can only be made sense of once we have
understood the nature of the path itself. The path, according to Sadra,
is, from one perspective, nothing other than the human soul:

On the Day of Resurrection, and according to the view of
the people of insight who have been overcome by witnessing
the configuration of the afterlife, it is spread out for you
as a sensory bridge [jisr mahsiis] extended over the surface
of Hell, its start being in [this] place, and its end being at
the door of Paradise. Whoever witnesses it will know that
it is of his design and building, and that it is an extended
bridge in this world over the surface of his Hell in the fire
of his nature, within which is the shadow of his reality.?’

Hasanzadah Amuli seems to stop short of suggesting that Sadra
borrowed the idea of the soul being the path from Tasl's Aghaz
wa-anjam." Yet, as with all ideas which Sadra derives from his pre-
decessors, they take on a completely different character by virtue of
his unique philosophical outlook. One important principle of Sadra’s
doctrine of substantial motion—which can be said to implicitly lie at
the heart of Islamic teachings on the Origin and the Return'?>—is that
the very idea of change occurs within the category of substance itself.
Indeed, this is an important departure from traditional Aristotelian
substance metaphysics.”® Sadra tells us that the soul is “corporeal in
temporal origination and spiritual in subsistence [jismaniyyat al-hudiith
wa-rithaniyyat al-baga’].”'* As the underlying stuff of the human total-
ity, the soul partakes in substantial motion, or what Sadra also calls
“essential motion” (haraka dhatiyya).”*> Since the very substance or
essence of the soul partakes in motion, the distance it traverses is
nothing other than itself.’® Thus, the higher the soul ascends the scale
of being, the more real it becomes, meaning the more it strips itself
of its materiality and returns to its true nature.”

One of the implications of the identification of the soul with the
path is that, because all of one’s actions in this world are imprinted
upon the soul, the nature of the human soul itself determines the route
one will take in his journey back to God. The state of the soul, in other
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words, will become imaginalized in the next world, thus creating a
pathway for man to his ultimate place of residency. The soul extends
from Hell to Paradise by virtue of the fact that Hell for Sadra is, from
one perspective, nothing other than the corporeal world in which the
soul is pinned down by matter.! If the soul cannot rise beyond the
prison of corporeality, it will end up in Hell, that is, it will remain
in its fallen state. Souls which have become fully actualized will on
the other hand enter Paradise, which was/is their original home."

Man, Sadra tells us, gradually proceeds from the most manifest
to the most inner, or from the most dense to the most subtle, “until he
ends at his homestead which has been fixed for him by God.”? The
idea that man’s destiny is inextricably linked to his place of return
is something we have already seen in the Asfir. In the context of the
Tafsir Surat al-fatiha, Sadra attempts to answer the problem of how, if
everyone simply follows their instinctive nature and original disposi-
tion in accordance with the divine decree, the wicked amongst them
will be punished while the righteous will be rewarded. He says that
there is a difference between being distant from God but neverthe-
less felicitous, and being proximate to Him by way of the removal
of intermediaries.”? Yet it could be asked that if everyone is created
with the disposition of love and desire for God, how can there be
differences amongst humans with respect to these types of proximity
and distance?*

These differences amongst creatures, Sadra tells us, exist because
souls are not created with the same innate disposition: some souls are
more disposed toward purity than others, whereas others are more
disposed toward murkiness. In the material realm, various factors in
the world also have an effect upon the reason for why souls are so
disparate. At the same time, while all creatures are created upon the
path of uprightness (‘ald nahj al-istigima), it is their choices which
cause them to end up in either proximity to or distance from God.*
Despite these points, Sadra concludes that, ultimately, these souls dif-
fer because of “the preeternal decree.”*

God’s preeternal decree is what determines a soul’s starting
point, and, by virtue of the limitations imposed upon a human being
by virtue of his inborn capacity, his ending point as well. This explains
why Sadra is adamant that each soul has its own mode of return back
to God which is specific to it alone. As he puts it, every soul comes
from “a specified point of origin [ma ‘dan makhsiis] amongst the spirits’
points of origin [ma ‘adin al-arwah],” which necessitates that each soul
comes from a point of origin unique unto itself.” Since for Sadra the
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point of one’s origin is also the point of one’s return, the place of
return is also specific for each individual. If the point of origin and
place of return for each soul is different, then surely the path that
each soul treads along—namely what it becomes, for the soul is the
path itself—will be different. When humans ask God to guide them
along the straight path in Q 1:6, therefore, they ask for nothing but
guidance upon their own path, which will lead to their felicity.®

The foregoing considerations seem to be on Sadra’s mind from
early on in the Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha. In a very crucial passage which
occurs in the context of his discussion of the different paths of belief,
Sadra identifies the word sirat with the word sabil.” Drawing on a
passage from his Tafstr Ayat al-kursi, he makes a subtle distinction
between the different paths available to an individual and the path
appropriate for him:

It is just as He says, And do not follow the paths [al-subul], for
they will divert you from His path [sabilihi] [Q 6:153], that is,
the path which is for you contains felicity and salvation, for
if this were not the case, then all paths would lead to Him,
since God is the end-point of every purpose and the Final
Goal [ghaya] of every endeavor.?® However, not everyone
who returns to Him will attain felicity and salvation from
dispersion and chastisement. For the path to felicity is one:
Say: “This is my path [sabili]. Upon insight I call to God myself
and those who follow me” [Q 12:108].%

This statement requires some clarification. It is significant that
Sadra draws on Q 6:153 to make his point. The verse distinguishes
between “paths” and “His path,” and then Sadra glosses the latter
by saying “the path which is for you contains felicity and salvation
[al-sabil al-lat1 lakum fiha al-sa ‘Gda wa-1-najat].” But then Sadra surprises
us. He goes on to say that the path that is particular to an individual
brings felicity and salvation. Had this not been the case, then all paths
would lead to God. But by virtue of the nature of being, we know
that all paths do in fact lead to God. What Sadra seems to have in
mind here is that since each individual has a path to God specific to
him, the other paths which are available to him are not actual options
in terms of his return to God. He has the option to tread upon them,
but the truth is, in accordance with his innate disposition, there is
only one path that is open to his soul and it is that path that he must
follow. Sadra then says that not everyone who returns to God will
attain felicity. This is because, in accordance with the divine decree,
there are some who must end up in misery and wretchedness and
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some who must end up in felicity. Thus, while all souls return to God,
some meet His names of beauty and others His names of majesty.

Yet there is a further complication: Sadra clearly does not have in
mind a cut-and-dried presentation of the nature of the afterlife where
some end up in bliss and others suffer eternally.** As we have seen, he
seeks to retain the truth of scriptural statements concerning infernal
punishment; but, by virtue of the all-embracing character of God’s
mercy, he argues that this punishment is actually a form of comfort.
Since the name Allah is the All-Gathering name, every servant, Sadra
reminds us, must return to Him. The different grades of individuals,
whether felicitous or wretched, will become differentiated through
their encounter with the name Allah.

According to a hadith qudsi, on the Day of Judgment, after the
angels, prophets, and believers have all interceded, only the inter-
cession of the Most-Merciful of the merciful (arham al-rahimin) will
remain.*® The names Most-Merciful of the merciful or All-Merciful
(al-rahman), therefore, are commonly associated in texts of Islamic
thought with divine intercession and human salvation. Sadra tells
us that since the All-Merciful is the one name that will intercede
on behalf of all people, those who meet God’s names of majesty in
the next life will eventually come face-to-face with God as the All-
Merciful (note their affinity at Q 17:110), a name which will subsist
amongst His servants for all of eternity:

As for the other paths, all of their goals is God [Allah]
firstly. Then the All-Merciful [al-rahman] will take over for
Him [yatawallahu al-rahman] at the end, and the property of
the All-Merciful will subsist amongst them for eternity. This
is a strange affair! I have not found anyone upon the face
of the earth who knows it as it truly should be known.*

For Sadra’s part, although he had not come across any of his con-
temporaries who had known the truth of the ultimate salvation of
human beings as it “truly should be known,” it is safe to assume
that he did not count himself amongst them. Indeed, the rest of the
Tafsir Surat al-fatiha assumes the soteriological picture laid out in the
above two passages.®

Divine Hands and Feet

We have already seen how Sadra speaks of the fundamental rooted-
ness of all things in God’s mercy. All things come from God and return
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to Him. Since the Source of all things is mercy, they will all return
to their Source. But insofar as creatures are not with their Source,
they are in the realm of multiplicity. Mercy, like being, becomes frag-
mented as it spreads throughout the cosmos and, to use a Platonic
term, “shares” itself with the rest of the cosmic order. The further a
thing is from its Source of mercy, the less mercy it will manifest, just
as the further a thing is from its Source of being, the less being it
will manifest. In the language of Islamic theology, we can say that
the equilibrium of the divine names necessitates that God’s names of
beauty be complemented by His names of majesty.

Employing the imagery and language of Ibn ‘Arabi and his fol-
lowers, Sadra speaks of the structure of the cosmos in terms of God’s
“two hands.” As the hadith tells us, God has two hands and they are
both blessed and “right.”** But not each hand manifests the same
attributes. One hand gives preponderance to God’s attributes of mercy
and the other to His attributes of wrath.®* From this perspective, we
can speak of God’s “left” and “right” hands, or the divine qualities
which manifest leftness and rightness:

Know that the ruling property [hukm] of the divine wrath is
the perfection of the level of the grip of the left hand [gabdat
al-shimal], for although both of His hands are holy, blessed,
and right, the ruling property of each of them—Ileftness
[shimaliyya] and rightness [yaminiyya]l—is in opposition to
the other from their respective standpoints.*

Just as two human hands are in opposition to each other, so
too are the qualities denoted by God’s two hands. Each of God's
two hands is nothing other than a corollary of the different types
of souls which have come about through the downward flow of the
river of being.” Thus, the properties of each hand manifest themselves
in accordance with the attributes of the people who fall under their
sway: there are some who uphold God’s oneness and give Him His
rights of lordship, whereas others do not.*

Because God’s hands are both “right,” they are naturally both
good. This idea again accords with a point Sadra made in the Asfir
and to which he returns in several places in the Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha:
despite the outward appearance of a thing as wrath and punishment,
inwardly, it is pure mercy.* This does not mean that both of God’s
hands are equal. Insofar as His hands are different and there are dif-
ferences amongst His creatures, those who do not maintain the rights
of lordship will be held responsible for their negligence. The general
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outcome will nevertheless be mercy.* With this point in mind, Sadra
offers a reading of Q 39:67. The verse states that the entire earth will
be in God’s grip on the day or resurrection, and the heavens will be
folded in His right hand. Sadra understands this to mean that all
things will be enfolded back into God’s mercy, despite the disparity
amongst creatures with respect to their place of return.*" That is to
say, the scroll upon which the entire cosmic drama was written will
simply be rolled back up and returned to its original Author.

Sadra devotes much more time to God’s feet than he does to
His hands. This is partly because any talk of God’s “feet” in Islamic
thought automatically calls to mind two other important Qur’anic
symbols, namely His Footstool (kursi) and Throne (‘arsh). The image
of God’s two feet as sources for the diversity in the cosmos therefore
allows Sadra to explain how multiplicity and opposition result from
harmony, and how wrath and mercy become fragmented from mercy
itself. The Throne is the seat or locus of mercy in accordance with
the divine Command “Be!” In Q 20:5, the All-Merciful is seated upon
the Throne.”2 While the All-Merciful sits on the Throne, His feet are
placed upon the Footstool. Taking his lead in all likelihood from Ibn
‘Arabi’s Futuhat,®® Sadra explains this phenomenon as follows:

When God created the Throne, He made it the locus of
the establishment of existential mercy and the Unity of the
Word of existentiation, which is the saying “Be!” [Q 2:117].
And He created the Footstool, and the Word was divided
into two matters—Command and creation—so that He
could create a pair of everything. . . . The two feet were let
down onto the Footstool until the Word of the Spirit became
divided in the Footstool, for the Footstool is the second in
form and shape after the Throne. From the Footstool, two
shapes came about in the body of the natural world. So
the two feet were let down onto the Footstool, and each
foot alighted in a place. One place was called the “Garden”
and the other “Hell.”*

The Footstool ontologically stands at a level lower than the Throne
and also acts as the locus through which the polarity of God’s divine
names (symbolized by the two feet) become operative in the cosmos.*
Although the two feet existed before they came to rest upon the Foot-
stool, the Footstool is what allows the feet’s properties to become
actualized, that is, materialized. It is clear from Sadra’s discussion
concerning the path of the soul that the place into which each foot
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alights is the Garden and the Hell of the soul respectively, since the
path traversed by the individual will ultimately lead him back to his
own reality, namely to Heaven or Hell.

Since the cosmos and all that it contains came about by virtue of
the All-Merciful extending His two feet and allowing their properties
to take on corporeal form, what will happen when the cosmos will
cease to exist? Quite naturally, the cosmos will cease to exist when
the All-Merciful draws up His feet, thus having all properties in the
cosmos—whether they manifest God’s attributes of wrath or mercy—
return back to their Source of mercy. Sadra makes this point in beauti-
fully poetic language. It can be noted that the same passage will also
be found in the relevant section in the Asfir. However, the account of
the folding of the legs of the All-Merciful figures differently in both
texts. For one thing, in the Asfir, Sadra does not provide as detailed
an account as he does in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha with respect to how
all things are rooted in mercy. No less important is the fact that in
the Asfir, the passage in question is ascribed to Ibn ‘Arabi, to whom
it indeed belongs.* Yet in the Tufsir Siirat al-fatiha, the same text now
becomes Sadra’s. It is perfectly naturalized into his treatment of the
two feet of the All-Merciful, and, without explicitly citing Ibn ‘Arabi,
he explicates “his” important point. In the end, God’s walking staff
will be cast aside, and all things will end in repose and tranquility:

The feet will not be contracted except from the root from
which they became manifest, namely the All-Merciful. So
they only give mercy, for by virtue of wisdom, the end
returns to the beginning, except that between the beginning
and end there is a path. If this were not the case, there would
be no beginning and end to it. The journey is where one
can expect to find [mazinna] fatigue, misfortune, and toil.
This is the cause of the emergence of the wretchedness that
has become manifest in the cosmos in terms of this world,
the next world, and the isthmus [barzakh]. At the end of
the sojourn, the walking staff [ ‘asa al-tasayur] will be cast
aside and repose [raha] in the abodes of permanence and
perdition will reign.

Sadra freely borrows material from the Futiihat again, this time
in slightly paraphrased fashion.” Ibn ‘Arabi/Sadra anticipate a possi-
ble objection to the question of how residence in Hell can entail repose
and comfort for its dwellers. They acknowledge that, although from
one perspective it is correct to say that Hell is not a place of comfort,
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one who does so has not given the matter “complete consideration”
(al-nazar al-tamm).* Then the example of two types of wayfarers is
given. One of these wayfarers lives an opulent and easy life. Such
a person is like the one who arrives at the Garden. The other type
of wayfarer travels by foot and has paltry provisions along the way.
When he reaches his home, he is tired and miserable for a while.
Then, when his fatigue wears off, he finds repose. The latter wayfarer
is like the person in Hell. He is chastised for a while, and then, by
virtue of God'’s all-embracing mercy, is given repose.” These people
will be ranked in Hell according to the level of punishment owed to
them. Once the punishment expires, that is, once they are purged of
the dross of their sins (just as the wayfarer suffers fatigue until he is
restored to full health), they will be felicitious.

Intellectual and Scriptural Fidelity

Now that we have sufficiently surveyed most of the details concern-
ing Sadra soteriology, it would be fitting to briefly take stock of the
different arguments against an eternal Hell that we have already
encountered thus far, either explicitly or implicitly.”* Several Qur’anic
verses (i.e., Q 2:39, 13:5, 43:74, etc.) state that a party of individuals
will reside in Hell forever. Yet what does it mean, exactly, to reside
in Hell forever? Does this mean that those in Hell forever will suffer
forever? If so, one may justifiably ask how a human being should
suffer eternally for actions which were purely finite in their nature.
And since God is not wronged in any way by His servants” wrong
actions, why make them suffer for eternity? Moreover, if we assume,
as has traditionally been the case, that punishment in Hell is a form
of cleansing for its inhabitants, then surely there must come a point
when they will become purified, at which time suffering in Hell
would seem superfluous.

We may also approach the question of eternal suffering in Hell
with reference to the human “situation” itself: if human beings did
not will to come into existence, does not placing some of them in
Hell eternally violate God’s responsibility toward His creatures?®
Ultimately, we can seek an answer to this problem with reference to
God'’s mercy: since God is the All-Merciful, surely an eternal state of
suffering for any human being would contradict this fundamental
principle.

What is at stake here for thinkers like Sadra and Ibn “Arabi is
not only that an eternal state of punishment in Hell raises serious
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intellectual problems if one also upholds belief in a God who is forgiv-
ing, infinitely merciful, and loving. Just as important for them is that
a belief in eternal punishment in Hell squarely contradicts scripture
(defined here as both the Qur’an and Hadith). As Ibn ‘Arabi notes,
although the Qur’an speaks of people abiding in the Fire forever
(khalidina fiha abadan), it does not state that they will be punished in
it forever> And even when the Qur’an speaks of “the punishment
of eternity” (‘adhab al-khuld) at Q 10:52 and 32:14, the case is not
unequivocal. Ibn Qayyim observes with reference to the expression
‘adhab al-khuld that the kh.L.d. Arabic root “may connote an extended
yet ultimately limited period of time.”*

Another important scriptural reference which the notion of eter-
nal suffering in Hell would negate—and one upon which, as we have
seen, Ibn ‘Arabi and Mulla Sadra base their argument—is the hadith
quds? which says that God’s mercy outstrips His wrath.*® Thus, the
most faithful reading of scripture would be to maintain that although
there will be people in Hell forever (as stated in the Qur’an), they
will not be punished therein eternally (as not stated in the Qur’an).
This is to say that by virtue of the all-pervasiveness of mercy and
its essentiality as articulated in scripture, human beings will even-
tually be enveloped in mercy, despite the fact that the structure of
the cosmic order in terms of the distribution of the divine names
metaphysically demands that some ultimately end up in Hell and
others in Heaven.”

Revealing and Concealing

Sadra’s Tafsir Surat al-bagara, although incomplete, is most likely his
last tafstr composition. Based on internal references in the Tafsir Siirat
al-fatiha, we know that that book is fairly late. And, since the Tafsir
Sirat al-bagara explicitly refers to the Tufsir Siirat al-fatiha on two sepa-
rate occasions, we have no good reason to doubt that it was written
after this last complete tafsir work.”® It is therefore interesting to note
that Sadra also discusses the issue of eternal chastisement in Hell in
the Tufsir Siirat al-bagara. But here he closely follows the points made
in the Tafsir Ayat al-kursi,” and does not take up the same line of
interpretation we find in the Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha.

As with the Tafstr Ayat al-kursi, Sadra has a theological bone to
pick in the Tafstr Sarat al-bagara, but this time with the Mu ‘tazilites
and the Ash‘arites. In the context of his discussion of why it is that
most theologians (or, as he would have it, “those who want to limit
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the Qur’an’s realities”) believe that chastisement in Hell must be
eternal, he tells us that what really motivates them is the subtle fear
that the pleasures of heavenly rewards would be liable to seizure if
it were possible that Hell’s punishments could seize.”” With respect
to the Mu‘tazilites in particular, elsewhere in the same tafsir he dis-
cusses their views, both scriptural and intellectual, for why punish-
ment in Hell should be eternal.®® Again drawing on the hadith qudst
of God’s mercy outstripping His wrath, as well as the hadith qudst
which speaks of the intercession of the “Most Merciful of the merci-
ful”®® (which was so fundamental to his argument in the Tafsir Siarat
al-fatiha), Sadra dismisses the Mu‘tazilites’ arguments in somewhat
cynical fashion.

Unlike the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha, in the Tafstr Sarat al-bagara Sadra
does not explicitly argue for his soteriology. And, again unlike the
former text, in the latter, he devotes some time to summarizing the dif-
ferent views of people who believe in eternal chastisement and those
who do not. He first gives the views of the people who believe in an
eternal state of chastisement in Hell.** While he observes later on that
there are no clear-cut textual proofs to believe that Hell’s chastise-
ments are eternal, and noting the dubious nature of language in the
transmitted sciences,® he then cites the views of those who believe that
Hell’s chastisements will eventually come to an end.® He notes that
amongst this group of individuals there are some people who have
taken the problem in a totally different direction, and which has even
shocked some of the philosophers and gnostics. Here he has in mind
Ibn ‘Arabi, Qunawi, and the main commentators upon the Fusiis, such
as Qaysari. While he does not have trouble citing several texts from
Ibn ‘Arabi’s Fusiis and Futahat in this regard,”” and also reproduces
some of Qaysari’s points, which he also cited in his Tafsir Ayat al-kursi,*
Sadra does not give us a passage from Qunawi, and this is because
Qunawi probably does not treat the issue head-on in his writings.”

It is clear from the Tafsir Siirat al-bagara that Sadra does not pres-
ent us with anything new on the question of eternal suffering in Hell
which cannot be gleaned from his earlier tafsir works, including the
Tafsir Starat al-fatiha. What does give occasion to surprise is what we
read in Sadra’s al-Hikma al-‘arshiyya (“The Wisdom of the Throne”),
commonly referred to as the ‘Arshiyya. In this text, we encounter a
strange passage in which Sadra takes a position on the question of the
pleasurable nature of Hell which flatly contradicts all of his statements
from the Tafsir Ayat al-kursi to the Tafstr Sirat al-bagara. To cite him,
“[I]t would appear that Hell is not an abode of comfort. Rather, it is
only a place of pain, suffering, and endless torment.””
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We can be fairly sure that the ‘Arshiyya was written after the
Asfar since it mentions this book on a number of occasions and repro-
duces much of its material in condensed form. In the ‘Arshiyya Sadra
also makes mention of his Ta ‘ligat ‘ala Sharh Hikmat al-ishraq (“Glosses
upon the ‘Commentary on the Philosophy of Illumination’”),”* which
in turn mentions the Tafstr Sarat al-fatiha.”? If we were to assume that
the ‘Arshiyya was in fact written after the Ta ‘Iigat and the Tafstr Siirat
al-fatiha—and there seems to be no good reason not to do so—we
would appear to have a contradiction between Sadra’s position con-
cerning the pleasurable nature of Hell as explicated in the Asfar and
the Tafstr Suirat al-fatiha and as it appears in the ‘Arshiyya. This passage
is cited by Khwajawli as proof that Sadra did in fact uphold the view
that Hell was a place of actual and perpetual anguish,” which would
be in keeping with KhwajawT's insistence on Sadra’s understanding
of eternal punishment in Hell for at least some individuals.”*

Nasiri accepts Khwajawi’'s argument that in the ‘Arshiyya Sadra
ultimately recanted his position on the pleasurable nature of Hell.”
He even attempts to offer an explanation for the clear contradiction.
He politely suggests that if Sadra would occasionally make an error
in his tafsir or non-tafsir works, he would correct these mistakes in
other works.” But the only way such a convenient formula would
work with respect to Sadra’s treatment of soteriology is if we ignore
his statements on the issue in which he explicitly defends the position
throughout his corpus,” while also managing to overlook the ultimate
implications of his metaphysics. In other words, accepting Nasiri’s
argument is tantamount to saying that Sadra openly supported the
idea of Hell’s pleasurable nature throughout his career and in several
of his major writings (one of which was his magnum opus, the Asfar),
only to change his mind in one sweeping statement (with no follow
up) in the ‘Arshiyya. Surely there must be another, more reasonable
explanation. And indeed there is.

The operation does not seem difficult when we consider the
circumstances under which Sadra wrote the ‘Arshiyya. The ‘Arshiyya,
unlike the Asfar and Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha, for example, is a much less
technical book, and hence more accessible to nonspecialists. As has
been noted by Michel Chodkiewicz, prudence at times forced Sadra to
conceal his borrowings from Ibn ‘Arabi.”® This is undoubtedly because
Sufism, especially the more theoretical type, was not always viewed
favorably by the Safavid ‘ulama’.”® Thus, Sadra’s distancing himself
from his true position concerning the nature of Hell in the ‘Arshiyya
was a cautionary move in order to forestall condemnation by the
‘ulama’, and perhaps even his own son, Mirza Ibrahim Shirazi (d.
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1070/1659).%° This point is confirmed by James Morris, who notes
that “Sadra’s suppression here in the ‘Arshiyya of all but the faintest
allusion to his agreement with Ibn Arabi is in keeping with one level
of intention of his work.”®" This “level of intention,” Morris tells us,
was dictated by Sadra’s awareness of his social and political context,
which necessitated that he conceal his more extreme interpretations
from ‘ulama’ hostile to anything against what they considered the
acceptable norm.®

Chastisement’s Sweetness

Returning to the Tafstr Suarat al-fatiha, it should be clear that, in this
text, Sadra treats the question of the nature of eternal residency in
Hell in a much more explicit manner than he does in the Asfir or any
of his other tafsir writings. Reproduced below is Sadra’s final citation
from the Futuhat. This passage, more than any other, demonstrates
his stance on the question of eternal suffering and serves as an effec-
tive summary of his arguments in the Asfir and the earlier parts of
the Tafstr Siirat al-fatiha. Indeed, it demonstrates the logical outcome
of Sadra’s ontology when expressed in the language of scripture. Ibn
‘Arabi/Sadra tell us that the last batch of people in Hell who are
there by virtue of God’s solicitude ( indya) will be trapped in Hell and
surrounded by its flames. Like the nonbelievers mentioned in Q 60:13
who despair over “the people of the graves” (ashab al-qubiir) (i.e., in
their thinking that death is the end of all things and that the people
of the graves will not be brought back to life), the people enclosed by
Hell’s fires will also despair. It is at that moment that God’s mercy
will overcome them and provide for them a constitution which will
allow them to experience joy in the Fire. Their chastisement (‘adhab)
will therefore become sweetness (‘adhb):

They will find the chastisement [ ‘adhab] sweet [yasta ‘dhibiina],
so pains will cease and the chastisement [ ‘adhab] will become
sweetness [ ‘adhb]. . . . God willing, the inhabitant of every
abode will taste sweetness. So understand! Do you not see
the truth of what we have said? Because of the deficiency
and nonexistence of fullness that is in it, the Fire will not
cease to be painful until the Compeller [al-jabbar] places
His foot in it, as has been related in the tradition.®* This
is one of the two aforementioned feet on the Footstool.
The other [foot] is the one whose resting place will be the
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Garden: Give glad tidings to those who believe, that they have
a foot of firmness with their Lord [Q 10:2]. The name “Lord”
will be with them, and the name “Compeller” will be
with the others because the Fire is the abode of majesty,
domination, and awe, whereas the Garden is the abode
of beauty, intimacy, and the subtle divine alighting place
[manzil al-ilaht al-latif].® The two of them are face to face
with the two grips mentioned in the Sacred tradition: “One
for the people of the Fire, and I don't care; the other for the
people of the Garden, and I don’t care.” He does not care
because the end for both is to the all-embracing mercy.®

We have by this point seen a number of instances in both the
Asfar and the Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha in which Sadra freely borrows mate-
rial from Ibn “Arab?’s Futithat. In all cases in which Sadra cites Ibn
‘Arabi in the Asfir, he does so explicitly. At the same time, both
Ibn “Arabi’s Fusiis and Futithat are cited explicitly in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha ¥ It would seem that when Ibn ‘Arabi is acknowledged as
a direct source for one of Sadra’s statements, it is because the lat-
ter is trying to demonstrate how a problematic theological question
had been dealt with by his most illustrious predecessor—someone for
whom he had unqualified admiration. This is a rare exception, given
how critical Sadra is of almost all of his predecessors, from Avicenna®
to his own teacher Mir Damad (d. 1041/1631).%

Interestingly, a number of Ibn ‘Arabi’s statements from the
Futithat explicitly cited by Sadra in the Asfir appear, as we have
seen above, as Sadra’s own words in the Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha. This
would lend support to our argument that the latter text, by virtue
of having been written several years after the Asfiar, gave Sadra the
perfect chance to present a much more coherent soteriological argu-
ment than he did in the Asfir. Thus, when in the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha
Sadra reworks Ibn ‘Arabi’s statements into his writings and does
not acknowledge his source or seems to do so in a somewhat vague
manner, it might be because he is trying to be as direct as possible
in making his point, a point which doubtless came from the pen
of Ibn ‘Arabi® but which Sadra was then able to integrate into his
perspective as his “own” point.”® Hence, despite the fact that Sadra
lifts these passages from Ibn ‘Arabi almost verbatim, we have every
reason to assume that the soteriology articulated in these passages is
his soteriology as well.

Why Sadra would resort to a scriptural mode of expression con-
cerning the final return of all creatures as opposed to his more philo-



Soteriology 1I 115

sophical arguments found in the Asfir is in keeping with the overall
goal of his work on the Qur’an, namely to clothe within the garb of
scriptural symbols the philosophical truths which he had verified for
himself. At the heart of this personal experience undergone by Sadra
was his profound encounter with being. Since mercy is to religious
language what being is to philosophical language, when tackling the
problem of soteriology, which for Sadra is naturally discussed within
the universe of the Islamic revelation, it was all the more fitting that
he would choose to express himself most clearly within the context
and terminological “confines” of his commentary upon the Qur’an’s
most widely known and recited chapter.






Conclusion

For all of our knowledge of Mulla Sadra’s life and philosophical teach-
ings, a number of aspects of his religious thought remain terra incog-
nita. His work on the Qur’an is a good place to start. Not only were
Sadra’s compositions on the Qur’an and its sciences voluminous, but
he made sure that his writings on scripture would give a more con-
crete form to the abstract ideas contained in his philosophical books.
For Sadra, the Qur’an and being are, from one perspective, two sides
of the same coin. This fundamental insight allows his work on the
Qur’an to demonstrate the manner in which his philosophical teach-
ings can be modulated into religious language.

This explains why, in his function as a scriptural exegete, Sadra
does not simply read the Qur’an as a philosopher. Just as he ably
articulates his experience of being in his philosophical writings, so too
does he convey his experience of the Qur’an in his works on scrip-
ture. This phenomenon is illustrated very well in the Mafatih al-ghayb,
Sadra’s most important theoretical work on scripture. The Mafatih is
unique in that Sadra viewed it as occupying a special place amongst
his writings on the Qur’an. It articulates the basic esoteric perspective
which informs all of his writings on the Qur’an by demonstrating the
intimate link shared between the book of being and the becoming of
the human soul. Although this work is a rather late addition to the
Sadrian oeuvre, we know that several parts of it were written earlier
on in his career, as portions of Miftdh 1 are expanded versions of
sections from the Asfir. This indicates that Sadra’s understanding of
the nature of scripture had already taken shape even before he had
completed his independent fafsir works, which in part accounts for
the consistent doctrinal perspective we find amongst these tafsirs. At
the same time, in Miftah 1 of the Mafatih, Sadrad’s presentation of
the theoretical underpinnings of his Qur’anic hermeneutics is most
consistently presented, and there is an added dimension of depth not
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to be found in the corresponding sections of the Asfir. This explains
why Sadra understood the Mafitih to have occupied a special place
amongst his writings on the Qur’an.

The central importance of the Mafitih in general, and Miftah 1
in particular is, therefore, not in its being an introduction to Sadra’s
individual tafsirs, but, rather, in its ability to summarize the general
hermeneutical perspective which informs these fafsirs. The herme-
neutical perspective argued for in Miftah 1 takes Sadra’s ontology
for granted. Like being, the Qur’an is also revealed in “modes” and
grades. And, since being is the prototype of man, so too is the Qur’an
the prototype of man. The levels of being therefore find their per-
fect parallel in the levels of the human soul, just as the levels of the
Qur’an, and, hence, its types of readers, find their perfect parallel in
the levels of the human soul.

If the Mafatih is Sadra’s most important work on the Qur’an in
terms of theory, the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha, which is his last complete
tafsir, is his most important work on the Qur’an in terms of practice.
As a commentator upon the Fatiha, which occupies central impor-
tance in Muslim daily life, Sadra is impelled by it verses to reflect
upon and provide solutions to some of the core issues which lie at
the heart of human existence itself: what is the nature of gratitude,
mercy, compassion, praise for God, belief, and unbelief? To aid his
meditations on the Fatiha, Sadra incorporates into his unique philo-
sophical perspective the teachings of a number of his predecessors
who tackled similar issues. At the same time, while the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha presents us with a handy exposition of Sadra’s key doctrines
(albeit in “mythic” form), some of the positions taken in his earlier
books undergo modifications in the context of his commentary on
the Fatiha’s verses.

A close reading of the Tafstr Siirat al-fatiha’s teachings in meta-
physics reveals that Sadra, taking his lead from Q 1:1, is able to suc-
cessfully recast his sophisticated ontology of the fundamentality of
being into a theological and scripture-based framework. This allows
him to then go on to address two questions which are central to his
scriptural hermeneutics: (1) what is the nature of the cosmos? and
(2) what is the nature of man? By presenting his ontology in less
philosophical language (and relying, instead, upon the language Ibn
‘Arabi and some of his “followers”), Sadrda demonstrates how these
two questions are to be answered in the context of his commentary
upon the Fatiha. The cosmology of praise attendant upon Sadra’s
ontology thus enables his theoretical discussions from the Mafatih to
come to life. Here we see how God’s self-praise results in the emer-
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gence of the cosmos, and how the cosmos, as the “stuff” of God’s
self-praise, is nothing other than a seamless expression of modes or
instantiations of praise. Since being is graded and multilevel, the more
one manifests of praise, the more he manifests of being.

Sadra seems to want to connect his cosmology of praise with
his answer to his second question: if all things are modes of praise
in the cosmos, then human beings are themselves modes of God’s
praise. As a manifestation of the Muhammadan Reality, the Perfect
Man is the most perfect mode of praise for God amongst all of His
creatures since he has ascended the scale of being and reached the
highest possible rung on the ladder of praise. Since the Perfect Man
is the highest mode of praise for God and the Fatiha contains all that
is in the Qur’an, and, hence, in existence, the Perfect Man and the
Fatiha share a special relationship. It is, therefore, only the Perfect
Man who can interpret the Fatiha, since, in reading it, he offers a
reading of himself.

In the Tafstr Sarat al-fatiha, Sadra demonstrates his heaviest reli-
ance upon the teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi in addressing two additional
questions: (1) what is the nature of idol worship? and (2) what is the
ultimate fate of all human beings? In tackling the first problem, Sadra
articulates a version of the position—well-known to Islamic thought
by his time—concerning the “God created in beliefs.” He relates this
idea to his theoretical scriptural hermeneutics: since the Qur’an and
being are two sides of the same coin from one perspective, those
who remain on the surface of being, who have a particular idolized
conception of the nature of reality, will likewise remain on the surface
of the Qur’an. It is only when man penetrates being, that is, shatters
his intellectual constructs concerning the nature of reality (and, hence,
God) that he may penetrate the ocean of the Qur’an. Such a profound
view of things is reserved for the Perfect Man, who, by virtue of not
falling into the trap of “metaphysical idolatry,” sees the cosmos for
what it truly is: a theatre for the manifestation of God. The station of
praise in which the Perfect Man stands allows him to understand the
nature of existence in its entirety. And, since the Qur’an and being
can be said to have the same reality, the Perfect Man can likewise
understand the nature of the Qur’an in its entirety.

Sadra also reminds us that knowing the nature of existence is
tantamount to knowing God’s mercy, since mercy and being are the
same reality. Understanding God’s mercy demands a vision of the
cosmic order in which all things proceed from mercy and return to
mercy. Since all things issue from God and are nothing but modes of
God'’s being, they can also be said to issue from mercy and be noth-
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ing but modes of God’s mercy. Likewise, since all modes of being
must return to their Source of being, so too must all modes of mercy
return to their Source of mercy. Hence, the end for all creatures is
mercy. Yet beyond this point Sadra also attempts to address another
important problem which appears to be demanded by the content of
the Fatiha itself, namely the fact that there are differences in grades
of individuals.

In attempting to address the question of how one can believe in
universal salvation while also taking into account the obvious dispar-
ity in types of human beings, Sadra articulates a picture of the afterlife
in which the form of salvation received by human beings is shaped by
the differing paths which they had chosen during their time on earth.
The result is a highly individualized presentation of the nature of
human beings’ return to their Source of mercy: the route that each soul
takes as it ascends the scale of being/mercy is entirely unique to it,
just as the route taken by each soul in descending the scale of being/
mercy is entirely unique to it. Yet Sadra does not want to negate God'’s
wrath. Some people, in returning to the abode of mercy, must come
through the door of wrath. But, despite the fact that human beings
will return to God in very different states—some in beautiful robes
of honor and others in tattered garments of humiliation—in the end,
it is God’s mercy that shall have the final say.
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Some Key Texts from the
Mafatth al-Ghayb

Translated here, with my own descriptive headings, are some
of the most important passages concerning the nature of the
Qur’an which are to be found in Sadra’s Mafitth al-ghayb, almost
all of which have appeared in Chapter 1 in the context of my explica-
tion of Sadra’s scriptural hermeneutics.

i

God’s Firm Rope
Mafatih, 89

The Qur’an is God’s firm rope [habl Allah al-matin] which
was sent down from Heaven in order to save those shackled
in the cradle of satans and the abyss of those who have
descended. It is one of God’s lights [niir min anwar Allah]:
it contains guidance for wayfarers, and through it one can
ascend from the lowest of worlds to the highest way stations
[manazil] of the ‘Illiyyin and the most exalted levels of those
seated upon the seat of truth [Q 54:55] and certainty. So read
it, O impoverished one, and advance!

How to Read the Qur’an
Mafatih, 78-9
O intelligent, discerning one! If you want to investigate the
science of the Qur’an, the wisdom of God and the principles
of faith—that s, faith in God, His angels, books, messengers,
and the Final Day—then you need to return to the guardians
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[hafaza)] of the secrets of the Qur’an and its meanings, seek
out its folk and those who bear it, and ask the “people of
remembrance” about its contents. As He—exalted is His
name—says, Ask the people of remembrance if you do not know
[Q 16:43], just as, with the rest of the arts and sciences, you
would seek out their folk.

The Nature of Ta’ wil
Mafatih, 79
As for ta’wil, it does not spare nor leave anything out [1a tubgi
wa-1a tadhar] [Q 74:28], for it comes—thanks be to God!—as a
discourse [kalam] in which there is no crookedness, nor does
doubt or confusion assail it.

The Qur’an’s Levels of Descent
Mafatih, 98
Although the Qur’an is one reality, it has many levels in its
descent [nuzil] and many names in accordance with these
levels. So in every world and configuration it is called by a
name which corresponds to its specific station and particular
rank.

The Weight of the Word
Mafatih, 98-9

The Qur’an was revealed to people [khalg] with thousands
of veils in order for those with weak intellects and blind eyes
to comprehend. If, given its greatness, the Throne [ ‘arsh] of
the ba’ of the basmala were to descend to the earth [farsh],
the earth would perish and become annihilated. There is an
indication to this meaning in His saying, Were we to cause this
Qur’an to descend upon a mountain, you would see it humbled
and split apart out of fear of God [Q 59:21].

The Perfect Words
Mafatih, 94
The highest level of the Word is the Word itself in terms of
its principial purpose [magsiid awwali], there being no other
purpose after it because of the nobility of its existence, the
perfection of its being, and because of its being the final goal
[ghaya] of whatever is beneath it. Thisis like God’s originating
the World of the Command through the Command “Be!” [Q
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2:117], and nothing else. These are God’s Perfect Words [al-
kalimat al-tammat] which are never exhausted, nor do they
perish.

The Articulation of the Word
Mafatih, 93-4

The cosmos [ ‘@lam] does not become manifest except through
the Word. Rather, the cosmos is the Word itself, its parts
being commensurate to its twenty-eight stations [magamat]
and ranks [manazil] within the Breath of the All-Merciful
[nafas al-rahman], just as words and vocal letters [al-huriif
al-sawtiyya] subsist within the self of the human speaker
commensurate to his points of stopping and articulation
[manazil wa-makharij]. The speaker’s aim in speaking is,
firstly, to produce the entities of letters and existentiate them
from the points of articulation. This is the very essence of
making-known [i lam].

The Individuation of the Word
Mafatih, 103

Just as when the Command becomes an act, as in His
saying “Be!,” and it is [Q 2:117], when the Word becomes
individuated [tashakhkhasa] and descends, it becomes a book.
The scroll [sahifa] of the being of the created world is the
book of God [kitab Allah], and its signs [ayat] are the entities
of the existent things [a ‘yan al-mawjadat]: In the alternation
of night and day, and in what God created in the heavens and on
earth, are signs for a people who are God-wary [Q 10:6].

Dimensions of the Qur’an, Dimensions of Man
Mafatih, 105
Know that the Qur’an, like man, is divided into a manifest
[ ‘alan] and hidden dimension [sirr], each of which has an
outer [zahr] and inner [batn] aspect. Its inner aspect has
another inner aspect known only to God: and none knows
its interpretation but God [Q 3:7]. It has also been related in
the hadith, “The Qur’an has an outer and inner aspect.” Its
inner aspect consists of up to seven inner dimensions [abtun]
which are like the levels of man’s inner dimensions, such
as the soul [nafs], heart [galb], intellect [‘agl], spirit [rih],
innermost mystery [sirr], and the hidden and most hidden

[al-khafi wa-1-akhfa’].
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The Husk and the Kernel
Mafatin, 117

The Qur’an has degrees and ranks, just as man has levels
and stations. The lowest level of the Qur’an is like the lowest
level of man: the Qur’an’s lowest level is what is contained
in the book’s binding and covering [jild wa-aghlaf], just as the
lowest rank of man is what is in the outer covering and skin
[al-ihab wa-1-bashara]. The husk [gishr] of man attains nothing
but the blackness of the Qur’an and its sensory form. The
man of the outward husk only perceives husk-like meanings
[al-ma ‘ant al-gishriyya]. As for the spirit of the Qur’an, its
kernel [lubb], and its secret, none but the possessors of deep
understanding [uli al-albab] [12:111] perceive it. They do not
attain this through knowledge acquired by way of learning
and thinking. Rather, [they attain this] through God-given
[laduni] knowledge.

Unity in Multiplicity
Mafatih, 90-1

Because the people of this world are in the station where forms
are gathered and meanings separated [al-jam ‘iyya al-siiriyya
wa-l-tafarrugat al-ma ‘nawiyya], they witness various letters
as unified and letters which are of one species as numerous
individual parts. Thus, when they look at the letters He
loves them and they love Him [yuhibbuhum wa-yuhibbinahu] [Q
5:54], they see them as a unified species which is divided in
its parts. However, those who have divested themselves of
this world—for whom the veil has been lifted and the clouds
of doubt and blindness have dispersed from the face of their
insight—[they] see these letters through inner sight in this
way: H-e-l-0-v-e-s-t-h-e-m [ya’-ha’-ba’-ha’-mim]. Then, when
they ascend from this station to a higher station, they see
them as tiny dots [nigat].
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Key Texts from the
Tafsir Stirat al-Fatiha

Translated here, with my own descriptive headings, are the most
important passages to be found in Sadra’s Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha, a num-
ber of which have already appeared in Chapters 3-5 and Chapter 7.
I have sought to present these translated texts (a) in the order in
which they unfold within the tafsir, and (b) in isolation from the
detailed textual, historical, and theoretical issues considered in
the previous chapters, thereby allowing Sadra’s key teachings in the
Tafsir Surat al-fatiha to stand on their own.

e

Introduction

The Call of an Exegete
Tafsir, 1:1
Now is the time to penetrate the loci of witnessing [mashahid]
of the Qur’an’s signs, after laying out the keys to the doors
of paradise, making clear the lamps of the lights of guidance

and gnosis, and firmly planting the foundations of wisdom
and faith.

The Mother of the Qur’an
Tafsir, 1:1
Itis called the Mother of the Qur’an [umm al-Qur ’an] because
of its containing [iltiwa’] all of the meanings which are in
the Qur’an.
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The Nature of the Qur’an
Tafsir, 1:2
Each of its siiras is an ocean full of jewels of meaning and
exposition. Rather, [they are] celestial spheres filled with the
stars of the realities and essences. Every one of its verses is a
shell within which are hidden precious pearls, all of which
are valuable for man’s soul.

The Special Nature of the Fatiha
Tafsir, 1:2

The light of guidance and the life of faith proceed from
His lights [lum ‘an], especially this sira which, despite its
concision, contains all of the verses of the Qur’an and the
sum total of the secrets of the Origin, Return, and the states
of creatures on the Final Day before the All-Merciful. So
listen with the ear of your heart to the recitation of God’s
verses, and let the lights of the miracle of the Messenger of
God penetrate your insides.

*

I seek refuge in God from Satan the accursed

On the isti ‘@dha Formula

Tafsir, 1:7
The better and more illustrious one is, and the higher and
more perfect his rank, his devil is stronger, more seductive,
more astray, and has subtler ruses, more intricate and
hidden ways, is further off the course of the straight path,
more averse to the right-guiding practices, and more blind
to seeing the Real. Since the status of reciting the revelation
and listening to its verses is the most illustrious status, the
command has been instituted to seek refuge in God from
the devil, who is distant and banished from oneness. This
is why he is qualified by the exaggerative form of being
accursed [in the isti ‘@dha formula].

God’s Words
Tafsir, 9-10
His Speech [gawl] and Word [kalima] are not of the genus
of sounds and letters, just as His Essence and attributes are
not of the genus of bodies and modalities. Nor are they of
the genus of substances and accidents. Rather, His Word
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[gawl wa-kalam] and Command [amr]—as has been stated
in the Mafatih—is pure intellective disembodied being. So
His Words are holy existents [and] spiritual matters which
are the intermediaries between God and the creatures, and
through which is realized His knowledge, power, and the
penetration of His will and desire amongst the existent
things.

The Perfect Words
Tafsir, 10-1
The proof that, by the “Words of God,” the absolute, intellective
divine existences are what is intended, is that the Words are
described as “Perfect.”...So God, glorified and exalted is
His Word, is above completion and is the End of ends, since
through Him is the completion of every thing, the life of every
living one, the light of everything that is illumined, and the
medicine and cure of every sickness and ailment.

There is a fine point here: the origination of bodies—
their substances, dark and other accidents, natures, and
natural effects—is only gradational [tadriji], [proceeding]
bit by bit. [This is] similar to motion, which is the gradual
exiting from potentiality into actuality. As for innovated
things, their existentiation and exiting [potentiality and
going] into actuality only obtains in one instant: And Our
Command is nothing but one, like the blink of an eye [Q 56:5].
When the Command is like this, its origination from God
resembles the origination of letters [comprising a word]
which only come to exist in one instant, that is, at that
very indivisible moment. Because of this likeness, their
completion is their very beginning. That which comes about
through the carrying out of His determination is called the
“Word,” and is described as “Perfect.”

The Emergence of Evil

Tafsir, 1:16
The first of existent things to issue from Him is the world of
His Command and decree, in which there is fundamentally
no evil...except, by God, what becomes hidden under
the radiance of the First Light. This is the murkiness which
necessitates contingent quiddities, which arise from the
diminution of their existential ipseities from the divine
Ipseity.
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*

In the Name of God, the All-Merciful, the Compassionate (Q 1:1)

The Different Approaches to the Qur’an
Tafsir, 1:28-9

Know, O one concerned with understanding the meanings
of the book!—God guide you to the right way—that here
there are investigations into written expressions [lafz]. Some
of these are related to the imprints of the letters and their
written appearances, and forms of words and their sonal
qualities, for [all of] which God put in place a people—such
as scribes, reciters, and memorizers—and rendered the
utmost of their endeavors to be knowledge of the proper
recitation and beautiful writing of these expressions. Some
of these are related to knowing the states of [their] structure,
derivation, the states of inflection, and the building of words.
And some of these are related to knowing the primary
senses of the individual and composite terms. All of these
[forms of investigation] fall short of the furthest goal and the
loftiest station [al-maqsad al-aqsa wa-lI-manzil al-asnd). A party
of each of these [investigators] has reached the boundary of
the end and risen therein to the utmost expanse [of these
investigations into written expressions]. God has set them
up to acquire these partial sciences [al- ulim al-juz’iyyal—
which are relied upon for understanding the realities of the
Qur’an—so that their rank may be the rank of servants and
instruments for that which, in reality, is the result and end,
and which leads to the perfection of the human species.

Know that speech consists of expressions and allusions,
just as the existence of man is composed of an unseen and
visible dimension [ghayb wa-shahada). Expressions are for the
people of observance [ri ‘Gya), and allusions are for the people
of solicitude [ ‘inaya]. Expressions are like the enshrouded
dead person, whereas allusions are like the subtle, recognizing,
knowing [faculty] which is man’s reality. Expressions come
from the World of the Visible [“%lam al-shahada), whereas
allusions come from the World of the Unseen [ ‘alam al-ghayb).
Expressions are the shadows of the unseen, just as man’s
individuation [tashakhkhus] is the shadow of his reality.

As for the people of outward expressions and writing
[ahl al- ibara wa-I-kitaba), they have wasted their lives away
in acquiring words and foundations, and their intellects
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have drowned in trying to grasp expositions and meanings.
As for the people of the Qur’an and the Word [ahl al-Qur’an
wa-l-kalam]—and they are the people of God [ahl Allah] who
have been singled out for the divine love, lordly attraction,
and Prophetic proximity—God has facilitated the way for
them and accepted from them few works for the journey.
That is because of the purity of their intentions and their
hearts.

The Religion of the Folk of God
Tafsir, 1:30

Every party has a position [madhhab] and an opinion [ra’y]
in accordance with what they think draws them near to God
and [increases their| servanthood to Him. Because of the
differences in their positions [masharib wa-madhahib], they
pursue it and aspire toward it, rejoicing in what is with them
[Q 30:32] and mocking what someone else comes with, even
if he is on a clear evidence from his Lord [Q 11:17]. People take
positions concerning what they love. But the position of the
folk of God is something else: their religion is the sincere
religion [Q 39:3]. Rather, they have no position other than
God, and no religion other than Him: Is sincere religion not
for God? [Q 39:3].

Those who love out of caprice take diverse positions.
As for me, I have a single position, and dwell in it alone.

In reality, they are the servants of the All-Merciful [Q
25:63], while the others are the servants of their positions
and opinions, and students of their egos and caprice. This
is because servitude and obedience toward the Lord is a
branch of knowledge and seeking proximity to Him, since
seeking the unknown is impossible. Thus, whoever is not
a knower of God or of His Dominion [malakiit], how can he
love and seek Him and endeavor to become proximate to,
and intimate with, Him?

However, the Real, out of the perfection of His
compassion [ra’fa] and mercy [rahma] toward His servants,
the all-encompassing nature [shumil] of His benevolence
[ atifa], the unfolding [inbisat] of the light of His being toward
the contingent things, and the self-disclosure [tajalli] of the
[manifest] face of His Essence to the existent things, made
for each of them a likeness [mithal] which they could imitate,
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a refuge [mathaba] toward which they could strive, a path
which they could traverse, a direction toward which they
could aspire, a gibla with which they would be satisfied, and
a law in accordance with which they could act. He says, For
everyone there is a direction to turn, so vie for the good. Wherever
you are, God will bring you all together [Q 2:148]; For each of you
We have made a law and a way [Q 5:48); Each party rejoicing in
what is with them [Q 30:32].

The Word of God is one of the flashes of His Essence.
Just as there are differences of opinion [ikhtilaf wa-tafawut] in
peoples’ positions and beliefs concerning God—i.e., between
the one who declares God bodily [mujassim] and the one
who declares Him dissimilar [munazzih], the philosopher
[mutafalsif] and denier of God’s attributes [mu ‘attil], the one
who ascribes partners to God [mushrik] and the one who
declares Him one [muwahhid]—so too are there differences
of opinion between them in understanding [the Qur’an].
This is one of the proofs of the Qur’an’s perfection, for itis a
deep ocean in whose current most people drown, and from
which none are saved except a few.

How Supplication Produces Effects
Tafsir, 1:33

According to the verifiers amongst the scholars, it has been
affirmed that the effecter [mu aththir] of the substances of
existents is none other than the Originator—exalted is His
name!—or, with His permission, one of His angels brought
near. So, in terms of bringing into or out of being, bodily
accidents do not produce effects [fa’thir] in substantial
things. The best of invocations and supplications merely
bring about effects from the side of their meanings and the
soul’s being connected—when it invokes—to their active
principles. Thus, the world of the wise remembrance [Q 3:58]
is the well-spring of success-giving to matters of concern
and the beginning-point of answers to supplications, not
the clashing of letters and sounds and the movement of lips
with words and expressions.

That the Name is not Accidental
Tafsir, 1:33
It appears as if the gnostics” customary usage corresponds
to the customary usage of the Qur’an and Hadith. For the
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name in His saying, Glorify the name of your Lord, the Most
High [Q 87:1] and Blessed is the name of your Lord, Possessor
of Majesty and Generosity [Q 55:78], is far from having been
intended to be a letter or sound and what is connected to
them, for they belong to the accidents of bodies. And what is
like this is the most vile of things. . . . So, according to them,
God’s name is a meaning sanctified beyond the blemish of
temporal origination and renewal [wasmat al-hudiith wa-I-
tajaddud], [and] is exalted above the deficiency of becoming
[takawwun] and change [taghayyur]. For this reason, seeking
assistance and blessings [isti ‘@na wa-tabarruk] fall upon His
name.

On the Divine Names
Tafsir, 1:34-6

According to the great ones amongst the gnostics, the name
“God” [ism Allah] is an expression of the All-Gathering
Divine Level [martabat al-ulithiyya al-jami‘a] for all of the
tasks [shu’un], standpoints [i‘tibarat], descriptions, and
perfections, within which all of the names and attributes—
these being nothing but the flashes of His light and the
tasks of His Essence—are ranked. This Level marks the first
instance of multiplicity to come about in existence, and is
an isthmus between the Presence of Exclusive Oneness [al-
hadra al-ahadiyya] and the loci of creation and the engendered
Command [al-mazahir al-amriyya wa-I-khalgiyya). In itself, this
name brings together every contrary quality and opposing
name, as you have already come to know. With each
quality, the Essence takes on a [specific] name—the names
articulated in speech being the “names of the names” [asma’
al-asmi’]—and the multiplicity in them is in accordance
with the multiplicity of the [names’] characteristics and
attributes. This multiplicity is nothing but the standpoints
of His unseen levels and His divine tasks, which are “the
keys to the unseen” [mafatih al-ghayb] whose shadows and
reflections fall upon existent things.

All that is in the world of contingency is a form of
one of the names of God and a locus of one of the tasks. So
God’s names are intelligible meanings in the Unseen Being
of the Real [ghayb al-wujid al-haqq], meaning that the Essence
of Exclusive Oneness [al-dhat al-ahadiyya] is that which the
intellect has no way of conceiving, since were It to “exist” or
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occur to the intellect in order for the intellect to grasp It, these
meanings would be divested from It, and the intellect would
[be unable to] qualify It with itself. Thus, given Its unity and
simplicity, the Essence of Exclusive Oneness allows for the
predication of these meanings to It without there being an
added quality [to It], as has already been discussed.

Like all of the universal concepts, these meanings are, in
themselves, neither existent nor nonexistent, neither general
nor specific, and neither universal nor particular. They are not
like the existential ipseities which are existent in themselves
and individuated in their ipseities, since these latter are like
rays and connections to the Being of the Real: when they
come to one’s mind, something bound to God’s Essence—
which is existent through His being and necessary through
His necessity—is thought of. They are unlike the universal
meanings because they may become universal in the mind, but
particular externally; and they may be existent in the intellect,
but nonexistent in reality. Yet they do have properties and
effects in actual existence. Rather, the properties of existence
are applied to them accidentally, and, from the pre-eternal
necessity and oneness, the properties become illuminated
through His light and tinged with His colour.

One of the People of God said: “The Real Existent is
God exclusively with respect to His Essence [dhat] and
entity [ ‘ayn], not with respect to His names. For the names
have two denotations: one of them [denotes] God as such
[ ‘aynuhu], that is, the very entity of the Named [ ‘ayn al-
musammd). The other is what denotes Him, namely that
through which one name is differentiated from another and
what is distinguished in the intellect. So that through which
every name is the other name itself, and that through which
it is other than it, has become clear to you. That through
which one name is identical [with the other names] is the
Real, and that through which one name is other than [the
other names] is the imagined Real. . .. So glory to the One
who has no denotation other than Himself, and whose being
is not affirmed except by Himself!”

The Withness of the Essence
Tafsir, 1:36
The withness [ma iyya] between God’s Essence and His most
beautiful names is not like the withness between the essential
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and the accidental, especially because of what is [implied in
the relationship] between substance and accident. Nor is it
like the withness of essences amongst contingent quiddities,
for the Real does not have a universal quiddity. Rather, His
reality is nothing but holy, simple, and pure being which has
neither name nor description. An allusion cannot be made to
It except by way of pure gnosis [sirf al- ‘irfan], and It does not
have an essential definition. Nor can It be demonstratively
proven except by way of the light of witnessing [niir al-
‘iyan], since He is the proof [burhan] for every thing, and the
witness [shahid] in every entity [ ‘ayn].

The Nonexistence of the Entities

Tafsir, 1:36
So all of the intelligible entities and universal natures are, in
reality, nothing but imprints and signs denoting the modes
[anha’] of contingent existents which are drops of the ocean
of necessary reality, rays of the sun of the Absolute Being
[al-wujid al-mutlaq], and loci of manifestation [mazahir] of
His names, attributes, beauty, and majesty. As for these very
entities and quiddities which in a specific sense are secluded
from the existents, they are fundamentally nonexistent, both
to the eye and intellect. Rather, they are only names, as He
says, These are merely names that you and your fathers have
given to them. God has not revealed an authority concerning them
[Q 53:23].

The Indefinable Essence
Tafsir, 1:37
God'’s Essence has no definition, just as there is no proof for
It. As for what is understood by the expression “God,” does
it have a definition or not? The Real is the First because the
meaning predicated of Him is a sum total which gathers
the meanings of all the attributes of perfection. Thus, every
meaning of God’s names forms a part of this name, when
the name is differentiated.

The Inaccessibility of the Name
Tafsir, 1:39
The concepts [mafhiimat] of all the divine names and their
existential loci [mazahir], which are parts of the cosmos—
both outwardly and inwardly—despite their multiplicity,
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[form] a real definition [hadd haqiqi] in signifying God’s name
[ism Allah]. It follows that all the meanings of the realities
of the cosmos are a definition of God’s name, just as all the
meanings of the divine names define Him, except that it is
possible for the human intellect to encompass [ihita] all the
definitions of defined things in their particulars, as opposed
to the meanings of the particulars of His definition, because
these meanings cannot be confined [ghayr mahsiira].

On Ibn ‘ArabT’s Reference to “the Real”
Tafsir, 1:39-40

What was intended by “the Real” in Ibn ‘Arabi’s saying
“The Real is defined by every essential definition” was that
which is meant by [mufid] the word “God” [Allah] from the
standpoint of its universal meaning and intellectual concept,
not from the standpoint of the reality of its meaning, which
is the Essence of Exclusive Oneness [al-dhat al-ahadiyya] and
the Unseen of the unseens [ghayb al-ghuynb], since It has
neither essential definition, nor name, nor description, and
intellectual perception does not have a way to It. The people
of unveiling and witnessing cannot attain a flash of Its light
except after the passing away of their selthood, and the
crumbling of the mountain [cf. Q 7:143] of their existence.

Idols of Belief
Tafsir, 1:40-2

Know O friend of God [wal7]'—God illumine your heart
with faith—that most people do not worship God insofar as
He is God. They merely worship the objects of their beliefs
in accordance with what they have formed for themselves as
objects of worship. In reality, their gods are those imaginary
idols which they form [yatasawwariina] and carve [yanhitiina]
with the power [quwwa] of their intellectual or imaginary
beliefs. This is what one of the knowers of the People of
the Household—namely Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-Baqir [i.e.,
the fifth Imam, d. 114/732]—alluded to [when he said],
“Whatever distinction you make using your imagination in
coming up with the most precise of meanings is something

created like you, and returns to you.”
That is, a believer amongst the veiled ones—those who
create the divinity in the forms of the object of their belief
and nothing else—only worships a god on account of what
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he creates within himself and forms [tasawwara] using his
imagination. In reality, his God is created for himself and
sculpted with the hand of his controlling power [bi-yad
quwwatihi al-mutasarrifa). So there is no difference between
those idols which are taken as gods [externally] and his
God, owing to the fact that they are all created for the self,
whether they be external or internal to it.

External idols are also only worshipped because of
their worshipper’s belief in their divinity. The mental forms
are the objects of their worship essentially, and the external
forms are their objects of worship accidentally. Thus, the
objects of worship of every idol worshipper are nothing but
the forms of his beliefs and the caprices [ahwa’] of his soul,
as has been alluded to in His saying, Have you seen the one
who takes his caprice for his god? [Q 65:23].

Just as worshippers of bodily idols worship what their
hands have created, so too do those who have partial beliefs
concerning God worship what the hands of their intellects
have gathered. His words have proven true against them
and their objects of worship: “Woe to you and what you worship
apart from God!” [Q 21:67]. Likewise are His words, You and
what you worship apart from God will be rocks for Hell [Q 21:98].
Because of his deficiency in understanding the meaning [of
this verse], Ibn Zab‘ari objected to the Messenger of God,
stating that the angels and the Messiah are also worshipped.
But he and those who had his rank did not know that the
object of worship of the one who worships the angels and
the Messiah is itself one of the acts of Satan.

As for the perfect ones amongst the gnostics, they are
the ones who worship the Absolute, the Real—who is given
the name “God”—without the delimitation of a particular
name or a specified quality. The Real who is described by
every name discloses Himself to them and they never deny
Him in any of the self-disclosures of His names, acts, and
traces, unlike the delimited and veiled one who worships God
according to a specific wording: if good befalls him, he reposes
in it; if affliction befalls him, he turns away on his face [Q 22:11].
That is because of the predominance of the properties of some
of the homesteads [mawatin] and the veiling of his vision by
some of the loci of manifestation [mazahir] over others.

From this veiling, differences amongst people in matters
of belief come about. Thus, some of them anathematize
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others, and some curse others, while every one of them
affirms for the Real what the other denies, thinking that
what they opine and believe is the highest form of exaltation
of God! But they err and display bad etiquette toward God,
while they think that they have attained the highest rank in
knowledge and etiquette!

So also is the case with many of the people of declaring
God'’s incomparability—because of the predominance of the
properties of disengagement upon them, they are veiled like
the angels [who are veiled] by the light of declaring God
holy, while they are opposed to those who declare God’s
similarity, who, like animals, are veiled by the darknesses of
declaring God bodily.

As for the Perfect Man, he knows the Real in every
object of witnessing [mashahid] and religious rite [masha ‘ir],
and he worships Him in every homestead and locus of
manifestation. So he is the servant of God [ ‘abd Allah] who
worships Him in all of His names and attributes. On account
of this, the most perfect of human individuals—Muhammad,
God bless him and his family—was given this name. Just
as the divine name [Allah] brings together all the names—
which are unified because of the Exclusive Unity of All-
Gatheredness—so too does its path bring together the paths
of all the names, even if each of these paths are specified by a
name which sustains its locus, and each locus is worshipped
and its straight path particular to it is traversed from that
perspective. There is no path that brings together the paths
of all of the loci of manifestation except the one upon which
the locus of the Gathering Prophetic Seal travels—which,
being the path of declaring God’s oneness and upon which
were all of the prophets and friends of God [awliya’]—is
travelled by the elect of the Prophet’s community, which is
the best of communities.

The Subsistence of Mercy
Tafsir, 1:42
It is just as He says, And do not follow the paths [subul], for they
will divert you from His path [sabilihi] [Q 6:153], that is, the path
which is for you contains felicity and salvation, for if this were
not the case, then all paths would lead to Him, since God is
the end-point of every purpose and the Final Goal [ghaya]
of every endeavor. However, not everyone who returns to
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Him will attain felicity and salvation from dispersion and
chastisement. For the path to felicity is one: Say: “This is my
path [sabili]. Upon insight I call to God myself and those who follow
me” [Q 12:108]. As for the other paths, all of their goals is God
[Allah] firstly. Then the All-Merciful [al-rahman] will take over
for Him [yatawalldhu al-rahman] at the end, and the property
of the All-Merciful will subsist amongst them for eternity.
This is a strange affair! I have not found anyone upon the face
of the earth who knows it as it truly should be known.

The Names “God” and “He”
Tafsir, 1:42-3

Know that the relationship of the name “He” [huwa] to the
name “God” [Allah] is like the relationship of existence to
quiddity in a contingent thing, except that the Necessary
has no quiddity other than existence [anniyya]. It has already
been discussed that the concept of the name “God” is one
of the things that has a true essential definition, but that
intellects are unable to encompass [ihata] all of the meanings
that enter into its essential definition. For the form of a
definition is only known when the forms of the essential
definitions of all the existents are known. If this is not the
case, then the form of the essential definition cannot be
known [wa-idh laysa fa-laysa]. As for the name “He,” It has
no definition and no allusion can be made to It. So It is the
most exalted station and the highest rank. For this reason,
the perfect arrived ones have been singled out [yukhtassu]
with perpetually being [mudawama] in this noble invocation.
A fine point in this is that when the servant invokes God
with some of His attributes, he is not drowned in knowledge
of God, because when he says “O All-Merciful,” he is
invoking His mercy, and his nature inclines to seeking
it....But when he says “O He!,” while knowing that He
is a pure ipseity which is uncontaminated by generality,
specificity, multiplicity, plurality, finitude, and definition,
this [then] is the invocation which does not denote anything
at all except Perfect Existence [al-anniyya al-tamma], which is
uncontaminated by a meaning dissimilar to It. At that time,
the light of Its invocation will settle in the servant’s heart.
This light cannot be defiled by the darkness generated by
invoking other than God, for this is where there is perfect
light and complete unveiling.
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The End for All is Mercy
Tafsir, 1:70-2

Know that God’s mercy embraces all things with respect to
existence and quiddity. So the existence of wrath, in terms of
the entity of wrath [ ‘ayn al-ghadab], is also from God’s mercy.
For this reason, His mercy outstrips His wrath, since being is
that very mercy which encompasses [shamila] everything, as He
says, And My mercy embraces all things [Q 7:156]. Amongst the
totality of entities and quiddities—all of which the existential
mercy [al-rahma al-wujiidiyya] reaches—are the entities of
wrath and vengeance. Through mercy, God gives existence to
the entity of wrath, so its rootis good, as is what results from it,
such as pain, sickness, tribulation, trial, and the like. . ..

Whoever closely examines the concomitants of wrath
[lawazim al-ghadab], such as sickness, pain, poverty, ignorance,
death, and others, will find all of them to be nonexistent in
themselves [bi-ma hiya] or nonexistent matters considered to be
amongst the evil things. With respect to them being existents,
they are all good, pouring forth from the well-spring of the
mercy that is all-embracing and the existence that pervades all
things. Because of this, the intellect will judge that the attribute
of mercy is essential to God and that the attribute of wrath is
accidental, which arises out of the causes either because the
contingent existents lack perfection in accordance with the
ranks of their distance from the Real, the Self-Subsisting, or
because of the incapacity of matter to receive existence in the
most perfect manner. On account of this, it is unveiled that
“the end for all is mercy.” As has been related in the tradition,
God says, “The angels have interceded, the prophets have
interceded, and the believers have interceded—there remains
none but the Most Merciful of the merciful.”

In The Meccan Openings, Shaykh al-‘Arabi says: “Know
that God intercedes with respect to His names. His name ‘the
Most Merciful of the merciful” intercedes for His names “the
Compeller” and ‘Terrible in Chastisement’ in order that He
may withdraw His chastisement from these parties. Thus, the
one who did no good whatsoever will exit the Fire. God has
called attention to this station: The day We muster the God-wary
[muttaqin] fo the All-Merciful in droves [Q 19:85]. The ‘God-
wary’ person merely sits with that divine name on account
of which fear [khawf] falls into the hearts of servants. God’s
intimate is called ‘wary of Him" [muttagi minhu]. God will lift
him from this name to that name which gives him safety from



Appendix 2

that which he was fearful. For this reason, the Prophet said
concerning the intercession, ‘the Most Merciful of the merciful
remains.” This relationship relates to intercession to the Real
from the Real with respect to His names.”

In his treatise entitled The Divine Flashes, Shaykh al-
‘Iraqi relates that Abui Yazid al-Bastami heard the verse, The
day We muster the God-wary to the All-Merciful in droves. So he
let out a cry and said, “How will He muster to Him those
who are with him?” The other one [i.e., Ibn ‘Arabi] came
and said, “From the name ‘the Compeller’ to the name ‘“The
All-Merciful,” and from the name “the Overbearing’ to [the
name] ‘the Compassionate.””

*

Praise is for God (Q 1:2)

The Cosmology of Praise
Tafsir, 1:74-5

As for the customary usage of the unveilers, “praise” is a
kind of speech [naw ¢ min al-kalam]. It has already been said
that “speech” [kalam] is other than that which is specified by
the tongue. This is why God praises Himself by means of
that which He is worthy and deserving, just as the Prophet
said, “I cannot enumerate Your praises. You are as You have
praised Yourself.” Likewise, everything praises and glorifies
Him, as He says, There is nothing except that it glorifies His
praises; but you do not understand their glorification [Q 18:44].
So the reality of praise, according to the verifying gnostics,
is the act of making God’s attributes of perfection manifest
lizhar al-sifat al-kamaliyya]. This could either be through
words [gawl]—as is well-known amongst the masses—or
it could be in act [bi-I-fil], which is like God’s praise for
Himself and the praise of all things for Him. . ..

God’s praise for Himself—which is the most exalted
level of praise—is His existentiation [7jad] of every existing
thing. . . . His existentiation of every existent is “praise” in the
infinitive sense, similar to the way speaking denotes beauty
[of voice] through speech. The existent itself is “praise” in the
sense of actualizing the infinitive. In this sense, it is valid to
call every existent thing “praise.” And just as every existent
is a “praise,” so too is it a praiser [hamid] because of its
being composed of an intellectual constituent and a rational
substance. . .. This is why this intellectual denotation has
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been expressed in the Qur’an as “speech” [nutq]: “God, the
one who causes all things to speak, has caused us to speak” [Q
41:22]. Likewise, every existent, with respect to the totality of
its arrangement, is a single praise and a single praiser.

[This is] in accordance with what has been affirmed,
namely that the sum total [al-jami] is like one large man
with one reality, one form, and one intellect. This is the First
Intellect, which is the form and reality of the world, and is the
complete Muhammadan Reality [al-hagiga al-Muhammadiyya
al-tamamiyya). So the most exalted and most tremendous level
of praise is the level of the Muhammadan Seal, which subsists
through the existence of the Seal [al-martaba al-khatmiyya al-
Muhammadiyya al-qa’ima bi-wujid al-khatam] on account of the
Prophet’s arrival at the promised praiseworthy station in His
saying, Perhaps your Lord will raise you to a praiseworthy station
[Q 17:79]. So his hallowed essence is the utmost level of praise
through which God praises Himself. This is why the Prophet
has been singled out with the banner of praise [liwa’ al-hamd)],
and was called “praiser” [hammad], “most praiseworthy”
[ahmad], and “praised” [mahmiud]. . . .

The Specification of Praise
Tafsir, 1:76-7
All levels of existents (with respect to spirit, body, intellect,
and sense perception) in every tongue (with respect to
speech, act, and state) praise God, glorify Him, and magnify
Him in this world and the next world in accordance with
their primordial disposition [sic: fitra asli] as required by
their essential drive [al-da iya al-dhatiyya]. There is no doubt
that every innate act [fi I gharizi] has an essential end and
original calling [ghaya dhatiyya wa-ba‘ith asli). It has been
established that His Essence is the Final Goal of final goals
[ghayat al-ghayat] and the End for [all] objects of desire. For
this reason, it is possible that His saying, Praise is for God [al-
hamdu li-llah] [Q 1:2] is an allusion to the Origin of existence
and its End. Likewise, the [first] lam in for God [li-llah] is [an
allusion] to the Final Goal, or to the specification [of praise].
The reality of existence (or all its individual parts) is “for”
God [li-llah]. Since they are “for” Him, He is also “for”
them. As the Prophet says, “Whoever is for God, God is
for him.” God'’s Essence is the Final Cause of all things and
the Final Goal of the perfection of every form of existence,
either without an intermediary, as is the case with the
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Muhammadan Reality, which is the form of the world’s
arrangement and its root and origin; or through the medium
of His most holy effusion and His hallowed existence, as is
the case with the rest of the existents. In this lies the secret of
intercession and the banner of praise.

*

Lord of the worlds (Q 1:2)

Man is a Macrocosm
Tafsir, 1:79

In Baydawi's tafsir, [he says the following]: “It is said that
by it [i.e, the word @lamin in Q 1:2] He means ‘people,’
for every one of them is a “world” insofar as he contains,
in a manner similar to the macrocosm, the substances and
accidents through which the Artisan is known, just as He
is known through what He created in the macrocosm. This
is why gazing upon the two is equal. God says, And within
yourselves—do you not see?” [Q 51:21].

I say that the existence of every individual person (or
most of them), as a locus of gazing, is composed in a manner
similar to the macrocosm, whether it be most or all of it. Most
people do not go beyond the confines of animality to the
station of the intellect. So man’s comprising some of the things
in a manner similar [to the macrocosm] is not peculiar to him.

By “the worlds” [ ‘alamin], He could mean the “scholars”
[ ‘ulama’ min al-insan]. With respect to the usage common [ ‘urf]
amongst the lexicographers, this is clear. With respect to what
is customary usage [muta ‘araf] amongst people, it is because
every knower (with a kasra) [ alim] is a world (with a fatha)
[ ‘@lam]. With respect to the point of view that man contains
something of all that is in the macrocosm [al- Glam al-kabir],
it is because his perfect configuration [nash’atuhu al-kamila]
is the locus of manifestation of all the divine names and
attributes and is the gathering place of all of the existential
realities, as is known to those who assiduously pursue the
signs in the horizons and within their selves [cf. Q 41:53]. So
man is a prototype for all of what is in the cosmos. From this
perspective, he is a small world [ ‘@lam saghir], which is why
he is called the “microcosm” [al- Glam al-saghir], for it is as
if he is a book that has condensed and abridged the entire
cosmos [kitab mukhtasar muntakhab min jami “ al- ‘alam], [which]
“does not leave anything out, neither insignificant nor great, except
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that it takes account of it” [Q 18:49], just as the Qur’an, despite
its concision, contains all of the heavenly books.

*

The All-Merciful, the Compassionate (Q 1:3)

Why Q 1:3 Repeats Part of Q 1:1
Tafsir, 1:82
Mention of this verse occurs a second time for purposes of
rhetoric and affirmation. Or, it is because, in the first instance,
[God’s] divinity was mentioned [before it, that is, in Q 1:1],
thus leading to the remembrance of those blessings through
which servanthood is actualized; whereas here, [God's] praise
is mentioned [before it, that is, in Q 1:2], thus leading to the
remembrance of that through which praise and gratitude for
blessings are actualized. So there is no repetition in this verse.

*

Master of the Day of Judgment (Q 1:4)

The Causer of Causes on the Final Day
Tafsir, 1:86

Potencies and preparednesses do not exist in the afterlife
since everything in potentiality will become actualized there.
For actuality is concomitant with the actualizer unbound to a
receptacle. And God is the Causer [musabbib] of every existent
cause and the existentiator of every actualizer of existence.
Thus, His power overpowers all others powers, and through
His light every light and luminosity is disclosed. He will be
Master of all things on the day in which the surface of the
earth and the heavens are unfolded. There, things will be
appointed their own times and attached to the [actualized]
existence of their receptacles and preparednesses. Just as He
says, To whom does the kingdom belong today? To God, the One,
the Overbearing [40:16].

*

You alone do we worship, and from
You alone do we seek aid (Q 1:5)

The Nature of Worship and Seeking God’s Aid
Tafsir, 1:91
Man is composed of a body (like a steed) and a spirit (like
a rider), as God created him for the journey to the next life,
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and the goal of his journey is to meet God. This is why he
has been created, and upon it he is innately disposed and
naturally inclines, for it is the spirit's purpose. The body’s
purpose is to acquire benefits, obtain good things, and free
itself from evils and vices. This is the meaning of “servitude”
[ ibada] and “service” [khidmal.

There is no doubt that the best of states for the body
comes about through works which draw the spirit closer to
God, reverencing He who is worshipped and serving Him.
This is the first of the levels of felicity for man, and is what is
meant by His words, we seek aid (Q 1:5).

The best of states for the spirit are for it to be tied to
the Real, attached to Him and cut off from other than Him,
and disengaged from the world and what it contains. For
when man persists in acquiring this rank and in continuously
disengaging himself [dhit] and freeing it from material
attachments and worldly coverings, a time will come when
something of the lights of holiness and the flashes of the
unseen will be manifest to him. When his essence is illumined
by the light of gnosis and servanthood, he will know that the
originator of his love for the World of the Dominion [ ‘alam al-
malakiit] and the one prodding his essence to pursue nearness
to God is not, and cannot be, other than God, the Revolver
of hearts [mugallib al-qulib] and Proder of souls. Man cannot
rely upon himself to perform these acts of worship and scale
these ranks. Nor would the performance [of these acts of
worship] make it possible for him to acquire something of
the perfections of knowledge and practice, except with God’s
success-giving, solicitude, and protection. And this is the
meaning of His saying, and from You alone do we seek aid (Q 1:5).

*

Guide us upon the straight path (Q 1:6)

The Path of the Perfect Man
Tafsir, 1:108
Just as these special qualities [khasi’is] and miracles—such
as being created upon the form of the All-Merciful, having
been breathed into with His Spirit, ennobled with the
miracle of being taught the names, entrusted to the land of
the body and the sea of spirits, kneaded in the clay of the
soul and intellect by the two hands, specified [makhsiis] with
being God’s representative in the great and small worlds,
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prostrated to by God’s angels in the bodily and spiritual
constitutions—are only for the Real Spiritual Man [al-insan
al-ma ‘nawi al-haqiqi], not these resemblances and likenesses
in formal numbers, so too is arrival to Him through the
ascent of the spirit and the inner journey on the straight path
of God specified [yukhtassu] for him and not others. If this
were not so, then every walking animal and others would
be traversing his path which He has specified [yakhussuhu],
heading towards the direction [cf. Q 2:144] of the Real.

The Motion of Natural Disposition
Tafsir, 1:111

Know that the path [sirat] is not a path except through one’s
traversing it. An allusion has been made to the fact that
every creature is heading towards the direction of the Real,
towards the Causer of causes [musabbib al-asbab] in an innate
manner of turning [fawajjuh gharizi] and a motion of natural
disposition [haraka jibilliyya]. In this motion of natural
disposition, diversion and fleeing from what God has fixed
for each of them cannot be conceived with respect to them.
God takes them by their forelock, as He says, “There is not a
creature except that He takes it by its forelock. Verily my Lord is
upon a straight path” [Q 11:56].

Substantial Motion
Tafsir, 1:112-3

As for essential motion [haraka dhatiyya], it is substantial
motion [haraka jawhariyya). As with all types of motion, it
has an agent, receptacle, traversed distance, beginning,
and end, except that motion in substance differs from the
others in one manner: the distance traversed in this motion
is the moving body [mutaharrik] itself, both in reality and
existence. The agent of this essential human motion is God,
and its receptacle, that is, its object, is the human soul with
respect to the power of the receptivity of its soul [quwwatiha
al-isti ‘dadiyya al-nafsaniyya] and its passive hylic intellect.

Why Peoples’ Natures Differ
Tafsir, 1:118-21
It is because of their disparities in purity and murkiness,
power and weakness, and nobility and lowliness; it is also
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in accordance with bodily causes and worldly states—such
as material preparednesses and the continuous chain of
accidents ending in high matters—which occur to them.
And [it is because] of the preeternal decree. . . .

In sum, the disparity in creation in terms of perfection
and imperfection and felicity and wretchedness is either by
way of substantial essential matters, or by way of accidental
matters acquired by means of religious devotions and actions.
So the difference is in accordance with essential matters by
way of pure divine solicitude, which calls for beauty of order
and excellence of arrangement [in the cosmos].

The Path is the Soul
Tafsir, 1:122

Know that were you to traverse the path and were God to
firmly place your feet upon it such that He causes you to
arrive to Paradise, [it would be] the form of guidance which
you created for your soul in the abode of this world by virtue
of God’s guiding you by way of actions related to the heart
and body. In this abode, it is not witnessed as a sensory form.
On the Day of Resurrection, and according to the view of the
people of insight who have been overcome by witnessing
the constitution of the afterlife, it is spread out for you as
a sensory bridge [jisr mahsiis] extended over the surface of
Hell, its start being in [this] place, and its end being at the
door of Paradise. Whoever witnesses it will know that it is
of his design and building, and that it is an extended bridge
in this world over the surface of his Hell in the fire of his
nature, within which is the shadow of his reality.

*

The path of those whom You have blessed (Q 1:7)

God’s Writing
Tafsir, 1:135
All of the cosmos is His writing. Indeed, the writing of
authors derives from His writing which He caused to be
written through the medium of the hearts of His servants. So
there is nothing astonishing about an author. Rather, there is
astonishment over the one who subjected him.

*
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Not of those who incur wrath, nor of those who stray (Q 1:7)

God’s Hands and Feet
Tafsir, 1:149-50

God—hallowed is His Essence and exalted are His attributes
above being composed of parts and limbs—has two holy
hands, both of which are right [yamin Allah]. These exalted
acts are face to face with the two contrary attributes, such as
the attributes of mercy and wrath, and good—pleasure and
anger. Each of the contrary attributes has a grip [gabda], as
is indicated in His saying, The entire earth will be in His grip
on the Day of Resurrection, and the heavens will be folded in His
right hand [Q 39:67]. It has been related in a tradition that the
Messenger of God said, “God will fold the heavens on the
Day of Resurrection. Then He will take them [i.e., the people]
by His right hand and will say, ‘T am the King. Where are the
haughty ones? Where are the proud ones?” Then he will fold
the earth in His right hand.” And in a [different] narration,
[the Prophet said], “He will take them by His other hand,
and then will say, “Where are the haughty ones? Where are
the proud ones?””

In His establishing Himself upon the Throne, He also
has two feet which were let down onto the Footstool. The one
which designates the foot of firmness gives fixity [thubiit]
to the people of the Gardens in their Gardens, while the
other one, which designates the foot of compulsion [jabariit],
gives fixity to the people of Hell in Hell. These matters are
amongst the divine levels and their concomitants amongst
the general matters, which are accidental to contingent
existents because of the inability of their rank in perceiving
the divine levels.

Know that the ruling property [hukm] of the divine
wrath is the perfection of the level of the grip of the left
hand [gabdat al-shimal], for although both of His hands
are holy, blessed, and right, the ruling property of each of
them—Ileftness [shimaliyya] and rightness [yaminiyyal—is in
opposition to the other from their respective standpoints.
For this reason, He says, The entire earth will be in His grip
on the Day of Resurrection, and the heavens will be folded in
His right hand. He will render the earth “gripped” and the
heavens “folded.” So understand! The hand to which all of
the felicitous belong contains mercy and Gardens, while the
other contains chastisement and Fires.
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The Preponderance of Mercy
Tafsir, 1:151-2

The general mercy will necessitate the all-encompassing
bestowal upon everything. There is no doubt that the
affair will take place in this way. So the Word will prove
true and blessings will be general. Wrath's ruling property
will become manifest, and then mercy will overcome [it].
Nothing of the contingents will be without mercy, each of
them [receiving it] in accordance with their states and the
rank of their way stations.

Just as His mercy encompasses and embraces all
things, so too does His wrath, except that the side of mercy
is preponderant because of its being essential, while wrath
is accidental because of the inability of contingents in their
contingency to receive the complete light. There is an allusion
to this in the saying of the Commander of the Faithful [i.e.,
Ali]: “Glory to the one whose mercy embraces His friends
in the intensity of His vengeance, and whose vengeance
is intensified towards His enemies in the embrace of His
mercy.”

None Worships Anyone but Him
Tafsir, 1:153

In a narration it has been related that God is beautiful and
He loves beauty. He is the artisan of the cosmos and brings
it into existence in His form [shakila], as He says, [Say:]
“everyone acts according to their form” [Q 17:84]....So the
entire cosmos is of the utmost beauty because it is a mirror
for the Real. This is why the knowers become enraptured
by it and the verifiers realize love for it. For He is the object
of gaze in every eye, the beloved in every form of love, the
object of worship in every act of worship, and the Final Goal
in both the unseen and the seen. The entire cosmos prays to
Him, praises Him, and glorifies Him.

The Transmutations of God
Tafsir, 1:154
The last form into which He will transmute Himself for His
servants will be the ruling property of contentment [rida’]. So
the Real will transmute Himself into the form of bliss. . . . He
will be gracious towards, and forgive on His own behalf,
those who angered Him by removing whatever there was in
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Him of annoyance, distress, and wrath. Then He will apply
this to those who are objects of wrath [maghdnb]. Whoever
understands this will be safe from His wrath, but will not
“feel safe from God’s deception” [cf. Q 7:99], and whoever
does not understand will come to know, and will understand
that the end is to Him.

The End of the Sojourn
Tafsir, 1:154-5

When God created the Throne, He made it the locus of the
establishment of existential mercy and the Unity of the Word
of existentiation, which is the saying “Be!” [Q 2:117]. And He
created the Footstool, and the Word was divided into two
matters—Command and creation—so that He could create a
pair of everything. . .. The two feet were let down onto the
Footstool until the Word of the Spirit became divided in the
Footstool, for the Footstool is the second in form and shape
after the Throne. From the Footstool, two shapes came about
in the body of the natural world. So the two feet were let
down onto the Footstool, and each foot alighted in a place.
One place was called the “Garden” and the other “Hell.”
There is no place to which the two feet can travel beyond
these two places. And they will not be contracted except
from the root from which they became manifest, namely
the All-Merciful. So they only give mercy, for by virtue of
wisdom [hikma], the end [nihaya] returns to the beginning
[bidaya], except that between the beginning and end there is
a path. If this were not the case, there would be no beginning
and end to it. The journey is where one can expect to find
[mazinna)] fatigue, misfortune, and toil. This is the cause of
the emergence of the wretchedness that has become manifest
in the cosmos in terms of this world, the next world, and
the isthmus [barzakh]. At the end of the sojourn, the walking
staff [ ‘asa al-tasayur] will be cast aside and repose [raha] in
the abodes of permanence and perdition will reign.

The Likeness of Two Travelers
Tafsir, 1:155
To the one who says that the matter is not such that one will
find repose should he dwell in a place called “the Fire,” it
could be said to him: you are correct, but complete reflection
[al-nazar al-tamm] has escaped you! This is because travelers
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are of two types: one is in a state of comfort on his journey
because of his being beloved, served—all of his needs being
provided for him on a platter which is supported by the necks
of men—and protected from change in climate. His likeness
in arriving to his home is like the people of the Garden in
the Garden. [The other] traveler treads on the path with his
feet, has paltry provisions, and diminished supplies. When
he arrives home, fatigue and hardship remain with him for
a while, until they depart him. Then he finds repose. This
is like the one who is punished and wretched in the Fire
(which is his home), and then the mercy which encompasses
all things becomes widespread. Between these two types of
travelers there is a traveler who does not have the comforts
of the person of the Garden, nor the chastisement [ ‘adhab] of
the person of the Fire. So he is between repose and fatigue.
[He belongs to] a party which will be taken out of the Fire
through the intercession of the interceders [Q 74:48] and the
removal of the Most Merciful of the merciful [arham al-
rahimin]. And this party will be in ranks in accordance with
the fatigue that remains with them. In the Fire, the fatigue
will be removed bit-by-bit [shay’an fa-shay’an]. When their
time is up, they will be taken to the place of repose [mahall
al-raha], which is the Garden.

Chastisement’s Sweetness
Tafsir, 1:156
The last of those who remain are those who did no good
whatsoever, neither by way of having faith nor by way of
displaying excellent character traits. It is just that they were
preceded by solicitude [ inaya], [which demands] that they
should be amongst the people of this abode. ... Then the
doors will be locked, and the Fire will surround [them] and
there will be despair over getting out. At that time, mercy
will spread amongst the Fire’s inhabitants because they had
despaired getting out of it, just as the nonbelievers despair
over the people of the graves [Q 60:13]. He had given them a
constitution which is agreeable to one who inhabitants this
abode. So when they despair, they will rejoice—their bliss
will be the measure [of their despair], this being the first
bliss that they will find and their state in the Fire, as we
have mentioned. ... Thus they will find the chastisement
[ ‘adhab] sweet [yasta ‘dhibiina], so pains will cease and the
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chastisement [ ‘adhab] will become sweetness [ ‘adhb]. . . . God
willing, the inhabitant of every abode will taste sweetness.
So understand! Do you not see the truth of what we have
said? Because of the deficiency and nonexistence of fullness
that is in it, the Fire will not cease to be painful until the
Compeller places His foot in it, as has been related in the
tradition. This is one of the two aforementioned feet on the
Footstool. The other [foot] is the one whose resting place
will be the Garden: Give glad tidings to those who believe, that
they have a foot of firmness with their Lord [Q 10:2]. The name
“Lord” will be with them, and the name “Compeller” will
be with the others because the Fire is the abode of majesty,
domination, and awe, whereas the Garden is the abode
of beauty, intimacy, and the subtle divine alighting place
[manzil al-ilahi al-latif]. The two of them are face to face with
the two grips mentioned in the Sacred tradition: “One for the
people of the Fire, and I don’t care; the other for the people
of the Garden, and I don’t care.” He does not care because
the end for both is to the all-embracing mercy.

*

On the Merits of the Fatiha

The Fatiha and the Perfect Man
Tafsir, 1:163—4

By my life, it is like the form of the All-Gatheredness of the
world, which is created upon the form of the All-Merciful
[and] denotes, inits appearance, structure, and its comprising
the loci of the attributes of beauty—such as the angels and
their lights—and the attributes of majesty—such as bodies
and their faculties—the existence of the one to whom belong
creation, and the Command [7:54].

The relationship of the Sarat al-fatiha to the entire
Qur’an is like the relationship of man—who is the small
world—to the world, which is the great man. And just as the
Perfect Man is a succinct book [kitab wajiz] and an abridged
transcription [nuskha muntakhab] within whom is found all
that is in the All-Gathering great book [al-kitab al-kabir al-
jami] ... so too is the “opener of the book” [fatihat al-kitab],
within which, despite its brevity and concision, is found
the sum total [majami ] of the aims of the Qur’an and their
secrets and lights. This All-Gatheredness [jami ‘iyya] is not
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for the other Qur’anic siras, just as none of the forms of
the world’s parts have what man has with respect to [his
bringing together] the form of the Divine Gatheredness [al-
siira al-jam ‘iyya al-ilahiyya). As it is said:

God does not find it objectionable
that He gather the cosmos in one individual.

As has been indicated, the realized gnostic [al- ‘arif al-
muhaqqiq] understands from this one siira all of the sciences
and universal forms of knowledge spread throughout
the verses and siiras of the Qur’an. So whoever does not
understand this siira so as to derive from it the support
of the secrets of the divine sciences and lordly forms of
knowledge, such as the states of the Origin and the Return
and the science of the soul and what is below and above
it—which is the key to all the rest of the sciences—is not a
lordly knower and is not guided in his interpretation [tafsir].
If this siira did not, as we said, contain the secrets of the
Origin and the Return and the science of man’s wayfaring
to his Lord, the reports about its superiority would not have
been related. Indeed, it is equal to the entire Qur’an, since,
in reality, a thing does not have rank and excellence except
on account of its containing divine matters and their states,
as has already been mentioned.

The Return of All things to God
Tafsir, 1:166
His saying Master of the Day of Judgment [Q 1:4] is an allusion
to the reality of the Return [in general], and the return of
everything to Him [in particular], because He is the Final
Goal of final goals [ghayat al-ghayat].

The Path is the Qur’an
Tafsir, 1:166-7
It [i.e., the word sirat in Q 1:6] is an allusion to the Majestic
Qur’an, which is the noblest of heavenly books which
[themselves] are the spiritual Tablets [al-alwah al-nafsiyya]
thathave been revealed to the previous prophets. [The reason
the Qur’an has been revealed to the Prophet is] because his
intellectual, spiritual substance (this being the substance
of prophecy) is, from one perspective, a divine Word, and,
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from [another] perspective, a clarifying book [Q 5:15] in which
there are verses of wisdom and gnosis. . .. In himself, the
Prophet is “the Path of God, the Exalted, the Praiseworthy”
[cf. Q 14:1], since the servant’s arrival to God is not possible
except after arriving at knowledge of the Prophet’s essence.
Likewise [is the case with] the one who represents him, as
the detached Qur’anic letters indicate: ““Ali is the path of
truth to which we cling [ ‘Al7 sirat haqq numsikuhu].”

A Tradition on the Distinction of the Fatiha
Tafsir, 1:168

The Prophet said, “By the one in whose hand is my soul,
God did not reveal its like in the Torah, Gospels, Psalms, or
[anywhere else in] the Qur’an. It is the mother of the book
[cf. Q 43:4] and the doubled seven [allusion to Q 15:87]. It is
divided between God and His servant, and for His servant
is what he asks.”

The Fatiha as all that Man Needs
Tafsir, 1:170
One of the merits of this siira is that it brings together [jami ]
all that man needs with respect to knowledge of the Origin,
the middle, and the Return.

The Path is the Soul Revisited
Tafsir, 1:175
With respect to its containing the science of the Return,
which is the science of the states of the human soul that is
perfect in knowledge and action [and] free from the disease
of ignorance and the deficiency of sin, His saying the Path
of those whom You have blessed . . . [Q 1:7] is an allusion to the
science of the soul. And it is “the Path of God, the Exalted,
the Praiseworthy” [cf. Q 14:1], and God’s gate. . .. Through
the acting and knowing perfect soul that is guided by God'’s
Light, people are driven to God, and, from this gate, all
created things enter the path of return to the Creator, for
being is in the form of a circle whose second part [i.e., the
arc of descent] joins with the first part [i.e., the arc of ascent].
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Passages from the Futithat Reworked
into the Tafsir Siirat al-Fatiha

Presented here are the passages from Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futihat which Sadra
assimilated into his Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha without citing his source. I
have juxtaposed the relevant sections with one another in order to
demonstrate the carry-over of ideas from one text to the other. The
Futahat passage in section I is taken from Ibn ‘Arabi, “Towards God'’s
Signs,” trans. William Chittick in Ibn ‘Arabi, The Meccan Revelations,
1:182. A part of the Futiihat passage in section IV is reproduced from
Chittick, “Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Hermeneutics of Mercy,” 166. In both cases, I
have modified these translations in order to maintain terminological /
conceptual consistency amongst the texts presented.

e
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Futiihat, 3:449 (Beirut)

It is reported in the Sahih [of
Muslim] that the Messenger of
God said, “God is beautiful and
He loves beauty.” It is He who
made the world and brought
it into existence upon His own
form [siira]. So the whole world is
beautiful in the extreme; there is
no ugliness in it. . . . That is why
the knowers become enraptured
by it and the verifiers realize love
for it. And that is why we have
said concerning it in some of our
explanations of it that it is God’s
mirror. So the knowers see noth-
ing in it but God’s form. . . . For
He is the one revealed in every
face, the one sought after in
every sign, the object of gaze in
every eye, the object of worship
in every act of worship, and the
Final Goal in both the unseen
and the seen. ... So the whole
cosmos prays to Him, prostrates
itself before Him, and glorifies
His praise.

Appendix 3

Tafsir, 1:153-4

In a narration it has been relat-
ed that God is beautiful and He
loves beauty. He is the artisan of
the cosmos and brings it into exis-
tence in His form [shakila], as He
says, [Say:] “everyone acts accord-
ing to their form” [Q 17:84]. . . . So
the entire cosmos is of the utmost
beauty because it is a mirror for
the Real. This is why the knowers
become enraptured by it and the
verifiers realize love for it. For He
is the object of gaze in every eye,
the beloved in every form of love,
the object of worship in every act
of worship, and the Final Goal
in both the unseen and the seen.
The entire cosmos prays to Him,
praises Him, and glorifies Him.
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Futiihat, 3:462 (Beirut)
When God made the Throne the
locus for the oneness of the Word,
which is the [name] the All-Mer-
ciful and none other than it, and
[when] He created the Footstool,
he divided the Word into two
affairs in order to create two
pairs from everything so that one
of the two pairs would be quali-
fied by highness and the other by
lowness (one being active and the
other passive). ... The two feet
were let down onto the Footstool
when the Word of the All-Merci-
ful became divided in the Foot-
stool, for from the Footstool itself
the division of the Word became
manifest. This is because amongst
the forms of bodies which become
manifest in the primary substance
the Footstool is second after the
all-encompassing Throne, while
they are both forms in the uni-
versal natural body. So the two
feet were let down onto the Foot-
stool, and each foot alighted in a
place which was not the place in
which the other alighted. This
was the end of their alighting.
One place was called the “Gar-
den” and the other “Hell.” There
is no place to which the two
feet can travel beyond these two
places. These two feet will not be
contracted except from the root
from which they became mani-
fest, namely the All-Merciful. So
they only give mercy, for by vir-
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Tafsir, 1:154-5
When God created the Throne,
He made it the locus of the estab-
lishment of existential mercy and
the Unity of the Word of exis-
tentiation, which is the saying
“Be!” [Q 2:117]. And He created
the Footstool, and the Word was
divided into two affairs—Com-
mand and creation—so that He
could create a pair from every-
thing. . . . The two feet were let
down onto the Footstool until
the Word of the Spirit became
divided in the Footstool, for the
Footstool is the second in form
and shape after the Throne. From
the Footstool, two shapes came
about in the body of the natu-
ral world. So the two feet were
let down onto the Footstool, and
each foot alighted in a place. One
place was called the “Garden”
and the other “Hell.” There is no
place to which the two feet can
travel beyond these two places.
And they will not be contracted
except from the root from which
they became manifest, namely the
All-Merciful. So they only give
mercy, for by virtue of wisdom
[hikma), the end [nihaya] returns
to the beginning [bidaya], except
that between the beginning and
end there is a path. If this were
not the case, there would be no
beginning and end to it. The jour-
ney is where one can expect to
find fatigue, misfortune, and toil.
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tue of God’s decision [hukm], the
end [nihaya] returns to the begin-
ning [bidaya], except that between
the beginning and end there is a
path. . . . If it were not for this
path, there would be no begin-
ning and goal [ghaya]. A journey
is what occurs between the begin-
ning and the goal, and is where
one can expect to find fatigue and
misfortune. This is the cause of
the emergence of the wretched-
ness that has become manifest in
the cosmos in terms of this world,
the next world, and the isthmus.
At the end of the sojourn, the
walking staff will be cast aside
and repose in the abodes of per-
manence and perdition will reign.
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This is the cause of the emergence
of the wretchedness that has
become manifest in the cosmos
in terms of this world, the next
world, and the isthmus. At the
end of the sojourn, the walking
staff will be cast aside and repose
in the abodes of permanence and
perdition will reign.
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III

Futiihat, 3:462 (Beirut)
If you were to say that the mat-
ter is not such that repose is
to be found should one dwell
in a place called “the Fire,” we
would say [the following]: you
are correct, but reflection [nazar]
has escaped you! This is because
travelers are of two types: one
traveler’s journey is as if he did
not move anywhere because of
the state of comfort he was in by
virtue of his being served—all of
his needs being provided for him
on a platter which is supported
by the necks of men—and pro-
tected from change in climate. In
arriving to his home he is like the
people of the Garden in the Gar-
den. [The other] traveler treads
on the path with his feet, has pal-
try provisions, and diminished
supplies. When he arrives home,
fatigue and hardship remain with
him for a while, until they depart
him. Then he finds repose. This is
like the one who is punished and
wretched in the Fire (which is his
home), and then the mercy which
encompasses all things becomes
widespread. Between these two
types of travelers there is a trav-
eler who does not have the com-
forts of the person of the Garden,
nor the discomforts [shazaf] of
the person of the Fire. So he is
between repose and fatigue. [He
belongs to] a party which will
be taken out of the Fire through

Tafsir, 1:155
To the one who says that the
matter is not such that one will
find repose should he dwell in a
place called “the Fire,” it could
be said to him: you are correct,
but complete reflection [al-nazar
al-tamm] has escaped you! This
is because travelers are of two
types: one is in a state of com-
fort on his journey because of his
being beloved, served—all of his
needs being provided for him on
a platter which is supported by
the necks of men—and protected
from change in climate. His like-
ness in arriving home is like the
people of the Garden in the Gar-
den. [The other] traveler treads
on the path with his feet, has pal-
try provisions, and diminished
supplies. When he arrives home,
fatigue and hardship remain with
him for a while, until they depart
him. Then he finds repose. This is
like the one who is punished and
wretched in the Fire (which is his
home), and then the mercy which
encompasses all things becomes
widespread. Between these two
types of travelers there is a trav-
eler who does not have the com-
forts of the person of the Garden,
nor the chastisement [‘adhab] of
the person of the Fire. So he is
between repose and fatigue. [He
belongs to] a party which will
be taken out of the Fire through
the intercession of the interceders
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the intercession of the interceders
[Q. 74:48] and the removal of the
Most Merciful of the merciful.
And this party will be in ranks.
This is why amongst them there
will be those who are ahead
and those who lag behind, in
accordance with the fatigue that
remains with them. In the Fire,
the fatigue will be removed bit-
by-bit [shay’an ba‘d shay’]. When
[the one in the fire’s] time is up,
he will be taken to the place of
repose, which is the Garden.

Appendix 3

[Q. 74:48] and the removal of the
Most Merciful of the merciful.
And this party will be in ranks in
accordance with the fatigue that
remains with them. In the Fire,
the fatigue will be removed bit-
by-bit [shay’an fa-shay’an]. When
their time is up, they will be tak-
en to the place of repose, which
is the Garden.
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IV

Futiihat, 3:463 (Beirut)
Those remaining will be the ones
whom the Most Merciful of the
merciful will cause to come out.
They are the ones who did no
good whatsoever, neither by way
of having faith nor by way of dis-
playing excellent character traits.
It is just that they were preceded
by solicitude, [which demands]
that they should be amongst the
people of this abode. . .. Then
the doors will be locked, and the
Fire will surround [them] and
there will be despair over get-
ting out. At that time, mercy will
spread amongst the Fire’s inhabit-
ants, because they had despaired
getting out of it. They had feared
leaving [i.e, despaired leaving]
the Fire when they saw that the
Most Merciful of the merciful was
taking people out, whereas God
had given them a constitution
which is agreeable to one who
inhabits this abode. . . . So when
they despair, they will rejoice—
their bliss will be the measure [of
their despair], this being the first
bliss that they will find and their
state in the Fire, as we have men-
tioned. . . . Thus they will find
the chastisement [‘adhab] sweet
[yasta ‘dhibiina], so pains will cease,
though the chastisement [ ‘adhab]
remains. This is why it is called
sweetness [ ‘adhb]—the final issue
is that those who abide within it
find it sweet. . . . So understand!
The inhabitant of every abode

Tafsir, 1:156
The last of those who remain are
those who did no good whatso-
ever, neither by way of having
faith nor by way of displaying
excellent character traits. It is just
that they were preceded by solici-
tude, [which demands] that they
should be amongst the people of
this abode. . .. Then the doors
will be locked, and the Fire will
surround [them] and there will be
despair over getting out. At that
time, mercy will spread amongst
the Fire’s inhabitants, because
they had despaired getting
out of it, just as the nonbelievers
despair over the people of the graves
[Q 60:13]. He had given them a
constitution which is agreeable to
one who inhabitants this abode.
So when they despair, they will
rejoice—their bliss will be the
measure [of their despair], this
being the first bliss that they will
find and their state in the Fire,
as we have mentioned. . . . Thus
they will find the chastisement
[ ‘adhab] sweet [yasta ‘dhibiina], so
pains will cease and the chastise-
ment [ ‘adhab] will become sweet-
ness [ ‘adhb]. . . . God willing, the
inhabitant of every abode will
taste sweetness. So understand!
Do you not see the truth of what
we have said? Because of the
deficiency and nonexistence of
fullness that is in it, the Fire will
not cease to be painful until the
Compeller places His foot in it, as
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will be felicitous, God willing!
Have you not looked at the truth
of what we have said, namely that
the Fire will continue to be pain-
ful because of what is in it by way
of the deficiency and nonexistence
of fullness, until the Compeller
places His foot in it? This is one
of the two aforementioned feet
on the Footstool. The other foot
is the one whose resting places
will be the Garden: Give glad tid-
ings to those who believe, that they
have a foot of firmness with their
Lord [Q 10:2]. The name “Lord”
will be with them, and the name
“Compeller” will be with the oth-
ers because the Fire is the abode
of majesty, domination, and awe,
whereas the Garden is the abode
of beauty, intimacy, and the sub-
tle divine descent [tanazzul al-ilaht
al-latif]. The foot of firmness is
one of the two feet on the Foot-
stool, and both feet are God’s two
“grips.” One is for the Fire, and
He does not care. The other is for
the Garden, and He does not care.
Because their end is to mercy—
that is why He does not care.
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has been related in the tradition.
This is one of the two aforemen-
tioned feet on the Footstool. The
other [foot] is the one whose rest-
ing place will be the Garden: Give
glad tidings to those who believe, that
they have a foot of firmness with their
Lord [Q 10:2]. The name “Lord”
will be with them, and the name
“Compeller” will be with the oth-
ers because the Fire is the abode
of majesty, domination, and awe,
whereas the Garden is the abode
of beauty, intimacy, and the sub-
tle divine alighting place [manzil
al-ilahi al-latif]. The two of them
are face to face with the two grips
mentioned in the Sacred tradi-
tion: “One for the people of the
Fire, and I don’t care; the other
for the people of the Garden, and
I don’t care.” He does not care
because the end for both is to the
all-embracing mercy.



Notes

Introduction

1. Horten’s first study on Sadra, Die Gottesbeweise bei Schirdzi (16401)
(Bonn: Friedrich Cohen, 1912), is a translation and commentary of texts
from Sadra’s oeuvre dealing with proofs for God’s existence. The second
work, Das philosophische System wvon Schirdzi (1640t1) (Strasbourg: Triibner,
1913), represents a problematic attempt to explain Sadrad’s main ideas by
summarizing his central teachings, particularly ontology and physics. For
a listing and brief discussion of Horten’s many contributions to the study
of earlier and later Islamic thought, see Gustav Pfannmiiller, Handbuch der
Islam-Literatur (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1923), 353-6. It should be noted that
before Horten’s studies, Muhammad Iqgbal’s The Development of Metaphysics
in Persia (London: Luzac, 1908) discussed some of later Islamic philosophy’s
key figures, but in summary fashion.

2. Tim Winter, “Introduction,” in The Cambridge Companion to Classical
Islamic Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2008), 1-2, attributes these older Western attitudes toward Islamic thought to
Eurocentrism. To be sure, this antiquated approach to Islamic intellectual history
was Eurocentric since Islam’s intellectual history was simply an ingredient
to the way Western/European scholars understood the development of their
own intellectual history. Thus, the value and significance of Islamic thought
was gauged through a Western/European lens. At the same time, many
Muslims writing on Islamic thought from the later part of the nineteenth
century to the middle of the twentieth century, influenced as they were by the
works of Orientalists in their representations of Islamic civilization, tended to
view their own religion’s intellectual legacy through the eyes of their colonial
masters. As Seyyed Hossein Nasr argues (Islamic Life and Thought [Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1981], chap. 12), colonialism determined
what version of “Islamic” philosophy was circulated in the Muslim world, as
views of Western philosophy prevailed amongst Muslims in accordance with
the brand of philosophy taught to them by their colonizers. Thus, in Egypt,
because of the presence of the French, philosophy came to be identified with
various forms of Marxism; and in India, where the British ruled, philosophy
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was of the logical positivist type. This phenomenon, in turn, had a devastating
effect upon how Islamic philosophy was understood by those Muslims in the
east who studied Islamic thought in early post-colonial times (Igbal being
one of them). See also Oliver Leaman, “Orientalism and Islamic Philosophy,”
in History of Islamic Philosophy, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr and Oliver Leaman
(New York: Routledge, 1996), 2:1143-8; Muhsin Mahdi, “Orientalism and the
Study of Islamic Philosophy,” JIS 1, no. 1 (1990): 73-98. Cf. Dimitri Gutas,
“The Study of Arabic Philosophy in the Twentieth Century: An Essay on the
Historiography of Arabic Philosophy,” BJMES 29, no. 1 (2002): 5-25.

3. See Heidegger, “Qu’est-ce que la métaphysique?,” trans. Henry
Corbin, Bifur 8 (1931): 5-27.

4. Corbin’s seminal study on Avicenna was originally published
in 1952 under the title Avicenne et le récit visionnaire, and was eventually
translated as Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, trans. Willard Trask (Irving:
Spring Publications, 1980). Corbin’s critical edition of Suhrawardl’s Arabic
works, entitled Opera metaphysica et mystica, was published in Istanbul in
1945 and 1946. The edition was reissued as the first two volumes of Shihab
al-Din Suhrawardi, Majmii ‘a-yi musannafit-i Shaykh-i Ishraq, ed. Henry Corbin
(vols. 1-2) and Seyyed Hossein Nasr (vol. 3) (reprint, Tehran: Imperial Iranian
Academy of Philosophy, 1976-7).

5. For the school of Isfahan and beyond, see Corbin, En islam iranien
(Paris: Gallimard, 1971-2), 4:9-201; Corbin, La philosophie iranienne islamique
aux XVII et XVIIF siecles (Paris: Buchet/Chastel, 1981); Nasr, Islamic Philosophy
from Its Origins to the Present: Philosophy in the Land of Prophecy (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2006), chap. 11; Nasr, The Islamic Intellectual
Tradition in Persia, ed. Mehdi Aminrazavi (Richmond: Curzon, 1996), chaps.
21-3; Nasr, “The Place of the School of Isfahan in Islamic Philosophy and
Sufism,” In The Heritage of Sufism, ed. Leonard Lewisohn (vols. 1-3) and
David Morgan (vol. 3) (Oxford: Oneworld, 1999), 3:3-15. Prior to the rise of
the school of Isfahan, Shiraz was the center of philosophical and theological
activity for roughly a century and a half. An account of this period and its
main figures can be found in Reza Pourjavady, Philosophy in Early Safavid Iran:
Najm al-Din Mahmiid al-Nayrizi and His Writings (Leiden: Brill, 2011), chap. 1.

6. Many details concerning Sadra’s life and times have been
reconsidered in Sajjad Rizvi, Mulld Sadra Shirazi: His Life and Works and the
Sources for Safavid Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), chap. 1.

7. Some of the more useful recent studies include Reza Akbarian,
The Fundamental Principles of Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy (London:
Xlibris, 2009); Ibrahim Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy: Mulla Sadra
on Existence, Intellect and Intuition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010);
Rizvi, Mulla Sadra and Metaphysics: Modulation of Being (London: Routledge,
2009). A handy general introduction to Sadra’s thought can be found in Sayeh
Meisami, Mulla Sadra (Oxford: Oneworld, forthcoming).

8. We will not be concerned with Sadrd’s Hadith commentaries
here. A listing of the scholarship on this aspect of his thought is available
in Mohammed Rustom, “Approaching Mulla Sadra as Scriptural Exegete: A
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Survey of Scholarship on His Qur’anic Works,” CIS 4, no. 1 (2008): 77n13,
to which can be added the excellent study by Maria Dakake, “Hierarchies
of Knowing in Mulla Sadra’s Commentary on al-Kafi,” JIP 6 (2010): 5-44.
Incidentally, it is interesting to note that the earliest Safavid biographical
sources—whether conscientiously or not—tended to recycle the image of Sadra
as a famous philosopher who was in some sense concerned with “scripture,”
but only in terms of Hadith. See the entry on Sadra in Ibn Ma‘stm Shirazi,
Sulafat al-‘asr fi mahasin al-shu ‘ara’ bi-kull misr (Cairo: Maktabat al-Wafd,
1906), 499, which was then reproduced in Mirza ‘Abd Allah Afandi, Riyad
al- ‘ulama’ wa-hiyad al-fudald’, ed. Sayyid Ahmad Husayni (Qum: Matba‘at al-
Khayyam, 1981), 5:15; Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Hurr al-Amili, Amal al-amil,
ed. Sayyid Ahmad Husayni (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Andalus, 1965), 2:233.

9. Although Sadra never compiled these works under one cover, they are
available in a seven-volume edition: Tafsir al-Qur’an al-karim, ed. Muhammad
Khwajawi (Qum: Intisharat-i Bidar, 1987-90). Indeed, he had the intention of
eventually writing a complete tafsir upon the Qur’an (he makes this point at
ibid., 6:6), of which these aforementioned commentaries would have formed
a part. Nonetheless, one biographer from the Qajar period speaks of having
“a sizeable volume of his grand Qur’an commentary [mujallad-i dakhimi az
tafsir-i kabir-i i]” in his possession. See Muhammad Baqir Khwansari, Rawdat
al-jannat fi ahwal al- ‘ulama’ wa-1-sadat (Tehran: Kitabfurashi-yi Islami, 1976-81),
4:241. For a thoroughly annotated listing of Sadra’s Qur’anic works (including
works of doubtful authenticity), see Rustom, “The Nature and Significance of
Mulla Sadra’s Qur’anic Writings,” JIP 6 (2010): 109-30.

10. Robert Wisnovsky challenges the widely held dogma that the
philosophical commentaries in post-Avicennan Islamic thought represent a
“stagnation” of philosophical thinking in Islam. He argues that such a view
is symptomatic of an ill-informed dichotomy between “philosophy” and
“theology” in later Islamic thought. The exegetical nature of later Islamic
theological texts itself represents further developments in philosophical and
theological thinking. Thus, theological and philosophical commentaries in
post-Avicennan Islamic thought actually function as philosophical texts in their
own right. See Wisnovsky, “The Nature and Scope of Arabic Philosophical
Commentary in Post-Classical (ca. 1100-1900 AD) Islamic Intellectual History:
Some Preliminary Observations,” in Philosophy, Science and Exegesis in Greek,
Arabic and Latin Commentaries, ed. Peter Adamson, Han Baltussen, and M.
W. F. Stone (London: Institute of Classical Studies, 2004), 2:149-91. If this
is true for commentaries upon philosophical texts then, mutatis mutandis,
it also holds true for the philosophical commentaries written upon Sadra’s
Qur’anic writings. It can also be noted that the phenomenon discussed by
Wisnovsky is not unique to the development of Islamic thought. As Pierre
Hadot argues, from early antiquity to the end of the “middle ages,” exegesis
and philosophy came part and parcel with the development of philosophy
proper. See Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from
Socrates to Foucault, ed. Arnold Davidson, trans. Michael Chase (Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 1995), 71-7.
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11. For Sabziwari, Nari, and other related figures, see Nasr, Islamic
Philosophy from Its Origins to the Present, chap. 13. Sabziwarl wrote a
commentary on Sadra’s Mafatth al-ghayb. This commentary was, in turn,
translated into Persian in the late Qajar period by the courtier Husam al-Din
Shirazi. See Kalin, “An Annotated Bibliography of the Works of Mulla Sadra
with a Brief Account of His Life,” ISt 42, no. 1 (2003): 35-41; Rizvi, Sadr al-Din
Shirazi, 78. We cannot rule out the possibility that the manuscript discovered
by Mehdi Mohaghegh, which contains a Persian translation of parts of Sadra’s
Mafatih, is by this same figure. See Mohaghegh, Bist quftar (Tehran: Nagsh-i
Jahan, 1971), 137. But it is really NarT's writings which are most noteworthy
as commentaries upon Sadra’s Qur’anic works, as he is the author of a series
of detailed and lengthy glosses (ta ligat) upon nearly half of Sadra’s writings
in the Qur’anic sciences. These glosses are particularly helpful for shedding
light on difficult phrases and concepts which appear in these texts.

12. Knysh, “Multiple Areas of Influence,” in The Cambridge Companion
to the Qur’an, ed. Jane McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 224-5. A detailed history of philosophical Qur’anic exegesis is yet to be
written. For starters, see the relevant but significantly underrepresented section
in Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi’s al-Tafsir wa-l-mufassiriin (Cairo: Dar al-
Kutub al-Haditha, 1961-2), 2:399-414. A helpful characterization of this work
can be found in Walid Saleh, “Preliminary Remarks on the Historiography of
tafsir in Arabic: A History of the Book Approach,” JQS 12 (2010): 7-10. For a
general survey of the manner in which Muslim philosophers and theologians
have approached the Qur’an, see Mustafa Muhaqqiq Damad, “The Quran and
Schools of Islamic Theology and Philosophy,” trans. Seyyed Hossein Nasr in
The HarperCollins Study Quran, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr et al. (San Francisco:
HarperOne: forthcoming), chap. 7. See also the helpful comments in Nasr,
“The Qur’an and Hadith as Source and Inspiration of Islamic Philosophy,”
in History of Islamic Philosophy, 1:27-39.

13. So much so is this the case that we would have to reevaluate earlier,
brash characterizations of certain Muslim figures. Take, for example, the famous
philosopher and scientist Abti Bakr al-Razi (d. 313/925 or ca. 323/935), who
has often been misrepresented as outrightly rejecting prophecy and, a fortiori,
the Qur’an. We now know that he was in fact quite faithful to the Qur’an,
and even offered some interpretations of its verses. See the discussion in Peter
Adamson, Abii Bakr al-Razi (Oxford: Oneworld, forthcoming), chap. 6. Also,
when we turn to the work of Farabi, we notice that citations from the Qur’an
are infrequent if not nonexistent. However, this is not to say that key Qur’anic
themes and concepts do not underlie Farabi's worldview. Telling in this
regard are the observations in Ian Richard Netton, Allah Transcendent: Studies
in the Structure and Semiotics of Islamic Philosophy, Theology, and Cosmology
(London: Routledge, 1989), 102-3, 127, despite the author’s insistence on the
“un-Qur’anic substrate of the universe of Alfarabism” (p. 125). See also Majid
Fakhry, Al-Farabi, Founder of Islamic Neoplatonism: His Life, Works and Influence
(Oxford: Oneworld, 2002), 101-17, for some “Islamic” (and hence Qur’anic)
terms and concepts which inform Farabi’s political philosophy. But cf. Jacques
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Langhade, Du Coran a la philosophie: la langue arabe et la formation du vocabulaire
philosophique de Farabi (Damascus: Institut Francais de Damas, 1994), 284ff.

14. See Adamson, Al-Kindi (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007),
41-4; Jules Janssens, “Al-Kindi: The Founder of Philosophical Exegesis of the
Qur’an,” JQS 9, no. 2 (2007): 1-21.

15. Examples of their approach to the Qur’an can be found in Carmela
Baffioni, “Metaphors of Light and the ‘Verse of Light' in the Brethren of
Purity,” in In the Age of al-Farabi: Arabic Philosophy in the Fourth/Tenth Century,
ed. Peter Adamson (London: The Warburg Institute of Advanced Study, 2008),
163-177; Yves Marquet, La philosophie des Ihwan al-Safa’, 2" ed. (Milan: Arche;
Paris: Société d’études de I'histoire de I'alchimie, 1999), 194, 210ff. and passim.
For the most comprehensive study of the Ikhwan’s use of the Qur’an, see
Omar Ali-de-Unzaga, “The Use of the Qur’an in the Epistles of the Pure
Brethren (Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’)” (PhD diss., University of Cambridge, 2004).

16. See Muhammad Abdul Haq, “Ibn Sind’s Interpretation of the
Qur’an,” 1Q 32, no. 1 (1988): 46-56; Daniel De Smet and Meryem Sebti,
“Avicenna’s Philosophical Approach to the Qur’an in the Light of His Tafsir
Sirat al-Ikhlas,” JQS 11, no. 2 (2009): 134-148; Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and
the Aristotelian Tradition: Introduction to Reading Avicenna’s Philosophical Works
(Leiden: Brill, 1988), 72, 75, 77, 164-5; Janssens, “Avicenna and the Qur’an: A
Survey of His Qur’anic Commentaries,” MIDEO 25-26 (2004): 177-192. For an
older study of Avicenna’s work on the Qur’an, accompanied by the relevant
texts in Arabic, see Hasan ‘Asi, al-Tafstr al-Qur’ani wa-I-lugha al-sifiyya fi
falsafat Ibn Stna (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-Jami‘a li-1-Dirasa wa-1-Nashr wa-1-
Tawzi¢, 1983).

17. For the use of the Qur’an in Averroés’ work, one can consult Majid
Fakhry, “Philosophy and Scripture in the Theology of Averroes,” MS 30
(1968): 78-89, as well as Fakhry, “Philosophy and the Qur’an,” in EQ; Avital
Wohlman, Al-Ghazali, Averroés and the Interpretation of the Qur’an: Common
Sense and Philosophy in Islam, trans. David Burrell (London: Routledge, 2010),
chaps. 4-5.

18. A Particularly useful anthology of Suhrawardi’s comments upon
select verses of the Qur’an is now available: Ayat-i ishrag: Tafsir wa-ta wil-i
ayat-i Qur’an-i karim dar athar-i Suhrawardi, ed. Sima Narbakhsh (Tehran: Mihr
Niyasha, 2008).

19. For Razl's tafsir, one can consult, inter alia, Michel Lagarde, Les
secrets de l'invisible: essai sur le Grand commentaire de Falr al-Din al-Rdzi (1149-
1209) (Beirut: Albouraq, 2008).

20. A discussion of the manner in which Sadrd’s work in general
functions as a helpful resource for the history of Islamic thought can be
found in Nasr, Islamic Life and Thought, chap. 15.

21. For an insightful treatment of how Sadra’s work on the Qur’an has
been perceived in modern scholarship, see ‘Al Nasiri, Maktab-i tafsiri-yi Sadr
al-muta’allihin (Tehran: SIPRIn, 2007), 87-106. I came to know of this work
while my survey of scholarship on Sadra’s Qur’anic writings (“Approaching
Mulla Sadra”) was in press, and thus did not have an opportunity to discuss
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it there. Broadly speaking, this is a fairly useful study of Sadra’s work on
the Qur’an, especially since the author provides a large number of citations
and passages in translation from Sadra’s vast oeuvre on the Qur’an. Another
merit of this work is that it takes into account some of the studies on Sadra’s
work on the Qur’an which have appeared in Iran over the past several
decades. However, since NasirT's scope is far too wide, he often skirts over
(or does not mention) a variety of key issues that pertain to Sadra’s work as
a scriptural exegete. A telling example is his treatment of Sadra’s soteriology
(see Chapters 6-7 of this study). We are thus left with a number of leads
on aspects of Sadra’s work on the Qur’an, such as his theoretical scriptural
hermeneutics (pp. 136-66), but without a satisfactory historical, textual, and
analytical framework which can demonstrate how Sadra’s philosophy in
general relates to his work on the Qur’an in particular.

22. For more on this point, see Mardiya Akhlaqi, “Sirisht-i ma‘na’i
wa-zaban-i wahy az didgah-i Sadr al-muta’allihin,” KHNS 52 (2008): 70-86;
‘Ali-Rida Dihganpur, “Ruykard-i hikmat-i Sadra’i ba-tafsir-i Qur’an,” KHNS
56 (2009): 54-68; Nasr, Sadr al-Din Shirazi and His Transcendent Theosophy, 2"
ed. (Tehran: Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, 1997), 71.

23. Cf. the observations in Gholamreza Aavani and Nasir Muhammadj,
“Zaban-i Qur’an wa-zaban-i tamthil az didgah-i Sadr al-muta’allihin,” KHNS
54 (2008): 4-17.

24. Two tentative chronologies of the composition of Sadra’s Qur’anic
works (one with respect to his Qur’anic writings only and the other with
respect to his entire oeuvre) are available in the appendix in Rustom, “Nature
and Significance.”

25. A good example of this kind of approach is evidenced in Majid
Falahptr, Mabani-yi usiil wa-rawish-i tafstri-yi Mulli Sadra (Tehran: SIPRIn,
2010); Muhammad Taqi Karamati, Ta’thir-i mabani-yi falsafi dar tafsir-i Sadr
al-muta’allihin (Tehran: SIPRIn, 2006); and Nasirl, Maktab-i tafsiri. Although
Christian Jambet does not attempt to do this in his phenomenal study of
Sadra’s philosophy, he does not distinguish between Sadrd’s Qur’anic
writings and his other philosophical works in his engagement with the main
outlines of Sadra’s thought. See Jambet, The Act of Being: The Philosophy of
Revelation in Mulld Sadra, trans. Jeff Fort (New York: Zone Books, 2006).
Rustom, “Approaching Mulla Sadra,” 87-9, offers a critical appraisal of this
approach with respect to Sadra’s Qur’anic writings.

26. Needless to say, it is beyond the scope of the present study to
attempt to trace the influence of Sadra’s Qur’anic writings, whether partly
or in whole, upon the later tafsir tradition. Suffice it to say that, shortly after
his death, we know that passing references are made to some of his Qur’anic
works in an anonymous Persian commentary on the Fatiha. For an edition
of this work, see Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani (ed.), Tafsir Fatihat al-kitab (Mashhad:
Chapkhana-yi Danishgah-i Mashhad, 1978).

27. Annemarie Schimmel aptly describes the Fatiha as “the true centre.”
See Schimmel, Deciphering the Signs of God: A Phenomenological Approach to
Islam (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 143 (her treatment of
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the Fatiha, which extends to p. 144 and beyond, is telling in this regard).
For the attention the Fatiha has received in Muslim daily life, as well as in
Islam’s rich exegetical traditions, see William Graham, “Fatiha,” in EQ. Cf.
Mahmoud Ayoub, “The Prayer of Islam: A Presentation of Strat al-Fatiha in
Muslim Exegesis,” JAAR 475 (1979): 635-47.

28. For texts from Sadra’s Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha in which he discusses
the merits of the Fatiha, see Appendix 2 s.v. “On the Merits of the Fatiha.”

29. This saying is found, inter alia, in Ghazali, Ihya’> ‘ulim al-din (Beirut:
Dar al-Jayl, 1997), 1:383. See also Sadra, Sih asl, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr
(Tehran: University of Tehran Press, 1961), 82-3. A translation of this work can
be found in The Three Principles of Mulla Sadra: Divine Gnosis, Self-Realisation and
the Dangers of Pseudo-Knowledge in Islam, trans. Colin Turner (London: Routledge
forthcoming). For the metaphysical and ethical teachings of ‘Alj, see the study
by Reza Shah-Kazemi, Justice and Remembrance: Introducing the Spirituality of
Imam ‘Ali (London: I. B. Tauris in association with The Institute of Ismaili
Studies, 2006).

30. Sadra, Mafatih al-ghayb, ed. Muhammad Khwajawi (reprint, Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-Tarikh al-‘Arabi, 2002).

31. For this work’s dates, see Rustom, “Nature and Significance,” 129—
30.

32. There is an excursus in the text in which Sadra argues for the
fundamentality of being, but this section of the work has no bearing on
Sadra’s actual arguments as they unfold within the scripture-based framework
of the Tafstr Siirat al-fatiha (I discuss this section of the tafsir in Chapter 2).
It can also be noted that the other famous Sadrian thesis, which serves as
a complement to the notion of tashkik, namely that of “substantial motion”
(al-haraka al-jawhariyya), figures in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha in the context of
Sadra’s treatment of soteriology (although he uses a different term to express
the idea). See Chapter 7.

33. Chittick, “Translator’s Introduction,” in Sadra, The Elixir of the
Gnostics, ed. and trans. William Chittick (Provo: Brigham Young University
Press, 2003), xxi.

34. See Jambet, Act of Being, 403. Jambet employs this phrase with
specific reference to what can be called the Ibn ‘Arabization of Sadra’s ideas.

35. Some English translations of commentaries on the Fatiha—either
in part or whole—can be found in Ayoub, The Qur’an and Its Interpreters
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984-92), vol. 1; Ja‘far al-Sadiq,
Spiritual Gems: The Mystical Qur’an Commentary Ascribed by the Sufis to Imam
Jafar al-Sadiq (d. 148/765), trans. Farhana Mayer (Louisville: Fons Vitae,
2011), 3-9; Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, Keys to the Arcana:
Shahrastani’s Esoteric Commentary on the Qur’an, trans. Toby Mayer (Oxford:
Oxford University Press in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies,
2009), 133-88. There are a number of tafsirs of the Fatiha written in the English
language, amongst which are two important Sufi commentaries: Nasr, The
Garden of Truth: The Vision and Promise of Sufism, Islam’s Mystical Tradition (New
York: HarperOne, 2007), 13-20; Reza Shah-Kazemi, Spiritual Quest: Reflections



168 Notes to Chapter 1

on Qur’anic Prayer According to the Teachings of Imam ‘Ali (London: I. B. Tauris
in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2011), 15-40. It can also be
noted here that Fons Vitae, in association with the Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute
for Islamic Thought, has, to date, published complete translations of several
major classical Arabic fafsirs (both Sufi and non-Sufi), each of which contain
commentaries upon the Fatiha.

Chapter 1

1. See Badakhchani’s introduction to Tasi, Shi‘i Interpretations of
Islam: Three Treatises on Islamic Theology and Eschatology, ed. and trans. S. J.
Badakhchani (London: I. B. Tauris in association with The Institute of Ismaili
Studies, 2010), 18. Cf. Hasanzadah Amuli’s notes in Tdsi, Aghaz wa-anjam,
ed. Hasanzadah Amuli (Tehran: Wizarat-i Farhang wa-Irshad-i Islami, 1987),
75-232 (pp. 78-80 in particular). A translation of Aghaz wa-anjam can be found
in Tas1, Shi'i Interpretations of Islam, 45-88.

2. See the observations in Landolt’s introduction to Tisi, The Paradise
of Submission: A Medieval Treatise on Ismaili Thought, ed. and trans. S. J.
Badakhchani (London: I. B. Tauris in association with The Institute of Ismaili
Studies, 2005), 11. For the phenomenon of Sadra reworking other authors’ texts
into his writings, see Chapters 2, 5, and 7, as well as Chittick, “Translator’s
Introduction,” xvii—xx, xxxii-v.

3. See Rustom, “Nature and Significance.”

4. Rizvi, “‘Au-dela du miroir’ or Beyond Discourse and Intuition:
Pedagogy and Epistemology in the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra Sirazi [ca. 1571~
1635],” in Miroir et savoir: la transmission d’un theme platonicien des Alexandrins i
la philosophie arabo-musulmane, ed. Daniel De Smet and Meryem Sebti (Louvain:
Peeters, 2008), 254. For editions of the Asrar and the Mutashabihat respectively,
see Asrdr al-ayat wa-anwar al-bayyinat, ed. Sayyid Muhammad Musawi (Tehran:
Intisharat-i Hikmat, 2006); Mutashabihat al-Qur’an in Sadra, Sih risala-yi falsafi,
ed. Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani, 2" ed. (Tehran: Markazi-yi Intisharat-i Daftar-i
Tablighat-i Islami, 2000), 257-84. A translation of the Mutashabihat is available
as an appendix in David Dakake, “Defining Ambiguity: Early and Classical
Commentary on the Mutashabih Verses of the Qur’an” (PhD diss., Temple
University, in progress). Rustom, “Nature and Significance,” 124-6, discusses
the structure and content of the Asrar and the Mutashabihat.

5. Rizvi’s dates for these and other works by Sadra are given in
his Mulla Sadra Shirazi, chap. 2. For a tentative chronology of the order
of composition of Sadrd’s writings on the Qur’an and its sciences, see the
appendix in Rustom, “Nature and Significance”

6. I list here the volume and page numbers from the Asfir and their
corresponding, expanded sections in the Mafatih: Asfar, 7:44-6 > Mafatih, 85;
Asfar, 7:50-4 > Mafatih, 88; Asfar, 7:2-4 > Mafatth, 93; Asfar, 7:32—4 - Mafatih,
97-8; Asfar, 7:30-2 > Mafatih, 98-9; Asfar, 7:10-8 (cf. Asfar, 7:10-3 with Elixir
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of the Gnostics, 27) > Mafatih, 100-5; Asfar, 7:19-28 -> Mafatih, 106-13; Asfar,
7:34-6 > Mafatih, 113; Asfar, 7:36-40 > Mafatih, 115. References in this study
to the Asfar are to the standard and widely-available 1981 edition: al-Hikma
al-muta ‘aliya fi l-asfar al- ‘aqliyya al-arba‘a, ed. Rida Lutfi, Ibrahim Amini, and
Fath Allah Ummid (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1981). I have also
identified two other passages in Miftah 1 that are lifted from Sadra’s Tafsir
Sarat al-sajda, a work written well before the Mafitih: Tafsir, 6:17-8 > Mafitih
90-1; Tafsir, 6:22-3 > Mafatih 98.

7. See Rizvi, Mulla Sadra Shirazi, 54, for the Asfar’s dates of composition.

8. A number of scholars have noted the theoretical importance of the
Mafitih in general. See, for example, Nasr, Sadr al-Din Shirdzi, 127; Latimah
Peerwani, “Qur’anic Hermeneutics: The Views of Sadr al-Din Shirazi,”
PBSMS (1991): 468-77. Cf. Muhsin Bidarfar, “Taqdim,” in Sadra, Tafsir, 1:109;
Muhammad Khwajawi, Lawami® al-Grifin fi sharh ahwal Sadr al-muta’allihin
(Tehran: Ariyan Press, 1987), 123.

9. Sadra, Mafatth, 77.

10. Ibid.

11. For these works, see Rustom, “Nature and Significance,” 112-23.

12. Sadra, Mafatih, 76-7.

13. Ibid.

14. Tbid.

15. Ibid.

16. In the context of Sufi Qur’anic exegesis, hadd can either refer to the
lawful and unlawful (and hence “legal”) dimensions of a specific Qur’anic
verse, or to the utmost limit of one’s understanding of a verse. See Gerhard
Bowering, The Classical Vision of Existence in Islam: The Qur’anic Hermeneutics
of the Siift Sahl al-Tustari (d. 283/896) (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1979), 139-41; Kristin
Sands, Siifi Commentaries on the Qur’an in Classical Islam (London: Routledge,
2006), 8-12.

17. Sadra, Mafatih, 79. Notice Sadrd’s use of this famous saying
concerning the “senses” of scripture. Cf. Corbin, En islam iranien, 1:212ff. A
survey of the reception of this tradition and its interpretation by both Sufi
and non-Sufi authors can be found in Béwering, Classical Vision of Existence,
139-41; Sands, Siifi Commentaries, 8-13. See also Sadra, Mafatih, 147-8, where
he inveighs against those who only know the outward purport of scripture.
Sands, Sifi Commentaries, 47-50, contains a helpful discussion concerning the
prohibition of interpreting the Qur’an using one’s own opinion.

18. For ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani's (d. 736/1335) use of this verse and
the above-cited tradition in the introduction to his Sufi tafsir, see Mahmoud
Ayoub, The Qur’an and Its Interpreters, 1:5. For a study of Kashani's tafsir, see
Pierre Lory, Les commentaires ésotériques du Coran d’aprés ‘Abd al-Razzdq al-
Qdshdni (Paris: Les Deux Océans, 1980). Cf. Peter Heath’s explanation of this
statement in his “Creative Hermeneutics: A Comparative Analysis of Three
Islamic Approaches,” Arabica 36, no. 2 (1989): 210.

19. Sadra, Mafatih, 79.
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20. Ibid., 78-9.

21. Ibid. Cf. Sadra, Sharh Usil al-kifi, ed. Muhammad Khwajawi
(Tehran: Mu’assasa-yi Mutala‘at wa-Tahqiqat-i Farhangi, 1987), 1:166.

22. Sadra, Mafatth, 81.

23. Ibid.

24. Tbid. 127-135.

25. Ibid., 147-52.

26. Ibid., 152-76.

27. For a summary of Ghazali’s guidelines, see Sands, Stiff Commentaries,
324 (Sands follows Richard Gramlich in identifying Makki as Ghazali’s main
source here; see ibid., 32; 152n15). For these guidelines in Sadra, see Mafitih,
136-143, 145-7 (he mentions Ghazali as his source on p. 147). The section
reworked from Ibn ‘Arabi (Futahat, 3:127-8 [Beirut]) corresponds to Mafitih,
143-5. Sadrd’s listing is partially translated and summarized in Peerwani,
“Translator’s Introduction,” in Sadra, On The Hermeneutics of the Light Verse
of the Qur’an, trans. Latimah Peerwani (London: ICAS Press, 2004), 23-8.
Peerwani does not count numbers 1 and 10, thus enumerating only eight
points. A more recent discussion of these points can be found in Janis Esots,
“Speech, Book, and Healing Knowledge: The Qur’anic Hermeneutics of Mulla
Sadra,” in Esoteric Approaches to the Interpretation of the Qur’an (working title),
ed. Annabel Keeler and Sajjad Rizvi (Oxford: Oxford University Press in
association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, forthcoming).

28. Peerwani, “Translator’s Introduction,” 9-22, provides an interesting
attempt to reconstruct, from Sadra’s oeuvre, his general “rules” for interpreting
scripture. Apart from failing to distinguish between the principles and
preconditions required for reading scripture, her approach is misleading since
Sadra’s hermeneutics cannot easily be summarized by a set of formal rules.
If there is such a set of rules, Sadra certainly does not adhere to them in any
of his tafsirs. For a critical appraisal of Peerwani’s earlier and later views on
this issue, see Rustom, “Approaching Mulla Sadra,” 80-1.

29. See Sadra, Kitab al-Masha ‘ir, ed. and trans. Henry Corbin as Le livre
des pénétrations métaphysiques (Tehran: Département d’iranologie de l'Institut
franco-iranien, 1964), 6-12 (from here onward, I will refer to “Masha ir” when
citing the Arabic text, and “Le livre des pénétrations métaphysiques” when citing
the French translation.) The Masha ir, one of Sadra’s most mature philosophical
compositions, offers the fundamentals of his ontology in remarkably lucid
fashion. For more on this text and its manuscripts, see Rizvi, Mulla Sadra
Shirazi, 66-8. Particularly helpful discussions of the basic distinction between
the concept and reality of existence can be found in Cécile Bonmariage, Le Réel et
les réalités: Mulla Sadra Shirazi et la structure de la réalité (Paris: Vrin, 2008), 28-30;
Toshihiko Izutsu, The Concept and Reality of Existence (Tokyo: The Keio Institute
of Cultural and Linguistic Studies, 1971), 68-85; Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic
Philosophy, 89-96; Nasr, Islamic Philosophy from Its Origins to the Present, 73—4.

30. See Aristotle, Topics, 103b14-15, in Aristotle, The Complete Works of
Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1984), 1:170.
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31. Following Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism: A Comparative Study of Key
Philosophical Concepts, 2™ ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1984), 30, and the glossary in Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi, The Philosophy of
Illumination, ed. and trans. John Walbridge and Hossein Ziai (Provo: Brigham
Young University Press, 1999), 197, 1 render hadd as “essential definition”
as opposed to simply “definition,” which is denoted by the general and
more widely-applicable Arabic term fa7if. Needless to say, the terms for
definitions employed by Sadra here became standard in Islamic philosophy
from Avicenna onward. For the evolution of definitions in early Islamic
philosophy, see Kiki Kennedy-Day, Books of Definition in Islamic Philosophy:
The Limits of Words (London: RouledgeCurzon, 2003), pt. 1.

32. Translated from the Arabic text of the Kitab al-hudiid published in
Kennedy-Day, Books of Definition, 163. Cf. Kennedy-Day’s translation of this
passage on p. 102.

33. Walbridge and Ziai describe an essential definition as a “definition
that conveys the quiddity of the species by naming the proximate genus and
the differentia.” See Suhrawardi, Philosophy of lllumination, 197.

34. It is important to distinguish between two types of quiddity:
there is (1) quiddity in the most specific sense (al-mahiyya bi-ma‘na al-
akhass), and (2) quiddity in the most general sense (al-mahiyya bi-ma‘na al-
a ‘amm). The first type of quiddity is simply the answer to the question, “what
is it?,” whereas the second type is a thing’s essence proper, that is, that by
virtue of which it is what it is. Being does have a quiddity in the most specific
sense, since if we were to ask what being is, we can answer “being.” But
being does not have a quiddity in the most general sense since it escapes
all definition, and that because it does not have a genus or differentia.
See Izutsu, Concept and Reality of Existence, 75n34, 101; Kalin, Knowledge in
Later Islamic Philosophy, 182n24; Nasr, Islamic Philosophy from Its Origins to the
Present, 66.

35. In later Islamic thought, the important philosophical term anniyya
becomes a synonym for wujiid. See Chittick, The Heart of Islamic Philosophy:
The Quest for Self-Knowledge in the Writings of Afdal al-Din Kashani (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 317n18; Sadra, Asfir, 6:48-57. Cf. Bonmariage,
Le Réel et les réalités, 37. For a survey of the opinions of historians of Islamic
philosophy concerning the term’s provenance, and a thorough discussion
which suggests its possible Syriac origins, see Richard Frank, “The Origin
of the Arabic Philosophical Term ’aniya.” CB 6 (1956): 181-201. More recent
discussions of anniyya are in Adamson, The Arabic Plotinus: A Philosophical
Study of the ‘Theology of Aristotle’ (London: Duckworth, 2002), 124ff.; Gerhard
Endress and Dimitri Gutas (ed.), A Greek and Arabic Lexicon (Leiden: Brill,
1992- ), 1:427-37; Toby Mayer, “Anniyya,” in EF.

36. That is, the reality of being is the most manifest of things in its mode
of presence since it is “present” where it “is,” which is everywhere; and it is
the most manifest of things in its mode of disclosure since it is “disclosed”
wherever it may “be,” which is everywhere.

37. Lit., “the freest of all things with respect to definition,” or “the most
independent of all things in terms of definition.”
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38. “Entification” and “individuation” refer to the concretization of
being, that is, the various modes in which it becomes instantiated in concreto.
The term entification will re-appear in Sadrd’s commentary upon Q 1:1, for
which, see Chapter 3.

39. Sadra, Masha‘ir, 6 (cf. Rizvi, Mulla Sadra and Metaphysics, 41). See
also Sadra, Asfar, 1:83.

40. Mafhimuhu min a ‘rafi-l-ashya’i | wa-kunhuhu fi ghayati-lI-khafa’i. For
the text, see Mulla Hadi Sabziwari, Sharh-i Manziima, ed. Mehdi Mohaghegh
and Toshihiko Izutsu (Tehran: McGill University Institute of Islamic Studies,
1969), 4. For alternative translations of this verse, see Nast, Islamic Philosophy
from Its Origins to the Present, 297n29; Sabziwari, The Metaphysics of Sabzavari,
trans. Mehdi Mohaghegh and Toshihiko Izutsu (Delmar: Caravan, 1977), 31.

41. Talk of the self-evidentiality of the reality of being should not
be confused with the self-evidentiary nature of the concept of being. The
former, as Izutsu puts it, “forever escapes direct conceptualization” (Concept
and Reality of Existence, 78). But the latter can be conceived and its structure
analyzed.

42. Sadra, Masha ‘ir, 6.

43. Ibid.

44. When we look at any particular thing—whether it exists extra-
mentally or not—we can say that it “is” being. We cannot, strictly speaking,
say that particular things “have” being, for they are nothing but instantiations
of being. Or, as Plato would put it, they “participate in existence.” To say
that B has A is to say that the two are distinct. But if A itself is the ground
for B and without which B would be nonexistent, it would be absurd to say
that B “has” A. Rather, it would be more fitting to say that B “is” A, but in
a limited sense.

45. Tzutsu, Concept and Reality of Existence, 68-9.

46. Ibid., 76.

47. Although Izutsu notes that these two orders of the concept of being
are linked by quiddities, he is more concerned with analyzing the structure
of the notion of being proper, which is why he posits these two orders. To
be sure, Izutsu himself says that philosophers in the school of Mulla Sadra
often do not make this two-tiered distinction of the notion of being explicitly,
instead using the term mafhiim to denote both senses of notion. See Izutsu,
Concept and Reality of Existence, 76-7.

48. See the remarks in Sabziwari, Sharh-i Manziima, 42; Sabziwari,
Metaphysics of Sabzavari, 31-2. A basic Sadrian principle is that the “less”

“:or

there “is” of being, the “more” there “is” of quiddity, and the “more” there
“is” of being, the “less” there “is” of quiddity. See Bonmariage, Le Réel et les
réalités, 66ff; Jambet, Act of Being, chap. 4; Fazlur Rahman, The Philosophy of
Mulla Sadra (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1975), 35ff.

49. Cf. Sadra, Asfar, 1:38-9: “Since the reality of each thing is the
specificity [khiisiisiyya] of its existence which is established for it, being is
more prior than that thing. Indeed, it is more prior than everything because
it possesses reality, just as whiteness is more prior in its being white than
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what is not white and to which whiteness is accidental. So being in itself is
existent, while all things other than being are not, in themselves, existent.
Rather, existence is accidental to them.”

50. See Sadra, Masha ir, 6-7.

51. See Sadra, Asfar, 1:56ff., 427-46. For expositions of Sadra’s concept
of the gradation of being, see Bonmariage, Le Réel et les réalités, pt. 1; Jambet,
Act of Being, chap. 4; Rizvi, Mulla Sadra and Metaphysics, chaps. 2-5.

52. See Annabel Keeler, “Mulla Sadra’s Commentary on Siirat al-Sajda,”
in Islam-West Philosophical Dialogue: The Papers Presented at the World Congress
on Mulla Sadra (May, 1999, Tehran) (Tehran: SIPRIn, 2001-5), 10:343-6. Cf.
Rizvi, Mulla Sadra and Metaphysics, 70.

53. Sadra, Mafatih, 86.

54. Ibid.

55. See Q 10:57, 17:82, 41:44.

56. ‘Allama Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar (Qum, 1956-72),
92:176.

57. Najm al-Din Razi, Mirsad al-ibad, ed. Muhammad Amin Riyahi
(Tehran: Bungah-i Tarjama wa-Nashr-i Kitab, 1973), 268. Cf. ESots, “Speech,
Book, and Healing Knowledge.”

58. Sadra, Mafatih, 85. For the healing nature of the Qur’an, see Tufsir,
6:8. Cf. Tafsir, 1:2, 6:10. See also Dihqan Mangabadi, “Mulla Sadra’s Method
of Qur’an Commentary,” in Islam-West Philosophical Dialogue, 10:436; Hasan
Sa‘idi, “Illumination, Unveiling and Intuition in Mulla Sadra’s Qur’anic
Commentary,” in Islam-West Philosophical Dialogue, 10:521-2.

59. Depending on the context, the Qur’anic term nash’a (Q 56:62),
which denotes the makeup of a particular thing, can either refer to the
configuration of a place or world (as it is used in this passage), or a human
being’s constitution. For discussions of this term, see Sadra, Elixir of the
Gnostics, 98n31; The Wisdom of the Throne, trans. James Morris (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1981), 250n302.

60. Sadra, Tafsir, 7:9. Cf. ibid., 1:2.

61. See Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, 16-28.

62. A clear allusion to Q 3:103, which speaks of “God’s rope” (habl
Allah).

63. Mentioned in Q 83:18-9, this term in early Qur’anic exegesis
was understood to refer to an exalted station in Paradise, whereas later
commentators took it to mean the “inscribed book” (kitab margiim) (mentioned
in Q 83:20), which contains a record of the deeds of the righteous. In this
context, Sadra clearly favors the earlier interpretations. See Frederik Leemhuis,
“Iliyytn,” in EQ. Cf. Sadra, Elixir of the Gnostics, 98n34. See also Daniel De
Smet, ““Illiyytn et Sijjin,” in DC.

64. Sadra, Mafatih, 89.

65. Bidarfar, “Taqdim,” 1:57. See also Fatima Arani, “Tatabuq-i madarij-i
Qur’an wa-ma‘arij-i insan az manzar-i Sadr-i muta’allihin,” KHNS 32 (2002):
48-9.

66. Peerwani, “Translator’s Introduction,” 15.
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67. Lit. “its reality has many levels in descent.”

68. Reading asma’ for asma‘“.

69. Sadra, Mafatih, 98, taken from Tafstr, 6:22-3.

70. Cf. Nasir-i Khusraw, Knowledge and Liberation: A Treatise on
Philosophical Theology, ed. and trans. Faquir Hunzai (London: I. B. Tauris in
association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 1998), 84.

71. Cf. Sadra, Elixir of the Gnostics, 95n10.

72. Sadra, Asrar, 76. A page earlier, Sadra makes the following remark:
“[In] His saying, If the sea were ink for the Words of my Lord, the sea would be
exhausted before the Words of my Lord would be exhausted, even if we were to
come with its like in assistance [Q 18:109], the ‘Words’ are an allusion to the
luminous essences through which the effusion of being [fayd al-wujid] reaches
bodies and corporeal entities; the ‘sea’ is an allusion to the prime matter of
bodies which are characterized by reception and renewal. The renewal of the
effusion occurs in accordance with the succession of the bodies’ passivities
and preparednesses.”

73. For a discussion of the function of the reverberation of the Word
in the cosmos, see Rustom, “Story-Telling as Philosophical Pedagogy: The
Case of Suhrawardi,” in Sebastian Giinther (ed.), Knowledge and Education in
Classical Islam (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming).

74. That the Word and the Command are, from one perspective, the
same reality, is confirmed by Sadra at Asrar, 75-6: “From the perspective of
various standpoints, the names are many and the Named one. Insofar as
the making-known [ilam] of realities from God occurs through them, they
are called “Words.” Insofar as the existence of engendered things [wujid al-
ka’inat] is necessitated by them—each at its appropriate moment—they are
called God’s ‘Command’ [amr Allah] and ‘Irrevocable Decree’ [qada’uhu al-
hatmi). Insofar as the life of existing things is through them, they are called
God'’s “Spirit’ [rih]: Say: ‘The Spirit is from the Command [amr] of my Lord” [Q
17:85]. In its essence, the names are one: Our Command [amruna] is nothing
but one [Q 54:50]. But they are numerous by virtue of the numerous types
of effects: And He revealed in each heaven its Command [amraha] [Q 41:12]. Or,
from the perspective of their directions of their effusions upon the things
or their attachments to them, they become ‘many’ through their abundance,
just as being is one reality which becomes numerous through the abundance
of quiddities—not because the quiddities exercise effects upon being, but
because of the unification of quiddity with being.” See also Corbin’s remarks
in Sadra, Le livre des pénétrations métaphysiques, 196-8n86. At Tafsir, 1:190-1,
Sadra makes a similar point with respect to the fragmentation of letters,
that is, they are one but take on different designations (algab) because of the
diversity of ranks and loci of manifestation (mazahir). He also relates this
phenomenon to the many names taken on by God, who is, however, One in
Himself. For Sadra’s discussion of this point in the context of his Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha, see Chapter 3.

75. Sadra, Mafatih, 93-4.
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76. See the point in Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989),
127, and the corresponding note on p. 398n8.

77. For Ibn ‘Arabi’s treatment of the Breath of the All-Merciful, see
ibid., 127-34.

78. Sadra seems to take the former term from Sadr al-Din Qiinawi,
al-Tafstr al-Siift 1li-I-Qur’an (I15az al-bayan fi ta’wil umm al-Qur’an), ed. ‘Abd
al-Qadir Ahmad ¢Ata’ (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha, 1969), 193. Cf. Daniel
De Smet, Daniel, “Le Souffle du Miséricordieux (Nafas ar-Rahmin): un élément
pseudo-empédoclée dans la métaphysique de Mulla Sadrd as-Sirdzi,” DSTFM
10 (1999): 467-86.

79. Sadra, Mafatih, 100-1. See also ibid., 934, which is reproduced in
slightly different form in the Tafsir Sirat al-bagara (see Tafsir, 1:188), a work
that was written after the Mafatih. For its structure and content, see Rustom,
“Nature and Significance,” 111-2.

80. To speak of God’s “mind” is to say that the realities of things fixed
in His knowledge are contained in the Preserved Tablet (al-lawh al-mahfiiz) or
the Angelic Intellects. See Sadra, Mafitih, 104.

81. One of the implications of the cosmos being nothing other than an
articulation of the Breath of the All-Merciful is that all things in existence
are instantiations of mercy, as they came about as a result of mercy. This
will have important implications for Sadrd’s soteriology in the Tafsir Sirat
al-fatiha. See Chapter 7.

82. As will be seen in Chapter 4, this is a term which will play a
significant role in Sadra’s Tufsir Siirat al-fatiha.

83. Cf. Sadra, Mafatih, 104, which does not bring in the notion of the
Breath here, and which speaks of God’s hidden knowledge and not His Self-
knowledge as such (although, metaphysically speaking, they amount to the
same thing). See also Rahman, Philosophy of Mulld Sadra, 184-8, who starts off
in the right direction, but misses several crucial points as his brief treatment
of Sadra’s understanding of revelation developments.

84. Sadra, Mafatih, 94. Cf. ibid., 103-6, where Sadra describes the
manner in which the Word is formed intellectually and then verbally.

85. Cf. Nasir-i Khusraw, Knowledge and Liberation, 84.

86. Sadra, Mafitih, 94. The most common version of the supplication
is, “I seek refuge in God’s Perfect Words from the evil that He created.” See
Tirmidhi, Da‘wat 151. Although it lies outside of the scope of this study to
unpack the meaning of the last part of this supplication, “from the evil that
He created” (see also Q 113:2), it should suffice to say that, in the Islamic
intellectual tradition, one way this phrase has been understood is not that God
has “created” evil, but that evil issues from what He has created (see also the
related discussion in Appendix 2 s.v. “The Emergence of Evil” [Tufsir, 1:16]).
Philosophically speaking, we can also say that “evil,” that is, the privation
of good or perfection, is inherent to material things because, as temporal and
hence imperfect entities, they are in need of change in order to attain their



176 Notes to Chapter 1

own perfection. See the useful discussion in Jon McGinnis, Avicenna (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 221-6.

87. Sadra, Mafatih. 94-5.

88. Ibid., 95-6. A treatment of the engendering (takwini) and prescriptive
(tashriT) Commands can be found in Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-‘Arabi
and the Problem of Religious Diversity (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1994), 141-4.

89. Cf. Sadra’s observations cited in Appendix 2 s.v. “God’s Words”
(Tafstr, 1:9-10). See also Sadra, Masha ir, 57.

90. Yet from another perspective, we can say that the Perfect Words are
identifiable with the World of the Command itself. See Sadra, Sharh, 2:617. 1
will not attempt to delve into these intricate details here, since, in the present
context, they will only obscure the point at hand.

91. “Shadows” also because the Perfect Words themselves are luminous
substances (Sadra, Sharh, 4:146), which is why Sadra, from one perspective,
also identifies them with the Imams.

92. For this point in Ibn ‘Arabi, see Denis Gril, “Commentaries on the
Fatiha and Experience of Being According to Ibn “Arabi,” trans. Josip Rainer,
JMIAS 20 (1996): 33-52 (particularly p. 40 onward).

93. Cf. Sadra, Masha ‘ir, 57-8.

94. Sadra, Mafatih, 103.

95. Cf. Izutsu’s observation: “What makes revelation such a particular
non-natural kind of linguistic behaviour is that here the speaker is God and
the hearer is a man, that is to say, the phenomenon of word occurs here
between the supernatural order of being and the natural order of being, so
that there is in fact no ontological balance or equilibrium of rank and level
between speaker and hearer” (“Revelation as a Linguistic Concept in Islam,”
SMT 5 [1962]: 127).

96. Sadra, Tafsir, 7:9. Cf. ibid., 1:2.

97. For a discussion of this verse, see Sands, Sifi Commentaries, chap. 2.

98. Sadra, Mafatih, 115. This passage is also translated in Shigeru
Kamada, “Mulla Sadra Between Mystical Philosophy and Qur’an Interpretation
through His Commentary on the ‘Chapter of the Earthquake’,” IJAS 2, no.
2 (2005): 280. See also ESots, “Speech, Book, and Healing Knowledge.” Cf.
Peerwani, “Translator’s Introduction,” 15. Although Sadra does not provide
us with a citation, he derives the notion of the seven abfun of the Qur’an—
either directly or indirectly—from an earlier source. See, in particular, Jamal
Elias, The Throne Carrier of God: The Life and Thought of ‘Ala’ ad-Dawla as-
Simnani (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 79-99.

99. Sadra, Mafatih, 87.

100. Ibid., 88.

101. Ibid., 92. See also Sadra, Tufsir, 4:164, for the necessity of esoteric
interpretation. Cf. Muhammad Khamenei, The Qur’anic Hermeneutics of Mulla
Sadra (Tehran: SIPRIn, 2006), 49-64.

102. Cf. Sadra, Tafsir, 6:30-1, where he emphasizes the need to remain
close to the conventions of the Arabic language. For the passage in context,
see Sa‘idi, “Illumination, Unveiling and Intuition in Mulla Sadra’s Qur’anic



Notes to Chapter 1 177

Commentary,” 10:525. For further appeals to clarity when there is no need to
be “esoteric,” see the passage in ibid., 10:528 (translating Sadra, Tafsir, 4:150-1).
Sadra seems to closely follow Ibn ‘Arabi on this point, for which, see Michel
Chodkiewicz, An Ocean Without Shore: Ibn ‘Arabi, the Book, and the Law, trans.
David Streight (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), chap. 1.

103. It is unclear who Sadra intends by this appellation in this context.
In another work, he employs the term in what is likely an allusion to Ghazali.
See Morris’ note in Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 183-4n174. Although Ghazali
was a much older contemporary of Zamakhshari, he could not have been the
critic of the Kashshaf mentioned in the passage, since the work was written
after Ghazali’s death. For the Kashshif's dates, see Andrew Lane, A Traditional
Mu ‘tazilite Qur’an Commentary: The Kashshaf of Jar Allah al-Zamakhshart (d.
538/1144) (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 48ff. An updated account of Ghazali’s life and
times can be found in Frank Griffel, Al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009), chap. 1.

104. Sadra, Sih asl, 84. Cf. Corbin’s introduction to Sadra, Le livre des
pénétrations métaphysiques, 24; Peerwani, “Translator’s Introduction,” 29.

105. Cf. Sadra, Tafsir, 7:109.

106. The word lubb (pl. albab) signifies the innermost aspect or quintessence
of a thing, as well as the heart or intellect. I translate it here as “kernel” in
order to demonstrate its concrete juxtaposition with the term gishr or “husk.”

107. A phrase that occurs in the Qur’an on sixteen occasions. An
alternate translation of this expression, in keeping with my rendering of lubb
as “kernel” in the same passage, would be “possessors of the kernels.”

108. Sadra, Mafatih, 117. Note here the Qur’anic provenance of ‘ilm
laduni (i.e., Q 18:65). See also Tafsir, 1:206, for a fine characterization of the
different types of knowers with reference to the language of shells, outer
layers, etc. Cf. the related passage in Sadra, Sharh, 1:43, translated in Dakake,
“Hierarchies of Knowing,” 38-9.

109. See Corbin, En islam iranien, 1:212-3.

110. For a fine discussion of this point, see Kalin, Knowledge in Later
Islamic Philosophy, 227-45. See also the pertinent passage in Sadra’s Sih asl,
14, translated in Rustom, “Philosophical Sufism,” in The Routledge Companion
to Islamic Philosophy, ed. Richard Taylor and Luis Xavier Lopez-Farjeat (New
York: Routledge, forthcoming).

111. Paul Ballanfat offers a preliminary attempt at understanding
Sadra’s treatment of the heart in his article, “Considérations sur la conception
du coeur chez Mulla Sadra,” KN 5 (1999): 33—46, 67-84. For this phenomenon
in the context of a rich comparative analysis of two major medieval mystics,
one Christian and the other Muslim, see Robert Dobie, Logos and Revelation: Ibn
“Arabi, Meister Eckhart, and Mystical Hermeneutics (Washington: The Catholic
University of America Press, 2010), 19ff.

112. For Sadra’s treatment of the book of the soul and the book of God,
see Elixir of the Gnostics, 26-8.

113. Sadra, Mafatih, 90.

114. At Tafsir, 1:215-8, Sadra summarizes Avicenna’s discussion of this
topic as found in his al-Risala al-nayriziyya fi ma‘ant al-hurif al-hija’iyya, in
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Avicenna, Tis‘ rasi’il (Constantinople: Matba‘at al-Jawa’ib, 1880), 92-7. For
Avicenna, the detached letters are the names of essential realities. See Lory,
La science des lettres en islam (Paris: Dervy, 2004), chap. 4, although Avicenna
does not relate them to the Perfect Words, which seems to be Sadra’s unique
contribution here. For Ibn ‘Arabi’s treatment of the detached letters, see Ibn
‘Arabi, “The Science of Letters,” trans. Denis Gril in Ibn ‘Arabi, The Meccan
Revelations, ed. Michel Chodkiewicz (New York: Pir Press, 2002—4), 2:161-75.

115. Sadra, Mafatth, 90-1, reworked from ‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani,
Namaha, ed. ‘Ali Naqi Munzawi (vols. 1-3) and ‘Afif ‘Usayran (vols. 1-2)
(Tehran: Intisharat-i Asatir, 1998), 2:98-9, also cited in Sadra, Tufsir, 6:17-8.
Cf. Abu 1-Qasim Husayn-Dust, “Huraf-i munqati‘a-yi Qur’an dar hikmat-i
muta‘aliya-yi Mulla Sadra,” KHNS 36 (2004): 58-63. See Rustom, “Approaching
Mulla Sadra,” 85, for a critical appraisal of this study.

Chapter 2

1. See Nasr, Islamic Life and Thought, chap. 15.

2. Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy, xiii.

3. The most significant instance is Sadra’s incorporating into his Elixir
of the Gnostics a thoroughly revised version of the Jawidan-nama (“The Book
of the Everlasting”) by Afdal al-Din Kashani (d. ca. 610/1213—4) (commonly
referred to as Baba Afdal). See Chittick, “Translator’s Introduction,” xxxii-v,
for a full discussion of this phenomenon. A translation of “The Book of
the Everlasting,” along with translations of many of Baba Afdal’s other
philosophical treatises and quatrains, can be found in Chittick, Heart of Islamic
Philosophy.

4. This is also the case with some of Sadra’s other writings. See the
observations in Chittick, “Translator’s Introduction,” xxxv.

5. For a recent study of Sadra’s Sharh Usil al-kifi, see Dakake,
“Hierarchies of Knowing.”

6. For a commentary on the famous hadith of the hidden treasure
commonly attributed to him, see Armin Eschraghi, “‘I Was a Hidden
Treasure’: Some Notes on a Commentary Ascribed to Mulla Sadra Shirazi:
Sharh hadith: ‘Kuntu kanzan makhfiyyan (sic)’,” in Islamic Thought in the
Middle Ages: Studies in Text, Transmission and Translation, in Honour of Hans
Daiber, eds. Wim Raven and Anna Akasoy, 91-100 (Leiden: Brill, 2008); ‘Ali
Asghar Ja‘far], “Sharh-i hadith ‘kuntu kanzan makhfiyyan’,” KHNS 32 (2002):
61-3. For Sadra’s commentary on the hadith, “People are asleep—when they
die, they shall awaken,” which he later reincorporated into his Tafsir Sirat
yasin, see Rustom, “Psychology, Eschatology, and Imagination in Mulla Sadra
Shirazi’'s Commentary on the Hadith of Awakening,” IS 5, no. 1 (2007): 9-22.

7. See Rizvi, Mulla Sadra Shirazi, 10.

8. For a general overview of Sadrd’s use of Hadiths in his tafsir
writings, see Nasirl, Maktab-i tafsiri, 167-86.

9. For this genre of traditions, see William Graham, Divine Word and
Prophetic Word in Early Islam (The Hague: Mouton, 1977).
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10. See Sadra, Tafsir, 1:26, 177, 183.

11. Ibid., 1:71, 81, 93, 96, 151, 155, 156, 157-8, 162.

12. Ibid., 1:9 reproduces a hadith qudst from Kulayni’'s Kafi. Sadra refers
to the collection as “one of the divine books.”

13. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:47, 70, 105, 159, 180.

14. The designator obviously derives from the pregnant term waldya,
which, in Shi‘i contexts, primarily signifies the sanctity and spiritual authority
of the Imams. For the development of waldya in its early Shi‘i doctrinal context,
and the manner in which it came to inform the communal categories and
boundaries amongst the Shi‘i faithful, see Dakake, The Charismatic Community:
Shi‘ite Identity in Early Islam (Albany: State University of New York Press,
2007).

15. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:40, 168 (two).

16. Ibid., 1:9; 12 (two); 15; 24; 25 (two); 31; 33; 44; 72 (cf. ibid., 1:71,
where Sadra cites this tradition as a hadith qudsi); 73 (two); 74; 75; 76 (three);
77; 106-7; 107 (two); 108 (two); 109 (two); 119 (three); 125; 128; 130 (three); 147
(two); 150; 152 (two); 153 (three); 156; 158 (three); 168 (two); 171; 176; 179; 181;
182. Indeed, Sadra’s heavy reliance on Sunni Hadith sources is reminiscent
of the same practice in earlier Shi‘i tafsir. See Todd Lawson, “Akhbari Shi‘i
Approaches to tafsir,” in Approaches to the Qur’an, ed. G. R. Hawting and
Abdul-Kader Shareef (London: Routledge, 1993), 173-210 (p. 175 in particular).

17. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:40, 70, 78, 90, 130, 135, 152, 168, 169.

18. Ibid., 1:6, 8, 25, 46, 71, 157, 181.

19. Ibid., 1:76, 123, 153, 168, 169 (two).

20. At ibid., 1:135, Sadra cites a work by Ibn Babaya (d. 381/991),
referring to its author as “The noble Shaykh, Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Babtiya
al-Qummi.”

21. For the passage in context, see Appendix 2 s.v. “God’s Words”
(Tafstr, 1:166-7).

22. See Hermann Landolt, Recherches en spiritualité iranienne (Tehran:
Institut frangais de recherche en Iran, 2005), 364. Cf. Andrew Newman,
Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire (London: I. B. Tauris, 2008), 69-70;
Rizvi, Mulld Sadra and Metaphysics, 129-30. It is also interesting to note that
although Sadra accepts the long-established tradition in which ‘Ali says
that he is the dot under the ba’ of the basmala (Mafatih, 97-9), he does not
develop its implications in any significant manner. This is not to suggest
that Sadra’s worldview remains uninformed by Shi‘i categories. For the figure
of ‘Ali in one of his Persian poems, see Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi,
The Spirituality of Shi ‘i Islam: Beliefs and Practices, trans. Hafiz Karmali et al.
(London: 1. B. Tauris in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies,
2011), chap. 9.

23. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:4, 9, 10, 33, 69.

24. Ibid., 1:11.

25. Ibid., 1:92 (alluded to), 1:112.

26. Ibid., 1:11. For a translation and study of this work, see Die Risala fi
l-hudnt (Die Abhandlung iiber die Entstehung), trans. S. M. Bagher Talgharizadeh
(Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 2000).
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27. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:54. This title literally translates as “The Laying Bare
of Doctrine.”

28. I will thus return to Sadrd’s treatment of Razi later in this chapter,
when the different exegetical materials employed in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha
are surveyed.

29. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:90.

30. See Avicenna, al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat, ed. Sulayman Dunya (Cairo:
Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1957-60), 4:749-906.

31. For a translation of this section of the Isharat, see Avicenna, Avicenna
on Mysticism: Remarks and Admonitions, Part 4, trans. Shams Inati (London:
Keagan Paul, 1996). For an argument against the presence of “mysticism”
in Avicenna (with an eye specifically on this part of the Isharit), see Dimitri
Gutas, “Intellect without Limits: The Absence of Mysticism in Avicenna,” in
Intellect et Imagination dans la Philosophie Médiévale | Intellect and Imagination
in Medieval Philosophy | Intelecto e Imaginagdo na Filosofin Medieval, ed. Maria
Céandida Pacheco and José Francisco Meirinhos (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006),
1:351-72. Although it seems we will never know for certain whether or not
Avicenna was a “mystic,” it can be pointed out that Gutas overlooks the
unmistakable Sufi technical terminology replete throughout the relevant
section of the work (as does Inati). Why Avicenna would employ this kind
of language remains an open question.

32. See the relevant passage from the Asfir translated in Chittick,
“Translator’s Introduction,” xxvi. Yet at Tafsir, 1:90, Sadra explicitly describes
Avicenna as someone who has “arrived at the stations of the gnostics and
the ranks of the unveilers. . . .”

33. Ibid., 1:89-90.

34. Ibid., 1:48. Sadra also identifies the Stoics and Suhrawardi with
“the people of the Real” (Elixir of the Gnostics, 96n16). John Walbridge, The
Leaven of the Ancients: Suhrawardi and the Heritage of the Greeks (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 2000), 187-97, views Sadra’s identification
of the Stoics with Suhrawardi as a way of supporting his claim that his
philosophy accorded with Plato’s. Morris, on the other hand, says that the
term “Stoic” in later Islamic philosophy was commonly misused, and notes
the same problem in the crypto-Isma‘ili Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-
Shahrastani (d. 548/1153). See Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 106, and the
corresponding note (n106). Shahrastani’s understanding of the term can be
found in Shahrastani, al-Milal wa-I-nihal, ed. Sidqi al-‘Attar (reprint, Beirut:
Dar al-Fikr, 2002), 298-9.

35. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:55ff. For a discussion of Suhrawardi’s position on
rational constructs, see ‘Abd al-Rasil ‘Ubudiyyat, “The Fundamentality
of Existence and the Subjectivity of Quiddity,” trans. D. D. Sodagar and
Muhammad Legenhausen, Topoi 26 (2007): 202—4; Walbridge, The Science of
Muystic Lights: Qutb al-Din Shirazi and the Illuminationist Tradition in Islamic
Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 45-6. Earlier
(p. 45n3), Walbridge notes that there is a slight difference between rational
constructs (what he calls “intellectual fictions”) and secondary intelligibles.
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With respect to being as a secondary intelligible, Sadra also takes this position,
but contra Suhrawardi, understands being to be a secondary intelligible in
the “philosophical” sense, not in the logical sense. See Izutsu, Concept and
Reality of Existence, 82—4.

36. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:75, 78. Hossein Ziai, “The Illuminationist Tradition,”
in Nasr and Leaman (eds.), History of Islamic Philosophy, 1:464-5n39, suggests
that Sadra does distinguish between the Stoics and Illuminationists when
discussing the latter’s “novel” philosophical ideas.

37. See Suhrawardi, Philosophy of Illumination, 101ff. Although
Suhrawardi has arbab al-asnam al-naw ‘iyya al-falakiyya here, it is synonymous
with arbab al-anwa ‘. See ibid., 182n10.

38. See, for example, Sadra, Addenda on the Commentary on the Philosophy
of Illumination, ed. Hossein Ziai (Costa Mesa, Mazda: 2010-), 1:434-51. For
studies on Sadra’s understanding of the Platonic Forms, see Zahra Mostafavi,
“Sadr-ol-Mota’allahin on Platonic Ideas,” SI 14, no. 2 (2001): 23-54; Walbridge,
“The Background to Mulla Sadra’s Doctrine of the Platonic Ideas,” in Islam-
West Philosophical Dialogue, 2:147-75. See also Rahman, Philosophy of Mulla
Sadra, 471f., 147ff. Cf. Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 107, and the corresponding
note (n35).

39. This section follows parts of Razl's tafsir. It can also be noted that
at Tufsir, 1:146, Sadra mentions the Ash‘arites, along with the colleagues of
Democritus, in passing. Later in this chapter, we will survey Sadra’s use of
important tafsirs by Ash‘arite authors in his Tafsir Sarat al-fatiha.

40. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:59. Cf. Rahman, Philosophy of Mulla Sadra, 146ff. For
Mu ‘tazilite teachings on the fixity of quiddity, see Abt Rashid al-Nisaburi,
al-Masa’il fi I-khilaf bayna al-Basriyin wa-l-Baghdadiyin, ed. Ridwan Sayyid and
Ma‘n Ziyada (Tarabulus: Ma‘had al-Inma’ al-‘Arabi, 1979), 37ff.; Alnoor
Dhanani, The Physical Theory of Kalam: Atoms, Space, and Void in Basrian
Mu ‘tazili Cosmology (Leiden: Brill, 1994), chap. 2; Frank, al-Ma‘dim wal-
mawjid: The Non-Existent, the Existent, and the Possible in the Teaching of
Abti Hashim and His Followers,” MIDEO 14 (1980): 185-209.

41. Like Sadra’s treatment of Razi (see n28), I will turn to his treatment
of Zamakhshari later in this chapter.

42. I say “directly encounter” since a good deal of Mu ‘tazilite Qur’anic
exegetical material has historically found its way into the more mainstream
Sunni and Shi‘T tafsir works by way of a complicated process of suppression
and integration. See Suleiman Mourad, “The Survival of the Mu ‘tazili Tradition
of Qur’anic Exegesis in Shi‘T and Sunni fafasir,” JQS 12 (2010): 83-108.

43. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:85.

44. Cf. Daniel Gimaret, Une lecture mu ‘tazilite du Coran: Le tafsir d’Abii
‘Al al-Djubba’t (m. 303/915) (Louvain: Peeters, 1994), 73. For an interesting
response to this Mu ‘tazilite reading, see Razi, al-Matalib al- ‘aliya min al- ilm al-
ilahi, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Salam Shahin (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya,
1999), 9:186-7.

45. (1) Sadra, Tufsir, 1:38, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis al-hikam, ed. A. E.
Afifi (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabi, 1946), 67 (at Tafsir, 1:39, Sadra goes
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on to explain one of the sentences in the passage cited from the Fusiis on
the previous page); (2) Sadra, Tafsir, 1:40, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusis, 90; (3)
Sadra, Tafsir, 1:71-2, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Futithat al-makkiyya (reprint, Beirut:
Dar Sadir, 1968), 2:86-7, which corresponds to Osman Yahia (partial critical
edition) (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-1-Kitab, 1972-91), 12:395-6;
(4) Sadra, Tafsir, 1:110-1, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futiihat, 3:470 (Beirut) (cf. Chittick,
Sufi Path of Knowledge, 338-9); (5) Sadra, Tafsir, 1:114-5, citing Ibn ‘Arabj,
Futithat, 2:629 (Beirut). Of the nine direct citations from Ibn ‘Arabi’s works,
Khwajawi traced four of them, leaving five passages unlocated (which are
identified in the following note).

46. (6) Sadra, Tufsir, 1:71, citing Ibn ‘Arabl’s statement “The end for
all is mercy” at Futihat, 2:437 (Beirut) (for which, see Chittick, Sufi Path of
Knowledge, 120, 130, 225, 338; Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God: Principles
of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Cosmology [Albany: State University of New York Press,
1998], 174); (7) Sadra, Tafsir, 1:101, citing Ibn “Arabi, Futihat, 1:218 (Beirut),
3:335 (Cairo) (cf. Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 170); (8) Sadra, Tafsir, 153—4
(paraphrasing parts of Asfar, 9:357-9), closely follows Ibn ‘Arabi, Futihat,
3:449 (Beirut) (cf. Ibn ‘Arabi, “Towards God'’s Signs,” trans. William Chittick
in Ibn ‘Arabi, Meccan Revelations, 1:182; Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 28);
(9) Sadra, Tafsir, 1:154-7, reproducing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futihat, 3:462-3 (Beirut)
(cf. Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 360-1; Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 174;
Chittick, “Ibn al-‘Arabi’'s Hermeneutics of Mercy,” in Mysticism and Sacred
Scripture, ed. Stephen Katz [New York: Oxford University Press, 2000], 168).

47. (10) Sadra, Tufsir, 1:72, paraphrasing Fakhr al-Din ‘Iraqi, Divine
Flashes, trans. William Chittick and Peter Wilson (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist
Press, 1982), 95, who cites Ibn ‘Arabi, Futiihat, 1:210 (Beirut), 3:297-8 (Cairo)
(cf. Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 37; see also Chittick Self-Disclosure of God,
23).

48. (11) Sadra, Tafsir, 1:144.

49. See n46 # 7.

50. See n46 # 8.

51. See Chapter 7.

52. For the school of Ibn ‘Arabi, see Chittick, “The School of Ibn ‘Arabi,”
in History of Islamic Philosophy, 1:510-23; Rustom, “Philosophical Sufism.”

53. See the apt remarks in Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy,
Xiv.

54. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:35.

55. Ibid., 1:91.

56. Ibid., 1:100.

57. Ibid., 1:104-5, citing Qtnawi, I jaz, 449.

58. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:159-62, reworking Qtnawi, [ jaz, 475-78.

59. See n3.

60. See Ernst, “Sufism and Philosophy in Mulla Sadra,” in Islam-West
Philosophical Dialogue, 1:173-92. A study outlining the broader relationship
between philosophy and mysticism in Sadra’s thought can be found in ESots,
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“Mulla Sadra’s Teaching on Wujiid: A Synthesis of Philosophy and Mysticism”
(PhD diss., Tallinn University, 2007).

61. See Sadra, On the Hermeneutics of the Light Verse, passim.

62. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:81. Cf. ibid., 4:167; 6:25; Jambet, Act of Being, 407.
Sadra also relates a version of this shath in his ‘Arshiyya, although here
Bastami speaks in the first person and says that he would not notice the
Throne were it to enter his heart. See Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 165. For
the phenomenon of shatahat in Sufism, see Ernst, Words of Ecstasy in Sufism
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985). Sadra’s likeliest source
for this saying is Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis, 88, 120. For Ibn ‘Arabi’s treatment of
the shatahat, see “The True Knowledge of Unruly Utterances,” trans. William
Chittick in Meccan Revelations, 1:150-6.

63. See Appendix 2 s.v. “The End for All is Mercy” (Tafsir, 1:70-2) for
the incident in translation, and n47 for its sources. See also Sadra, Tufsir, 4:71.
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Chapter 3
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see Ghazali, The Jewels of the Qur’an: Al-Ghazali’s Theory, trans. Muhammad
Abul Quasem (Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 1977), 73.
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fatiha, see Tafsir, 1:79, 163-4, 174.
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anwar (The Niche of Lights)” (PhD diss., Boston University, 2009). Cf. Alexander
Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought: Al-Ghazali’s Theory of Mystical
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Michael Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1996), 88-9.
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My name, so begin through My name, unite with My name, and commence
in My name’” (Rashid al-Din Maybudi, Kashf al-asrar wa- uddat al-abrar, ed.
‘Ali Asghar Hikmat [Tehran: Chapkhana-yi Danishgah-i Tihran, 1952-60],
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Aminrazavi (London: I. B. Tauris in association with The Institute of Ismaili
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18. See Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 14, and Izutsu, Concept and Reality
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46-50.

20. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:36.
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23. Ibid., 1:39.
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Jambet, Act of Being, 182-5.
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Ashtiyani (Mashhad: Danishgah-i Mashhad, 1982), 707.
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26. See Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis, 904 (for a discussion of ahadiyya); Izutsu,
Sufism and Taoism, 112, 115n8.

27. See Jandi, Sharh, 707.

28. See Sa‘id al-Din Farghani, Muntaha I-madarik (Cairo, 1876), 1:15ff.
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1969), 186ff.
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Mafitth, 100; Masha ‘ir, 8. See also, Jambet, Act of Being, 183—4.

30. For a helpful attempt at widening the notion of “theology” in
classical Islam, see Winter, “Introduction,” 2-4.
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and Real and Liu Chih’s Displaying the Concealment of the Real Realm (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 2000), index s.v. “tasks.”

32. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:34. Cf. ibid., 4:42-6. For the “keys to the unseen,”
see Qunawi, Nusiis, 571f.

33. Which explains why Sadra also identifies the Perfect Words, which
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with the “keys to the unseen.” See Sadra, Sharh, 2:617.

34. For the names of the names, see Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge,
34-6. See also Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis, 120; Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, 101.

35. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:34. For the passage in context, see Appendix 2 s.v.
“On the Divine Names” (Tufsir, 1:34-6). See also Tafsir, 4:391. For Ibn ‘Arabl’s
understanding of the divine names as relationships (and thus not ontological
entities), see Futiihat, 4:294 (Beirut).

36. For the fixed entities, see Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 83-8 (here
Chittick has “immutable entities”). For why “fixed entities” is a more accurate
translation than “immutable entities,” see Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, xxxviii.
Several arguments have been made in favor of alternate translations and (even
interpretations) of this expression. Particularly noteworthy in this regard are
Caner Dagli’s introduction to Ibn ‘Arabi, The Ringstones of Wisdom, trans. Caner
Dagli (Chicago: Kazi, 2004), xviii—xix, and Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism, 1591f.

37. See, for example, Qaysari, Sharh, 1:45, which is reproduced in ‘Abd
al-Rahman Jami, Naqd al-nusiis fi sharh Nagsh al-fusiis, ed. William Chittick
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(Tehran: Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy, 1977), 42. For the passage
in translation (cited from Jami), see Sachiko Murata, William Chittick, and
Tu Weiming, The Sage Learning of Liu Zhi: Islamic Thought in Confucian Terms
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2009), 209n6.

38. In the Masha‘ir (p. 35), Sadra says, “The quiddities are the fixed
entities [al-mahiyyat hiya al-a‘yan al-thabita] . . . .” This statement forms part
of his famous “conversion” account, that is, when he discarded the position
of the “fundamentality of quiddity” (asalat al-mahiyya) in favor of the
“fundamentality of being” (asalat al-wujiid). The account is also to be found
in Sadra, Asfar, 1:49; Masa’il, 208 (for a translation of it, see Izutsu, Concept
and Reality of Existence, 104). For the quiddities as the fixed entities, see also
Chittick’s note at Elixir of the Gnostics, 106-7n15.

39. That is, the existentiated fixed entities or quiddities.

40. It can be argued that, insofar as the divine names are archetypes,
the divine names do correspond to the Platonic Forms (see the observation
in Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 84). But, with respect to Sadra’s thought,
such an identification may be problematic, since the Forms for Sadra do
have some kind of independent ontological status, whereas the names, as
demonstrated in this chapter, strictly speaking, do not. Before making any
concrete judgments, a more thorough investigation into Sadra’s understanding
of the Platonic Forms would have to be undertaken. For some preliminary
leads in this direction, see Chapter 2n38.

41. From the perspective that the names denote the Essence, It can also
be called the “Named"” (al-musammia). See Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 385n6.

42. The term jami€ in this context is fairly difficult to translate in a
completely unambiguous manner. Following Chittick (Elixir of the Gnostics,
110n43), I have rendered it as “All-Gathering” in order to convey the sense,
when qualifying the term ism and describing the function of the name Allah,
of “bringing together,” “collecting,” and “encapsulating” all of God’s divine
names.

43. See, in particular, Jambet, “L'essence de Dieu est toute chose”:
Identité et différence selon Sadr al-Din Shirdazi (Mulla Sadra),” in Le shi ‘isme
imamite quarante ans apreés: hommage i Etan Kohlberg, ed. Mohammad Ali-Amir
Moezzi, Meir M. Bar-Asher, and Simon Hopkins (Turnhout, Brepols, 2009),
262-92; Muhammad ‘Ali Khwursandiyan, “Qa‘ida-yi “basit al-haqiqa” wa-
karburd-ha-yi an dar andisha-yi Sadra’i,” FADDS 23 (2007): 41-64; Sadra,
Asfir, 2:368-72.

44. Cf. Appendix 2 s.v. “On Ibn ‘Arabi’s Reference to “the Real”” (Tufsir,
1:39-40).

45. 1read a waw here following the Tehran National Library manuscript
of the Tafstr Sirat al-fatiha (ms. 263, fol.22a) and a lithographed version of the
text (Sadra, Majmii ‘at al-tafasir, lithographed by Ahmad Shirazi [Tehran, 1904],
9). Without the conjunction, the passage is incomprehensible.

46. It will be recalled from the preceding discussion that the loci of God’s
manifestation, here referred to as “the loci of creation and the engendered
Command,” are the fixed entities (i.e., the objects of God’s knowledge forever
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fixed in His “mind”) in their state of existentiation through their receiving
the divine names, that is, through the particular aspect of the manifest face
of the Essence turned toward them.

47. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:34.

48. Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 66.

49. This distinction is important with respect to Sadra’s cosmology and
soteriology, which will be dealt with in Chapters 4 and 6-7 respectively.

50. See Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 49.

51. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:39. Here Sadra follows Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis, 67, which
is cited at Tafstr, 1:38. Cf. Tafstr, 1:44.

52. It can be noted here that the pronoun huwa (“He,” “It”) which, as
Sadra notes, is “that which is praised for His Essence in His Essence” (ibid.,
1:44), denotes the Essence in an even more primary sense than does the name
Allah. However, Sadra argues, huwa does not “define” the Essence in any
way, and is the exclusive preserve of the spiritually elect in their invocation
of God once they have transcended the particularized names of the Essence,
and even the name Allah itself. See Appendix 2 s.v. “The Names “God” and
“He"”” (Tafsir, 1:42-3).

Chapter 4

1. Sadra’s treatment of God’s mercy can be found in Chapters 6-7.

2. Sadra also tells us toward the end of the Tafsir Siirat al-fatiha that the
hamdala contains an allusion to the proof of God’s existence, and that it also
alludes to the beginning of the chain of existents. See Sadra, Tufsir, 1:170 and
174 respectively. I will have a lot more to say about the hamdala’s relationship
to the emergence of existence in this chapter.

3. See Chapter 1 for a discussion of how the Word becomes fragmented
into Perfect Words, a point which will resurface in the present chapter.

4. Cf. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:84-5.

5. As was seen in Chapter 1, Sadra refers to the “alphabetical” nature
of existents in explaining how the cosmos and its contents form a “text” which
is penned by the wise Author. Cf. ibid., 1:135.

6. Ibid., 1:10-1. Cf. ibid., 1:85.

7. For representative discussions of the differences between hamd and
cognate terms, see Razi, al-Tafsir al-kabir, 1:218ff.; and, in the following order,
Zamakhshari, Kashshaf, 1:8-11; Baydawi, Anwar, 1:25; ‘Abd Allah b. Ahmad
al-Nasafi, Madarik al-tanzil wa-haqa’iq al-ta’wil, ed. Marwan Muhammad al-
Sha‘‘ar (Beirut: Dar al-Nafa’is, 1996), 1:32. Sadra seems to follow the latter
quite closely in his discussion of madh and thana’.

8. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:74.

9. Ibid.

10. Ibid.
11. Cf. ibid.
12. Cf. ibid.
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13. Ibid., 1:74-5. Cf. Landolt, Recherches en spiritualité iranienne, 274—
6; Landolt, “Simnani on Wahdat al-Wujiid,” in Collected Papers on Islamic
Philosophy and Mysticism, ed. by Mehdi Mohaghegh and Hermann Landolt
(Tehran: McGill University Institute of Islamic Studies, 1971), 104-6.

14. For a fine discussion of this point, see Corbin, Creative Imagination,
112-7.

15. Cf. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:76-7.

16. Ibid., 1:75.

17. There is a telling narrative in early Islamic texts which states that
Adam’s first words were, “Praise is for God, Lord of the worlds” (the same
wording as Q 1:2). See Chodkiewicz, “The Banner of Praise,” trans. Cecilia
Twinch in Foundations of the Spiritual Life: Praise, ed. Stephen Hirtenstein
(Oxford: Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, 1997), 45n1. It is clear how Sadra
would understand this tradition. Cf. Tafsir, 1:76-7. See also Ayoub, “The
Prayer of Islam,” 643.

18. For a subtle treatment of the Muhammadan Reality, see Schuon,
“The Spiritual Significance of the Substance of the Prophet” in Islamic
Spirituality, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr (New York: Crossroad, 1987-91), 1:48-63.

19. The “banner of praise” is, in the Islamic tradition, one of a number
of special favors which God will confer upon the Prophet on the Day of
Judgment. See Tirmidhi, Manaqib 1: “I shall be the master of the children of
Adam on the Day of Resurrection, and I boast not; and in my hand shall be
the banner of praise, and I boast not. . . .” For the Prophet’s special function
on the Final Day, particularly the salvific role played by him, see Chodkiewicz,
“Banner of Praise,” 49-53. Sadra also draws an interesting link between the
“banner of praise” and the Prophetic saying, “Whoever is for God, God is
for him.” See Appendix 2 s.v. “The Specification of Praise” (Tufsir, 1:76-7). For
another context in which Sadra cites this hadith, see Tafsir, 5:29.

20. Ibid., 1:75. Sadra goes on to explain that the Muhammadan Reality,
as the utmost level of praise, does not contradict the Prophet’s elemental
existence as a part of the macrocosm since all things are stronger than a single
denotation, namely a part of the world. Cf. ibid., 1:79-80. See also Sadra,
Asrar, 110-2. For an important contemporary discussion of the Prophet’s
relationship to “praise,” see Rusmir Mahmutéehaji¢, On Love, trans. Celia
Hawkesworth (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), 101-6.

21. It can also be noted that there has been a long-standing debate in
tafsir literature over whether or not the hamdala formula is a declarative sentence
(al-jumla al-insha’iyya) or an informative sentence (al-jumla al-khabariyya). If it is
the former, then it is to be understood not as “Praise is for God, Lord of the
worlds,” but as “Praised be God, Lord of the Worlds.” Thus, understood as
a declarative sentence, the hamdala would correspond to God’s engendering
Command. Although Sadra is silent on this question, Ibn ‘Arabi’s position is
that the hamdala can only be an informative statement and not a declarative
one, although by insha’t he understands the notion of “declaration” and not
necessarily “command.” See Chodkiewicz, “Banner of Praise,” 45.

22. For the Muhammadan Reality as the First Intellect, see Rustom,
“Dawtd al-Qaysari: Notes on His Life, Influence and Reflections on the
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Muhammadan Reality,” JMIAS 38 (2005): 60-1. Chittick offers a key distinction
between the Muhammadan Spirit (rih Muhammadi) and the Muhammadan
Reality in Imaginal Worlds, chap. 2.

23. For Sadra’s citation of Baydawi's explanation of the meaning of
this term, see Appendix 2 s.v. “Man is a Macrocosm” (Tafsir, 1:79). See also
Ayoub, “The Prayer of Islam,” 642—4.

24. Cf. Zamakhshari, Kashshaf, 1:53—4, who limits his treatment of the
term “lam to several basic lexical considerations.

25. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:79.

26. An allusion to Q 41:53, “We will show them Our signs in the
horizons and within themselves until it is clear to them that He is the
Real.” For a discussion of the complementary relationship shared between
humans and the cosmos, see Chittick, Science of the Cosmos, Science of the Soul:
The Pertinence of Islamic Cosmology in the Modern World (Oxford: Oneworld,
2007). For how praise relates to God’s signs in the cosmos and the self, see
Mahmutéehaji¢, On Love, 101-6.

27. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:79. See also Jambet, Act of Being, 412-3, for a useful
discussion of the Perfect Man as the microcosm.

28. The text of the tradition (also found in Genesis 1:27) says that “God
created Adam in His image.” We have another version which says that “God
created Adam in the image of the All-Merciful [al-rahman].” Cf. Sadra, Asrar,
158-60; Tafstr, 1:163; 4:390-4.

29. Cf. Qunawi, [ jaz, 98, 106. Jambet, Act of Being, 492n43, notes that
Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1988), 210-8, discusses the relationship between the Kabbalah and the Torah,
which Jambet connects with the idea of the Perfect Man’s identity with
the Qur’an. For the relationship shared between the Sefiroth and the Ten
Commandments, see Leo Schaya, The Universal Meaning of the Kabbalah, trans.
Nancy Pearson (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1958), 21.

30. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:163—-4. Cf. Jambet, Act of Being, 413 and 492n43; Jambet,
Se rendre immortel (Saint-Clément-de-Riviere: Fata Morgana, 2002), 105.

31. Cf. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:164. For an inquiry into the significance of
realization or tahqig in Sadra, see Morris, “The Process of Realization
(tahqig): Mulla Sadra’s Conception of the Barzakh and the Emerging Science
of Spirituality,” in Islam-West Philosophical Dialogue, 10:93-102.

Chapter 5

1. As we will see in this chapter, Sadra has in mind a hierarchical
typology of the different knowers of the Qur’an. For an earlier example of
this type of approach, see Ghazali, Niche of Lights, 36-8. See also Landolt,
Recherches en spiritualité iranienne, 25-82. A more recent discussion can be
found in Whittingham, Ghazali and the Qur’an, 110ff.

2. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:30.

3. As we saw in Chapter 1, there is a clear correlation between being
and the Qur’an, a point which, although lurking in the background, is made
more explicit by Sadra later.
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4. Cf. ibid., 1:29.

5. Ibid., 1:28.

6. At ibid., 1:31-2, Sadra says that the one who wants to know the
Qur’an’s meanings has to go through some very rigorous training. He must
know all the tafsirs and, like Ghazali, be completely conversant with all the
different creeds and sects (he recounts here Ghazali’s autobiographical sketch
of his quest for truth in his famous al-Mungqidh min al-dalal —Sadra was fond of
this book, as is evidenced, for example, in Mafatih, 123-4). This is to be done
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seeker of knowledge a sense of deficiency and longing for the truth until God
opens up a way for him and he comes to know the secrets of the Qur’an.
Yet slightly earlier (Tufsir, 1:29), Sadra says that “the people of God” do not
need to bother with accumulating a great deal of knowledge of the exoteric
sciences. Judging by the amount of emphasis Sadra places on exoteric learning
in his other writings, it seems that the people of God must go through the
same process as those advised several pages later. If this is the case, then
after having “arrived,” they need not busy themselves excessively with formal
learning since they now partake in a different mode of knowing—what Sadra,
in keeping with many of his predecessors, calls “unveiling” (kashf).

7. The distinction appears to have first been made in an early Sufi
Qur’anic exegetical maxim, often attributed to Ja‘far al-Sadiq. See, inter alia,
Nwyia, Exégese coranique et langage mystique, 175; Sands, Siifi Commentaries,
35. The term €bara is not to be confused with a word we also encounter in
Sufi tafsir, namely i ‘tibar. This latter term has a positive connotation, and,
according to Gril (who renders it as “transposition symbolique” or “symbolic
transposition”), is equivalent to ishara, although i‘tibar is more explicit than
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book, the self, and the cosmos. See Gril, “L'interprétation par transposition
symbolique (i‘tibar) selon Ibn Barragan et Ibn ‘Arabi” in Symbolisme et
herméneutique dans la pensée de Ibn ‘Arabi, ed. Bakri Aladdin (Damascus:
Institut frangais du Proche-Orient, 2007), 147-61 (he makes the point on p.
147). Cf. Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 263-5.

8. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:28-9. Cf. ibid., 6:10; Hasan Sa‘idi, “Illumination,
Unveiling and Intuition in Mulla Sadra’s Qur’anic Commentary,” 10:532.

9. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:30. Cf. ibid., 1:36.

10. For an excellent exposition of this point, see Izutsu, Creation and the
Timeless Order of Things: Essays in Islamic Mystical Philosophy (Ashland: White
Cloud Press, 1994), 38-65.

11. See ‘Abd Alldh al-Harith b. Asad al-Mubhasibi, al-Ri‘aya li-hugiiq
Allah, ed. ‘Abd al-Qadir Ahmad ¢Ata’ (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha, 1971),
177-355.

12. Jalal al-Din Rami, Mathnawi-yi ma‘nawi, ed. and trans. R. A.
Nicholson as The Mathnaws of Jaldlu’ddin Riimi (London: Luzac, 1924-40), 1:710
(book 1, line 710):

Go, strive toward meaning, O form worshipper!
For meaning is the wing of form’s body.
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worship is idol worship [but-parast].” For the ontological dimension of this
form of idolatry, see the discussion in Shah-Kazemi, The Other in the Light
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Islamic Texts Society, 2006), 119ff.

14. See Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 162-5; Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge,
335—44; Corbin, Creative Imagination, 124, 195-200.

15. Ibn “Arabi, Fusiis, 121.

16. Cited in Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 150. See also the pertinent remarks
in Shah-Kazemi, Other in the Light of the One, 195-9.

17. For an excellent study of Shabistari’s life and thought, see Leonard
Lewisohn, Beyond Faith and Infidelity: The Sufi Poetry and Teachings of Mahmiid
Shabistari (Richmond: Curzon, 1995). See also Izutsu, Creation and the Timeless
Order of Things, 38-65; Lewisohn, “The Transcendent Unity of Polytheism and
Monotheism in the Sufism of Shabistari,” in The Heritage of Sufism, 2:379-406.
Some striking parallels between Ibn ‘Arabi’s position and a ninth/fifteenth
century Isma‘ili author are highlighted in Shafique Virani, The Ismailis in
the Middle Ages: A History of Survival, a Search for Salvation (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 148-54.

18. For the Oneness of Being in Sadra, see Asfir, 1:53, 433; 2:291, 300,
335, 339; 4:183; 6:18, 24, 335, 348; al-Shawahid al-rubfibiyya, ed. Jalal al-Din
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Muhammad Reza Juzi, “The Influence of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Doctrine of the Unity
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thorough index of books, names of figures and schools, technical terms, and
scriptural references in the Asfar can be found in Sayyid Muhsin Miri and
Muhammad Ja‘far ‘Ali (ed.), Fihrist-i mawdi T-yi Kitab al-Hikma al-muta ‘aliya
fi l-asfar al-arba‘a (Tehran: Intisharat-i Hikmat, 1995).

19. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:40, citing ibid., 4:49.

20. See Q 37:95, where Abraham says to his people, “Do you worship
what you carve [tanhitiina]?” According to Chittick (Imaginal Worlds, 185n7),
Ibn ‘Arabi clearly has this verse in mind when he says that “Every believer
has a Lord in his heart that he has brought into existence, so he believes
in Him. . . . They worship nothing but what they themselves have carved”
(cited in ibid., 151).

21. See Sadra, Tafsir, 1:41.

22. See ibid., 1:40, drawing on ibid., 4:50.

23. Ibid., 1:40-1, citing ibid., 4:50. Cf. ibid., 1:6, 30.

24. Tbid., 1:42, citing ibid., 4:50.

25. This is an allusion to Q 2:144.

26. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:30. Ibn ‘Arabi is more explicit on this point: “If God
were to take people to account for error, He would take every possessor of
a belief to account. Every believer has delimited his Lord with his reason
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and consideration and has thereby restricted Him. But nothing is worthy of
God except nondelimitation. . . . [SJo He delimits, but He does not become
delimited. Nevertheless, God pardons everyone” (cited in Chittick, Imaginal
Worlds, 153).

27. His position in this regard is similar to Ibn ‘Arabi. See Sadra, Tafstr,
1:151-5.

28. Ibid., 1:30. Cf. the inquiry into the role played by “love” in readers’
approaches to the Qur’an in Chittick, In Search of the Lost Heart: Explorations
in Islamic Thought, ed. Mohammed Rustom, Atif Khalil, and Kazuyo Murata
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2012), chap. 7.

29. An allusion to Q 3:39, which Sadra cites at Tafsir, 1:30.

30. Ibid.

31. Madhahib shattd li-l-muhibbin fi I-hawd | wa-1i madhhab fard a ‘ishu bihi
wahdi (ibid.). HamawT's text has madhahib shatta li-I-muhibbin fi I-hawa | wa-li
madhhab fihim agiilu bihi wahdi. For the reference to the couplet in the Mu jam
al-buldan, see Chapter 2n115.

32. In theoretical Sufism, mawtin and mazhar function as hendiadys.

33. Sadra, Tafsir 1:41-2.

34. That is, “idolatrie métaphysique.” For Corbin’s most extensive
treatment of this idea, see his Le paradoxe du monothéisme (Paris: L'Herne,
1981), 7-17. See also Corbin, En islam iranien, 1:289, where he uses this phrase
to render the Arabic term tashbih.

35. I take this phrase from a title of one of Sadrd’s treatises on the
spiritual life in which he criticizes false Sufis. See Sadra, Kasr asnam al-
jahiliyya, ed. Muhammad Taqi Danishpazha (Tehran: University of Tehran
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Idols of Ignorance: Admonition of the Soi-Disant Sufi, trans. Mahdi Dasht Bozorgi
and Fazel Asadi Amjad (London: ICAS Press, 2008).

36. For this phenomenon in Sufism, see Rustom, “Rumi’s Metaphysics
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Corbin, En islam iranien, 1:234.

37. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:153-4. This passage is a reworking of Ibn ‘Arabj,
Futiithat, 3:449 (Beirut) (translated in Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 28). Cf.
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Worlds, chap. 9; Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 356-81; Chittick, Self-Disclosure
of God, 86-7; Corbin, Creative Imagination, 184ff. For Sadra’s understanding of
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théologie musulmane,” SIs 11 (1959): 29-38. Cf. Josef Van Ess, “Das Begrenzte
Paradies,” in Mélanges d’islamologie: volume dédié i la mémoire de Arman Abel
par ses collegues, ses éleves et ses amis, ed. Pierre Salmon (Leiden: Brill, 1974),
108-27. See also the forthcoming study by Feras Hamza: To Hell and Back: The
Prophet’s Intercession and the Making of Temporary Hellfire in Sunni Orthodoxy
(Leiden: Brill).

2. But cf. the observation made in Jane Smith and Yvonne Haddad,
The Islamic Understanding of Death and Resurrection (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1981), 95. One of the most sophisticated attempts at providing
a rational defense of the eternal nature of punishment in Hell, despite the
time-bound and therefore supposedly finite consequences of human actions,
can be found in the writings of the Basran Mu ‘tazilites. See Sophia Vasalou,
Moral Agents and their Deserts: The Character of Mu ‘tazilite Ethics (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2008), chap. 5. For a standard presentation of the
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a period of five years. Judging from our knowledge of Sadrd’s whereabouts
in 1010/1601-2, we can safely estimate that the Kahak period was from
1013/1604 to 1018/1609. If this is the case, then we can assume that his
conversion took place before 1013/1604.

24. Sadra, al-Mabda’ wa-l-ma‘ad, ed. Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani (Tehran:
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29. He returns to this issue in his Tufsir Sirat al-bagara (Tafsir, 1:376-7).
See Chapter 7.

30. Ibid., 1:309.

31. Ibid., 4:305-6.

32. Ibid., 4:314-21. The following forms the basis for ibid., 1:348-9. See
Chapter 7.

33. Ibid., 4:314. See n52 for this tradition and one of its other versions.

34. Dawud b. Mahmud al-Qaysari, Matla  khusiis al-kalim fi ma ‘Gni Fustis
al-hikam (Sharh Fusiis al-hikam) (Qum: Instisharat Anwar al-Huda, 2002), 2:26,
cited by Sadra at Tafsir, 4:314-5. For Qaysari’s life and work, see Mehmet
Bayrakdar, La philosophie mystique chez Dawud de Kayseri (Ankara: Ministere
de la Culture, 1990).

35. Qaysari, Sharh, 2:26, cited by Sadra at Tafstr, 4:314.

36. Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusiis, 169-70, cited by Sadra at Tafsir, 3:314-5. For the
fire becoming cool for Abraham, see Q 21:69.

37. Sadra, Tufsir, 4:315. This is, in a sense, a soteriological version of the
well-known idiom, “one man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”

38. See Q 96:18.

39. Sadra, Tafstr, 4:315-6.

40. Ibid., 4:316.

41. Ibid., 4:316-7.

42. Qaysari, Sharh, 1:433-6, cited by Sadra at Tafsir, 4:418-21.

43. Qaysari, Sharh, 1:436, cited by Sadra at Tafsir, 4:321.

44. Sadra, Asfar, 9:346-62, which is also abridged in Shawahid, 313-9.
For an English translation of this section of the Asfir, see Spiritual Psychology:
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The Fourth Intellectual Journey in Transcendent Philosophy: Volumes VIII & IX of
the Asfar, trans. Latimah Peerwani (London: ICAS Press, 2008), 666-80. If we
were to assume that the book’s structure reflects the order of its chronological
composition, then this would place Sadra’s treatment of this problem closer
toward 1037/1628, roughly two decades after he dealt with the issue in his
Mabda’.

45. Sadra, Asfar, 9:346-7.

46. The Aristotelian notion that love moves all things in the cosmos is
in a sense commensurate with Sadrd’s understanding of substantial motion,
since motion can be defined as the inclining (mayl) of one thing toward
another. Since the Sadrian doctrine of substantial motion posits that all things
in existence are in an upward flow of motion back to their Source and thereby
increasing in intensity, their very inclination to and arrival at their Source
necessitates that they increase in love at every stage of their upward ascent,
and, at the time of their arrival, become reabsorbed into their Source of love
once again.

47. Ibid., 9:347. Cf. Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 235-6.

48. “Whoever loves to encounter [ligi’] God, God loves to encounter
him; and whoever detests to encounter God, God detests to encounter him.”
See Bukhari, Riqaq 41.

49. Sadra, Asfar, 9:347. Nevertheless, there are people who do not like
to meet God. Concerning them, Sadra states the position that after some time
in which the sicknesses in their souls are cleansed through chastisement, they
will either return to their original disposition or, after their chastisement, will
return to their sickness but with the difference that the chastisement and
pain will be removed in place of a second disposition which will be a form
of despair (quniif) over God’s mercy, although God’s general mercy will be
available to all. Sadra does not develop this position here, and it remains
somewhat unclear until he discusses the notion of disparity in Hell in his
Tafstr Surat al-fatiha, for which, see Chapter 7.

50. Sadra, Asfir, 9:348. Cf. Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 236-8.

51. Sadra, Asfar, 9:348-9.

52. Inna rahmati taghlibu ghadabi. See Bukhari, Tawhid 15. The present
study’s title is derived from this tradition. The other version, already alluded
to in this chapter, has God say, “My mercy outstrips My wrath [inna rahmati
sabagat ghadabi].” For variations on these traditions, see Graham, Divine Word
and Prophetic Word, 184-5.

53. Sadra, Asfar, 9:349, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futiihat, 3:648 (Beirut). Cf.
Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 239. Below, we will return to Ibn ‘Arabi’s
argument—reproduced by Sadra in the Asfir as well as the Tafsir Sirat al-
fatiha (but with one very important difference)—concerning the manner in
which chastisement in Hell becomes a form of pleasure for its inhabitants.

54. Ibn ‘Arabi, Futithat, 2:207 (Beirut), 14:214 (Cairo) (cited in Chittick,
“Tbn al-‘Arabl’s Hermeneutics of Mercy,” 165). Cf. Ibn ‘Arabi, De la mort
a la resurrection: chapitres 61 a 65 des Ouvertures Spirituelles Mekkoises, trans.
Maurice Gloton (Beirut: Albouraq, 2009), 217-8. Roberto Tottoli offers an
inquiry into the reception of zamharir in medieval Islamic literature in his
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article, “The Qur’an, Qur’anic Exegesis and Muslim Traditions: The Case of
zamhartr (Q. 76:13) Among Hell’s Punishments,” JQS 10, no. 1 (2008): 142-52.

55. Sadra, Asfar, 9:349-50. The idea that punishment is a form of
cleansing is not unique to Qaysari. For similar points made by other Muslim
thinkers, see Hoover, “Islamic Universalism” (Ibn Qayyim); Khalil, Islam and
the Fate of Others, chaps. 1 (Ghazili) and 3 (Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim).

56. Sadra, Asfar, 9:350 (cf. Spiritual Psychology, 669). Cf. Wisdom of the
Throne, 237n238; Nast, Islamic Intellectual Tradition in Persia, 292, 301n71.

57. See Gershom Scholem, “Gilgul,” in EJ*

58. Sadra, Asfar, 9:353 (cf. Spiritual Psychology, 672), citing Qaysar],
Sharh, 1:436.

59. Sadra, Asfar, 9:350-51, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futuhat, 3:24 (Beirut)
(translated in Chittick, “Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Hermeneutics of Mercy,” 162). Cf. Ibn
‘Arabi, Futithat, 3:465 (Beirut) (translated in Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge,
338). For the concept of fitra in Islam, see Genevieve Gobillot, La conception
originelle: ses interprétations et fonctions chez les penseurs musulmans: la fitra
(Cairo: Institut frangais d’archéologie orientale, 2000).

60. For Ibn ‘Arabl’s argument as laid out in the Futahat, see Chittick,
Sufi Path of Knowledge, 342-3, 381.

61. Cf. Sadra, Asfar, 9:353, where he cites Ibn ‘Arabi, Futithat, 2:225
(Beirut), 14:361 (Cairo). See also Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 86-7.

62. Sadra, Asfar, 9:351.

63. Ibid. (cf. Spiritual Psychology, 671). This, Sadra explains, is the sense
in which they will have “eternal” punishment, since they will suffer from “the
punishment of compound ignorance [ ‘adhab al-jahl al-murakkab].” Cf. Chittick,
Imaginal Worlds, 101-2.

64. Sadra, Asfar, 9:352, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futiihat, 3:24 (Beirut) (translated
in Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 188).

65. Sadra, Asfar, 9:352.

66. Ibid.

67. Ibid. (cf. Spiritual Psychology, 671). Cf. Hatem, “Pure Love in Mulla
Sadra,” 298.

68. Sadra, Asfar, 9:352 (cf. Spiritual Psychology, 671-2).

69. Sadra, Asfar, 9:355-6.

70. See also ibid., 9:357.

71. Tt is unlikely that the manuscript of the Futahat in Sadra’s possession
offered this alternate reading. For one thing, of all of Ibn ‘Arabi’s books, the
Futahat has historically been the best-preserved and the one most faithfully
transmitted throughout the generations. See Chodkiewicz, “Towards Reading
the Futahat Makkiyya,” in Ibn ‘Arabi, Meccan Revelations, 1:5-7; Osman Yahia,
Histoire et classification de I'oeuvre d'Ibn ‘Arabi (Damascus: Institut Frangais de
Damas, 1964), 1:201-35, for the text's mss. and their accompanying sama*
certificates. Secondly, other parts of the Futiihat are cited by Sadra elsewhere
in the same discussion in the Asfir, and in all cases his citations are almost
identical to the text of the Futahat that has come down to us. See Asfir 9:349
-> Futuhat, 3:648 (Beirut); Asfar, 9:350 > Futiihat, 3:24 (Beirut); Asfar, 9:353-5 >
Futithat, 2:225 (Beirut), 14:361 (Cairo); Asfar, 3:357-9 > Futithat, 3:462-3 (Beirut).
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72. Except in cases where Sadra’s reading differs from Ibn ‘Arabl’s, I
have reproduced (with slight modifications) the passages in both cases from
Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 188-9.

73. For a different translation of this passage, see Sadra, Spiritual
Psychology, 672.

74. Another possible reading of the passage could be, “For if God has
decreed it in His creation, then He will remove the attribute of chastisement
in the cosmos.” In both cases, the Arabic particle law, which indicates an
impossible or unlikely hypothetical clause, is to be read in conjunction with
bi-hayth, thus losing its sense of impossibility /improbability. The construction
hatta law in the Futithat to be found in place of Sadra’s bi-hayth law also carries
the effect of the law losing its sense of impossibility /improbability, and is thus
translated by Chittick as “even if . . . .”

75. That Sadra in the Asfir conscientiously reworded the soteriological
passage in question from Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futihat in order to drive home a
particular point should not come as a surprise. This is a feature we find
in his other writings as well, and not in matters of soteriology only. See,
in particular, Kamada, “Mulla Sadra’s imama/walaya: An Aspect of His
Indebtedness to Ibn ‘Arabi,” JIP 6 (2010): 67-78.

Chapter 7

1. For references to the essential nature of mercy and the accidental
nature of wrath which are particularly germane to the present chapter, see
Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 113; Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusis, 177-80; lzutsu, Sufism and
Taoism, 991f; Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 217.

2. Along with Q 7:156, another important verse which Sadra does not
draw upon in the Tufsir Siarat al-fatiha is Q 6:12 (cf. v. 54), part of which says,
“He has written mercy upon Himself” (kataba ‘ald nafsihi al-rahma). A variety
of medieval and modern Muslim interpretations of this verse can be found in
Feras Hamza, Sajjad Rizvi with Farhana Mayer (eds.), An Anthology of Qur anic
Commentaries (Volume 1: On the Nature of the Divine) (Oxford: Oxford University
Press in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2008), chap. 3.

3. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:70-1. Cf. Tafsir, 1:151-2. This passage might be
inspired by, if not directly based on, Ibn ‘Arabi, Fusis, 177. It also seems to
have been reworked into Sadra’s Sharh usiil al-kifi (see Jambet, Act of Being,
411). Cf. Rizvi, “The Existential Breath of al-rahman and the Munificent Grace
of al-rahim: The Tafsir siirat al-fatiha of Jami and the School of Ibn ‘Arabi,”
JQS 8, no. 1 (2006): 70.

4. See Appendix 2 s.v. “Man is a Macrocosm” (Tafsir, 1:79). Cf. the
passage from the Asfir translated in Chittick, “Translator’s Introduction,” xxiv.

5. For a discussion of the philosophical and mythic underpinnings of
the doctrine of the Breath of the All-Merciful, both in terms of how it relates
to the unfolding of God’s Self-knowledge and the existentiation from, and
return of all things to mercy, see Rustom, “Philosophical Sufism.” For the
Breath to the All-Merciful in Sadra’s Qur’anic hermeneutics, see Chapter 1.
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6. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:151-2. On p. 152, Sadra cites a telling saying from
Ali: “Glory to the one whose mercy embraces His friends in the intensity of
His vengeance, and whose vengeance is intensified towards His enemies in
the embrace of His mercy” (for the statement in context, see Appendix 2 s.v.
“The Preponderance of Mercy” [Tafsir, 1:151-2]). Sadra also cites it at Tafsir,
7:179-80. The saying comes from ‘Ali’'s famous Nahj al-balagha (“The Path of
Eloquence”). See Maytham b. ‘Ali al-Bahrani, Sharh Nahj al-balagha (Tehran:
Manshiairat-i Mu’assasat-i Nasr, 1959), sermon # 88.

7. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:71. For the statement in Ibn ‘Arabi, see Chittick, Sufi
Path of Knowledge, 120, 130, 226, 338.

8. The relevant section in the Tafsir Sirat al-fatiha is 1:111-23, which
is based on Asfar, 9:284-90. The latter itself serves as the basis for a similar
discussion in Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 191-7.

9. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:111, based on Asfar, 9:284; Mafatih, 732—4. Tasi, Aghiz,
7, may be an indirect source.

10. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:122, based on Asfar, 9:289. See also Sadra, Wisdom
of the Throne, 196. See also Dakake, “The Soul as Barzakh: Substantial Motion
and Mulla Sadrd’s Theory of Human Becoming,” MW 94 (2004): 107-30.
Sadra may derive his teaching on Hell’s correspondence with the earth from
Neoplatonic sources. Cf. Sadra, Risalat al-hashr, ed. and trans. Muhammad
Khwajawi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Mawla, 1983), 110-1 (Arabic text). As Rizvi
notes (Mulla Sadra Shirazi, 100), this treatise was completed in 1032/1623.

11. See Tasi, Aghaz, 129 (section containing Amult’s Ta ligat). Cf. Nasir-i
Khusraw, Knowledge and Liberation, 104-6.

12. See Corbin, En islam iranien, 1:302.

13. For substantial motion in Sadra, see Mahdi Dehbashi, Transubstantial
Motion and the Natural World: With a Translation of Volume III, Stage 7, Chapters
18-32 of the Asfar of Mulla Sadra (London: ICAS Press, 2011); Kalin, “Between
Physics and Metaphysics: Mulla Sadra on Nature and Motion,” IS 1, no. 1
(2003): 59-90. See also Corbin’s comments in En islam iranien, 4:84-95, and
Sadra, Le livre des pénétrations métaphysiques, 227-8n117.

14. See Sadra, Asfar, 8:333—4, 350.

15. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:112.

16. Ibid. Cf. Wisdom of the Throne, 193.

17. Cf. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:80, 113. See also Jambet, Act of Being, 414.

18. See Sadra, Asfar, 9:356.

19. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:175. Since the Perfect Man is the original end purpose
of creation, Sadra says that he is guided, blessed, and under God'’s solicitude
from his beginning to his end. He also makes it clear that those who do not
receive this solicitude are afflicted (ibid., 1:102-3). See also Appendix 2 s.v.
“The Path of the Perfect Man” (Tafsir, 1:108).

20. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:113. He goes on to cite Ibn “Arabi to prove substantial
motion. See Tufsir, 1:114. See also Jambet, Act of Being, 185, where the author
suggests that Sadra’s doctrine of substantial motion was intuited on the basis
of Ibn ‘Arabi’s “theosophy.”

21. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:116. Cf. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 113-9.

22. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:117.
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23. Ibid., 1:111.

24. Ibid., 1:118. Sadra also anticipates another objection: why is there
preference/ priority in rank and difference in the fitra itself, and does that not
compromise God'’s justice? He begins by answering that, firstly, this question
has given many thinkers a particularly hard time. The differences exist as a
result of the very structure and order of being. If there were no gradation,
there would not be a multiplicity of things. So it is because of God’s justice
and equanimity that grades exist. See ibid., 1:118-22, and Appendix 2 s.v.
“Why People’s Natures Differ” (Tafsir, 1:118-21). For the logic underlying this
position, see Kalin, “Mulla Sadra on Theodicy and the Best of All Possible
Worlds,” JIS 18, no. 2 (2007): 183-207.

25. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:108.

26. Recall the famous Sufi dictum which tells us that there are as many
paths to God as there are children of Adam.

27. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:42.

28. Cf. ibid., 1:166.

29. Ibid., 1:42, citing ibid., 4:51-2.

30. Cf. ibid., 1:47-8.

31. See Sadrd’s use of this tradition at ibid., 1:72, 157-8; 3:338. Cf.
Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 396n24. For the text of the hadith, see Graham,
Divine Word and Prophetic Word, 190.

32. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:42. As noted in Chapter 2, Sadra says that God’s
name al-rahman takes precedence over al-rahim, which reflects a common
understanding of these two terms. One of the most interesting interpretations
for why this is the case is to be found in Shahrastani’s commentary upon the
Fatiha. In the introduction to his translation of this text (Keys to the Arcana,
12), Toby Mayer explains it in this way: “Rahmiain is exclusive in predicability
(used only of God) but inclusive in operation (extending to all existents) while
Rahim is inclusive in predicability (used of God and creature) but exclusive
in operation (extending only to believers). Or as he [i.e., Shahrastani] himself
puts this: ‘Rahman is specific as a name (khdss al-ism) but general in meaning
(‘amm al-ma ‘nd) and Rahim is general as a name (‘@mm al-ism) but specific in
meaning (khdss al-ma ‘na).””

33. In yet another passage toward the end of the Tufsir Sirat al-fatiha,
Sadra elucidates the point he made earlier. Meditating on Q 1:7, which speaks
of those with whom God is angry (al-maghdib ‘alayhim), Sadra, most likely
under the influence of Ibn ‘Arabi (although I have been unable to locate the
passage in Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings), states that there will come a point when
even those with whom God is angry will eventually be pardoned because
God will transmute (tahawwala) Himself in the form of bliss. Since the return
for all is back to God, the God with whom they will abide eternally will be
one who is pleased with them by virtue of the preponderance of the ruling
property of His contentment (ridi’). See Appendix 2 s.v. “The Transmutations
of God” (Tafstr, 1:154).

34. Sadra refers to this famous tradition at Tafsir, 1:149.

35. Ibid.
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36. Ibid. The last part of the closing sentence literally reads, “is in
opposition to the other from the standpoint of their owners.” Cf. this passage
with Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 156-61.

37. See Chapter 6 for Sadra’s use of this image.

38. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:151.

39. Cf.ibid., 1:157. Cf. also ibid., 1:159-61, where Sadra follows Qtinawi,
Iaz, 475-8, in his discussion of how chastisement exists either to protect or
purify the servant.

40. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:151.

41. Cf. ibid.

42. According to Qaysari, the Throne is the seat upon which the
Muhammadan Reality is established, and from which mercy is distributed
throughout the cosmos. This reading is in keeping with the Qur’anic idea of
the All-Merciful being seated upon the Throne, for the Muhammadan Reality
is the locus of manifestation for the name al-rahman. See Rustom, “Dawiad
al-Qaysari,” 57ff. See also Jambet, Act of Being, 414.

43. Cf. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 111-2; Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge,
359-61.

44. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:154-5.

45. Cf. ibid., 1:149, where he takes his lead from Ibn ‘Arabi and his
followers when discussing God’s feet. See Appendix 2 s.v. “God’s Hands and
Feet” (Tnfsir, 1:149-50). Cf. Murata, The Tao of Islam: A Sourcebook on Gender
Relationships in Islamic Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1992), 85-8.

46. Ibn ‘Arabi, Futiihat, 3:462 (Beirut).

47. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:155, paraphrasing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futihat, 3:462 (Beirut)
(for a partial translation of the original, see Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge,
360-1), also cited in slightly altered fashion in Sadra, Asfar, 9:357.

48. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:155, paraphrasing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futihat, 3:462 (Beirut),
also cited in Sadra, Asfar, 9:357-8.

49. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:155. At Futiihat, 3:462 (Beirut), Ibn ‘Arabi simply has
“reflection” (nazar). For the two texts in translation and in juxtaposition with
one another, see Appendix 3, text IIL

50. Sadra, Tafsir, 1:155.

51. See ibid.

52. See also the summary of positions in al-Manna‘i, ““Aqidat fana’
al-nar,” 96-121.

53. With this question in mind, Martin Lings remarks, “God knows that
the worst sinners in Hell are totally innocent of one thing, namely their own
existence, for which He alone is responsible” (A Return to the Spirit: Questions
and Answers [Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2005], 77).

54. Ibn ‘Arabi says that in the expression khalidina fiha, the feminine
pronoun hi’ always goes back to the word Fire (nar) and not to chastisement
(‘adhab), which is masculine at any rate. In other words, Ibn ‘Arabi argues,
there will indeed be people who abide in Hell forever, but they will not
abide in their state of punishment forever. See Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 113;
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Ibn ¢Arabi, Futithat, 3:77 (Beirut). Cf. Abrahamov, “Creation and Duration,”
94, as well as the discussion on khalidina fiha abadan in James Robson, “Is the
Moslem Hell Eternal?,” MW 28 (1938): 386-93 (pp. 386-8 in particular). For
an unnuanced approach to the question, see Rosalind Gwynne, “Hell and
Hellfire,” in EQ.

55. See Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Shifa’ al-‘alil fi I-masa’il al-qada’ wa-
l-qadar wa-l-hikma wa-l-talil, ed. Mustafa al-Shalabi (Jeddah: Maktabat al-
Sawadi li-I-Tawzi¢, 1991), 2:228, 39, cited in Khalil, Islam and the Fate of Others,
chap. 3. It can further be noted that the two verses in question (Q 10:15 and
32:14) explicitly speak of “tasting” eternal punishment. Thus, the argument
can be put forward that these verses favor the reading that punishment in
Hell cannot be eternal: Hell is so intense and painful that even just a “taste”
of eternal punishment in it would suffice as requital.

56. Another argument that Ibn ‘Arabi gives, and which Sadra does not
draw upon in his writings when discussing soteriology, is that the belief in
God’s universal mercy in the afterlife is in keeping with a hadith qudst which
states that God’s servant should have a good opinion of Him. See Ibn ‘Arabi,
Futahat, 2:206 (Beirut). See also al-Manna‘i, “‘Aqidat fana’ al-nar,” 125. The
hadith qudst which Ibn ‘Arabi has in mind (and which he cites a number of
times—i.e., Futithat, 1:473, 2:185, 3:377, 4:446 [Beirut], etc.) reads, “I am with
My servant according to his opinion of Me. So let him think well of Me.”
For variations of this hadith qudsi, see Graham, Divine Word and Prophetic
Word, 130.

57. See Chapter 6 and the earlier parts of the present chapter for the
logic underlying this perspective.

58. See Sadra, Tafstr, 1:345-6, 347-8. For the Tafsir Siirat al-bagara’s dates,
see Rustom, “Nature and Significance,” 129-30.

59. Sadra, Tafstr, 1:346-9, following ibid., 4:314-21.

60. Ibid., 2:188-9.

61. Ibid., 3:328ff.

62. Ibid., 3:336.

63. Ibid., 3:338.

64. Ibid., 1:363-5.

65. Ibid., 1:375-6.

66. Ibid., 1:365-72.

67. See ibid., 1:365-75.

68. See ibid., 1:372-4. See also ibid. 1:348-9, which closely follows
Qaysari. For Sadra’s use of Qaysarl’s soteriology in the Tafsir Ayat al-kursi,
see Chapter 6.

69. See Qunawi, Iaz, 317. At ibid., 469, Qunawi alludes to the fact
that God’s wrath must come to an end. Cf. Jami, Nagd, 189-90. It is also
interesting to note that in his Sufi Qur’an commentary, the famous member
of the school of Ibn ‘Arabi, ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani (d. 736/1335), upholds a
belief in the non-eternality of Hell, although he is not as explicit as Ibn ‘Arabi
in this regard. See Lory, Les commentaires ésotériques, 129-32. But, as expected,
in his commentary upon the seventh chapter of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Fusiis, he makes
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his stance clear. See Kashani, Sharh Fusiis al-hikam (Cairo: Al-Maktaba al-
Azhariyya li-I-Turath, 2003), 144-158.

70. Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 240.

71. Ibid., 135.

72. This point was communicated to me by the late Hossein Ziai in
an email correspondence dated February 11th, 2008. The specific reference
would be in the second volume of Sadra’s Addenda, which is yet to be
published.

73. See Khwajawi’s note at Sadra, Tafsir, 4:321nl. Cf. Ashtiyant's gloss
at Shawahid, 778-9.

74. For a discussion of his treatment of this issue, see Chapter 6.

75. See Nasiri, Maktab-i tafsiri, 308, which approvingly cites Khwajawi's
note at Sadra, Tafsir, 4:321nl.

76. See Nasiri, Maktab-i tafsir1, 308.

77. Which is what Nasiri does. See Chapter 6.

78. See Chodkiewicz, “The Futihat Makkiyya and its Commentators:
Some Unresolved Enigmas,” trans. Peter Kingsley in The Heritage of Sufism,
2:221.

79. See John Cooper, “Some Observations on the Religious Intellectual
Milieu of Safawid Persia,” in Intellectual Traditions in Islam, ed. Farhad Daftary
(London: I. B. Tauris in association with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2000),
146-59; Nasrollah Pourjavady, “Opposition to Sufism in Twelver Shiism,” in
Islamic Mysticism Contested: Thirteen Centuries of Controversies and Polemics, ed.
Frederick De Jong and Bernd Radtke (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 614-24. An overview
of the interaction between different intellectual and spiritual currents in the
Safavid period can be found in Nasr, “Spiritual Movements, Philosophy and
Theology in the Safavid Period,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, ed. Peter
Jackson and Laurence Lockhart (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986), 6:656-97.

80. Perhaps the earliest source which mentions the opposition of
Sadra’s son to his father can be found in the Lu’lu’at al-Bahrayn (“The
Pearl of Bahrain”) by the Akhbari scholar Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Bahrani (d.
1186/1772). Although I did not have access to this text, the relevant section
is reproduced in Ma‘sam ‘Ali Shah, Tara’iq al-haga’ig, ed. Muhammad Ja ‘far
Mahjub (Tehran: Kitdbkhana-yi Sana’i, 1960), 1:181-2. For the opposition of
Sadra’s son to his father’s mystical and philosophical teachings, see also
Sayyid Muhsin al-Amin, A ‘yan al-shi‘a (Beirut: Dar al-Ta‘aruf li-l-Matbt ‘at,
1983), 2:202. Given the A‘yan’s general attitude toward Sadra (see A ‘yan,
9:321-30), the point about Sadra’s son may have a polemical function here.

81. Sadra, Wisdom of the Throne, 237n283.

82. See Morris, “Introduction,” 43. As noted by Rizvi, Mulla Sadra
Shirazi, 33, one of Sadra’s positions which was later condemned by the famous
author of the Bihar al-anwar Muhammad Baqir Majlisi (d. 1111/1699) was his
belief in the non-eternality of Hell. At the same time, as Corbin points out,
MajlisT’s attitude toward Mulla Sadra remains ambiguous. See Corbin, En
islam iranien, 4:20-1, as well as Newman, Safavid Iran, 96-100. We are also told
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that some scholars had accused Sadra of infidelity (kufr), presumably after his
death, because of statements he made in his commentary upon al-Kulayni's
Kafi. See Ma‘sum “Ali Shah, Tara’ig, 1:182. As for Sadra’s own attitude toward
the exoteric ‘ulama’ of his day, it would be an understatement to say that
he did not view them too favorably. See, for example, the introduction to
his Sih asl. Al-Amin takes particular issue with Sadra’s condemnation of the
‘ulama’ at A ‘yan, 9:329-30.

83. Cf. Chittick, “Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Hermeneutics of Mercy,” 166. After
this point, Sadra makes it clear that he is reporting a text from Ibn ‘Arabi,
but does not note that what had preceded this and what is to follow is also
from the latter’s pen.

84. For this hadith, which speaks of God (as al-jabbar) extinguishing the
flames of Hell by placing His foot in Hell, see Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge,
361; Murata, Tao of Islam, 86. Cf. the perplexing remark in Nasirl, Maktab-i
tafsri, 183, which occurs in the context of his discussion of Sadrd’s use of
this hadith qudst in the Tafstr Starat al-fatiha.

85. Ibn ‘Arabi has tanazzul al-ilahi al-latif. See Chittick, Sufi Path of
Knowledge, 361; Murata, Tao of Islam, 86.

86. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:156, reworked from Ibn ‘Arabi, Futithat, 3:463 (Beirut),
also cited in Sadra, Asfar, 9:358-9 (cf. Spiritual Psychology, 677). Cf. Chittick,
“Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Hermeneutics of Mercy,” 166; Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God,
174; Murata, Tao of Islam, 86. For a lengthy passage from Qaysarl’s commentary
upon the Fusiis in which he explains how punishment is sweetness, see Ibn
‘Arabi, Ringstones of Wisdom, 85-6n29. See also the nuanced explanation of
this position in Jili, al-Insan al-kamil (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Tarikh al-Arabi,
2000), 179-90. This section of the work (i.e., chapter 58) deserves closer study.

87. Cf. Sadra, Tufsir, 1:71-2, citing Ibn ‘Arabi, Futithat, 2:86-7 (Beirut),
12:395-6 (Cairo). For the text, see Appendix 2 s.v. “The End for All is Mercy”
(Tufsir, 1:71-2). For this passage in ‘Iraqi, see Divine Flashes, 95. For Ibn ‘Arabl’s
reply, see Chittick, Sufi Path of Knowledge, 37; Chittick, Self-Disclosure of God, 23.

88. See, for example, Jambet, Act of Being, 211, 386-98, 470n44; Sadra,
Asfar, 8:135-6, translated in Chittick, “Translator’s Introduction,” xxvi.

89. Rizvi, Mulla Sadra Shirazi, 11-3, makes it clear that Mir Damad and
Sadra had great affection for one another. At the same time, Mir Damad’s
position concerning the existence/essence debate was that essence was real
and principial and existence unreal and accidental. There is no doubt therefore
that Sadra’s conversion to the position of the fundamentality of being was
a direct consequence of his reaction to his teacher’s ideas. In the case of
Ibn ‘Arabi, Sadra seems to side with him almost unequivocally on every
issue. But see Chapter 6 for Sadra’s slight disagreement with Ibn ‘Arabi, as
well as Sadra’s Risalat al-hashr, 112—4 (Arabic text). One can aver that Sadra
almost always sees eye-to-eye with Ibn ‘Arabi for the simple reason that his
position concerning the fundamentality of being, although worked out by him
in its philosophical form against the backdrop of his highly original dynamic
metaphysics, is nothing other than wahdat al-wujiid or the Oneness of Being.
For Sadra, the notion of wujiid’s dynamism and hence its “act” is a natural
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corollary to his doctrine of wujiid’s gradational nature. Cf. Rizvi, Mulla Sadra
and Metaphysics, 45-6.

90. It can be noted here that few if any readers familiar with Ibn
‘Arabl’s writings would not notice Sadra’s borrowings from the former. See
Chodkiewicz, “Futithat Makkiyya and its Commentators,” 221, where he notes
that even when Sadra had to conceal his borrowings from Ibn ‘Arabi for
reasons of prudence, they “are easily identifiable nonetheless.”

91. Cf. Morris, “Introduction,” 35-6.
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