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Communication and Spiritual Pedagogy: Exploring the M ethods of I nvestigation (tahqiq)
in Classical Idamic Thought

One of the greastest frudrations one congantly encounters as a teacher of virtudly any
aea of Idamic thought (philosophy, science, theology, metaphysca Sufi writings, €fc.) is the
goparent assumption, in O many popular — and unfortunately, sometimes in supposedly
scholaly — presentations and summaries, that the different representatives of the traditions in
quedion, dthough living in very diffeeet times and culturd and intdlectud contexts, were
actudly deding with identicadl problems usng identicd methods of invedtigation and research.
Thus one ever more frequently comes across books claming to introduce an ogtensibly unitary
“Idamic’ philosophy and theology, or “Shiite’ thought, and so on, in a way drangey
reminiscent of the cdasscd hagiographies and biographica dictionaries (tabagéat). (One finds
such popular presentations, of course, with regard to Western traditions of thought as well; but in
that case no educated person is likely to take serioudy such one-dimensond versions of Plao's
and Arigtotles “beiefs” as though al philosophers were somehow embarked on a sngle
common enterprise)  Such writings are dl the more mideading and dangerous in that they only
renforce a wide range of misguided pressures on today’s educationa inditutions to smplify,
“goeed up” and otherwise popularize established methods of teaching — through such supposed
revolutions as “digance learning” (a radicad oxymoron, from the traditional Idamic perspectivel)
and hundred-page “manuas’ of lifdong fidds of sudy — in ways that are unlikdly to ad any
genuine learning and understanding of the subjects in question.

THE PRESUPPOSI TIONS OF TAHQIQ AND THE PROBLEM OF QI YAMA:

Nowhere are such current assumptions more radicaly out of place than in popular
presentations of the classcd fidds of Idamic thought (and many of the other Idamic humanities
a wdl) — dl of which traditiondly presupposed a longstanding master-disciple relationship,



involving essentid prerequisites (on the part of the would-be student) of needs, motivations®,
gpecid qudlities of intention and drive, capacity, native ability and character — and findly, of
inexplicable grace or blessings, baraka — that are in fact just as essentid to genuine education in
our own day as they were in past centuries. This is especidly evident in the untrandatable
Arabic expressons, which were normdly used in Idamic traditions of thought for the processes
of invedigation and research didinguishing eech fidd: words like maslak and tahgiq. Madak,
for example, refers to the digtinctive “path” to be traveled in the process of coming to understand
the subject in quegtion, a “path” which implies a long process of inner transformation within the
“travder” (the sdlik), as wdl as the effort of intdlectud comprehenson, which normaly comes
to mind when we think of “education” today. Tahdgiq is even more complex: its Arabic root, al-
Haqqg, “the Red,” is & once the ultimate Redity, Truth, Right, and the vast complex of human
rights and responsbilities which are inssparable from our dways partia recognition of the Redl.
Thus Tahqgig means the insgparably mord, spiritua and intelectud tasks of both discovering and
invesigating — and actudly redizing or “making red” — everything that is demanded of us by
the Haqq which we are gtriving to know.

The very different methods of tahgiq exemplified by the three Idamic thinkers briefly
examined below can perhaps be agppreciated most clearly againgt the background of the highly
ggnificant language used by the Quran to describe the same processes. In highly over-
amplified terms, one could describe the exigentid “equetion” in question as ayat +
nazar/tawajjuh + tafakkur + sabr = ‘ilm.  Or in dightly expanded form, God's infinite “Signs’
@dl that we witness and experience “on the horizons and in our souls’)?, plus our moments of
“seaing” or “scrutinizing” and “paying atention” to them precisdy as Signs, combined with our
deepest efforts of reflection and penetration — carried out with dedication over the requisite
periods of time and testing sgnified by sabr — may, with the indigpensable dement of grace,
lead to true spiritud undersanding (‘ilm).  Once we move on to later traditions of Idamic

! Arabic dlows us to distinguish, in a way we can't easly do in English, between (often
unconscious) “pushing” drives and motivations and the “pull” of desres for things we would
more conscioudy like to atain or accomplish; students often have one of those sets of motives
without having the other.

2 See the famous verse (41:53): “We shall show them Our Signs upon the horizons and in
their souls, until it becomes clear to themthat He is the Truth/the Real (al-Haqq)....”



leaning (or the disciplines of the Idamic humanities), of course, this equation is further
deepened by the addition in most cases of higtoricaly developed socid indtitutions and forms of
learning specific to the evolution of the discipline in question.

The example | would like to use to illugtrate this wider point is the treatment of the times
of the “greater” (universal) and “lesser” (individud) “RisSng” (or Resurrection: al-giyama) in
three centrd Mudim thinkers, ad-Ghazali (d. 505/1011), Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240), and Mulla
Sadra (Sadr a-Din Shirézi, d. 1050/1641). The overdl theme of giyama is paticularly reevant
to any discusson of concepts of “time’ in Idam because of its centrdity in the Quran: the
multitude of verses reding to that subject in the Quran are inextricably connected with any
Mudim thinker's conception of the ultimate purpose or findity of human exisence and action,
as wdl as ther notions of the proper paths and means to reach and fulfill that purpose. In fact, |
began preparing this paper intending to compare the notions of the “times’ and time-frames for
Resurrection/giyama in Mulla Sadra and in lbn ‘Arabi, who is often trested as the higtorica
“source” for Mulla Sadra's extensive philosophic discussons of this subject, snce Sadra often
quotes the later philosophic interpreters of 1bn ‘Arabi (QUnawi, Késhani, etc.) in the course of his
own discussons. What | found, however, was that Ibn ‘Arabi’s discussons were so subtle,
complex, and intimately tied to specific Quranic verses or wider cosmological perspectives
unique to his own thought, that any attempt to compare “notions of time’ in the two thinkers
would have amounted to comparing (or confounding?) apples and oranges. What was of far
more interest in this case (a least for dl but the most specidized students of ether thinker) was
the dramatic contrast between their respective methods of invedtigation, including their
underlying assumptions and patterns of thinking. While that contrast between Sadra and Ibn
‘Arabi is in fact our man subject here, it may be hdpful to dart with a third greet figure, a-
Ghazdli, whose reevant works and approaches in this area are both better known and aready
avalable in reiable English trandatiions. As is often the case, the contrast between the
gpproaches of these three thinkers on this limited issue highlights the broader, more fundamenta
differences between the methods of tahqgiq that each one exemplifies.



AL-GHAZALTAND THE LIMITSOF THE IHYA’:

Al-Ghazali composed at least two separate works entirdy devoted to eschatologica
questions, his short tregtise al-Durrat al-Fakhira® and the find, fortieth chapter of his immense
magnum opus, the Ihyd ‘Uldm al-Din, now available in a superbly annotated English versiorf'.
The fird of these is written in the dyle of a popular prescher, with Ghazdi's familiarly
convincing rhetoric and unmigtakable ethica intentions of awakening the desire for paradise and
the fear of hdlfire in his reeders. What he offers there is a very condgtent “dramaturgy” of dl
the “events’ and locdes of the Qiyama and the “Last Day,” with the complex symbols of the
Quran (and some hadith) entirdy abdtracted from ther individual Quranic contexts, taken in
ther mog literal form, and detailed consecutively and as vividly as in any film scenario.  His
portrayads are so powerful and consastent that they have been borrowed by any number of later
Mudim authors, incdluding Mulla Sadra, who takes them as the narrative framework for his own
metaphysical discussions of the symbols of the Last Day.® In keeping with the clear rhetoricdl
focus of Ghazdli’'s writing, there is scarcdy any hint in his discussons there of any deeper
meaning behind those symbols.

In the corresponding chapter of the Ihyd’, on the other hand, Ghazdi again passes in
review the discussons of these same symbols, but this time as they are actudly discussed (more
literdly) in the Quran and the hadith. But in tis work, which is certainly not intended uniquely
for the common people @l-‘awamm), he goes out of his way to recdl both the origind scripturd
contexts of those symbols and repeatedly hints that they clearly cannot be understood as
somehow “literdly” descriptive of a given set of materid events in a specific, undetermined
future time. In fact, readers who had worked their way through to this point at the end of his vast
encyclopaedia of Idamic learning and practice would have accumulated many dlusions to

Ghazdl's possble understanding of the deeper meaning of those symbols. Yet a the end of his

3 The Precious Pearl: A Trandation from the Arabic, tr. Jane |. Smith, Scholars Press,
1979.

4 Al-Ghazali: The Remembrance of Death and the Afterlife, tr. and intro. by T. J. Winter,
Cambridge, The Idamic Texts Society, 1989.

® See pp. 180-245 in our trandation of Sadra's K. al-Hikmat al-* Arshiya, The Wisdom of the
Throne: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1981.



discusson, having repestedly pointed out the difficulies — and the centrdity — of these
passages in the Qur'an and their utmogt practicad importance for eech Mudim, he leaves his
reeders with the fundamental, dill open question of what one should do if one redly wants to
understand those sayings.

Within the larger context of the lhy&', however, there can be little doubt that Ghazdi is
pointing his properly disposed readers toward the necessty of a qudified spiritua guide and of
following the difficult path of gpiritud practice under that guide's direction. So the “key” to
Ghazdl’'s proposed method of invedtigation actudly turns out to be something essantidly outside
of his writings themsdves. i.e, the role of the shaykh and the wider inditutions of the Sufi tariga
— inditutions which were rdatively new historica creationsin his own day.

M ULLA SADRA AND THE PRESUPPOSI TIONSOF AVICENNAN PHILOSOPHY:

In the much later writings of Mulla Sadra (d. 1641), on the other hand, the themes and
language of the giyama are treated within the context of a detailed philosophicd “system” whose
basc terms and presuppostions would be familiar even to most students of Western philosophy
(reflecting their common higtorica roots). There the eschatological symbols drawn from the
Quran and the hadith are basicdly identified with corresponding metaphysica concepts and
theological issues — such as the reations between the timeess Intdlect and the “time’ of the
Soul, or between the corresponding aspects of the human intellect and psychic experience. As in
many earlier Idamic philosophers, neither the complex detalls of the origind Qur'anic usage of
those symbols nor the recurrent human spiritua phenomena to which they might correspond are
redly rased as sgnificant issues. Instead, the larger conceptua framework (at once
philosophic and theologicd) of Sadras paticular intdlectud “sysem” — like that of his
predecessors, especialy Ibn Sind — is both the subject and the explicit framework for his
discussions.

In this case, both the am of the overdl discusson and the methods used to reach that am
ae esentidly intdlectua and conceptud. And as with Ghazdli, those methods presuppose a
wider inditutiond framework — in this case, of the books, schools and professors of scholadtic,



Avicennan philosophy — which Sadra and his students and wider audience could teke for
granted, and which has largely continued to flourish down to our own time  Given the
fundamenta smilarities to other, more familiar philosophic and theologicd methods and
schools, thereis no need here to enter into the details of each philosopher’s system.

I BN ‘ ARABI AND THE UNFOL DING OF SPIRITUAL INTELLIGENCE:

With Ibn ‘Arabi, on the other hand, one enters an entirdy different universe, with a
method of investigation entirdy different from that of the philosophers (of any school),
theologians and anyone else concerned with intelectud arguments and sysems. As we shdl
se, his method throughout his magnum opus the “Meccan Illuminations’ (al-FutGhat al-
Makkiya)’ in fact closdy mirrors and only eaborates on the forms and “method’ (or spiritua
demands) of the Qur’ an itsdf.

That method typicdly involves the congant, complex inteweaving of three didinct
dements (each with its equivdents in the Quran) whose intended effects arise precisdly from
their ongoing interference and interaction; none of them is meant to be an intellectud end (much
less a “teeching” or coherent “sysem”) in itsdf. The fird of those threads is his condant
elaboration of the actud, detaled symbols and language of the Qur'an, not by transforming the
symbols into concepts (as with the philosophers and theologians), but rather by etymologicaly
“decongructing” the commonly accepted (and often fairly empty) understandings of those terms,
while expanding their capacity to help reved those multiple, deeper posshbilities of meaning
amog aways implicit in ther Arabic roots (and ther interconnections in the semantic universe

® See the detailed discussion of these issues in the notes and Introduction to our study of
Mulla Sadra and accompanying English trandaion of his best-known eschatologica work cited
in the preceding note.

" See the very partid illugrations of these points in the eschatological passages we have
trandated in Les Illuminations de La Mecque/The Meccan Illuminations: Textes choisis/Selected
Texts generd ed. M. Chodkiewicz, Paris, 1988, pages 158-189. (The English trandations which
comprise more than 2/3 of this work are now available in a separate paperback volume: Ibn
‘Arabi: The Meccan Reveations, NY, Pir Press, 2002) It is now much easer to follow Ibn
‘Arabi’s discusson of these (and any other) issues and themes throughout his vast FutUhat usng
the recently published CD-ROM (Qumm, Noor Publications, 1990) of Noor-‘Irfan, which
includes a searchable text of the FutOhéat and the Fus(s al-Hikam, as well as a number of key
later Idamic commentaries on the Fusds.



of the Quran), which correspond to each reader’'s own leve of spiritud experience and
redization. Secondly, Ibn ‘Arabi repeatedly eaborates and dludes to dl the intdlectud,
rationdlizing approaches to the meanings of the Quran extant in his own day (philosophic,
theologica, cosmologicd, etc.), but in ways which dways end up by reminding his attentive
readers of the limits of those approaches, of the aporias, unanswerable questions and apparent
contradictions to which such purely rationdigtic, intellectua gpproaches aways give rise.  And
findly, he condattly devdops an endledy fastinaing “spiritud phenomenology”  of
decriptions of and dlusons to the vast gamut of spiritual experiences and inspirations — drawn
from his own illuminations, hedith, the traditions of earlier Sufis and so on — which potentidly
correspond to and revedl some of the intended “content” of the Qur’ anic symbols®

Now the results of this didinctive method of investigation, to begin with, ae quite
intentiondly  inexhaudible and continudly  changing. In any event, they ae abolutdy
impossble to summarize or conceptudize: any attempt to do so leads to portraying three very
different, and irreconcilable, 1bn *Arabi’'s — as though they were an intdlectudly coherent am
in themsdves — , since the would-be systematizer necessarily ends up describing only one or the
other of these three actudly inseparable methods of redization. In fact, what actudly results
from this rhetoric, if the reader stays with Ibn ‘Arabi’s own writing and agpproach in its own
terms, is an extraordinarily individudized and personal dialectic between the soul and the mind
(intellect) of each reader which is grounded in the congant, ever-changing interplay between
one's own intdligence and on€'s own ongoing spiritud experience.  This didectic® unfolds
between the “push” of the engaged reader’s moment-by-moment recognition of the coherence
and revdation of each “Sign” of the Red, and the contrasting “pull” of the congtantly repeated
suggedtions and intimations of unknown, myserious, not yet fully redized dimendons of that
Redity which have yet to unfold. In other words, what one actudly discovers through this

8 For Ibn ‘Arabi’s own explanation of the epistemologicd and other concerns underlying
his diginctive form of writing in the Futdhat, see our trandations and discussons of key
passages from his Introduction to that work in How to Study the Fut(hat: lbn 'Arabi's own
Advice, in Muhyiddin Ibn 'Arabi: 750th Anniversary Commemoration Volume ed. S. Hirtenstein
and M. Tiernan, Element Books, 1993, pp. 73-89.



myserious and initidly daunting rhetoric, is the undelying redity of on€s own ongoing
“didogue with God” — an ongoing prayer & once spiritud and profoundly intdligible in its
own terms, which is & the same time a condant intimate and necessarily persond “unveiling”

and “witnessing” (kashf wa shuh(d) of the inner meaning of reveation.

Now what is fascinating and so utterly distinctive about this process of the gradud
unfolding of spiritud intelligence is tha it is in no way dependent on particular external books
(beyond the Qur'an) and studies, concepts, inditutions, systems and teachers — dthough dl of
those, in whatever forms they may exist, are dso useful and fully integrated in its didectic. One
need look no further for the grounds of that perennid suspicion which this profoundly and
necessaxrily individuaistic work has repeatedly aroused among the proponents of al sorts of
rigious inditutions and damants of this or tha excdusve truth. For in its mog fundamentd
terms, Ibn ‘Arabr's didinctive method returns to the smple and direct, inherently universal
essentiads of the basic Qur'anic equation with which we began. And if we have described this
method as necessarily “individudidtic,” that qudification should not a &l be misunderstood as
solipgdic or anti-socid: the key to this method is each individud’'s living practice of the
revdaion — in the forms and Signs which are necessarily unique and renewed a every indant,
as lbn ‘Arabi congantly reminds us — , and the guides to their meaning (themselves Signdl) are

everyone we encounter, everywhere, dl thetime.

The dtages of the path of redization he has in mind and its universd roots are beautifully
summarized, not just for an dite, but for every person in ther own unique way, in the
extraordinarily compressed verses of Sirat al-* Asr (103: 1-3):

By the fading light,°

Truly the human being isin a predicament ...

% The term is used here in very explicit dlusion to the specid — and ultimately, equaly
inimitable — literary form of Pato's dramatic didogues, which is dictated by very smilar
philosophic mativations.

19 Qur'an 103:1-3. Although the key term ‘asr here is usudly taken, no doubt because of
its connections with the dally prayers of the same name, as referring to the evening time, its
Arabic root immediately suggests a “pressng’ (desgned to extract the “essentid oail”) and
panful pressure, close in meaning and its connotations to the equaly rich expresson khusr
(impasse, dilemma, being lost and in great danger, etc.) in the following verse.



Except for those who have faith and do what isright,
and encourage each other in what is Right/ Real (al-Haqq),
and encourage each other in sabr.*! (103:1-3)

Prof. James W. Morris

Ingtitute of Arab and Idamic Studies
University of Exeter (UK)

1 sabr is the untrandateble Quranic expresson for the intuited but active spiritud
awareness of the deeper dgnificance of dl the suffering that is inseparable from earthly
exigence; or the spiritud human being (insan) in time.



