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Rhetoric and Redlisation in Ibn * Arabi: How Can We Communicate His Meanings
Today?

| would like to take advantage of this rare gathering of scholars and specidised dudents
of Ibn ‘Arabi from many parts of the world to dicit their own experiences, practicd ingghts and
responses in regard to this fundamenta question which we are dl congantly encountering in our
teaching and writing about the Shaykh's work. For the benefit of those who are not such
goecidids, however, | shdl begin by briefly evoking some of the basc paramees of Ibn
‘Arabi’'s own highly diginctive rhetoric, and ther connections to this centrd problem of
communicatiion and ‘trandation’, in the largest sense of that teem. Then | shdl suggest a few
concrete illudrations of this larger problem, dravn from tha vagt topic of reigious diversty and
unity which | hed origindly proposad as my subject for this conference paper.

Indeed this hift in perspective was directly insoired by a paticulaly illuminating
experience with the actua Arabic title that | had suggested for this tak: al-Din bayn al-shar@’i’
wa'l-hagiga (‘Reigion between the reveded Peahs and the Redity’). For | was understandably
aurprised, and then more deeply intrigued, by the way my actud Arabic title suggesion was
eventudly mirrored back in the tentative conference programme as a discusson of ‘ta’addud al-
adyan' (something like ‘the plurdity of Din's)—a profoundy and panfully sdf-contredictory
expresson which is perhgps concelvable enough in the conventiond popular language of the
mass media and the like, but which would render any serious gppreciation of lbn ‘Arddr's
perspectives utterly impossible from the very sat. No doubt this particular incident stuck with
me precisdy because it 0 vividy mirrors the most badc pedagogicd tasks of darifying
fundamental issues of conceptudisation, terminodlogy and methodology which one must
underteke with beginning dudents of Rdigion (induding Idamic Studies) a& the beginning of
eech new school year. But coincidentdly, it dso exemplifies some of the mogt recurrent pitfals
and ‘geneic misundergandings which one condantly encounters in trying to communicate the
actud meanings and intentions of lbn ‘Arabi’s writing, today just as much as throughout the last

Seven centuries.
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THE PROCESS OF  REALISATION’ (TAHQTQ) AND THE CHALLENGESOF SPIRITUAL
COMMUNICATION:

The heart of Ibn *Arabi's absolutdy digtinctive rhetoric—so didinctive that no one since
has ever serioudy tried to imitate its full gamut of ‘ingruments and effectd—Iies in the intrindc
connection between, on the one hand, (&) the multiplicity of perspectives he intentiondly evokes
by his persondised use of a profuson of technicd languages drawn from a host of fidds and
dis:c:'plines;1 and on the other hand, (b) the necessarily and intensdly individual process of each
reader’s heightened, careful attention to the unfolding particulars of their own spiritual life and
experience. The process and the intended effect of combining these two equdly indigoensable
eements has traditiondly been termed tahqgig, which can perhgps best be trandated in English
(in a word that a least preserves the twofold intellectual and actively existential dimensons of
this process) as ‘redisation > The muhaqgqiqg, or lbn ‘Arabi’s ided intended reeder, is that
person who is condantly involved in the uniqudy human (and ‘humarrising’) process of literdly
‘discovering (wujad) or ‘witnessng (shuhdd) the ultimatdy Red. That is to say, whoever is
condantly engaged in percaving and ‘decipheaing the intended meanings of dl the infinite
condantly unfolding ‘Signs that conditte every fidd of our actud individud human
experience.  This gpirdling ascent (mi‘rdj) of redised spiritud perfection results from the
ongoing reveaory interaction between the three equdly essentid dements of tahqgig: (1) our
actions, expeience, ingpirdions and indghts (2) ther observed consequences, and (3) the
insgparable spiritud processes of reflection and ddliberation (tafakkur, tadabbur, dhikr, etc.).

At the highest levd, of course, such rare individuds—as mogt of us who normaly teach
large numbers of dudents of rdigion would reedily admit—are ‘born, not made’. But wherever

'On any given single page of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Futlhat, for example, we are likdly to find him
employing the didinctive technicd languages of dasscd Arabic poery, Arabic lexicography
and etymology, the Quran, hedith, a wide spectrum of ealier Sufi authors, and severa of the
multitude of both the ‘rdigious and ‘rationd’ Arabic ‘scences (‘ulm)—admogs adways, in
eech caxe, with spedific nuances and shifts of meaning (familiar enough to long-time students of
the Shaykh) didinctively reflecting his own very paticular uses of tha language in the particular
context in question.

2 See the more extensive discussions of this key dimendgon of Ibn ‘Arabi’'s writing in the
Introduction to our recent Orientations: Islamic Thought in a World Civilisation (London,
Archetype Press, 2003; origindly published Sargevo, El-Kdem, 2001), and in our essay on
Communication and Spiritual Pedagogy: Exploring the Methods of Investigation (tahgiq) in
Classcal Idamic Thought, forthcoming in the Proceedings of Firg Internationa Conference on
the Heritage of 1damic Science and Philosophy, ed. H. Ahmed (Chicago, 2002).
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they may come from, they are naturdly and spontaneoudy drawn to lbn ‘Ardbi, and they dmost
immediately recogniss and respond activdly to the effectiveness and intended results of his
didginctive language. Likewise-and agan wherever they may origindly come from--they dso
farly quickly recognise the perennid rdevance of lbn ‘Arddi’s intended lessons in Soiritud
communicaion: i.e, about the ongoing necessty of carefully adgpting the particular forms and
language of the reveded Pahs to the actud multiplicdty and diversty of human types the
necessty of--to adapt d-Ghazdt's favourite hadith--* speaking to people according the capacities

of their understanding.’

But what about everyone else? In paticular, what about those two far more numerous
human types which Ibn ‘Arabl normdly refers to as (@) the ‘intdlectuds, the ‘people of beliefs -
-dl those theologians, philosophers and anyone dse whose spiritud  cgpacities and indght are
intrindcaly blocked by their exdusve rdiance on their own supeficid intdlectud schemas and
concepts, both unconscious and conscious, and (b) the ‘people of taglid’, that vast mgority of
impliatly ‘rdigious people who are (or S0 he pretends?) quite happy smply to do what some
other socid ‘authority’ tdls them is good and right and proper, without thinking or reflecting a
dl? Now as scholars and higorians of Idamic thought, of course, we can readly explan how
Ibn ‘Arabi’s rhetoric condtantly takes into account those two other vast groups in his own time,
a he caefully explaned a length in his introduction (mugaddima) to the Futohat® or in many

even more famous passages of his Fusis al-Hikam

But as trandators, professors, teachers, advisors, citizens, parents—-in dl the other roles of
guidance, interpretation and practicd gpplication of the divine teechings which we necessarily
teke on in the course of life—we cannot s0 eadly wak away from asking and & lesst
provisondly responding to that question of effective communication in dl sorts of unavoidable
practicd gtuations, indeed wherever the rdevant practicd ethicd, poliicd and soiritud
reponses are demanded of us.  Indeed, one sugpects that Ibn *Arabi’s ultimate purpose in writing

%See our trandation and sudy of the key passages from his mugaddima in How to Sudy
the FutOhat: Ibn 'Arabi's own Advice, pp. 73-89 in the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Argbi: 750th Anniversary
Commemardion Vdume, ed. S Hirtenden and M. Tiemnan (Shaftesbury/Rockport, Element
Books 1993). [Downloadable versons of this and al our other non-book published dudies and
trandaions cited in the fdlowing notes ae now readily avalable on the Internet a
www.ibnarebisociety.org/lbnArabi.]  Chepter 12 of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Fusls al-Hikam (on Shu'ayb
and the ‘Heat’) is one of severd classicd locations for the extended discusson of this same
issue among the long line of famous commentators on the Fusiis
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0 many books was very much connected with raising precisdy those types of highly practical
Soiritud  questions, whose spedific individud forms and contexts are condantly changing--to use
his own teminology--with the ‘ongoing re-credtion’ of the world a every indant (tajdid al-
khalg). Cetanly this is an equdly unavoidable problem for students and ‘communicaors of
Ibn ‘Arabi’s intentions today, wherever they may be living and working, even if our own
outward circumstances are often gpparently quite different.

To put it as smply as possble anyone conscientioudy aming to communicate 1bn
‘Ardbl’s intended meanings in our own time mugt congantly be wredtling with the following two
fundamentd practica questions, which must dways be answvered in terms of the actua capacities
and dating points of the particular ‘audiences (readers, ligeners, sudents, etc.) with whom we
are actudly intending to communicate:

1 How can we best awaken and ensure that spirit of tahgig which is o utterly
indigpensable  for genuindy underdanding any of Ibn ‘Aradi’s intentions?
Precticdly spesking, our responses to this foundationa demand dways
chdlenge us to ask whether in fact people are somehow invaiddy ‘locked
into’ one or another of the three basc groups we have just discussed (i.e, the
muhaqgqigln, the ‘intdlectuds or people of bdiefs or the people of taglid)--
or whether people in ether of the less prepared groups can eventudly be
awakened and moved to higher degreess of active redisgtion, usng
gopropriately  adgpted forms of  communication? Here it is paticulaly
fascinging, when we look a the immense range of higtorica ‘influences of
Ibn ‘Ardbr's works and teeching, smply to examine the extraordinary
gpectrum of later Mudim authors often highly cregtive rhetorical responses to
that quesion—for example, in the very different writings and dyles of the
Jami, ‘ Eréqi, Mulla Sadrg, or Jili.

2. The soond condatly unavoidable problem is how to avoid ‘premature
conceptualisation’? That is, how can we effectivdly communicate the actud
intended meanings of Ibn ‘Araddl’'s rhetoric without fdling into the manifold
dangers of presenting him to unsuspecting readers as a kind of ‘theologian’ or
‘philosopher, in sense of an intdlectud who hes formulated and is arguing
for a paticular intdlectud, purdy conceptud ‘sysem’ of thought or discrete
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idess and beliefs which he means to ‘prove or ‘disorove. Since the mgority
of ‘reading publics likely to encounter works by and about Ibn ‘Arabi these
days, in dmogt any language, ae mos commonly primarily ‘intdlectuds and
‘people of bdiefs (or even of taglid), rather than Ibn ‘Arabr's actudly
intended muhaqqgiqdn, this is an ever-present obdade to communication in
our own time. For as we dl know, our atempts to ‘explan’ and guide new
reeders through Ibn ‘Aradi’s diginctive and intentiondly chdlenging rhetoric
damog inevitably remove many of the safeguards (the ‘gardesfou’) he so
carefully devised to discourage unqualified readers and students of hiswork.”

ONE‘CASE STUDY’ ; APPROACHING THE UNIVERSALITY OF DIN

Now dl these didinctive festures of Ibn ‘Arabr's ‘rhetoric of redisgtion’ —and ther
corresponding chdlenges for modernday ‘trandators in any sdting—are especidly  evident
when we turn our dtention to any paticular facet of his underganding of the redity of we
unthinkingly cdl ‘Rdigion’ (al-Din). Indeed, as soon as we even think of this subject, we
immediady observe two highly typicd rhetorical features that dearly extend to dl of the
Shaykh'swork.

The firg of those features, which he condantly reiterates, is tha the clearet and most
accurate symbolic expresson of his intended meanings is to be found precisdly in the exact
literal expressions of the Qur’an itsalf (and, of course, in a somewhat redricted set of ‘pardld’,
metaphysically oriented hadith dravn from the dassic Sumni collections).’  Interpreters who

‘Of course one finds a smilar apparent blindness to the fundamenta philosophical
importance of an equaly didinctive rhetoricd form (and pardld assumptions) in the centuries of
subsequent  discussons of Plaio’'s didogues-beginning dready with Arigotledl—which  somehow
pretend to discuss ‘Plato’'s doctrines in complete separation from the actud dramatic contexts in
which he adways rases and contextudises eech mgor philosophicd issue.  (We return to the
deeper rhetorical pardlds between the role and ams of ‘redisation’ in Plato and Ibn ‘Ardbl a
the end of this paper.)

>t is important to note that, by implication, any atempt to padld lbn ‘Araoi’s
goproaches to ‘redisgtion’ and his teachings within the context of other rdigious traditions must
be equdly careful to didinguish between accumulated hidtorica interpretations (of the sort
which Ibn ‘Arabi impliatly is condantly quesioning and de-condructing in his own Idamic
tradition) and those paticula dements of eech tradition which come closest to reflecting the
actudly reveded Sources of the tradition in question. One will readily notice how carefully the
muhaqgiqdn, induding the ‘lbn ‘Ardbi’'s of other rdigious traditions, have dso proceeded in
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atempt to undergand or present lbn ‘Arabl’s teachings as a particular, separatdly identificble set
of ‘interpretetions of the Qur'an-as so many have tried to do through the centuries—al quickly
gnk into a tagled mass of ever more complex (or ese gppdlingly reductive), yet ultimatey
empty verbiage6 For nothing could be more contrary to the muhaqgqiq's congtant concern with
moving from the particular reveded words and symbols toward the direct perception of the ever-
present, recurrent patterns and realities to which those symbols dways point. And the firs
thing any genuine muhaqqiq redises-again as Ibn ‘Arabi condantly reiterates, summarised in
one of his favourite hadith expressons rabbi zidni ‘ilman (‘O my Lord, increese me in
knowing!’}-is that the seeker is never the one actudly in charge of providing and orchedraing
those paticular experientid lessons which begin to unfold the actud meanings of the reveded
symbols, and that the process of tahgiq does not ‘end a dl...” This absolutdy essentid redity
of ongoing ‘co-operdion’ between every muhaqgig and dl the paticularly rdevant persond
manifestations and influences of the ‘Divin€ is of course reflected directly in four of the most
centra, recurrent feastures of lbn ‘Arabi’s didinctive rhetoric (each directly mirroring the
language of the Qur'an), from his ealies writings to his lagt: i.e, the condant ambiguity of
pronomina reference (between the ‘Divineé and the apparent partid ‘subject’); his constant
phenomenologicd rdiance on the ‘interactive’ fifth and sxth Arabic verbd forms his inggence
on the carefully ‘etymologicad’ de-condruction of our imagined conoceptud meanings in favour
of the openrended, concrete phenomenologicd richness of the actud reveded Arabic roots and
his intentiond ‘scattering’ (tabdid) of the key metaphysicd teachings, indghts premises, and

this regard-mog notebly in the extraordinary padlds to be found throughout the near-
contemporary (and dmost equdly influentid) case of the Zohar. Within the subsequent Idamic
tradition, perhaps the mos dramdicdly effective and tdling illudrations of this procedure are to
be found throughout Rumi’ s incomparable Mathnawi (Masnawi).

6Perhaps the richest, most daborate illudraion of this profuson of symbolic expressons
and technicd language, carefully abdtracted from its origind rhetorical contexts, is of course S.
al-Hakim’smonumenta al-Mu'‘ jam al-SOff.

In this regard, see especidly Ibn ‘Arabi’s own autobiogrgphica dlusons to his decisve
ealy experience of ‘union’ with the spirituad Redity of the Quran, in chepter 367 of the
FutOhat, trandaed in The Spiritual Ascension: Ibn ‘Arabi and the Mi'rdj, inthe Journd of the
American Orientd Society, vol. 107 (1987), pp. 629-652, and vol. 108 (1988), pp. 63-77 [now
reprinted as the find chapter in our Ibn 'Arabi: The Meccan Revelations (New York, Rr Press,
2002)]. The importance of this revelatory experience is discussed & length in the dassc
biogrephicd dudies by S. Hirtensen and C. Addas, and its ongoing influence is illudrated, of
course, in dl the avalable trandations of 1bn * Arabr’ s surviving writings.
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dlusons which the qudified reeder must bring together in order to grasp the highest levds of
intended meaning.

Secondly, the paticular case of the redity and dl-encompassng unicty of Din is a
paticulaly hepful illusration of the fact that Ibn ‘Aradi’s rhetoric of redisation can never be
adequately or meaningfully reduced to a sat of ‘separate (or conceptudly separable) teachings
or ‘doctrines’ Just as the Revedion (and the Redity), in dl Its infinite forms and expressons,
is condantly ‘sad by the scriptures to be One, 0 likewise the god of accomplished redisation—
as lbn ‘Arabi congantly and unambiguoudy inggs beginning with his earliet (and more openly
autobiographicd) writings—is necessarily a dngle comprehensive unitive ‘vison’, dbet one
unavoidebly expressed linguidicaly and symbolicdly from different partid perspectives. In
pedagogicad practice-that is to say, where our god is actud understanding, and not particular
didecticd sruggles (jadal or kal érr)s—pa‘[iwlar vabad ‘formulag (whether treditiond phrases,
or ones we may cregte for our own purposes of communicetion) can only be practicaly ussful, in
the end, as a kind of ‘soringboard’ or tentative darting point for each sudent's own necessarily
individud process of tahqiq in the rdevant areas of ther own spiritud experience.  If we dart
treeting those formulee as odHf-sufficent concepts somehow  usefully  ‘knowable—or worse,
‘demondrable—on a purdy intdlectud, conceptud levd, we soon discover tha such notions

8 Which often have their own practicaly unavoidable socio-political purposes, of course
There is now an extendgve and rgpidly growing hidaricad literature on the seven centuries of
ongoing polemics, which eventudly deveoped in virtudly every region of the Idamic world,
usng Ibn *Arabi’'s name and a few empty dogans (dmost never evincing the dightest serious
underdanding of his work) to attack or defend locd druggles for rdigio-politicd power and
authority. For a broader contextudisation and overview of those controverses, see our Ibn Arabi
and His Interpreters, in the Journd of the American Oriental Society, vol. 106 (1986), pp. 539
551 and pp. 733-756, and vol. 107 (1987), pp. 101-119, and the planned volume on Ibn *Arabi
and His Interpreters. Historical Contexts and Contemporary Perspectives [now avalddle in
downloadable format a www.ibnaerabisociety.org/lbnArabi], which brings together the JAOS
aticle with seven more recent rdlated sudies on this theme and some twenty reviews of (post-
1986) trandations and books aso connected with this controversy.

For lbn ‘Arabi’s own daboration of his dill highly pertinent ‘politicd philosophy’, see
the extended trandations from the FutUhat to be induded in our Paths to the Real: Freedom,
Creativity, Diversity and Tolerance in Ibn ‘Arabi’s Political Philosophy and—while awaiting the
completion of that book—our earlier overview of those idess in Ibn 'Arabi's "Esotericism': The
Problem of Spiritual Authority, pp. 37-64 in Sudia Idamica, LXXI (1990), as wdl as in Ibn
‘Arabi’s Messianic Secret: From “ The Mahdi” to the Imamate of Every Soul, pp. 119 in the
Journd of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Socdiety, vol. XXX (2001). [Both atices dso accessble on
the webste mentioned above]
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eventudly become both empty intdlectud ‘idols and (for others) the targets of pointless

polemics.

Incidentdly, this is not to deny the intdlectud usefulness of lbn ‘Ardbl’s ideas in helping
us intdlectudly to organise and comprehend quite usefully various redms of higoricd ‘datd
about human spiritud and religious experience.  Indeed, as we have indicaed in a number of
dudies, thar usefulness in that regard has led moden researchers from many initidly quite
different fidds to turn to him for ingpiraion in developing the intelectud foundetions for the
growing disciplines of the sudy of Reigion and the nascent science of spirituality.9 However, it
is safe to say that those drawn to serious research in those fidds are dready ‘muhaqggiqin’ by
nature and indination, and that actud underdanding in these areas cannot be reached smply
through the accumulaion of masses of hidoricd ‘evidence for and illudrations traditiond
veabad formulations of Ibn ‘Ardol’s teeching (or ther equivdents in other traditions).  Likewise,
even a rdaivdy minima degree of acquantance with the hisory of any rdigious tradition
quickly highlights the universdity of the ongoing processes of interpretation, digortion and
trandormation dways involved in any human approprigtion of Spiritud teechings anywhere and
a awy time But as any teacher in this fidd quickly discovers, the mere acquaintance with such
obsarvable higtoricd processes does not necessarily move every student on to the discovery and
recognition of the truly univers parameters and processes of spiritud learning and  growth-
which of course requires a consderably expanded experienced awareness of the corresponding
dimensons of gpirit and spiritud time. Ingtead, those undble to access ther own piritud
‘tading (dhawq) are just as likdy to retrest into the various dternative forms of socio-palitica
reductionigm, reldiviam, or more fiercdly defendve adherence to this or that abitrary set of

%For a broad overview of this remarkably widespread cregtive adgptation of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
thought in a number of contemporary academic and more practicd spiritud settings  throughout
the world, see our sudy of Ibn 'Arabi in the "Far West": Visible and Invisible Influences, pp. 87-
122 in the Journd of the Muhyiddin lbn ‘Arabi Sodety, XXIX (2001), as wdl as the longer
versgon of that sudy to gopear in to aopear in the Proceedings of the Internationd Conference
on ‘Sufi Thought and Inner Dimendons of the Idamic World: Ibn ‘Arabi and His School in Ada
and Africa’ ed. Y. Tonaga et. d. (Kyoto, 2003; exact title and publisher to be anounced). The
many ealier pardlds to this movement in the wide range of influences and uses made of lbn
‘Arab’s works throughout the eastern Idamic world are summarised in “Except His Face...”:
The Political and Aesthetic Dimensions of Ibn ‘Arabi’s Legacy, pp. 1-13 in the Journd of the
Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi_Society, va. XXIII (1998). (Additiond discussons and illudrations in the
dudies cited in the first paragraph of n. 8 above)




9

protective ‘bdiefs—dl endemic in the modern ‘media culture, increesingly even in universty-
level sttings.

IBN ‘ ARABI AS * PHENOMENOLOGIST’ OF THE SPIRITUAL LIFE:

These basc pedagogicd redities highlight the fact that the awakening of giritud
intdlligence (tahqiq), for most people mus necessxily begin with-and, in any case, dways
continues to be accompanied by—the progressve inner awakening of eech dudent's individua
gpiritud awareness and the actud intelligible lessons that process dways involves™  And it is in
this pedagogica context tha the particular rhetoric and teaching procedures of Ibn ‘Aradi’s
‘Meccan Illuminations (al-Futdhat al-Makkiyya) are especidly full of powerful lessons for
teachers (and students) today—mogt obvioudy in ther radicd contrest to the familiar range of
abdract philosophica, even theologicd, conceptud schemas and  doctrines which  quickly
became associated, in earlier Idamic tradtion, with the dudy of his Fusis al-Hikam For the
reeder of the Futlhat, & every dage, finds the intdlectuad (conceptud and symbolic) dluson to
soiritud  redlities and processes inextricably embedded in what, to the best of our knowledge is
probably the most extensive and detailed phenomenology of the actual spiritual life to be found
in the literatures of any world religion—certainly of the Abrahamic traditions™ Indeed, one of
the most cogent ‘demondrations of Ibn ‘Ardbl’s own centrd assertions of the universality (in so
many reevant sensedl) of the teachings he is conveying is precisaly the fact that his dlusons and
intended meanings are gill 0 immediatdy, so powerfully accessble to muhaqgqiqdn, of every
age coming to him from the erire globd range of goiritud traditions and not uniqudy to

Of course, as Ibn ‘Aradi himsdlf frequently remarks, those souls who aready have been
granted that necessary spiritud ‘preparedness (isti‘dad) spontaneoudy flock to the likes of Ibn
‘Arabl (and his equivdents in any tradition), in whatever forms may be accessble to them. (Cf.
the well-known hadith that begins ‘ The (human) spirits are armies drawn up....")

UThis fact certainly is not unrdated to the far-reeching and multi-faceted influences of
lbn ‘Arabi’s thought in the ongoing eaboraion of the disciplines of the study of rdligion and the
stience of gpiritudity (n. 9 above). Since for most readers today, the appreciaion of this centrd
dmendon of the FutOhat for mod readers necessarily requires extensvely annotated and
properly contextudised trandaions from that text, we have collected a number of reated udies
of lbn ‘Arabi’'s graduad devdopment of centrd gpiritud themes in that work, incorporating key
trandated passages, in our forthcoming volume The Reflective Heart: Discovering Spiritual
Intelligence in Ibn ‘Arabi’s ‘Meccan Illuminations (Fons Vitae, Louisville 2003). The ealier
published versons of these firg five sudies, dl from the JMIAS, ae dready directly avalable
for free downloading a www.ibnarabisociety.org/lbnArabi, until the book itsdlf is published.
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gudents gpproaching him from within those later ‘SUfi’ traditions with which he was often later

asociated.

Anyone who has delved into even the fird mgor Section fad al-ma'érif) of the Futdhat,
which today is much more readily accessble in the edition of O. Yahya will redise how
impossible it is to ‘summarise adequaidy the subtle rhetorical procedures by which lbn ‘Ardol
gradudly draws his readers—-wherever they may begin in that oceanic work!—into the ongoing
process of spiritud intdligence, into the essentid work of confronting their own (and done, for
eech of them, truly ‘real’) gedfic spiritud experience with the vadly wider spiritud
phenomenology (incdluding the paticular forms of the reveded Peath [shar']) deveoped and
dluded to on every page. Indeed any atempted or purported ‘summary’ of this process, as we
pointed out a the beginning, would (8) leave out its most essentidly ‘red’ dements, (b) create
the usud ddusions of ‘premature concepudisation’; and above dl, (¢) pretend to ‘foreclosg and
circumscribe what every muhaqqig, a any sage, knows dl too wel can only be a mogs patid
and tentative grasgp of an infinitdly greater picture.  (Perhgps we should dso add here that 1bn
‘Arabi’s rhetorical procedure of ‘scatering his most essentia  teachings—his  Qur’ anringpired
procedure of ‘tabdid’—also includes daborate safeguards intended to repd and drive away any
literate readers who might lack the essentid qudifications of amuhaqqiq.lz)

All of these ae key reasons why we, dong with other experienced teachers and
trandators of the FutOhat, are increasingly aware that the time has now come to begin the vast
co-operdive enterprise of producing rdiable, adequatdy annotaied trandaions of ever-larger
complete sections of those ‘llluminations. For while the experience of reading through longer
complete passages of Ibn ‘Arddl’s text is often daunting, tiring, puzzling and sometimes even
boring-reactions which (quite intentiondly!) would normdly drive away less motivaied or
properly oriented and prepared readers-Hill access to those extended passages (and through

2 s epecidly our dudies of ‘Ibn ‘Arabi’s Esotericism...” (n. 8 above) and of his
mugaddima to the Futlhéat (n. 3 above), as well as the more thorough discussons throughout M.
ChodkiewiczZs monumentd Le Sceau des saints. prophétie et sainteté dans la doctrine d'lbn
‘Arabi (Paris, 1986). Of course these fundamenta Qur arinspired rhetorica features are in fact
illustrated in detal throughout any of the avalable extended trandations of the Futdhat, in ways
that are both more extensve and more gpparent than in the Fusls al-Hikam (especidly for the
vast mgority of reeders who for centuries have only approached the Fusis through the lenses of
the wel-known commentaries, dmogt dl of which follow a more reductivdy ‘theologicd’ and

systematicaly conceptud philosophic gpproach).
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them, to the rhetoricd procedure that actudly dructures and informs them) is absolutely essentia
if modern-day dudents are to discover the degper phenomenologicd foundations, intentions and
relevant lessons underlying dl of the Shaykh's teaching and writing.

In concluson, for those who do have a least some direct experience of the openng
Section (chapters 1-73) of the FutOhat, | would smply like to point out the diginctive way in
which Ibn ‘Arabi gradudly introduces his datentive and dedicated readers to the different facets
of the globd redity of al-Din in the course of these introductory chapters of that immense work.
Granted, someone seeking to reduce his tretment of that al-encompassng redity to a series of
conceptua  ‘topics  or ‘doctrines, in the dyle that we associate with classoom lectures or
academic theses, could of course isolate-dbet with great effort, and by completdy leaving aside
Ibn ‘Ardbr's own rhetoric and pedagogica procedures-a number of didinctive themes.
Beginning with the mogt ‘abstract’ and moving toward the more ‘concrete practica expressons,
those themes and perspectives on the redity of Reigion (which any worthy ‘intdlectud’ could
go on to subdivide and andyse dmog inddfinitdy) would cetanly indude (1) the widest
framework of metgphyscd (both cosmologicd and eschatologicd) teechings concerning the role
of the ‘Spirit and of dl crestures (including terrestria humanity) in the ongoing divine drama of
Hf-manifedaion, Love and Sdf-awareness (2) the ‘Redity of Muhammed  (‘Light’,
‘Intelligence” etc) as a universd, timdess soiritud redity encompassng both the higoricd
manifestations and the likewise timdess metgphyscd ‘redities patidly manifested through the
successon of earthly messengers and prophets, (3) an even more practicdly detalled account of
the univerdity of the sources, prindples and functions of earthly spiritua guidance (including
notably more recent awliyd’, as wel as the messengers and prophets); (4) the corresponding
unfolding of our own individud spiritud life, underdood as ‘heirs to and through the pleroma of
that divine guidance in dl its fooms and findly—but redly only another perspective on the
preceding points—(5) the unfolding relaions of ‘divine service (‘ibada) between the actud ever-
present redities of the ‘reveded ways (al-shar&@'i') and the al-encompassing divine Redity (al-
hagiga), above dl as they are gradudly reveded through our actud spirituad practice of the
fundamentd reveded prescriptions (purification, prayer, fagting, charity, and pilgrimage).

Yet in fact anyone who actudly reads these opening chapters of the Futdhat must
immediatdy acknowledge, to begin with, that such grand themes are never introduced ‘by
themsdves—as something to be learmned or bedieved-but rather by means of and profoundly
embedded in the dosest possble atention to three condantly present (and  inseparably
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interwoven) ‘fields of phenomenology: (1) in the interplay between the actud detalled language
(beginning with actud ‘letters and ther condituent partd) of the Quran, and its detaled
expresson in the actions and teachings of the Prophet; (2) in the detaled experiences and
expressons of countless other ‘Friends of God (both famous and completedly anonymous); and
(3) in the even more detailed dlusons to the author's own spiritud experience.  So those readers
encountering these three infinitdy complex phenomenologica ‘fidds—and here we literally
follow Ibn *Ardbi's own language evoking his own vison tha yidded dl these ‘openings, in
adapting the universd language of those games of quest and chdlenge which today fascinate our
children in every culture-initidly must encounter a series of ‘closed doors’ of apparent bariers
to which they mugt seek out the unique and indispensable ‘keys. Therefore none of this writing
is serioudy meaningful-at leest as anything more than a hizare, endlesdy complex mytho-poetic
‘puzz€—until each reader actudly begins to discover the myderioudy unfolding connections
between their own immediate spirituad experience and the rdevant particulars of each of those a
firg goparently *externd’ phenomenologicd fieds.

| use the word ‘myderious here quite intentiondly. For othewise those who have not
serioudy engaged the Futlhat itsdf will naturdly assume that | am spesking of the ways any
writing—any dory, myth, symbol, poem, or drama—normdly ‘mirrors’ more or less effectively,
something of the inner states and experiences of those who read or witness it. But the particular
language of the FutOhat-as of the Quran which condantly underlies and informs it—goes far
beyond that familiar interaction with the various arts. These particular words of Ibn *Arabi, as
readers have re-discovered for centuries, have a far more active, illuminating, penetraing and
‘opening  effect. Jut as with Pato's didogues, thar extraordinary awakening of an
unexpectedly far-reeching, illuminating, and eventudly trandorming ‘active intdligence is a
mysey tha happens regulaly even ‘in trandaion’, with dl the added difficulties that
trandaions understandably involve™® One dgn of the myderies of Ibn ‘Arddl’s rhetoric is thet
this unique type of writing caror indeed must—be re-read repeatedly over time each time one

Bin this respect, serioudy reading the FutOhat is not unlike the centra practice of ‘suhba’
(spiritud  companionship with a true meger) in Sufism or other piritud paths what a firg
sams like the day-to-day experience of ‘ordinary lif€, with its familiar cycles of deep,
devotion, edating, work and s0 on, eventudly takes on new, completdy unsuspected higher leves
of meaning—indghts and awareness that often are only discernible once one is no longer in the
immediate presence of the guide in quedion, when we ‘return’ to encounter the routines of
everyday life from atransformed perspective.



13
comes back, thinking that this or that passage is familiar, entirdy new meanings are suggested
and reveded, and essentid points that one had earlier ignored or taken for granted suddenly teke

on new significance. ..

At this point, of course, any more adequate illudration and andyss of thee summay
observations would have to take us into the detaled literary equivdent of ‘therapy’—into the
actud processes ad ongoing cyde of soiritud work, illumination, and ingght. But hopefully we
have a least suggested a few of the didinctive festures of Ibn ‘Arabr’s rhetoric that help to
account for its extraordinarily lagting effectiveness, its truly universal accesshility and goped,
while a the same time suggesting practical pedagogicd lessons and chdlenges which we dl
need to take to heart in the particular circumstances of our own time,

Prof. James W. Morris

Indtitute of Arab and Idamic Studies
Universty of Exeter (UK)



