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Preliminaries: Key hadith and Qur’anic Verse Assumed in All Following Discussions

“… He loves them, and they love Him…” (Qur’an, 5:54)

The Divine Saying (hadīth qudsī) of the “Hidden Treasure”

“I was a hidden treasure, and I loved to be known; so I created the creatures/human beings

(al-khalq) so that that I might be known.”

Hadīth Regarding the “People of Compassion/Lovingmercy” (al-rāhimūn):2

“Those who have Mercy/Compassion, the All-Merciful has mercy upon them! Have

mercy (pl. imperative) on those who are on earth, and those who are3 in heaven will have

mercy on you.”

“Hadīth of the Supererogatory Works”4 or “Hadīth of the Walī”5

The Messenger of God said that God said: “Whoever opposes a Friend (walī) of
Mine, I declare war on them. And My servant does not come near to Me with anything more
lovable (ahabb) to Me than what I have made a duty6 for him.

And My servant continues to come nearer to Me through the further acts of

6From the same root as farīda, the later technical term for the obligatory religious “duties”
(the daily ritual prayers, fasting in Ramadan, etc.) in the schools of Islamic jurisprudence.

5 Hadīth al-nawāfil. For the walī/awliyā’ and the role of walāya, see all of Part III above.

4 Al-nawāfil in later Islamic tradition becomes a technical legal term referring to the
supplementary acts of personal devotion, often mentioned in the Qur’an and described at length in the
hadith, which were constantly practiced by the Prophet and his close Companions, especially in the
early Meccan period, but which were not made incumbent on the wider body of Muslims in Medina
and in later legal schools. These devotions would normally include longer and more numerous
prayers, especially at night, much more frequent fasting, spiritual retreats during Ramadan (and some
other times), a wide range of invocations (dhikr), and more specific devotional vows (nadhr).
Possibly even more relevant is the original meaning of simply “what comes next” (i.e., after the
obligatory forms of worship), originally referring to the end of a caravan.

3 Or “the One Who is”: man = “whoever” or “those who are” But Ibn ‘Arabi also emphasizes
the infinite profusion of angelic messengers and powers devoted to the wellbeing and perfection of
humanity.

2 Hadith recorded by Abū Dā’ūd, Adab (#56), and Tirmidhi, Birr, 16. Ibn Hanbal has a
hadith very similar in meaning: “Have mercy (pl.), and you will be shown mercy; pardon, and God
will pardon…”  (Irhamū turhhamū, w’aghfirū yaghfira Allāh…).
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devotion until I love him. Then when I love him, I am7 his hearing with which he hears,
his sight with which he sees, his hand with which he holds, and his foot with which he
walks.

And if he asks Me, I most surely give to him. And if he seeks My help, I surely help
him. I have never hesitated about anything I do as I hesitate about (taking) the soul of the
person of faith who dislikes death, since I dislike hurting him.”

The Hadith on God’s Beauty

The Prophet said: “Verily God is Beautiful (jamīl), and He loves Beauty.”

7 Literally: “(already) was,” a dimension of the saying that is often very important in later
interpretations. The Arabic conditional used here grammatically requires the past tense, but can be
translated in the past, present or future, according to the context and sense.
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Chapter 1: A Range of Dynamic “Equivalents”

With the Persianate painting that is our subject, just as with much of Ibn ‘Arabi’s own
writing and distinctive rhetoric, the existential “realization” (tahqīq) of the creator’s
intentions and allusions depends on the experiential resonances awakened in each viewer
(reader, listener, etc.). In this case, the clearly comprehensive and universal nature of this
interactive, symbolic “map” of all the dimensions of Love immediately suggests a wide range
of illuminating near-equivalents, depending on the cultural and religious background and
situation of each viewer.

▪ Perhaps the most obvious and close parallels can be found in the familiar range of

Tibetan Buddhist mandalas, which likewise move inward from the most outward, humanly
recognizable manifestations of deeper spiritual realities and higher beings to symbols of
more foundational metaphysical principles often appear to the first-time viewer as some
kind of very plain, mystifying geometric lines and outlines. An even more impressive and
wide-ranging, 3-dimensional mandala is the immense 8th-century Mahayana Buddhist
temple and pilgrimage destination of Borobudur (near Jogjakarta, on Java), in which the
lowest levels include thousands of panels of Buddhist stories (such as depictions of
Shakyamuni’s previous lives, events of his own mission, his early followers, and so on),
which are gradually surpassed during an ascent that gradually reaches the peak of a much
smaller set of abstractly enclosed statues of various Buddhas or boddhisattvas.

▪ More familiar in the West, there is the combined universal depiction of divine and

human love in Plato’s Symposium and Socrates’ complex visionary story, at the center of the
Phaedrus, of the human soul’s heavenly and earthly journeys and gradual process of growth
and perfection, as well as the ultimate aims and devotional figures of different groups of
souls. Indeed almost everything in that story can readily be matched up with the basic
eschatological (and cosmological) principles outlined in Ibn ‘Arabi’s integrated
understanding of the Qur’an and hadith accounts.

▪ Combining both Platonic teachings and Christian philosophical and theological

principles (largely shared with Ibn ‘Arabi, as Asin-Palacios had indicated in great detail),
Dante’s Divine Comedy offers a comprehensive cosmic vision that, like the Buddhist
examples just mentioned, likewise moves from the most common and accessible dimensions
of human nature to deeper and deeper spiritual processes and realities.

▪ Turning to theatre and dramatic depictions of the stories and situations in our Persianate

miniature, works like The Tempest and Faust (I & II)—or The Brothers Karamazov and
other Dostoevsky works—again survey all the integral dimensions of the same
divine/human situation.
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▪ Icons—and in particular the elaborate iconostasis of Orthodox cathedrals—provide an

even more extensive and elaborate visual depiction of each of the accomplished spiritual
figures (the awliyā’) within the divine Beloved in this painting. (One can easily visit, in
particular, the patriarchal Cathedral of St. George below the ecumenical Patriarchate in
Istanbul.) Note the equally complex expression of these realities in the mosaics and
frescoes of the Chora/Kariye Camii in Istanbul...

▪ In the Western church, from the early Renaissance on, an even more highly “condensed”

version of this Islamic mandala is the host of familiar depictions of the Madonna—like the
divine Beloved in this painting—contemplating the infinite dimensions of the Alpha and
Omega of all creation in the figure of the infant Jesus.

▪ In the form of more extensive scriptural stories and commentaries—a description that

basically covers almost all of Ibn ‘Arabi’s voluminous writings—the realities depicted in
this painting are elaborated in such parallel works as the Zohar (by a near contemporary
figure from Ibn ‘Arabi’s homeland), Philo’s Life of Moses, and the commentaries on the
Odyssey by Plotinus, Porphyry, and Proclus.

▪ Music and lyric poetry, in many different religious and cultural settings (perhaps

particularly in the vast range of indigenous groups less penetrated by the centrality of
literacy), have long provided a more widely and immediately accessible portal to the
transformations and attractions of the divine Beloved in this painting. In terms of dance or
movement (and of related ritual processes), the cosmology of this painting (and Ibn ‘Arabi’s
thought) is directly echoed in the complex āyineh-ye sharīf ritual ceremony of the Mevlevi
order (“whirling dervishes”). And the rites of the Hajj mirror the whole of sacred history,
from the Temple of Abraham and Hagar’s ordeal down to the standing of all souls on the
Day of Judgment.

▪ In another very familiar setting, the different sections of a well-stocked library or

bookstore offer wide-ranging insights into the different paths and life-choices symbolized
by devoted figures surrounding the divine Beloved here.

▪ Finally, in our own time, each great global metropolis offers a spectrum of specialized

fields of intensive research and devotion that could also correspond to each of the
lover-figures here surrounding the Beloved. In the realm of time, those devotional
fascinations include history, archives, monument and museums at one pole—and at the other
pole, all the creative activities and pursuits that are now shaping what we think of as “the
future.” While in the realm of space, we are all aware of those love-struck individuals
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delving into and gradually unfolding all the mysteries ranging from elemental
particles/waves to the most remote dimensions of cosmogony and cosmology.

In reality, some of the easiest ways of experiencing what it is like, at some level, for
each human being, to exist simultaneously both “within” and “outside” the divine Beloved
are so deeply embedded in our existence that we usually take them for granted. Poetry,
music, dance, cinema, travel, dreams are all among the more familiar keys to opening that
“portal” between those primordial dimensions of our being. Or simply walking in our
neighborhood, with many childcare facilities, one daily encounters small trains or groups of
toddlers, like so many “Mirandas,” endlessly eager to explore the countless wonders of this
world around them. The pure knowing, if not an even deeper shared identity, that passes
instantly when our eyes/gazes meet, is perhaps the most accessible key for deciphering this
painter’s intentions.

Chapter 2: Ibn ‘Arabi on the Innermost Secret/Mystery (sirr) of Love8

...And from chapter 178, al-nadab adab:9

Lamenting10 (what we have done wrong; or our inner “scarring”) is adab:

10 Another meaning of this same root, according to Lane’s Arabic dictionary sources, is deep
“scarring,” or wounds that leave a lastingly visible trace or influence. The intended relevance of that
meaning becomes quite palpable by the end of this short passage.

9 The Arabic verbal root meaning of both these words is “calling”: for nadab (among other
meanings), “calling out” in lamentation and regret; and for adab, calling or inviting to a great feast or
banquet, especially a wedding. The inattentive reader would initially see only a kind of mundane
“dictionary” definition: i.e., “‘calling’ is (a kind of) calling.”

Throughout this sirr section on Chapter 178/Love, it is particularly important to keep in
mind that adab, in its original senses (see Lane) was applied equally to both sides of “training” or
“discipline” or “deep-motivation” of the soul (particularly of children): i.e., to both positive
reinforcement and “negative” correction and punishment. At a higher and more inclusive
metaphysical level, that reference here then illuminates Ibn ‘Arabi’s understanding of the
“eschatological” symbolism of those two dimensions of divine “education” (also adab) by each
person’s rabb, a perspective vividly reiterated throughout hundreds of verses of the Qur’an.

8 Passage translated from chapter 559 of the Futūhāt Makkiya (IV, 365, lines 28-34), on the
sirr (secret, essential, innermost mystery) of Chapter 178 “On the Inner Awareness (ma‘rifa) of the
Spiritual Station of Mutual Love (al-hubb),” (II, 320-362). In this translation, each line corresponds
to one short rhyming segment.



8

Lamenting/scarring is a “trace,”11

and adab is following up12 on that trace.

Whoever follows their impulse of desire13 does not attain their ultimate destiny;
yet they will necessarily attain what they desire.

But were they to follow their (deepest) desire,

Surely God’s Lovingmercy14 is (All-) encompassing (6:147),15

and She embraces everything.

She is not restricted to any (particular) abode,16

nor is She limited to any particular dwelling-place.

Everything that exists (al-mawjūdāt), all of them, are Her children:
So how could She tear down their homes?!17

Since there is nothing there (in all of creation) but Her beautiful-good works,18

and Her blessings?!

She is the Mother, instilling Her gracious favors in (spiritually) perfecting19

Her children.

For her reprimands20 are spiritual discipline (adab), though all but the truly

knowing among (Her) children are unaware of that.

20 Or “punishments” (as popularly imagined in the Qur’an): explain meanings of ‘uqūba (and
its root: following, coming after) in context of ta’dīb and the related imagery in the Qur’an.

19 Ta’dīb.

18 Ihsānuhā.

17 binā’ahā: the “building” here is the entire cosmos, and all of creation.

16 Dār: domain of being or existence—especially this world and the other world.

15 See Qur’an 6:147—If they should call you a liar, then say: “your Lord’s Lovingmercy is
all-encompassing….”

14 rahma, from “womb” and the all-encompassing and creative Maternal Divine Love = Hubb.
Here, note the reference in following lines to all of creation as from the divine “Womb.”

13 hawāhu: this line sounds like a proverb.

12 sulūk: understood here as not simply “traveling”, but also “tracking” the endless divine
Signs “on the horizons and in their souls” (41:53).

11 Or literally, “a track” (in the desert of dunyā), hence the “effect” or “sign” of a deeper,
original cause.
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So have confidence in the universality21 of faith:

For faith has come (to be in us) through what is true/right/real (al-haqq),

just as it has come through what is false.

So what is excellent/faultless in every person of faith is a state that is not in vain,22

For “it is incumbent upon Us to support the persons of faith” (30:47).

Therefore (you must) “worship/serve your Lord until what is certain comes to you!”23

For when you have become fully certain, then you will know Who
is the object of your faith.

Thus adab comprises (every sort of) Good, because of that word’s derivation

from (the word) “Banquet.”24

So those who most immensely enjoy (that divine “Banquet” of existence) are

“an orphan of close kin, /or one who is destitute and downtrodden” (90:15-16).25

25 The larger Qur’anic context indicated here is 90:11-18, describing the multiple qualities and
actions of those souls who take on “the difficult Ascent” (al-‘āqaba), which eventually leads them to
become “the people of the Right Hand” (of God). The quoted verses are describing the objects of
charity of “those who feed, on a day of great hunger, an orphan….” The phrase dhū maqraba (at
90:15) is likely understood by Ibn ‘Arabi here to refer to a much wider and deeper sort of “closeness”
(to God) than social kinship relations.

24 Ma’dūba: a perfect illustration of Ibn ‘Arabi’s typical “playful-serious” etymologies.
Referring here both to the many different kinds of food (“goods”) served at a great feast or
celebration, and to the correspondence of that imagery with the symbolism of the Gardens and their
inhabitants in the Qur’an.

23 Alluding to verse 15:99, only substituting “your Lord” for “God” in the Qur’anic verse. In
this context of human destiny and perfection, yaqīn (“certainty”) is clearly understood as something
very different from the popular interpretation of that term here as “death.”

22 Or “without real effect,” devoid of a true purpose (‘ātil).

21 ‘umūm: i.e., metaphysical “universality,” shared (to a degree and potentiality) by all.
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Chapter 3: Selected, Abridged Translation Readings from Chapter 178 on Love

In the Name of God, the All-Compassionate, the All-Merciful

[On the Attributes that Are Accomplished Through Certain Groups

(aqwām), Because of Which God Loves Them] 26

I. [Field of Dreams]27

Among those is following the Messenger of God regarding what he prescribed

(shara‘a). God—may He be exalted—said (3:31): Say: “If you (pl.) love God, then follow

me; God will love you [and forgive your sins]….”

So you must know that God has two loves, or two connections (of love), with

respect to His love for His servants, which is a particular (divine act of) Will. The first

connection is His primordial love for them, through which He prepared them for this

following: i.e., for following His messengers—may God’s peace be upon them all. Then their

following (the messengers) brought about for them two connections with love, because that

condition of following comes about in two ways. The first way is through carrying out the

obligatory (acts of devotion). And the second way comes through continually performing the

27 For each of the sections partially translated here, we have included in brackets a particularly
helpful cinematic illustration/dramatization of the discussions in that section.

26 The following abridged translations are based on vol. III, pp. 9-21 of chapter 178 on
reciprocal-Love (hubb) in the most recent Mansūb edition of al-Futūhāt al-Makkiyya. For ease of
reading, we have retained the English translation “God” for al-Haqq, where it is essentially a
synonym of Allāh. Italics are used for direct quotations from the Qur’an, and parts of the same verses
that are clearly implied in the context of a Qur’an citation are also translated in square brackets. In
this translation, for purposes of seminar discussion and closer reading, boldface type has been used to
highlight all 2nd-person singular imperatives (or related optatives), which sharply stand out throughout
the original Arabic text of the Futūhāt, like similar 2nd-person singular passages in the Qur’an.
Finally, we have generally retained the familiar, grammatically “masculine” Arabic pronouns and verb
forms in this translation (instead of using the cumbersome “his-and-her,” “he-and-she,” and so
on)—but it should always be understood that their actual meaning and applicability in virtually all
cases, whether divine or human, usually covers all gender distinctions.
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subsequent acts of devotion (nawāfil). Muhammad said, in what he transmits from His Lord,

that God said:

“… and My servant does not come close to Me with anything that I love more

than carrying out what I have made obligatory for him. And My servant

continues to come closer to Me through the ensuing acts of devotion until I

love him. Then when I love him, I am his hearing, his seeing, his hand (with

which he grasps), and his support.28

….Therefore the meaning of “following” is that we do what (the messenger) tells us.

Hence if he says “Follow me in what I do,” we follow him. And if he doesn’t say (anything

about a particular matter), then it is obligatory for us to follow what he does say. The

outcome (of doing that) is that we should follow (him) in what he orders us to do and

what he forbids us from doing, so that we follow him in his actions and his traits of

character. Accomplishing that is what is called a spiritual “wonder” (karāma) and a “Sign”

(āya): i.e., an indication of the soundness of one’s process of following. For the messengers

themselves are also “following,” as (the Messenger)—upon him be peace—says (46:9): “I

28 Here parts of the famous divine Saying, the “hadith of the nawāfil,” have been abridged or
paraphrased, since Ibn ‘Arabī often assumes that this entire hadith is familiar to all his readers; see full
translation in first section of this handout. There is probably no divine Saying cited more frequently
throughout the Futūhāt (dozens of times simply in chapter 178). The full text of that divine Saying
reads as follows:

The Messenger of God said that God said: “Whoever opposes a Friends
(walī) of Mine, I declare war on them. And My servant does not come near to Me
with anything more lovable to Me that what I have made a duty (farīda) for him.

And My servant continues to come nearer to Me through the further acts of
devotion (al-nawāfil) until I love him. Then when I love him, I am his hearing with
which he hears, his sight with which he sees, his hand with which he holds, and his
foot with which he walks.

And if he asks Me, I most surely give to him. And if he seeks My help, I
surely help him. I have never hesitated about anything I do as I hesitate about (taking)
the soul of the person of faith who dislikes death, since I dislike hurting him.”

Whenever Ibn ‘Arabi cites this hadith, he makes it clear that he understands nāfila (s. of
nawāfil) in its broad Arabic root sense of “what comes last” in a caravan or the like—i.e., as all the
good actions and intentions that come after the required religious actions (farā’id), a meaning
heightened by his addition here of mulāzima, indicating a continuing, uninterrupted concentration and
practice, not something episodic or optional. Likewise, throughout all his writings, Ibn ‘Arabi
emphatically understands the central phrase here (“…, then I am his hearing….”) as pointing to the
perfected servant’s eventual recognition of what is actually already an ontological reality (ordinarily
obscured by all the distractions of earthly life).
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only follow what is inspired in me….” Hence whatever of God’s action appears with (the

Messenger) through his “following,” as the result of his following God’s commands, is a

divine Sign (āya). While for us (who are not prophets or messengers), that is a “wonder”

(karāma), which is an action through intention (himma) and focused attention (tawajjuh),

without any direct (physical) cause.

II. [The Fisher King]

And among those (qualities associated in the Qur’an with God’s Love) is His

Love—may He be glorified—for those who are returning (to Him in forgiveness).29

Now the “Always Turning (in forgiveness)” is among God’s Names. He says (9:104)

—may He be exalted and glorified—Verily God, He is the “Always Turning (al-tawwāb)!”

For God only loves His Name and His Attribute, and He loves the servant because of their

being qualified by that attribute. But that is (only) when the servant is qualified by that

(attribute) in the particular way that God ascribes that to that servant.

That (particular meaning of al-tawwāb) is that God is always returning to His servant

in every state where the servant has become distanced from God—and that state is what is

called “wrongdoing” (dhanb), “disobedience” (ma‘siya), and “transgression” (mukhālafa).30

So whenever the servant is placed in (a situation) vis-à-vis someone of his like, of his own

(human) kind, who has done him harm, but then this servant responds to that person with

kindness (iḥsān) and letting go of that wrong: this (response) is “constantly returning (in

forgiveness)” (al-tawwāb).

But that person is not the one who “returns” to God. Because the only person who

(imagines) that someone “returns” to God is someone who doesn’t know that God is always

30 Here it is important to keep in mind the following important verse (39:53): Say: “O My
servants who have gone to excess against their own souls, do not despair of God’s Mercy! Surely God
forgives the sins (dhunūb) altogether. Verily He is the All-Forgiving, the All-Merciful!”

29 The underlying Qur’anic reference here is to 2:222, “…Verily God loves those who are
returning (to Him)…. (al-tawwābīn).” This and other similar verses in the Qur’an are ordinarily
understood as referring to individual human “repentance” in much the same senses as that term has in
English. Ibn ‘Arabī’s pointed understanding throughout this section of that Arabic root as referring
essentially or ultimately to both divine and human Forgiveness (and its consequences) suggests a
radically different insight into the deeper reality and wider expressions of that divine Name.
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with him in every state. Thus God was only addressing with His saying “[And watch out for

a Day when] you will all be brought back to God….” (2:281) whoever is unaware that God is

always with them. As He said, “And He is with you all wherever you are” (57:4); “And We

are closer to him than his jugular vein!” (50:16).

So if you return to Him, whether in the Accounting or Questioning (at the Last Day,

as in the remainder of verse 2:281), then in reality that “returning” is (only) from the state

where you are to a state where you are not. And since all of our states are in God’s Hand,

that returning is (ultimately) ascribed to God in this respect. Hence the person who returns to

God is only returning from opposition to concord, and from waywardness to willing

obedience. So that is the meaning of (God’s) Love for those who are returning.

Therefore, if you are among “those who are returning (in forgiveness)” with regard to

someone who has done harm to what is your right and due, (know that) God is returning to

you with regard to whatever wrong you have done regarding His due (haqq), so that He

returns to bestowing you with kindness (iḥsān). Accordingly, you should recognize the true

realities of things; you should understand the true inner meanings (ma‘ānī) of God’s

“addressing” His servants; and you should distinguish between the levels—all so that

you become among those who are “the Knowers of, with, and through God”31 and of what He

has said….

Likewise, (the Messenger)—upon him be peace—said: “Surely God loves every

person who has been tested and returns-in-forgiveness (tawwāb)”—i.e., who has been tested

in experience. (Such a person) wants God to test him through those among God’s servants

whom that person has wronged. For then (that repentant, forgiving person) returns to him

(the one they had wronged) doing good to him, instead of wronging him. (Such a repentant

person) is returning-in-forgiveness (tawwāb). (This doesn’t mean) that God tests them

through (their own sinful) acts of disobedience—God forbid that such a thing should be

attributed to Him!32 Yet (it is true) that all actions belong to God, insofar as they are actions.

32 The underlying theological/metaphysical issue in this section—i.e., the deeply paradoxical
interplay of divine and human “causality”—is explained more clearly in the section VI on
Thankfulness below, where Ibn ‘Arabī points out that “the divine Command is always (carried out) in

31 This English phrase expresses all the many dimensions (as understood by Ibn ‘Arabi) of the
Arabic ‘ulamā’ bi-llāh, a term he often uses as the equivalent of the true spiritual “Knowers” (‘urafā’,
s. ‘ārif).
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But those acts of disobedience are only sinful through God’s judgment regarding them. For

all of God’s actions are good, insofar as they are (His) actions. So understand that!

IV. [The Color of Paradise; original title: “God’s Dyeing,” 2:138]

And among those (qualities associated in the Qur’an with God’s Love) is His love for

the purifiers. And God—may He be exalted—said: “…And God loves those who purify.”

(9:108). They are those who purify (the people) other than them, just as they purify

themselves. Thus their purifying extends to others, so that in this regard they stand in the

place of God, as His representative. Because in reality, He is the Purifier—and the Preserver,

Protector, Guardian, Safeguard, and Pardoner. For the person who protects his own essence

and the essence of others from taking on qualities which are blameworthy for them in God’s

sight also preserves, protects, safeguards and veils them from the likes of these (blameworthy

qualities). Therefore He is the one who purifies them by teaching them the knowledge of

what is (morally and spiritually) necessary, deterring them—by the light of faith and by its

life—from the darkness of ignorance and its death.

Hence that purifier, on the Day of the Rising, will be in God’s Balance, surrounded by

lights rushing before him (cf. 57:12; 67:8). That (person) is beloved by God, specially

favored by divine providence, closeness to God (walāya), and acting as God’s deputy

(khalīfa). For the (true) authorities33 are (God’s) “deputies” among “those drawn near (to

God)” (3:45, etc.) whom God has designated as his “deputies,” because they are (His)

intended locus for those whom He has deputized above other (human beings). But every

human being is ruling over his limbs (actions) and all (the higher faculties) above that, since

God has taught that person what is the (true) purification by which he purifies those for

whom he is responsible.34

34 See the many passages elaborating what is summarized here in our study of “Ibn ‘Arabi’s
Messianic Secret: From ‘the Mahdi’ to the Imamate of Every Soul,” in our forthcoming book
Approaching Ibn ‘Arabi… (Anqa Publishers, 2025). In particular, this final sentence closely echoes
the famous hadith: “Each one of you-all is a shepherd (or ‘guardian,’ rā‘un) and is responsible for his
flock.”

33 Wulāt, plural of the expression wāli (also an important divine Name), referring to those who
are rulers, governors, and so forth. That meaning overlaps here with the common Qur’anic
expression (khalīfa, pl. khulafā’) for human beings as God’s earthly “stewards” or “stand-ins,” since
that term has often been understood in reference to more earthly forms of authority and rulership.

this same way: i.e., by Him and not by Him. Therefore, if you don’t understand Him like this, you
don’t really understand Him!”
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V. [Bārān]

And among those (qualities associated in the Qur’an with God’s Love) is His love for

those who are steadfast in faith (al-sābirūn). That is in His saying: “…And God loves those

who are steadfast”(3:146).

They are those whom God has tested, who have kept themselves from complaining to

anyone other than God Who has sent down this test upon them. “So they were unflagging in

the face of what befell them in the path of God, nor did they weaken” (3:14) from bearing that

(test), because they were bearing it with God, even though it was excruciating. It is

unavoidably like that—because if it weren’t painful for them, then it wouldn’t be a test.

“Nor do they give in” (3:146) to anyone but God to remove that test, and they (only)

have recourse to God in removing that. Hence they said, like God’s “perfect servant” (Job):

“…misery has afflicted me, and You are the Most Merciful of those who have mercy” (21:83).

Now (these verses) indicate that the steadfast person complains (only) to God, not to

anyone else. Indeed He loves (the servant) for that steadfastness, if (the servant) does not

complain to God about his struggle with the divine compulsion (of this suffering), since to do

so would be bad behavior (adab) toward God. For the prophets—upon them be peace—are

the people of (good) adab, since they are acting properly, out of a knowing bestowed from

God. Indeed you (s.) know that your steadfastness is only through God, not from yourself or

from your own strength and power.35 For surely God says: “… And be steadfast, and your

steadfastness is only through God” (16:127)….

Among God’s descriptive Names—may He be exalted—is the Name “the

Always-Steadfast” (al-sabūr). And God only loves the person on whom He sees His robe of

honor. Hence there is a secret meaning in this, that through this He has raised you to His

station. Because steadfastness only exists with regard to (suffering) a pain and heartache.

…. So focus your attention on what we have pointed out to you here!

35 A direct reference here to the familiar, frequently cited Arabic expression, la hawl wa la
quwwa illā bi-Allāh: “There is no power and no strength except through God.”
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VI. [Smoke]

And among those (qualities associated in the Qur’an with God’s Love) is His love for

those who are thankful. Now God described Himself in His Book as loving those who are

thankful. And thankfulness is His description, because He is “Thankful, All-Knowing”

(2:158). For He only loves in His servant what is His attribute and description.

But thankfulness is only for benefits—and not for (painful) tests, as was claimed by

someone with no knowledge of the realities. Because God—may He be exalted—has placed

His benefits within His afflictions, and His afflictions within His benefits. So this is obscure

and confusing for whoever has no (real) knowledge of the realities—i.e., of the realities of

this matter. So they imagine that they are being thankful in the midst of the tests (they

undergo), and that is not true.

This is like someone who drinks a distasteful medicine, since that is part of the

test—and that is certainly a test for those who perish from that (disease)! So that (test) is the

disease for which one uses (the medicine). For the pain (of the disease) is the enemy of this

medicine, but (the suffering person) still seeks that medicine. However, since the test (of this

illness) is located in the place experiencing the pain, the (suffering person) discovers an

impulse which wants to remove that pain from existence, and that is the medicine. So that

person experiences an aversion to that (distasteful medicine), while they know that there is a

benefit contained within that medicine, because it will take away their pain. Therefore they

thank God—may He be exalted—for the benefit which is in that medicine. And they

persevere against what they detest about using that medicine, because they know that they are

seeking to remove that pain. For they are only striving for release (from that pain) in this

place. So understand this!

This is why (such a person) is thankful. Thus when they thank God for the inner

benefit contained within this distasteful thing, He adds to that thankfulness another benefit,

which is restored health, the removal of that malady, and the help of that distasteful medicine.

Therefore God said: “If you (pl.) are thankful, I shall most surely give you more!” (14:7). So

He increases that person in good health….

Now this is the very essence of what I indicated to you [s.] that you should deeply

ponder (regarding this matter). So that you truly know the matter (of God’s relation to all

creation) as it really is. That is, that the divine Command is always (carried out) in this same

way: i.e., by Him and not by Him. Therefore, if you don’t understand Him like this, you
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don’t really understand Him! “You did not throw when you threw, but God threw!” (8:17).36

For this is the essence of what we were just saying, that God acts “(by) Him, and not (by)

Him.” This is totally bewildering for the minds of those who do not witness the realities as

they really are!

… May God place us among those whom God has given blessings (benefits), so that

they see God’s blessings upon them in every state, and they are (forever) thankful!

VII. [Shawshank Redemption]

And among those (qualities associated in the Qur’an with God’s Love) is His love for

those who do what is good-and-beautiful (the muhsinūn).37 And that is His saying (4:134):

“and God loves those who do what is good-and-beautiful.”

For ihsān (doing what is good-and-beautiful) is God’s attribute, since He is one Who

does good and makes (things) beautiful. So He loves His attribute, which is the outward

aspect (zāhir) of Himself. Now (the virtue of) ihsān, by which the servant is called a “doer of

good-and-beauty” (muhsin), is (in the Prophet’s words in the famous Hadith of Gabriel) “that

the servant worship/serve God as though he saw him….”: i.e., that the servant

worships/serves Him through direct witnessing.

And God’s ihsān is the spiritual station of His seeing His servants in all of their

actions and ways of being. This is (like in) His saying (41:53): “…He is witnessing every

thing” and “He is with you [pl.] wherever you all are (57:4). So His witnessing is God’s Act

of ihsān, since His witnessing (the servants) preserves them from destruction. Therefore

every state through which the servant proceeds is from God’s ihsān, since He—may He be

exalted—is the one Who transports the servant. This is why (God’s) act of giving timely

benefits (in‘ām) is also called ihsān. Because the only one who can intentionally benefit you

37 The deeper meanings of iḥsān, as the Prophet explains in the famous “hadith of Gabriel,”
are discussed throughout the rest of this section—and at greater length in many of Ibn ‘Arabī’s other
writings. In the full version of this hadith alluded to here, the Prophet is quizzed about the different
dimensions of Religion (īmān, islām, and ihsān) by a mysterious, white-robed stranger—who was, as
he later explains to his companions, the angel Gabriel.

36 This famous Qur’anic expression is understood to refer specially to the Messenger’s
divinely supported actions in the early, victorious battle of Badr.
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is someone who knows you. And the One Whose knowing is the very same as His seeing is

the One Who is perpetually doing what is good-and-beautiful (muhsin). For He sees you (s.)

continuously, because He knows you forever….

So in the divine prescription (shar‘), ihsān is only this. Because (the Messenger) said

to (Gabriel, in response to his query “What is ihsān?) “[It is to worship/serve your Lord as

though you see Him], and even if you (s.) don’t see Him, He surely sees you.” Or in other

words, even if you are not doing what is good and beautiful, still God is (perpetually) doing

what is good (i.e., He is always muhsin).

VIII. [“Three Colors: Red;” or Bagdad Cafe]

And among those (qualities associated in the Qur’an with God’s Love) is His love for

those who are struggling in the path of God, in a special sense….

… Yet still another question presents itself here, which deserves an explanation. This

is that God loves His Friends (awliyā), and the lover does not cause pain to his beloved. Yet

there is no one in this low world (dunyā) who is more intensely suffering and tested than the

Friends of God (awliyā’ Allāh): i.e., the messengers and prophets among them, and their

(divinely) protected followers, who are so passionately devoted to following them. So by

what reality do they deserve these trials, despite their being beloved (by God)?

So we may reply that God said (of His Friends): “He loves them, and they love Him”

(5:54). Because there is never any trial without (some form of) pretention….

Now when God loves whomever He loves among His servants, His love provides for

them in a way that they do not recognize. These Friends find in their souls a love for God, so

they claim that they are among the lovers of God. Then God tests them with regard to their

being lovers, and He gives them the benefit of their being beloved (by Him). So His

benefitting them is a proof of His love for them. And “God’s is the all-encompassing Proof”

(6:149). Therefore His testing them is because of what they claimed concerning their love for

Him. Hence God tests those creatures who love Him. “But God says the Truth, and He

guides in the path” (33:4).
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IX. [Wings of Desire, and its sequel]

And among those (qualities associated in the Qur’an with God’s Love) is the love of

Beauty (jamāl). It has been established in the Sahīh (hadith collection of Bukhari) that the

Messenger of God said: “Verily God is Beautiful (jamīl), and He loves Beauty.” And he

indicated for us, with his word “beauty,” that we should love Him.

So regarding that (love of beauty), we are divided into two groups. (1) Among us are

those who are contemplating the beauty of perfection (kamāl), and that is the beauty of

(God’s) Wisdom. These are the ones who love Him/It in every thing, because every thing is

wisely shaped, that is, the work of an all-Wise (Creator).

And among us (2) are those who do not reach that level (of spiritual insight), and who

therefore do not have a full knowing of Beauty beyond this “limited” beauty that is dependent

on their individual goal. That is the subject of the Messenger’s saying: “[ihsān, doing what is

good-and-beautiful] is that you should worship and serve God as though you see Him.” The

letter kāf (“as though”) here indicates a conditional relation, so that the person whose

understanding has not reached anything beyond this restricted beauty limits God’s Beauty to

that (restricted notion), like someone who is limited (in their praying) to the (visible, external)

qibla.38 Hence such a person loves God because of His beauty.

…So what does remain for us is the love of God—may He be exalted—for Beauty.

Now it is reported39 that God—may He be exalted—“created Adam according to His

form,” so that the human being is the totality of the universe.40 And the Knowledge of

God—may He be exalted—is only His Knowledge of Himself, since there is nothing in

existence but Him. So the world must necessarily be according to His form. Therefore, when

40 This bold expression presumes Ibn ‘Arabī’s characteristic understanding of the “insān
kāmil” (the “complete Human Being,” or the “Muhammadan Reality”) as the ultimate reality and
noetic “template” of all Creation. That understanding is most famously developed in the entirety of his
Fusūs al-Hikam.

39 This ambivalent expression conveys Ibn ‘Arabī’s usual hesitation to cite this very
influential and familiar formula—which he mentions and interprets frequently—as a hadith
acknowledged by the experts in hadith transmission.

38 This passage expresses Ibn ‘Arabī’s understanding of a famous “divine Saying” (hadīth
qudsī), that “God is in the qibla of the person praying.” That is, in the direction of salāt prayer, as well
as what the person praying is actually imagining or seeing there.
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God made (Adam) appear in his particular, individual form, he became God’s place of

manifestation (or “theophany”: majlā). Thus He saw in (Adam) nothing but His own Beauty,

and He loves Beauty.

Therefore the world is God’s Beauty, since He is “the Beautiful,” the Lover of beauty.

So whoever loves the world with this vision, already loves it with God’s love, and they only

love the Beauty of God. For the beauty of (God’s) handiwork (that is, of all creation) is not

attributable to any particular object, but only to its Maker. Consequently, the beauty of the

world is the Beauty of God. And the form of its beauty—I mean, the beauty of things—is

something quite subtle (daqīq).

For this (subtlety of real beauty) is like (the example of) two individual persons

among those that nature loves. They could be two maidens or two young men who share the

(outward) reality of humanity, both of them alike. So their perfection of form—which is the

essential point (in this illustration)—is from the perfection of their organs and limbs, together

with the (perfection) of the whole and the parts from defects and imperfections. But one of

the two is described as “beautiful,” and is loved by everyone who sees that person. While

the other person is described as “ugly,” and disgusts whoever sees them.

Therefore, what is this “beauty” that is conveyed by the name “the Beautiful,” so that

it is loved by everyone who sees it? Thus with respect to the (real) knowledge of that, we

have entrusted you (s.) to yourself and your reflection. This (illustration applies)

especially when this love for a person happens immediately through just seeing them, not

after conversing with and frequenting them, and knowing them intimately (suhba and

mu‘āshira).

So now you (s.) must ponder and examine this closely: and then—God

willing—you will discover the crux of the matter in God’s describing Himself as being

Beautiful and Himself as loving Beauty, despite his creatures/creation (sometimes seeming)

repugnant and harmful for us, (including) what does not agree with our (individual bodily)

natures and does not match up with our (personal) goals....
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Chapter 4: Recognizing the Many Faces of Love:

Encountering the Divine “Beloved”

“I was a hidden Treasure, and I loved to be known. So I

am creating the creation/creatures/people (al-khalq) in

order that I might be known.”

Divine saying (hadīth qudsī)

This fascinating, visually striking and thought-provoking miniature painting of the

divine “Beloved”41 exemplifies most of the major themes that are discussed throughout this

volume—especially the preceding chapter on Ibn ‘Arabi’s understanding of the universal

divine Love that pervades and sustains all the levels and divine manifestations in creation.

The painting itself is clearly a mirror of all the creative and motivating dimensions of that

Love, and thus a revealing mirror for each viewer’s defining choices in life.

Let us begin with some of the most obvious symbolic images that would immediately

strike its original viewers—or “readers”, since this painting likely accompanied and

illustrated a companion poetic text. Those familiar symbols would include the framed central

image of the royal divine Beloved; the multiple “Cups” of the wine of Love,42 proffered in all

of the depicted situations; the glistening silver43 stream of the Water of Life that twists

43 Now appearing black and tarnished, as happened normally over time in most Persianate

42 See Ibn ‘Arabi’s explanations of this omnipresent wine-imagery of Love in the immediately
preceding Chapter 15 in the book “Openings…”.

41 This painting—is signed (in the small blue rock just above the kneeling figure at the bottom
left of the border) “the work of Muhammad Murad Samarqandi”, who worked in Bukhara in the late
15th/early 16th century. See the few known details of his life and other works in Robert Skelton,
“Relations between Mughal and Central Asian painting in the seventeenth century,” in J. Guy (ed.),
Indian Art & Connoisseurship, Essays in Honour of Douglas Barrett, (Middletown NJ, 1995).

This was a period (at roughly the time of the Safavid Shah Abbas) when the ideas and
perspectives associated with metaphysical Sufism and Ibn ‘Arabi had become widely familiar in both
popular poetic culture and in courtly circles, including in Central Asia, where this complex and
demanding miniature painting was presumably completed. There is still no indication of what poetic
text it might originally have been intended to illustrate, as was normally the case with such paintings.

Wikipedia Commons, under the entry “Muhammad Murad Samarqandi,” shows what is likely
a paired miniature—which would have been originally placed on the left (opposing) page of this
painting—from the Louvre, with a closely corresponding border and complementary central image of
another composite (but uncrowned) male figure who is reading. The Louvre attributes that companion
work to Muhammad Charif Musavvir and this Muhammad Murād Samarqandī.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Muhammad_Charif_Musavvir_and_Muhammad_Mur%C3%A2d_Samarqandi,_Man_reading,_1600-1630,_Louvre,_Paris.jpg
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through most of the framing scenes; and especially the border’s twelve fascinating human

figures of different types of love. Those figures are clearly exemplars of some of our most

familiar and wide-ranging expressions of human love: from the prominent, literally

tree-hugging woman on the right, to the more solitary, creative devotions of music, reading,

meditation, and possibly writing—and finally, the four or five participants and servants in the

colorful Banquet (a common feature of the imagery of Paradise) portrayed in the upper band

of the border. Above all, there is the almost baroque abundance of intensely multi-colored

flowers, trees, and vegetation—together with some strangely contorted, misshapened rocks

and minerals, in a space inhabited by birds of two species, a gazelle,44 and a cheetah. (The

Qur’an repeatedly points to the cosmic Love, praise and gratitude of all the creatures, as in

our opening Divine saying here.)

Outside the Frame, the Many Faces of Love:

Taken together, this framing scene of the outer border is entirely set in the natural

world, and in many ways might seem like an earthly “paradise”45—especially given the

Qur’anic prominence of much of its natural imagery. Secondly, the sheer density of the

whole painting’s unusually intense colors and lively, almost chaotic action would

immediately evoke the frequent characterization of divine Love in this Persianate tradition as

‘ishq: i.e., love as the uncontrolled, overwhelming pervasive presence of the Divine in every

instant of this world’s “ever-renewed creation.”46 Finally, each of the human figures here

suggests a whole range of meaningful stories and lessons that must be filled out in

imagination by each reader/viewer—just as we are constantly, unavoidably doing in life,

whether in encountering a previously unknown stranger or situation, or equally in observing

the many dimensions of our own changing self.

For example, the bald (or close-shaven?) meditative figure holding a book of poetry

46 The Qur’anic khalq jadīd (at 13:5; 14:19; 32:10; 34:7; 35:16; 50:15; and 17:49 and 98),
described in those recurrent verses as somehow “invisible” to most people, is one of the central
experiential foundations of Ibn ‘Arabi’s metaphysical teaching.

45 The historical roots of this word itself go back to the enclosed royal hunting-grounds of
ancient Persian kings and nobles.

44 A standard Persian poetic image for life’s transforming, but evanescent, moments of
sudden, unexpected spiritual inspiration and grace.

miniatures.
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on the lower left would at first appear to be a contemplative ascetic or qalandar dervish in

spiritual retreat (with the usually timorous gazelle confidently looking over his

shoulder)—until we also notice the formal turban, signifying a well-placed official

personage, that this character has resting at his feet. Is that image the iconic sign indicating a

spiritual “conversion” from a worldly life now happily left behind? Or does it only capture a

rare peaceful moment of relaxed meditation or prayer? As we, the viewers, begin to actively

interact with these images, we find ourselves in the position of a modern cineaste, joining this

artist in imaginatively composing our own set of possible scenarios for each of these lovers.

In short, what is “outside the frame” here is a summary image of our whole “lower

life” (al-hayāt al-dunyā) in this material world—which, as each of our earlier poets (Part IV

of Openings…) constantly reminds us, can indeed be seen and experienced already as a kind

of paradise, whenever it is viewed “unveiled,” with enlightened spiritual vision. That is, with

the “eye of Love” that reveals the actively unfolding, creative divine Presence in all these

earthly images and stories of Love. That this-worldly stage also includes the disturbingly

ugly, unexpected indications of encroaching chaos, disorder, or impending misfortune that

seem to intrude on both the upper right and lower left corners of this painting.

Inside the Frame: He loves them, and they love Him... (5:54)47

The colorful central figure in this painting clearly represents the divine “Beloved” of

the classics of Persian poetry, holding the now-familiar Cup of God’s all-encompassing

creative Love and compassion (rahma). Here She is both made up of and lovingly holding

and comforting at least twelve people, including two or three women—significantly, the same

numbers as with the human lovers represented in the surrounding border. For the original

readers and viewers, it would be immediately evident that this image conveys the intimate

relationship between God and the “Friends of God” (awliyā Allāh, an extensive group

including all the prophets and messengers).48 For these are the perfected souls whose wills

48 For the walī/awliyā’ and the multifaceted spiritual roles of walāya, embodied by each of the
Friends, in this world and beyond, see all of Part III above.

47 This short, memorable Qur’anic allusion was usually coupled in teaching with an equally
famous, but more elaborately explanatory Divine Saying (hadīth qudsī), where God is the speaker: “I
was a hidden Treasure, and I loved to be known. So I am creating creation/people (al-khalq) so that I
might be known.” The key Arabic term al-khalq here, indicates at the same time all that which is
knowable (i.e., all the creatures), and that which alone can fully know and mirror all the lessons and
beauties of that creation (i.e., the theomorphic, fully realized human, insān).
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and purposes are at one with their Beloved, so that they are the instruments of God’s

Compassion and Lovingmercy (al-rāhimūn), both here and in the higher planes of being.

That identity is further emphasized by the depiction here of the three highest, vertically

ascending figures as archaic, heavily bearded men—quite different from all the contemporary

lovers pictured around the border, who are either beardless or well-trimmed, and dressed in

the distinctive turbans of that day. In that same vein, the particularly moving central image of

the young boy clinging to his father—at the literal heart of the entire painting—would

immediately suggest the moving scriptural account of Abraham and his sacrifice.

The intimate closeness of these central human figures, both with each other and

together within the divine Embrace, would immediately recall the following famous Divine

Saying which was familiar to virtually everyone in that day, usually called the “hadith of the

Walī” or of the nawāfil (supererogatory good deeds). The most important part of this

hadith—both practically and metaphysically—is highlighted in bold type here:

The Messenger of God said that God said: “Whoever opposes a Friend

(walī) of Mine, I declare war on them.

And My servant does not come near to Me with anything more lovable

(ahabb) to Me than what I have made a duty49 for him. And My servant

continues to come nearer to Me through the further acts of devotion50 until

I love51 him. Then when I love him, I am52 his hearing with which he

52 More literally: “(already) was,” a dimension of the saying that is often very important in

51 The root for “love” (hubb) here, as in the Qur’an and the passage at 5:54 just cited, refers to
the individual, “particularized” and reciprocal divine Response to the devotion of the Friends of God;
that “personal relationship” is always discussed in terms quite distinct from the universal divine
“Lovingmercy” (rahma) that “encompasses all things.”

50 Al-nawāfil in later Islamic tradition becomes a technical legal term referring to the
supplementary acts of personal devotion, often mentioned in the Qur’an and described in the hadith,
which were practiced by the Prophet and his close Companions, especially in the early Meccan
period, but which were not made obligatory for the wider body of Muslims in Medina and in later
legal schools. These devotions would normally include longer and more numerous prayers, especially
at night, much more frequent fasting, spiritual retreats during Ramadan (and at some other times), a
wide range of invocations (dhikr), and more specific devotional vows (nadhr). Even more relevant
here is the Arabic word’s original literal meaning of simply “what comes next”, originally referring to
the end of a caravan.

49 From the same root as farīda, the technical term for the obligatory religious duties (the daily
ritual prayers, fasting in Ramadan, etc.) in later schools of Islamic jurisprudence.
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hears, his sight with which he sees, his hand with which he holds, and

his foot with which he walks.

And if he53 asks Me, I most surely give to him. And if he seeks My help,

I surely help him. I have never hesitated about anything I do as I hesitate

about (taking) the soul of the person of faith who dislikes death, since I

dislike hurting him.”

More problematic, at first glance, are the animals also partly composing the Beloved

here: a rabbit, fish, dog, cat, gazelle or deer, leopard, sheep, goat. 54 (These might also be

symbolic suggestions of the wide range of different human characteristics, capacities, and

personalities—or possibly allusions to certain deeper karmic roots of that always-mysterious

spiritual diversity?) More directly, the depiction of these animals so closely intertwined here

in the Beloved with the highest, most accomplished spiritual figures would certainly reflect

the Qur’an’s constantly repeated insistence on the perpetual praises and adoration offered up

by all the “communities” (umma) of creatures (including the mineral and vegetal kingdoms,

as well as animals). This cosmic reality so richly depicted here is summed up in an equally

influential and well-known Divine Saying (where God is the speaker):

“I was a hidden Treasure, and I loved to be known. So

I created creation/the creatures/people55 so that I might be known.”

55 The key Arabic term al-khalq here refers both to all that through which the divine Reality is
known (i.e., all the creatures at all the levels of creation); and particularly to “people”, to that which
alone fully knows and mirrors that creation: i.e., the theomorphic, spiritually perfected human being,

54 In Islamic painting from Mogul India at the same time, we have paintings of composite
human and animal figures, often representing an elephant and its guiding rider as obvious political
allegories of the rightly guided state. But that is entirely different from what we find in this miniature.
Instead, this painting closely mirrors in its contents and intention the extraordinary mystical ink and
watercolor Safavid drawing (ca. 1630) of all the earthly creatures (birds, fish, and mammals), together
with deeply meditating dervish figures, swirling together in a dizzying composite image of the
ultimate reality (Haqq) in all Its Self-manifestations, together forming the divine “Simurgh” (see
Attar’s related work in Chapter 14 above). That complex drawing, created close in time and place to
this painting, and now in Harvard’s Fogg Art Museum, provides the cover of our study of (the
Safavid) Mulla Sadra’s philosophy in The Wisdom of the Throne, (Princeton, 1980). R. Skelton (in the
study cited in n. 1 above) speculates that this extraordinary drawing in the Fogg might well have been
the work of the same artist, Muhammad Murad Samarqandi.

53 I.e., the realized Walī or “Friend” of God.

later interpretations. The Arabic conditional form used here (similar to the Greek aorist)
grammatically requires the past tense, but can be translated in the past, present or future, according to
the context and sense.
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Beyond the Open Window—the Metaphysical Essentials:

Finally, one of the initially most puzzling aspects of this painting is what we see

through the open window behind the Beloved: i.e., the strange, almost entirely monochrome

set of images “outside,” or perhaps above and beyond, all the strikingly colorful

Self-manifestations of creation that fill the rest of this painting—perhaps suggesting an

unadorned realm of transcendent metaphysical principles. Here again, a set of familiar

Qur’anic verses describing two complementary kinds of principial “Trees” suggests a

possible scriptural key to this puzzle.

On our left, the focus toward which the divine Beloved is turned, on her “Right

Hand” (a recurrent Qur’anic symbol of the destiny of the blessed in the next world), we meet

a strange depiction of the divine “Simurgh” (a symbolic composite of all the creatures of air,

land and sea), perched on a flourishing, abundantly fruitful Tree closely resembling all those

trees in the surrounding border. Some of its leaves have apparently ascended, appearing like

scattered stars. And the Beloved is seemingly offering the “Cup” of divine Love in that

direction. Or this Cup that She seems to be contemplating might well be—as Ibn ‘Arabi

suggested in the translations in Chapter 16 [of Openings…]—the cosmic “Heart” (qalb)

where the divine and the human realms always meet.

On our right, behind the Beloved, two angry carnivores56 are struggling in mortal

combat, dramatically surrounded by a cut-off, crippled and barren tree whose leaves are all

dead and fallen on the ground. That twisted Tree also mirrors the ominous intrusion of an

almost reptilian tree and other alien forms in the upper right corner of the outside

border—and the equally bizarre and threatening, unearthly mineral forms that emerge at the

extreme lower left corner.

Taken together, these two vividly contrasting sides of the Beyond would recall for

viewers of that era the traditional division between the divine Names and attributes of Beauty

(jamāl) and the difficult Names of Majesty (jalāl)—realities whose intrinsic opposition

makes possible our full appreciation (and informed choice) of what is right and beautiful,

while providing the ongoing motivation of Love leading upward toward lasting spiritual

growth and perfection. The artist and his original audience, in gazing out this somber

metaphysical window, could not help but be reminded of the similarly contrasted two cosmic

56 Or alternatively, the top predator is eating its struggling victim.

insān.



28

Trees in the Qur’an:57

Haven’t you seen how God has made a likeness: a good Word is like a good

Tree whose root is solid, its branches in Heaven, giving its fruit at every

instant, by God’s permission.... (14:24-25)

Then We cause to grow for you all from (the Water of Life) Gardens of

palm trees and vines, for you in them many fruits, and of them you all

eat—a Tree coming forth from Mount Sinai that gives anointment and oil

for those who eat... (23:19-20)

...[the Lamp of God’s Light is] lit from a blessed Tree, an Olive-tree

neither of East nor of West, Whose oil almost shines forth even though no

fire touches it: Light upon Light.... (24:35)

And when he reached (the fire), he was called from the right side of the

valley, in the blessed field, from the Tree: “O Moses, I, verily I am God,

Lord of the Worlds!” (28:30)

* *

Is that (the “Supreme Attainment”) better as a resting place—or the Tree of

Zaqqūm, which we have made as a trial for the wrongdoers?! It is a Tree

coming forth at the root of Gehennna, its crown like the heads of

devils—and they are eating of it, filling the bellies from it.... (37:62-66).

Verily the Tree of Zaqqūm is the food of the evildoer: like molten brass it

boils in the bellies, like the roiling of muddy springs....! (44:43-49)

...and We only established for you the Vision that We caused you to see as a

trial for the people, and the cursed Tree in the Qur’an.... (17:60)

57 There is an extraordinary similarity here, in so many respects, to one of W.B. Yeats’ most
remarkable early poems (actually a song), The Two Trees, which provides an eerily moving sort of
“musical score” and counterpoint, summing up the ultimate lessons of so much of this extraordinary
love-painting.


