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teachers and groups in which the influence of Ibn ‘Arabi is most
direct and explicit is a common, quite visible, factor which
clearly marks them all off from the many other explicitly “Sufi”
tarigas which have simply attempted to “export” unchanged
local forms of Islamic practice to new Western settings: i.e., an
explicit common intention to communicate the spiritual univer-
sality of Qur’anic teaching in ways appropriately adapted — which
necessarily means creatively, even if protestations of “ortho-
doxy” are sometimes required - to the distinctive circumstances
of seekers in the contemporary world, relatively few of them
“Muslim” in terms of their own immediate cultural heritage. In
this respect, some of the most visible and active influences in
supporting and communicating the teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi have
come - not entirely surprisingly - from Sufi traditions deeply
rooted in the spiritually cosmopolitan, diverse and sophisticated
world of the Ottoman empire. Thus the Beshara School, founded
by the profoundly Ottoman figure of Bulent Rauf, has for sev-
eral decades pioneered in the practical teaching of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
writings to a wide international audience drawn from all walks
of life. Equally significantly, its more academic offshoot, the
Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society, through its Journal, library and
annual symposia that bring together scholars and translators
from all over the world, has succeeded in creating a remarkable
global network of editors, translators, and interpreters of the
Shaykh's works which is increasingly effective and influential not
only in English-speaking countries and among academic special-
ists, but also in Muslim countries where intellectuals earlier in
the past century had tended to reject the aspects of Islam asso-
ciated with Ibn ‘Arabi. Under the initial impetus of the charis-
matic Sheikh Muzaffer, the American branches of another
originally Ottoman order (the Khalwati-Jerrahi tariga) have
also been extremely active in creating the vehicles needed for
publishing, translating and disseminating Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings
and ideas.¢

type, though none of those are so directly and profoundly linked to Ibn
‘Arabr as the Beshara group.

36. This is evident both in the editions and translations undertaken by
Pir Publications (related to one New York branch of that order), as well as
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Reflecting the wide-ranging influences of Ibn ‘Arabi’s ideas in
South Asian Islam (most beautifully symbolised in Ibn ‘Arabi’s
detailed inspiration for the architectonic form of the Taj Mahal)¥
other pioneering teachers originally from Muslim South Asia -
Hazrat Inayat Khan (Chishti musician, teacher and founder of
the Sufi order in the West), his son Pir Vilayat Khan, the Sri Lankan
Sufi teacher Bhawa Mohyieddin, or Meher Baba - likewise have
continued to emphasise and practically apply the teachings of
Ibn ‘Arabi, as they had been transmitted and transmuted in the
multi-religious Indian context, in their formation and direction
of their American and European disciples, in ways that have
subsequently been creatively adapted to the practical tasks of
medicine and healing, psychology, and spiritual guidance, as
well as more creative artistic endeavours.3®

the translations and commentaries (not always identified as such!) of sev-
eral works by lbn “Arabi translated by T. Bayrak and R. T. Harris, from the
other regional branch of the same tariqa. On the West coast, the psycholo-
gists R. Frager and J. Fadiman (from yet another branch of the same order)
have published a number of more creative books relating ideas of lbn ‘Arabt
and other related Sufis to the practice of psychology, counselling and other
forms of therapy, as well as the popular anthology Essential Sufism (NY,
Harper Collins, 1997).

37. See the fascinating study by W. Begley, “The Myth of the Taj Mahal
and a New Theory of Its Symbolic Meaning”, in The Art Bulletin, LXI:1 (March
1979). Begley’s study is another extraordinary example of fundamental,
undeniably direct influences by Ibn “Arabf (in this case the architect’s books
and notes directly based on the eschatological/cosmological chapter 371
of the Meccan Illuminations) which would have been absolutely “invisible”
were it not for a particular “chance” discovery of that key historical link.

38. In addition to the helpful description of the various offshoots of
Hazrat Inayat Khan's legacy in the article cited at n.32 above, see above
all the fascinating documentation contained in the many contributions to
A Pearl in Wine: Essays on the Life, Music and Sufism of Hazrat Inayat Khan,
ed. Z. I. Khan (NY, Omega, 2001). This new book is important not only
for its invaluable detailed historical and background studies (which are vir-
tually non-existent even for fairly recent Sufi figures in so many cases), but
also for its more autobiographical descriptions in the concluding section,
which again provide the indispensable “spiritual phenomenology” which
- taken together — is the actual reality on which any collective activity and
description actually depends. The “case studies” detailed there illustrate
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And finally, the central role of Ibn *Arabi in so much of later
Iranian thought (both Shiite and Sunni), poetry and the Islamic
arts has been communicated in the West (and especially the
English-speaking world) through even more diverse channels:
the publications and seminars sponsored by the Ni’matullahi
Sufi order and other originally Iranian spiritual groups; the above-
mentioned works of Henry Corbin, S. H. Nasr, and Toshihiko
Izutsu (all the direct fruit of their long-term residence, study and
scholarly contacts in Iran); and more recently through the
ongoing translations, interpretive studies and academic courses
undertaken by a number of more recent scholars — Asians,
Europeans and Americans — who had studied both with those
older scholars and with more traditional representatives of
Islamic spirituality in Iran. And again, within each of the recent-
broader Sufi movements just cited, the spectrum of immediate
“influences” of Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought would cover at least
thousands of individual cases, ranging from the spectacularly
public and visible (such as the best-selling Rumi translations of
Robert Bly and Coleman Barks) to the no less important level of
each such individual’s spiritual growth and active contributions
to their wider community. In each of those instances, the
profusion and creative diversity of reactions powerfully defies
the historian’s inherited vocabulary and conceptual baggage of
“influences”, “traditions”, “communities”, “teachers” and the
like. For example, some of the most visible and effective
“influences” of Ibn ‘Arabi in the USA, by each of the channels
of communication above, have been on individuals who have
gone on to be particularly active in various “Jewish renewal”
movements.* But while those phenomena and the deeper

how much the “fantastic” and extraordinary tales and experiences (of
dreams, illuminations, “calls”, spiritual “coincidences”, “miracles” and the
like) scattered throughout ibn “Arabi’s Futihat, in particular, continue to
be lived and experienced in contemporary contexts in very similar forms
and expressions.

39. Of course there are many more obvious and more public examples,
in that general context, of an even broader range of various Buddhist
“influences”; but it is certainly not hard to see why there would be more
reticence today about admitting “Islamic” influences in such situations.
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reasons for that particular influence might seem quite “obvious”
to religious specialists (at least those living and working in the
USA), they would no doubt require a more extensive explana-
tion for those coming from more distant cultural contexts.

In conclusion, therefore, it may be helpful to draw a few more
explicit connections between the contemporary phenomena and
potential case-studies we have just mentioned and the broader
issues of “communication” and “influence” outlined at the be-
ginning of this essay. The focus of the field of academic religious
studies (and of Islamic studies with it) has recently been turn-
ing towards the more publicly “interesting” (and intellectually
apparently less demanding) study of contemporary religious
phenomena, but all too often such studies have betrayed the
unfortunate unconscious importation of stereotypes and other
misplaced assumptions which can quickly lead to profound and
far-reaching misunderstanding and misrepresentation of the
phenomena in question. For that reason, a few further “contex-
tual” explanations (and heuristic suggestions) may be in order.

First, in almost all of the cases we have mentioned above, the
“communicators” in question have not been trying to use Ibn
‘Arabl and his ideas primarily in order to “convert” people either
to Islam or to any particular Sufi order or other social grouping.
Whether we are referring to academics, artists, or activists,
psychologists and other innovators, any such suggestion (or
assumption) would completely misrepresent the intentions of
these communicators and their audiences alike. Secondly, if one
wants to explore in an accurate and reliable fashion the actual
spectrum of influences of the writings, music, therapeutic meth-
ods, institutions and the like created by those connected with
any of the broader movements mentioned above, it would be
necessary to begin (and constantly to remain) on the plane of
the actual spiritual autobiographies of the different individuals
so influenced. (In other words, “sociological”, quantitative
approaches and assumptions are normally applied in these
domains only by researchers who haven’t seriously thought
about what they're actually assuming.) Finally, for most of the
effective communicators mentioned above, questions about
what is or is not “Muslim” (or “Buddhist”, etc., whatever such
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terms might mean) in these particular contexts — whether we are
speaking of communicator, audience, or the cultural symbols
through which communication is possible — are not (indeed
practically cannot be) at the centre of their practical efforts at
communication, which have to remain focused on their real
spiritual effects and influences on their given audience, within its
given cultural milieu, if their efforts are to have any lasting fruits.
Indeed, as we suggest in conclusion, the wider parameters of
spiritual communication in the modern world may be shifting
in ways that open up new possibilities of communication and
creative “influence” that either transcend or practically replace
earlier forms, norms and assumptions in these fields.

TRANSLATING THE MECCAN ILLUMINATIONS:
TOWARDS A “NEW SCIENCE” OF SPIRITUALITY?

So where does this brief sketch of a history leave us, particularly
outside the “Islamic world”?* If we can project forward from past
historical experience, there are at least two domains in which
the appeal and development of Ibn ‘Arabi’s heritage beyond the
Islamic world is likely to continue to grow in coming decades.
In both those cases (as in the Islamic past), that wider potential
interest in his work is likely to arise not directly from the study
of Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings themselves, but rather from compelling
historical situations where - as in the anecdote with which we
opened this essay — the unavoidable need for “something like”
the Shaykh'’s guiding ideas and conceptions will become increas-
ingly apparent to people from many religious and cultural back-
grounds. The first domain has to do with Ibn “Arabi’s profoundly
rooted explanation of the inevitability and essential good which
is embodied and expressed in the diversity of human under-

40. The analysis of the growing renewal of interest in lbn “Arab in all
parts of the contemporary Islamic world, which we have partially under-
taken elsewhere (see our articles in n.2 above), would of course take us in
very different directions. However, those distinctive directions, differing so
radically from one “Muslim” country and region to another, again illustrate
the importance of close attention to the particular contexts and “audiences”
in question. ’
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standings and expressions of our spiritual nature (including, but
by no means limited to, the diversities of what different cultures
arbitrarily call “religious” life and activity). The ultimate fruit -
and practical challenge — of Ibn ‘Arabi’s insight here is a true
mutual understanding which goes far beyond what we ordinarily
think of as tolerance, as a kind of grudging acceptance of
the political necessity of the “other”. That ongoing process of
genuine mutual understanding itself is always an essential
human task, a “work in progress” which is very hard for anyone
to realise — and which is scarcely emphasised in the most public
representatives of any of the monotheistic religions — but which
lies at the practical and metaphysical centre of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
worldview. It should be clear enough, without any detailed
explanation, how ongoing world-historical developments will
increasingly oblige people of every religious background at least
to contemplate what Ibn ‘Arabi has to teach us all in this regard.

The second domain in which Ibn ‘Arabi’s ideas are likely to
have an increasing appeal is in some ways simply a wider prac-
tical extension of the point we have just made. The unprec-
edented global technological and economic transformations in
the human situation through which we are living, and their still
largely unpredictable cultural and political consequences, have
so far had as their universal consequences (1) a severing of
essential relations with the natural world and natural orders
which were presupposed in the ritual and symbolism of every
traditional religion; (2) a world-wide “homogenisation” and
reduction of the traditionally rich and diverse local forms of
social and cultural life (including “religion”); and (3) a strong
corresponding political and ideological tendency to reduce the
reality of human beings to a relatively narrow set of publicly
visible “social” and “ethical” needs — whether that tendency is
expressed in overt forms of totalitarianism or in more subtle
forms of socio-economic conditioning. Ibn ‘Arabi’s understand-
ing of human beings and their place in the universe (along
. with any number of other wisdom traditions, to be sure) would
suggest that each of those three recent global tendencies can-
not ultimately be sustained, and that theomorphic beings will
inevitably resist, revolt and creatively move beyond those recent
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destructive historical developments in many different ways. To
the extent that such creative reactions do develop, growing nuin-
bers of people (and by no means only Muslims) are likely to con-
tinue to find inspiration and justification for their intuitions -
and for their personal creative revelations - in what Ibn ‘Arabi
has to teach about the spiritual necessity and complementarity
of the invisible spiritual and aesthetic dimensions of human
being. ‘

If Ibn ‘Arabi’s inspirations in both these areas are to become
more widely accessible, one indispensable practical condition for
that is the useful translation (with the necessary explanations
and contextual matter) of all or most of his Meccan Illuminations
(al-Futiihat al-Makkiya).** As already noted above, it is a curious
fact that probably the dominant strands of his influence up to
now, whether in the Islamic world or more recently in the West,
have concerned his much shorter (though equally challenging)
Bezels of Wisdom (Fusiis al-Hikam) — along with the vast commen-
tary literature, largely philosophic in nature, which rapidly grew
up around that work. The Futithat, as more and more students
are beginning to understand, is something unique and very
different: one might say that it offers a “phenomenology of spir-
" itual life” so comprehensive, detailed and subtle in its depiction
of the actual laws and regularities of spiritual experience that
nothing significant has escaped its purview. Certainly its con-
tents provide a unique and powerful argument for Ibn *Arabl’s
conception of the real universality and all-inclusiveness of the -
“Muhammadan Reality” — a key symbolic expression which
unfortunately is too often misunderstood (whether in English
or Arabic) to mean the exact opposite of what Ibn ‘Arabi actu-
ally intended. It is hard to convey the excitement and sense of
constant discovery that always accompanies the exploration and
unfolding of this immense work: without exaggeration, it is
surely the equivalent in this domain of spirituality of what the

41. See further discussion of this theme in our long new “Introduction”
to the forthcoming reprint, by Pir Publishers (NY, 2001), of the extensive
English translations (by W. Chittick and ). Morris) originally published by
Sindbad (Paris, 1989), and the extensive references to other translations
included in that essay.
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“New World” must have seemed to its first explorers half a mil-
lennium ago. As with the truly timeless creations (Shakespeare,
Plato and their like), one comes back to the Futiihat each time
wondering why one had been spending time on anything else.
Although it would be foolhardy to try to predict the wider im-
pact of its gradual unveiling, certainly that discovery process will
change the ideas of anyone who still believes that Ibn ‘Arabi’s
intentions can be summarised or reduced to a sort of intellec-
tual “system”, to any unambiguous “doctrine” or a single rigid
set of theological teachings or public beliefs.

People often describe the prevailing approach of that (itself
relatively quite new) “science of religions” which is largely based
on ideas derived from Ibn ‘Arabi as a kind of “phenomenology” -
that is, an approach to uncovering the laws and regularities
underlying “religious” phenomena at different levels or domains
of reality: political, social, ritual, symbolic, etc. Having said that,
anyone working in the field of religious studies is well aware that
there are all sorts of unwritten taboos still in operation - most
obviously, in its continued primary focus on earlier (and safely
“dead”) historical systems and theological doctrines and “be-
liefs”, and in the embarrassed scholarly reluctance to approach
a genuinely comprehensive phenomenology of spiritual experi-
ences in the way one finds much more clearly set out in either
the immense range of popular spiritual literatures or in the
closely related literature of fields like psychology, medicine and
various forms of therapy. In other words, the “folk” who popu-
late this particular scholarly universe are normally still far re-
moved from that “subjective objectivity” which was so typical
of those “gawm” (the “people of God”) whose experiences and
insights are the constant subject and reference-point of Ibn
‘Arabi’s Meccan Illuminations. As 1 have recently discussed at
greater length in other places,*? it is clear to all concerned that
there is a growing convergence today, where the phenomenol-
ogy of spiritual life is concerned, between the historical data and

42. A number of studies on this theme (especially as it relates to the
philosophy of Mulla Sadra and its continuation in the more recent works
of Ostad Elahi) are brought together in our volume entitled Orientations:
Islamic Thought in a World Civilisation (Sarajevo, El-Kalem, 2001).
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approaches of the academic discipline of religious studies and a
wide range of closely related scientific and therapeutic fields. As
that convergence continues to unfold, more and more research-
ers and “verifiers” (muhaqqiqiun) will find themselves doing, in
our own time, what Ibn “Arabi so thoroughly and far-sightedly
undertook in his Futithat.



