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‘Aziz Nasafi is among the most important Islamic mystics of the medieval period.
His achievement was to integrate various ideas, including those of Ibn ‘Arabi and Najm
al-Din Kubra into a coherent whole, providing Persian speaking Sufis with an
introduction to the speculative and practical dimensions of Sufism.

This thesis is an attempt to presen’t Nasaf1’s main teachings. After introducing his
life, times and works, the second chapter focuses upon ontology. This is the spine of
Nasafi’s treatises and it is based upon the Sufi interpretation of God’s incomparability
and similarity (tanzih wa tashbih) and His infinite self-disclosure which occurs within a
form processed by the imagination. The second chapter investigates the different forms
of knowledge available to Sufis, which includes sense perception, reason and mystical

knowledge. Nasaf1i’s presentation depicts all three in a hierarchical structure with Sufi
knowledge at the pinnacle. Having discussed the theoretical nature of Sufism, chapter

four deals with the practical element of Sufism and how it is able to contribute to felicity
in this life. Having followed the Sufi path, it is possible that a wayfarer may experience
unity with God. Tﬁis is examined in chapter five, and Nasafi’s description is compared
with that of other Sufis in an attempt to show his “orthodox” position within Sufism. It is
also argued that modern models of mystical experience do not fit Nasafi’s depiction of
tashbih-tanzih, and that one also needs to re-think the idea of perennial philosophy.

Finally, the pertection of man is considered through examining the relationship between
Prophecy and Friendship of God. Sufis interpreted Friendship as the interior element of

Prophecy and were able to ofter new insights to Islamic doctrine.
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Introduction

For more than three hundred years there has been an academic interest within the
western world )n a Persian speaking Sufi named ‘Aziz Ibn Muhammad al-Nasafi (known
simply as ‘Aziz Nasafi). In 1665, a Turkish version of Nasafi’s Magsad-i agsa along
with a Latin translation was published! and this was followed in 1821 by F. Tholuck’s
handbook on “the pantheistic theosophy of the Persians.”2 The first English work on
Nasafi appeared in 1867 when E.H. Palmer paraphrased the Magsad-i agsa under the
title Oriental Mysticism3 and this book has been reprinted several times since then.
During the twentieth century scholarship on Nasafi has improved somewhat, spearheaded
by the efforts of Fritz Meier whose German articles were the first to concentrate upon
Nasafi’s ideas and writings.* The baton was taken on by M. Molé who edited two of

Nasafi’s treatises entitled “The Perfect Man” (al-Insan al-kamil) and “The Waystations

of the Travellers” (Manazil al-sa’irin).°> Molé also included a fifty~seven page
introduction in which he discussed some of the themes in Nasafi’s theosophy as wellas
continuing Meier’s investigation into manuscripts of Nasaf1’s works.

Despite the auspicious beginnings in studies on Nasafi, until the middle of the

twentieth-century, there was little development in the analysis of his theosophy, and no
adequate translation of any of his works. Since Molé€’s studies, western scholars have

only made brief references to Nasafi as an interpreter of Ibn ‘Arabi® and this does not do

I A. Mueller, Excerpta manuscripti cujusdam Turcici. (Coloniae Brandenburgicae: 1665).
2 FA.G. Tholuck, Ssufismus sive theosophia Persarum Pantheistica, (Berlin: 1821).

3 E.H. Palmer, Oriental Mysticism: a Treatise on Sufiistic and Unitarian Theosophy of the Persians,
(London: 1867; second edition, 1938).

4 See “Das problem der natur im esoterischen Monismus des Islams,” Eranos-Jahrbuch 14 (1946), and
“Die Schriften des ‘Aziz-i Nasafi,” Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde des Morganlandes 52 (1953). The
first of these has been translated into English, see “The Problem of Nature in the Esoteric Monism of
Islam,” Spirit and Nature: Papers from the Eranos Yearbook, ed. J. Campbell, ( New York: 1954).

S Nasafi, Kitab al-Insan al-kamil, ed. M. Molé, (Tehran-Paris; Institut Franco-Iranien, 1962). This work
also includes Nasafi's Manazil al-sa’irin. Nasafi’s al-Insan al-kamil has subsequently been translated
into European languages several times. The first of these was Isabelle de Gastines's French rendition
entitted Le Livre de I'Homme Parfait, (Paris: Fayard, 1984). My own English version was called The
Perfect Man. (Niigata, Japan: The Institute of Middle Eastern Studies, 1992). There also exists an
unpublished translation by W. Thackston, which I happened to see during a research trip to the United

States in 1995. Both S.H. Nasr and W. Chittick showed Thackston’s work to me.

6 For example, James Morris, “Ibn ‘Arabi and his interpreters,” Journal of the American Oriental
Society 106 (1986), pp. 745-51. Also W. Chittick, “Rumi and wahdat al-wujad,” The Heritage of Rumi,



justice to one of the greatest of Kubrawi shaykhs of thirteenth century Central Asia and
Iran.” This thesis is an attempt to redress this situation by providing a guide to the major
themes in Nasafi’s theosophy.

Recently, the aim of research in Sufism was defined by C. Ernst who said, “The
most urgent tasks in Sufi studies are to produce readable and reliable translations of
important texts, along with analysis of their contents which link them up with current
discussions in the field of religious studies.”® This thesis has attempted to provide all
three of Ernst’s qualifications. Although this is not a translation of one whole text,
included are extensive quotations from seven of Nasafi’s known treatises. In fact it
would have been possible to submit a thesis which consisted of an edited and translated

version of one of Nasafi’s treatises (such as Bayan-i tanzil). This is of course would

have been a worthy task, however, this present thesis has attempted to include as many
quotations from Nasafi’s various works in order to provide a comprehensive guide to
Nasafi’s main ideas (which may not come out by editing only one treatise) and also to
give the reader some idea of Nasafi’s literary style and usage of Sufi technical terms. In
addition, it is hoped that this thesis explains the meanings of such technical terms which
some translations tend to gloss over.

So the general aim of this thesis is to give a comprehensive picture of Nasafi’s
Sufism, rather than concentrating upon one particular item, such as Nasafi’s ontological
descriptions. Indeed, it would be possible to write a whole thesis on the major themes
which appear as chapters within this thesis. Such specific research on Nasafi is the task

of future generations, but it is hoped that this thesis will provide a general plan which

eds A. Banani and G. Sabagh, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). See also S. Murata’s
passages on Nasafl in her Tao of Islam: a sourcebook on gender relationships in Islamic thought,
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1992). L. Lewisohn has also focused upon Nasafi, although not merely as an

interpreter of Ibn ‘Arabi, see Beyond Faith and Infidelity, (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1995), pp 219-
228.

7 During the period of writing this thesis, several articles of mine about Nasafi have been published. See
L. Ridgeon, “The Life and Times of ‘Aziz Nasafi,” Sufi: A Journal of Sufism. XXII (1994): 31-35.
“*Aziz Nasafi and Visionary Experience,” Sufi: A Journal of Sufism. XXIV, (1995): 22-28. “The
Felicitous Life in Sufism,” Sufi: A Journal of Sufism., XXVIII, (1996): 30-35. These articles have been
incorporated in one form or another within this thesis.

See also ““‘Aziz Nasafi's six ontological faces,” Iran, 1996 forthcoming, (this is included as part
of chapter two in this thesis).

8 C. Ernst, Rizbihan Bagli. (Richmond: Curzon, 1996), p. ix.




scholars may then use as a diving board for their more specialised research on Nasafi.
Finally, the linkage with current discussions in the field of religious studies is made by
comparing Nasafi's ontology and epistemology with the research of several twentieth
scholars of mysticism. Due to the limits of this thesis however, it has not been possible to

investigate this last aspect as thoroughly as I would have liked. Nevertheless, this also

may be task for future scholars.

The first chapter describes the background to the era in which Nasafi lived,
looking at certain factors which must have contributed to his outlook on life. This is
followed by a list of the known treatises that Nasafi composed. Chapter two is by far the
longest in this thesis, since Nasafi's preoccupation was of an ontological nature,
concerning the relationship between the existence of God and that of man. Once man
comprehends the theoretical ontological position, he may then attempt to acquire
knowledge of God. This is the theme of chapter three which examines the different ways
of obtaining knowledge; a particularly difficult concept to consider because the ultimate
method of acquiring knowledge is neither through the five senses nor is it rational or
intellectual. Many twentieth century critics may be sceptical about a form of “mystical”
epistemology but it is still worthy of consideration even for such critics on the basis of
historical and sociological study. Perhaps one cannot give an answer as to whether claims
of an ineffable knowledge are genuine or not, but one can describe what an individual
mystic says and how that knowledge is to be acquired. Chapter four moves away from
the ontological and epistemological theory and cdncentrates on how the Sufi is able to
perfect his life. This is the Sufi spiritual journey which is the practical application of Sufi
disciplines and devotion, such as abandonment (tark), prayer and isolation ( ‘uzlat). It is
through such practices that the Sufi comes to realise the truth of the ontological and
epistemological theory. As a result of ascetic discipline and religious effort, the Sufi may

be rewarded with *“‘visions,” in other words, God may manifest Himself to the Sufi.
Chapter five focuses upon this point in addition to investigating the nature of the ultimate

experience or vision of God that one can enjoy, which is the pinnacle of man’s

perfection. Towards the end of chapter five, it is asked what sense can one make of the



claims of individual mystics, and this is undertaken with reference to the works of several

scholars in the field of mysticism. The tentative conclusions are compared with Nasafi’s
ontological theory which is explained in chapter two. Finally in chapter six the final

spiritual station is examined. This was a major issue in the Islamic world for the question
that concerned mystics was whether the sealing of Prophecy through Muhammad meant
that nobody else could ever reach such perfection and realise God to the extent that
Muhammad did. The question can be reformulated as how does one understand the
relationship between Prophecy (nubuwwat) and Friendship of God (walayat). This
discussion introduces questions of a political nature because it may be proposed that the
individual who perfects himself should exercise power. Another issue related to Nasafi’s
discussion on Prophecy and Friendship of God is that of the Sunni - Shi-ite divide.
Several twentieth-century scholars have commented on Nasafi’s Shi-ite tendencies, and
this problem is re-examined towards the end of chapter six.

Another general iaim of this thesis is to situate Nasafi in the mystical milieu of the
mediaeval Muslim world. Of course it is not possible to trace all the influences that played
upon Nasafi’s thought, however the least that can be done is to give suggestions and
indications concerning where his ideas and beliefs may have originated. As stated earlier,
many modern scholars speak of Nasaﬁ as an interpreter of Ibn ‘Arabi,” yet the nature of
their works has not permitted them to explicitly demonstrate the areas of similarity. In this
thesis, chapters two, five and six (which deal with ontology, the vision of God and
perfection), compare Nasafi’s ideas with those of Ibn ‘Arabi. Of course one may also
find similarity in Nasafi’s ideas and those of other Sufis such as Aba Hamid al-Ghazili,
Najm al-Din Kubra and Shaykh Shihab al-Din Abu Hafs Suhrawardi,and this is perhaps
an indication of Nasafi’s “orthodox” position within Sufi circles. Yet Nasafi’s conscious
use of the kindftenninology used by the school of Ibn *Arabi and also the connection with
this school through Nasafi’s spiritual guide, Shaykh Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya, leads one to

conclude that Nasafi shelters under the umbrella of Ibn ‘Arabi’s school of thought.

9 For example, S. Murata describes Nasafi’s treatises as a “simplified and more or less popularized
version of the teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi.” Tao of Islam, p. 30.



It is highly unlikely that this thesis would have been completed in its present
shape had it not been for the recommendations and comments of several leading scholars
in the field of Sufism. Firstly, I should express my gratitude to Prqfessor A. Matsumoto
of Eichi University in Japan, who not only read through Nasaf1i’s al-Insan al-kamil with
me while I was studying at the International University of Japan for my M.A., but has

continued to take an interest in my research in this field. My study of Nasafi’s texts lead

me to the State University of New York at Stony Brook from October 1994 - May 1995,
where Dr. W. Chittick was generous enough to read through Nasafi’s Kitab-i tanzil
with me (in manuscript form). Aside from this, Dr. Chittick kindly consented to review a
early draft of 2:1:1, and he unstintingly drew my attention to many of the facets of the
wujudi interpretation of Sufism, which would otherwise have been omitted in this thesis.
In England, my understanding of Nasafi’s theosophy was nurtured under the guidance of
Dr. L. Lewisohn who clarified numerous problems related to Sufi terminology and
belief. He has looked at.several chapters of this thesis, suggesting various ways

in which it could be improved, which I appreciate very much. Moreover, Dr. Lewisohn

not only inspired me to seek assistance in New York but was also instrumental in
obtaining several microfilms of Nasafi’s treatises. Another great debt is to Prof. L.R.

Netton who has listened patiently to my ideas and plans for three years. He has not only
provided numerous contacts and given me adequate academic freedom to pursue my
studieé on Nasafi, but he has also been an infinite source of = . motivation.

In addition to the atorementioned scholars, I would like to thank Prof. C.E.
Bosworth for reviewing 2:1:1. During the course of writing this thesis, I have been
fortunate in meeting and conversing with several leading researchers and I am especially
grateful to Dr. S. Murata, Prof. P. Morewedge and Prof. H. Landolt for sharing their
insights and ideas about Sufism and Nasafi with me.

- The financial burdens of undertaking a Ph.D deter many capable students from

commencing this three year period of study. I was fortunate enough to receive

considerable assistance during two years of my research from the British Academy and



the British Institute of Persian Studies. I am extremely grateful to these two institutions
because this thesis would definitely not have been completed without their help.

Finally I would like to express my thanks to my parents who were prepared to
support my studies financially from the very start three years ago. Fortunately, this was

not necessary, but more important and valuable than any monetary help has been their

general understanding, sympathy and support duriﬁg the whole of this study.



f CHAPTER 1

The Life, Times and Works of ‘Aziz Nasafi

If Sufism in its beginnings, had been an “outspoken elitist form of religion,”!
then it had matured by the middle of the twelfth century by means of the establishment
of orders in to a mass movement which had penetrated all sections of society in the
Middle East and had made great inroads in Central Asia. The twelfth and thirteenth
centuries were indeed a vibrant age for Sufism and one can not speak of a uniform
version of Islamic mysticism, rather it would be more correct to describe the Sufism of

this age as unity in multiplicity. The diversity in the voluminous speculative thought of
Ibn ‘Arabi (1165-1240), the poetic subtleties of Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1273) and the

manuals interpreting visions of light by Najm al-Din Kubra (d. 1221) had the common
theme of devotion and service to God which could lead to an intimate and private
relationship with Him based on love. From Andalusia to Bukhara one can find
individual Sufis whose experiences reflect this unity in multiplicity. One such mystic
was ‘Aziz Nasafi, who was born in Central Asia and gathered a circle of followers in
Bukhara and various locations in Iran. His works are representative of thirteenth
century Sufism because they contribute a particular vision to the standard
interpretations of Sufism, yet they never stray from the orthodox position adopted by
the celebrated Sufis of the age. This orthodoxy is perhaps best expressed by the famous
Persian expression “Everything is He,” (hama ast). In other words, God (known to the
Sufis as the Truth) can be witnessed in all things at all times. To use an everyday idiom,
there is “Nothing but the Truth,” which encapsulates a theme occurring frequently in

Nasafi’s treatises:

I AL Schimmel, “Sufism and the Islamic Tradition,” Mysticism and Religious Traditions, ed. S. Katz,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 137.
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O dervish! God alone always was, and God alone always is. But the
wayfarer imagines and fancies that God has an existence and he [also] has an
existence olhér than God’s. Now he comes out of this imagining and fancying and he
knows for sure that there is not more than one existence. That existence is God

Almighty and Holy.2

The general aim of this thesis is to provide an over-view of Nasaf1’s theosophy,
and in order to do this it is necessary to know something of his life and times which
inevitably influenced his thought. This first chapter then will include two sections; the
first will concentrate on the political-social milieu of Iran and include what little

information that we have concerning Nasafi’s life: the second section provides a list of

Nasafi’s works.
I1:1 The Life and Times of ‘Aziz Nasafi

As Nasafi’s name indicates, he was born in Nasaf, a town that was situated
some four days travelling distance from Bukhara.? This being the era of knowledge
seeking, the city of Bukhara was the centre of learning and it had achieved the
reputation of being one of the great cities not only of the region, but of the Islamic
world. Juwaini, a contemporary historian, described Bukhara as “...the cupola of Islam
and is in those regions like unto the City of Peace. Its environs are adorned with the

brightness of the light of doctors and jurists and its surroundings embellished with the

rarest of high attainments. Since ancient times it has in every age been the place of
assembly of the great savants of every religion. Now the derivation of Bukhara is from
‘bukhar’ which in the language of the Magians signifies centre of learning.”4 Whether
Nasafi was in Nasaf or Bukhara or even in Khwarazm among the circle of Najm al-Din

Kubra in 1220 when the Mongols appeared is not known, but since his date of birth

2 al-Insén al-kamil, p. 45-46.
3. Minorsky, art. “Nakhshab,” Encyclopedia of Islam, (Leiden, E.J. Brill), Vol VII, p. 925.

4 <Ala al-Din ‘Ata al-Malik Juvaini, The History of the World Conqueror, trans, J.A. Boyle, (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1958), Vol. I, p. 97-98.
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probably occurred around 1200, he would certainly have been old enough and aware
of the events that were to follow.

In 1220, the security and civilised environment of Central Asia and Iran was
shattered. One contemporary historian commented: “Who would find it easy to describe
the ruin of Islam and the Muslims? If anyone were to say that at no time since the
creation of man by the great God had the world experienced anything like it, he would
only be telling the truth.”® In February 1220, the Mongol hordes descended upon
Bukhara, and from the pulpit of the Friday mosque, Chingiz Khan declared; “O people!
Know that you have committed great sins and that great ones among you have
committed these sins. If you ask me what proof I have for these words, I say it is
because I am the punishment of God. If you had not committed great sins God would
not have sent a punishment like me upon you.”’” One survivor of the destruction
described what had happened: “They came, they sapped, they burned, they slew, they
plundered,they departedl..’”'8 Juwaini believed that Bukhara had escaped lightly, Chingiz
Khan being satisfied with slaughter and looting only once, but not going to the extreme
of a general massacre.”

Having captured the major cities of Transoxania, Chingiz Khan rested during
the summer just outside of Nasafi’s birthplace on the plains of Nasaf. His forces then
proceeded to conquer all the major cities; Khwarazm was taken in 1221; Najm al-Din
Kubra refusing to flee the advancing Mongol armies was killed in the vain defence of

the city. Those cities that surrendered escaped with little damage, but those which
resisted suffered a terrible retribution. The case of Nishapur is perhaps the most

horrific, for the command was given to destroy the town completely and kill all life

including cats and dogs.10 A daughter of Chingiz Khan had lost her husband during a

> The problems surrounding the dating of Nasafi’s birth will be discussed later in this section.

6 Ibn al-Athir, cited by C. Irving, Cross-roads of Civilisation, (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson,

7 Juvaini, trans. Boyle, p. 105.
8 Ibid p. 107. '

9 Ibid, p. 96-97.

10 1bid, p. 177.
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preliminary skirmish at Nishapur, and once she entered the town with her escort, she
had all the survivors slain (save four hundred artisans who were valued for their crafts,
and who were carried off to Turkestan). They severed the heads from the slain and
proceeded to construct three huge mountains of skulls: one for men, another for women,
and one for the children.l! It was estimated that 1,747,000 people were killed in the
massacre at Nishapur,!2 and although this is an exaggeration, at least one can begin to
see the proportion of the destruction and terror that the Mongol invasion left in its
wake.

Chingiz Khan’s hordes were diverted by other issues and departed from the
Middle East, however, the Mongols returned to Transoxania in 1254 under Hulegu.
Hulegu Khan was the younger brother of Kubilai Khan and he entered Central Asia and
Iran to crush the Isma‘ilis. Having achieved this, he advanced to Baghdad, the capital of
the decaying Abbasid Caliphate. The city was sacked and looted and the Caliph was
taken prisoner but his émbassadors warned Hulegu that if they killed the deputy of
God’s messenger “... the whole world will be disorganised, the Sun will hide its face,
the rain will cease to fall and the plants will no longer grow.” In addition, it was said
that “... if Hulegu spills the blood of the Caliph on the ground, he and his infidel
Mongols will be swallowed up by the earth. He must not be killed ... the accursed
Hulegu feared that if he let the Caliph live, the Muslims would rise up in revolt, and
that if he slew him and his blood was spilled on the ground, there would be an

earthquake.”13 Hulegu settled the matter by having the Caliph rolled up in a carpet and
trampled to deatbh.

The second Mongol invasion in fact turned into an occupation, Hulegu being the

first of the I1-Khan dynasty. Of course this had important consequences for Muslims

since Chingiz Khan and the Mongols had no special respect for Islam, (indeed, during

the sacking of Bukhara, the Mongols had used Koranic stands in the Friday Mosque as

I 1bid, p. 178.

12 gaifi, Tarikh-nama-yi Harat, cited 1.P. Petroshevsky, “The socio-economic conditions of Iran under
the I1-Khans,” Cambridge History of Iran, Vol. V, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), p.
4835.

I3 A. Bausani, “Religion under the Mongols,” Cambridge History of Iran, Vol. V. p. 539.

ey o . - -
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mangers for their horses, and worse still was the fact that the leaves of the Koran were

trodden underfoot). Yet the Mongols were generally tolerant of all religions, and
Chingiz Khan had decreed the freedom of religion: “Kubilai pursued the traditional
Mongol policy of toleration for all creeds, whose priests, imams and bonzes continued
to be exempt from taxation, and he allowed but two partial exceptions, by suppressing
the literature of Taoists and banning the propaganda of the Muslims,” !4 and this policy
was generally followed by subsequent rulers. However, the placing of all religions on a

level par with Islam, coupled with the murder of the Caliph, must have thrown Muslims

into paroxysms of fear that the end of the world was drawing nigh. It was the first time
that Islam had suffered the indignity of sharing the same status as Christians and Jews,
which also meant that non-Muslims were no longer obliged to pay the jizya tax.
Moreover, Muslims must have felt greater indignation and humiliation since their
religion was reduced by the Mongols to the same degree as the “idol-worshipping”
Buddhists and Shamaas. The Monrgol rulers themselves embraced a mixture of
Buddhism and Shamanism, for example, at Hulegu’s death, several beautiful young
women were chosen as “his bed fellows” for the journey to the next world which may
have been an old Mongol religious custom.!> Agaba (Hulegu’s son and second II-
Khan), “followed the path of the Buddhists”16 and at the same time remained attached
to native Mongol beliefs, as he is known to have enjoyed the company of a magician
named Baraq.!” Shaman influence remained existent under the fourth I1-Khan, Arghun
(1284-91), who practised an exorcism of purification by fire, which involved walking
by two fires while those around him recited incantations and sprinkled water.18 It was

also suggested by some Mongol advisors to the II-Khan Oljeitu (1304-1316) that he

undertake this ceremony (although it is not known if it was performed). In fact Arghun

combined Shamanism with his interest in Buddhism, for it is known that he had priests

14 53, Saunders, The History of the Mongol Conquests, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971), p.
137.

15 See J.A. Boyle, The Mongol World Empire, (London: Valorium Reprints, 1977), XXII, p. 8.
1617, Sauders, op.cit., p. 130.
17 Bausani, op. cit., p. 540.

18 1 A. Boyle, “Turkish and Mongol Shamanism in the Middle Ages,” The Mongol World Empire, p.
184.
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brought from India to conduct Buddhist ceremonies. An interesting account by the

famed Kubrawi Sufi, ‘Ala’al-Dawla Simnani reveals the nature of religious interaction
during Arghun’s reign. Simnani was a member of the Mongol court but had a vision
which made him embrace Sufism. After attempting an escape from the court, he was
captured and brought back by the Mongols to the city of Sultaniyya. “There, he
(Arghun) had assembled Buddhist priests from In-dia, Kashmir, Tibet and Ighur, along

with the ascetics and the religious leaders of the idolaters around him, to engage in

disputation with me. So I discussed and disputed with them. But God Almighty lent me

strength, and I was able to refute all of them, and to disgrace and humiliate them.”!°
Arghun was delighted and begged Simnani to stay with him, permitting him to remain
in his dervish clothing. Nevertheless, the true extent of Buddhist influence can not be
evaluated, although as Bausani has commented, “Iran must have been full of Buddhist
temples - we hear of them only when they were destroyed in 1295-6,20

One interesting ﬁoint concerning religion under the Mongols is their favourable
attitude towards Nestorian Christians. This position may well have been a result of the
political dynamics of the time, for Hulegu suffered a defeat at the hands of the
Mamluks at ‘Ayn Jalut in 1260, and subsequently the Il-Khans found themselves facing
enemies on several fronts; the Mamluks to the west, the Golden Horde in the north and
the Chagatai Mongols in the east. Therefore the well-disposed attitude towards
Christianity on the half of the Il-Khans may have been directed at the Byzantine
Emperor who was a rival of the Mamluks in the Mediterranean. The extent to which
Christianity had penetrated into the Il-Khan court is illustrated by the fact that both
Hulegu and his son Aqaba had Christian wives (Aqgaba’s wife being none less than the
daughter of the Byzantine Emperor). Indeed, a Christian named Rabban Sauma,?! was
Agaba’s envoy to Rome and at the Vatican he claimed that many Mongols had

converted to Christianity. Rabban Sauma’s disciple, named Mark, became the supreme

19 See. L. Lewisohn, Beyond Faith and Infidelity, pp. 63-4.
20 A. Bausani, op.cit., p. 541.

21 Rabban Sauma is said to have given communion to King Edward I in Bordeaux, see T. Ware, The
Orthodox Church, (London: Penguin, 1987), p. 12.
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head of all Nestorians in Asia (under the protection of Agaba) and later he was to
baptise Arghun’s son as Nicholas (in honour of Pope Nicholas IV). It is also during this
period that the Gospels were translated in to Persian, but the extent to which the Sufis
and Muslims were aware of Christian doctrine is unclear. Although some mystics
including Nasafi quoted passages which bear striking resemblance to those in the
Gospels,22 these may have been little more than popular idioms that were generally
used at the time.

The displacement of Islam as the official religion of Iran and central Asia lasted
until the reign of the I1-Khan Teguder, (1282-1284) who converted to Islam and
adopted the name Ahmad. Although his reign was brief and this changing of religion
did little to affect the lot of the Muslim, it is perhaps indicative of the influence that
Islam, the belief of the populace, was having upon the II-Khan court. Islam finally
rcgained its predominant position in the region when the I1-Khan Ghazan (1295-1304)
accepted Islam. His conversion is of particular interest because the ceremony was
performed by Sadr al-Din Ibrahim Hammuya (1246-1322) who was the son of Sa‘d al-
Din Hammuya (Nasafi’s Sufi master). In addition, it appears that Ghazan was initiated

into Sufism in this ceremony. 2
Ironically, the religious policy of the early II-Khans may have contributed to the

strengthening of Islam, in particular of Sufism, in the whole region of Central Asia and

Iran. The sheer terror, fear and difficulties of life subsequent to the Mongol invasions

may have directed people towards hope in the next world and not in this world. Such a

perspective is so pervasive in Nasafi’s works:

O dervish! Know for sure that we are travellers and certainly we pass the
time hour by hour. If there is wealth it will pass, and if there is affliction it will pass.

If you have wealth do not put your trust in it because it is unclear what will happen in

22 Magsad-i aqgsa, in Jami’s Ashi‘‘at al-lama’at, ed. H. Rabbani, (Tehran: Kitabkhana-yi ‘llmiyya-yi
Hamidi, 1973), p. 238, “One can not enter (la yaliju) the Kingdom of the Heavens and earth unless one is

born again,” reflects John 3:3, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born anew, he can not see the
Kingdom of God.

23 Gee C. Melville, “Padshah-i Islam: the conversion of Sultan Mahmud Ghazan,” in C. Melville (ed).

Pembroke Papers I: Persian and Islamic Studies in honour of Peter Avery, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990).
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the next hour. If you have affliction, do not be excessively sad because it is not clear
what will occur in the next hour. You should try not to cause harm to anyone and as

far as possible you should try to bring comfort.%4

Sufism provided a relief for the general Islamic populace, in all probability,

many individuals found solace in meetings at the khanagah, and in dhikr and sama’

gatherings. Whole communities were affiliated to particular Sufi masters: “At the
beginning of the thirties of the thirteenth century, the majority of the population in
Balkh were murids (followers) of Shaykh Baha’ al-Din Walad.”2> This factor, aided by
the Mongol tolerance of religion may help explain why Sufism flourished during the Il-
Khan period, to which the mystical works of ‘Aziz Nasafi, Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya,
Najm al-Din Razi, Sayf al-Din Barkhazi, ‘Ala al-Dawla Simnani and Awhad al-Din
Balyani (d. 1288) all testify. Moreover, the region of Central Asia and Iran under the Il-

Khan’s was still free and open enough to receive the intellectual and spiritual

inheritance of great mystics such as Ibn ‘Arabi?¢ and Jalal al-Din Rimi who lived

outside of the Mongol regions.

Aside from the religious policies of the Mongols, life in Central Asia and Iran
was affected in a whole number of ways. Mongol influence was felt predominantly in

the north, for Aqaba had fixed the capital at Tabriz.2’ Concerning the influence of the

Mongols in the north, one scholar commented “under the system set up by Hulegu and

his immediate successors, Mongol rule was direct only in Khurasan and elsewhere in
northern Iran, except in Gilan and in parts of Iraq. Fars, Kirman and Shabankara, with
Hurmuz and Qais on the Persian Gulf in the south, Luristan in the west and Hirat in the

east, all contained within the Mongol framework under the native ruling families, who

suffered little interference and in some cases outlasted the I1-Khans.”28 By all accounts,

24 Magsad-i agsa, p. 228-229.
25 Petrushevsky, “The socio-economic conditions of Iran under the Il-Khans,” p. 509.

20 This influence can be witnessed in the works of Nasafi and Balyani in particular. One of Balyani’'s
works was for many years attributed to Ibn ‘Arabi and was published under the title of “Whoso Knoweth
Himself,” (London: Beshara Publications, 1976), although Chodkiewizc has shown this is not a work by
Ibn ‘Arabi.

27D, Morgan, The Mongols, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), p. 163.
28DE. Philips, The Mongols, (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1969), p. 118.
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the Mongols in the north were rapacious in extorting and appropriating everything and
anything from the native peoples who had survived. Finding any source of income must
have been difficult enough for as a result of the destruction of two invasions and also
due to fear and terror, it was estimated that in 1295, five out of every ten houses in the
sacked cities of Iran were uninhabited.?? Tax collecting was arbitrary and the Mongols
imposed new, more severe taxes upon the native population. For example, the
“tamgha” was a tax of 10% of the value of each commercial transaction which

Whith was a -ak on accduce of certain kinds, net en dammsactions,

replaced the Muslim zakat of 2.5%;30 The jizya tax was abolished for non-Muslims
early in the I1-Khan period (to be re-established by Ghazan) and was replaced with a
general poll tax. In Transoxania, the highest rate for this tax was fifteen dinars and in
1253 when Arghun was in control of that region, he began to levy seventy dinars from
every ten men, turning the maximum into an average.’! “By extracting taxes greater
than the people could pay, and having them reduced to poverty, they began to torment
and afflict them. Those ‘who tried to hide were caught and put to death. From those who
could not pay they took away their children.”>2

The Iranian economy suffered tremendous losses during the early I1-Khan
period. It has been estimated that in their desire for wealth and to finance their
campaigns, the Mongols levied taxes twenty to thirty times each year: “the Mongol
grandees were the principle culprits; a conquered territory in their opinion existed only
to be mulcted, and the terror of their name unlawfully exacted vast sums from the
peasants, artisans and merchants.”33 This resulted in the peasants abandoning their land,

and nine tenths of cultivable land went to waste.34 It has been shown that in one region

of Fars, 700,000 ass-loads of grain were yielded annually between 949-983 A.D., and in

29 Rashid al-Din, Jami' al-tawarikh, cited by Boyle, p. 506.

30 Petrushevsky, op. cit., p. 506. |

31 w. Barthold, Turkestan down to the Mongol invasion, (London: Luzac, 1928), p. 482.
32 1bid, p. 482, cited from Kirakos.

33 1.1. Saunders, op. cit., p. 133.

34 D. Morgan, op. cit., p. 165.




16

the aftermath of the Mongol invasion and its consequences, this total was reduced to

300,000 ass loads in 1260.3>

To say that Nasafi lived during the best of times and the worst of times may not
be too much of an exaggeration. The thirteenth century was a century of extremes; on
the one hand it developed a tradition of knowledge whose legacy is still regarded as a
treasure by millions not only in the Middle East but all around the world, and on the
other hand it suffered the devastation and terror of the Mongol invasions and
occupation. Nasafi’s life spans the whole course of this era, for he was born in Nasaf
around the very beginning of the thirteenth century and died towards its end. This is
clear because in Magsad-i agsa, Nasafi commented that he was eighty years of age, and
this work was compiled some time before 1281.36

Of his youth and early adulthood nothing at all is known, indeed, only
fragments of information concerning his life emerge from his works. The first of these
is his association with an affiliate of the Kubrawi order, Shaykh Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya,
who instructed Nasafi in religious disciplines and sp?ritual effort. This training took
place in Bukhara,3” which indicates that it must have occurred some time during the
1240’s and before 1252 when Hammuya died. (Prior to this period, Hammuya was
seeking knowledge further west in the Islamic world).38 This still leaves a huge gap of
perhaps forty years, from Nasafi’s birth until his meeting with Hammuya. A portion of
this may have been taken up with Nasafi’s study of medicine, which lasted several

years,>? and although it is not clear when he commenced this study, one can speculate

that it was before he encountered Hammuya, for Nasafi was probably too old in the

1240’s to commence such a difficult field of learning. A knowledge of medicine was

35 Petrushevsky, op. cit., p. 490-91.
36 Magsad-i agsa, p. 255.
37 Kitab-i tanzil, John Rylands Library, Manchester University, C1132, fol. 71b, line 13.

38 Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya (1198-1252) served under Najm al-Din Kubra in Khwarazm until 1220. At this
point he fled the invading Mongols and journeyed to Egypt, Palestine and Syria where he became

acquainted with the school surrounding Ibn ‘Arabi. During the 1240's he returned to Iran and Central
Asia.

39 Kashf al-haqa'ig, ed. Ahmad Mahdawi Damghani, (Tehran: Bungah-i tarjuma wa nashr-i kitab, 1965),
p. 123.
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one that was however fairly typical of the Sufis of the Kubrawi order for Najm al-Din
Kubra, Farid al-Din ‘Attar and Majd al-Din Baghdadi all spent some time in this
occupation.49

Following Hammuya’s death, Nasafi acquired his own circle of novices who
wished to learn from him. His first work appears to be Kitcib-i' tanzil which was
composed at the request of his followers, The first six chapters were written in Nasaf. By
1261, Nasafi had moved back to Bukhara,*! where he continued his work on Kitab-
Tanzil and commenced al-Insan «-kamil. From this period until 1273 nothing is known,
perhaps Nasafi continued to teach his theosophy to his circle of dervishes. However, his

life style was to change dramatically following the events of 22 January 1273:

In that year the infidel armies came to Transoxania and they destroyed the
province, and at that time this helpless one was in the city of Bukhara with the
community of dervishes. At dawn on Friday, at the beginning of the month of Rajab,

we left the city - or should I say, that they forced us to make an exit - and we passed
the waters of Khurasan and arrived at the cities of Khurasan. From that time
onwards, each day we were in one location and each night at another, having no

security anywhere. 42

The infidel armies belonged to the II-Khan Agaba, whose rivalry and dispute
with the Chagatai Mongols was a result of the division of Chingiz Khan’s empire.
Bukhira was situated on the border between the I-Khan and Chagatai areas, and
friction between the two sides frequently lead to demonstrations of force. The attack of
1273 was brutal and Nasafi was most likely very lucky to escape with his life. The
religious schools and books were burned and as many as 50, 000 people were kKilled. It
was said that no living creature appeared in Bukhara for seven years after the

massacre.43

40 A H. Zarrinkib, Justuji dar tasawwuf-i Iran, (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1983), p. 160.
41 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 71b, lines 12-13, and al-Insan al-kamil, p. 80.
42 Kashf al-haga'iq, p. 3.

43 Rashid al-Din Fadl-Allah, Jami‘ al-tawdarikh, cited by Haqq-wardi Nasiri in his introduction to
Nasafi’s Zubdat al-haga'iq, p. 7.
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It was impossible for Nasafi to return to Bukhara so he made his way westwards

in to northern Iran to visit the tomb of his master, Sa’d al-Din Hammuya, which was
situated in Bahrabad, near Juwain.44 Perhaps the II-Khan control here was strong,

because Nasafi moved southwards, and he composed works at Kirman,4> Shiraz,4¢

Isfahan4’ and Abarqiih.48 The date of Nasafi’s death is not known, but M. Molé has
mentioned one of Nasafi’s manuscripts which bears the date of 1291, However, his

ha ed
death could have at;l‘;'??me between 1281 and 1300. It was on the night of 27 August

1281 that Nasafi was in Abarquh and saw a dream in which the Prophet Muhammad

told him not to reveal the remaining chapters of Kashf al-haqga’iq until seven hundred
years had elapsed since the hegira (i.e. 1300 A.D.). Nasaf1 had already composed the
first seven for the dervishes, and in all remaining manuscripts of this work, only the
first seven chapters are included. This suggests that Nasafi passed away before the
deadline which would have occurred in the year 1300 (A.D.).

Thus, very little is known about Nasafi’s personal life, which perhaps is not so

surprising since his works were of a didactic nature. In his works, the advice to seek
knowledge is predominant, and perhaps Nasafi was speaking of himself when he

commented:

The People of Gnosis ... have spent many years in the service of Shaykhs in
religious effort and spiritual discipline, and they have actualised knowledge of form
and knowledge of meaning, and they supposed that they had reached God and had
recognised God. Then after seventy years they understood that they knew nothing,
and everything which they had understood was all imagination and fancy; and they
saw themselves as ignorant, incapable and helpless.*” |

The People of Gnosis ... have spent periods among the ‘Ulama? periods
among the Philosophers, periods among the Transmigrationists, periods among the

Sufis and periods among the People of Unity. Among each group that there was, that

44 Kitab-i tanztl fol. 82b, line 1, and al Insan al-kamil, p.80.
43 al-Insan al-kamil, p. 80.

46 1bid, p. 80.

47 1bid, p. 153.

48 Kashf al-haqd'ig, p. 4-5.

49 Manadzil al-sa'irin, p. 436.

PRl TV, il 2 i AV 00 by e £ v



19

group said that the truth is with us and falsity is with the others. The People of
Gnosis thought to themselves that if each one opposes the others then they can not all

ofe
be the truth because there A not many truths. So they knew for sure that the truth was

not with any of them.>?

One last factor which appears in Nasafi’s works is fear and the danger in
expressing the esoteric dimension of Islam. This aspect of Nasafi’s life is evident

through his dream in which the Prophet warned him not to reveal the remaining

chapters of Kashf al-haqga’iq:

Know that in 1281 I was in the province of Fars in the city of Abarquh. It
was midni ght on the 27 August and this helpless one had sat down and placed a lamp
nearby and was writing something. Then sleep overcame me and I saw my father
enter by the door. I stood up and greeted him, and he returned the greeting and said,
“The Prophet Muhammad is sitting with Shaykh Abu ‘Abdullah Khafif and Shaykh
Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya in the Friday Mosque of Abarquh and they are waiting for
you.” I went with my father to the mosque. I saw the Prophet sitting with them and I
greeted them all and they replied and each one of them embraced me. I sat down and
the Prophet said, "Today Shaykh Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya has spoken much about you
and he is worried and concerned about your circumstances. He said that all the
meanings that he assembled in four hundred books ‘Aziz has assembled in ten
chapters and although he attempted to write them in an obscure and secretive

fashion, ‘Aziz has attempted to explain clearly and he fears that some bad fortune or

harm comes to you.,‘"51

Another indication of the conditions that prevailed when Nasafi was compiling

his works is found in Magsad-i agsa:

Now I myself do not give my own opinions so that I can not be accused of

infidelity; I report and I say that the People of Unity explain in this way and the Sufis
say in that way. O dervish, accept the discourse of this helpless one and recognise

yourself so that you can recognise God. And make clear all of these discourses which

30 1bid, p. 437.
St Kashf al-haga'ig, p. 4.
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have been set out, and know for sure where the Truth lies. I know that you have not

fully understood so I shall explain more clearly.”2

Nasafi’s reluctance to reveal his own views is not surprising given the turbulent
times in which he lived. In the generation after Nasafi, the mere possession of Ibn
‘Arabi’s works was prohibited in Egypt, and such works were confiscated and burnt if

found. Moreover, the ‘Ulama’confirmed that any person advocating the ideas of Ibn

‘ Arabi would be executed.>3
1:2 Nasafi’s works

There are many features in Nasafi’s treatises which enable scholars to identify

his works, (although one can not exclude the possibility of someone else using his name
and copying his style and content). Nasafi’s first distinctive aspect is his simple but
lucid, non-verbose Persian style. His predominant aim is that the reader understands his
message and in order to achieve this Nasafi presents each topic from several
perspectives, adding at the end of each explanation that “I know you have not fully
understood so I will explain in another way.” This non-condescending style, his direct
manner of calling the reader “Dervish” or “Dear Friend,” the sections of “advice” at the
end of each chapter (in some of his works) in which he offers comfort and
encouragement to the Sufi novice and his humility and self rebuking nature endears

Nasafi to the reader and one is soon drawn into a warm, intimate relationship with him.

The fact that Nasafi used Persian (except for Arabic quotations from the Koran, hadith
and other sayings), is also of some importance because he can be regarded as among the
first of Ibn ‘Arabi’s commentators who wrote in Persian, thus spreading the message
among the non-Arabic speaking populations of Central Asia and Iran.

Secondly, Nasafi’s commentaries are both forthright and simple in revealing

the non-manifest (batin) dimension of Islam. He speaks directly to his readers, advising

32 Magsad-i agsa, p. 2717.
53 Lewisohn, op. cit,, p. 116.
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them to pass over from the formal dimension of Islam to the esoteric,and indicative of
this is Nasafi’s dream in which Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya states that he had written over
four hundred treatises in an obscure and secretive fashion, whereas Nasafi has revealed
all of these non-manifest secrets in just ten chapters.

One of the most striking of all of the features in Nasafi’s works is the way in
which he presents the arguments of each group, that is, he lets each group speak for
itself. His chapters frequently begin by “The People of the Holy Law say that ... ” or
“The Philosophers say ... 7 or “The People of Unity say ... ” If not employing such
labels, Nasafi refers to the People of the Holy Law as the “People of Imitation” (Ahl-i
taqglid),>* and the Philosophers are called the “People of definite proof and certain
demonstration,”>> and the People of Unity are the “People of Unveiling.””56 The reason
that Nasati does not reveal his own opinions are firstly that he may have been afraid
and so he hid his own beliefs under the shelter of other groups and secondly, he was
attempting to describe the beliefs of all the major interpretations of Islam in an
impartial manner. While it is true that Nasafi was not the first to undertake such a
project, he was most likely the first to record the various beliefs in a non-partisan,
indiscriminate way. In fact his own dervishes had requested that Nasafi compose his
treatises conveying the varying Islamic beliefs “without prejudice and without
dissimulation and without making them great and without belittling them.”37 Abu
Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111) had studied all the different Islamic beliefs in his attempt to
realise the Truth and the results of his intellectual and spiritual investigations are set out
in his books in a systematic fashion, describing the beliefs of the ‘Ulama? Philosophers

and Sufis. However, his preference for the Sufi interpretation of Islam caused him to
disparage those beliefs which were at variance with his own, and he describes the

Philosophers as “heretics and irreligious men.”>8 Nasafi’s own portrayal of the different

54 Magsad-i aqgsa, p. 247.
33 1bid, p. 249.

36 1bid, p. 250.

ST Kashf al-haqad’ig, p. 1.

38 W.M. Watt, The Faith and Practice of al-Ghazali, (al- munqldh al dalal), (London: G. Allen and
Unwin, 1953), p. 32.
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Islamic beliefs did not include such derogatory remarks, and Meier’s comment that

Nasafi may be considered as a “forerunner of modern comparative religion”>? captures

the essence of Nasafi’s spirit. The reality is that while Nasafi is more sympathetic
towards the Sufis, he attempts to discover the reality and truth behind other beliefs. This

is neatly expressed by Nasafi in his explanation of similar, but different hadith.

In one hadith it is stated that “the first thing God created was intelligence,”

and in another, “the first thing God created was the Pen,” and in another, “the first

thing God created was the Throne,” and there are others like these.00

In the Koran and hadith there are many references to the First Intelligence.

Know that this first intelligence has been referred to through different

attributions and viewpoints.

Oh dervish! If one thing has been named in a hundred ways, in truth there is

no multiplicity in that one thing, despite its one hundred names.5!

Yet Nasafi’s method of ascribing certain beliefs to particular groups does have
the disadvantage in that one is never quite sure when that discourse comes to an end, or
whether the beliefs of the same group are carried over into the following discourse
(which may not be attributed to any particular group). Moreover, the difficulty in
identifying Nasafi’s own beliefs has lead to several contemporary scholars 62 seeing

Nasafi’s own beliefs within those which are attributed to other groups (such as the

Transmigrationists). It is more likely that Nasafi believed that the prlanahlms 4-oﬂqe.(‘

qoups revealed Some aspect of ruth depend;ng upn the Wastforers gtechion.

Another distinctive point in Nasafi’s works is the similarity in content, and this

reaches the extent that there are passages which appear in different books virtually word

for word, or else the imagery is exactly the same. One reason for this is that Nasafi’s

MIE, Meier, “The Problem of nature in the esoteric monism of Islam,” p. 150.
60 at-Insan al-kamil, p. 220.
61 Ibid, p. 225.

62 See Meier, “The Problem of nature in the esoteric monism of Islam,” p. 182, and J. Morris, “Ibn
‘Arabi and his interpreters part II: Influences and interpretations,” p. 749.
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works were all composed during the latter part of his life, and by that time his
theosophy had matured to such an extent that he was able to present his teachings in a
systematic, coherent manner. There is no development from one work to the next, (with
the exception of Kashf-i sirat, which presents several problems that will be highlighted
later) only the same message of the unity of being and the perfectibility of man through
ascetic discipline and religious effort. So if Nasafi had one fundamental message, the

question that must be asked is why did he not write one large book which contained the
whole package of his the_osophy instead of writing several works which involved a lot
of repetition. The reason may be due to Nasafi’s teaching in several areas and having
different groups of followers. Thus, Nasafi may have composed Kitab-i Tanzil in Nasaf
and Bukhara at the request of the dervishes, and then he composed al-Insan al-kamil on
the Iranian plateau for another group of dervishes, adding new expressions which he

thought would be understood easily. This is not to say that his books are completely the

same, because this is not the case. For example, Manazil al-sa’irin contains discussions
which are not found in Kashf al-haqa’iq or Magsad-i agsa.
There has been a considerable amount of research on the manuscripts of Nasafi's

works,03 so it is not necessary to repeat it here. However, the following is a list of

Nasafi’s known treatises, all of which have been used in this study (with the exception

of Mabdd wa ma‘ad).

63 Several western scholars have paid considerable attention to Nasafi's manuscripts without

commenting upon their content. However, their efforts have made the task of contemporary researchers-
that much easier in terms of access to these manuscripts. In particular, the efforts of M. Molé should be
mentioned for he gathered manuscripts from libraries in Iran and Turkey. These are now stored in Paris

in the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique: Institut de Recherche et d'Histoire des Textes,
Section Arabe.

On Nasafi's works see Molé, “Die Schriften des 'Aziz Nasafi,” Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde
des Morgenlandes 52. (1953), and his introduction to Nasafi's al-Insan al-kamil, pp. 28-57. See also F.
Coslovi, ‘“‘Liste des manuscits Arabe et Persans microfilms (Fond Mol€) de L'Insitut d e Recherche €t

d'Histoire des Textes,” Studia Iranica, 7, (1978), pp. 117-155, and “Second Liste de Microfilms des
Manuscrits Arabes et Persans du Fond Mol§,” Studia Iranica 14/2 (1985), pp. 245-254. See also Jiirgen
Paul, “A Propos de Quelques Microfilms dw ‘Fond Molé."” Studia Iranica, 18, (1989), pp. 243-245.
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(1). Kitab-i tanzil (Book of the descent)

This work of twenty chapters was probably one of Nasafi’s very first because he
mentions that the first six chapters were composed in Nasaf.4 The subsequent four
chapters were written in Bukhar3,% and this must have been before the devastation of
Agaba’s massacre in 1271. The remaining chapters were set out in Bahrabad, at the
tomb of Sa‘d al-Din Hammuya.

The contents of Kitab-i tanzil are in fact representative of all of Nasafi’s
subsequent works. The first and by far longest chapter, entitled “the gnosis of God,”
reflects his ontological pre-occupation. This is continued in the next chapters on the
gnosis of thé world, the angels and man. The fifth chépter is one of the most interesting
because it focuses upon the differences between Prophets and Friends of God. In most
of his works, Nasafi includes short passages that mention a distinction between the two,
but chapters five through eight are more detailed and clear. The second half of the work
is much shorter than the first half and concentrates mainly upon issues that are relevant
to the practical dimension of Sufism (such as chapter fifteen, entitled “the gnosis of
service, seclusion and love”).

One last significant point about Kitab-i tanzil is that there exist two Arabic
translationsof the work.%7 The fact that this work was most likely composed in Persian
and then translated at a later date into Arabic indicates the extent to which Muslims

held Nasafi’s treatises in esteem.

(2). Kashf al-haga’iq (Unveiling of realities)

This major work which was probably completed in 1281, is longer than Kitab-i

tanzil, despite the fact that the last three chapters and conclusion that are mentioned in

el syl il

64 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 64a, line 4.
65 Ibid, fol. 71b, line 12-13.
66 Ibid, fol. 82b, line 1

67 See F. Coslovi, “Liste des manuscits Arabe et Persans microfilms (Fond Molé) de L'Insitut de
Recherche et d'Histoire 4 es Textes.”
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the introduction are missing. The seven chapters are entitled existence; man; the
journey; unity; man’s return; this world and the afterlife, the night of destiny and the
day of resurrection, and life and death; which are the seven heavens and earths, what
the transforming of the land and the folding up of the skies is, which is the land of
resurrection and the land of ‘Arafat, and what Hajj is an expression for and how many
kinds there are. Fortunately, Nasafi gives the titles of the three missing chapters and

the conclusion to the book and it is possible to find similar issues discussed in his other

works. 68

(3). Bayan-i tanzil (Explanation of the descent)

In the introduction to this treatise, Nasafi comments that the dervishes requested
him to write a book which is longer than Kitab-i tanzil and shorter than Kashf al-
haqga'iq, which suggest§ that it was written after 1281. The dervishes found the former
work was a summary in terms of words and they could not understand the meanings
behind them. The latter was so long that the dervishes could not memorise all the
meanings.%? Despite the request to write a work longer than Kitab-i tanzil, Bayan-i
tanzil is in fact shorter than the latter treatise.”!

Bayan-i tanzil has ten chapters whereas Kitab-i tanzil has twenty. The content is

similar although not the same. Of particular interest is the first chapter on God and the

seventh and eighth chapters on the Book and Word of God.

68 Chapter eight was to explain the Book of God and the Word of God. A chapter by the same name
appears in Bayan-i tanzil - (Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Pers. e 35, fol. 25a-26b). Chapter nine was to

be a discussion on the reality of surrender (hagiqat-i islam) faith (iman), excellence (ihsan) and

contemplation ( ‘iyan), which is a fourfold division of the hadith of Gabriel that Nasafi associates with
four kinds of individuals in other works. The tenth chapter was to explain the Possessor of the Holy Law
and the author of the resurrection, and also how many religions and Holy Laws there are and what and
why there is the abrogation of the Holy Law, (several of these points appear in chapter five of Kitab-i
tanzil). The conclusion to the book explains the Seal of Prophecy and the Seal of Friendship, which again
is discussed in chapter five of Kitab-i tanzil.

69 Bayan-i tanzil, fol. 1a. lines 5-8. Kashf al-haqa’iq is indeed longer than Kitab-i tanzil, although not
considerably. In the Veliyuddin no. 1767 collection of Nasafi's works, Kashf al-haqa’iq contains seventy
two folios while Kitab-i tanzil contains fifty.

70 1 Veliyuddin no. 1767, Bayéan-i tanzil contains thirty four folios.
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(4). Magsad-i agsa_ (The most sublime goal)

As mentioned in the introduction, this was one of the first Sufi works translated
into Latin and was finally rendered into an English paraphrase by E.H. Palmer in 1867.
Palmer’s efforts should be recognised in the light of the nineteenth century when
scholars did not have the benefit of a wider range of academic Orientalist studies which
modern researchers have. However the truth of James Morris’s statement that Oriental
Mysticism is a “truncated, grossly inadequate summary,”’! cannot be denied.

It is probable that Magsad-i agsa was completed by Nasafi prior to 1281. The
reason for this assumption is that in the introduction to Kashf al-haqa’iq, Nasafi gives
the date of 1281 and he mentions Magsad-i agsa in the very same section.’? He

comments that his own opinions are not included in Kashf al-haqga’ig but they are set
out in Magsad-i agsa. Despite this, Nasafi own opinions are not explicitly revealed in
Maqgsad. Typically, the‘ views of the People of the Holy Law, the Philosophers, the
Sufis and the People of Unity are given. He even explains that his own views are not set
out so that others can not accuse him of infidelity (kufr).”3

Magsad-i agsa is a relatively short work.”# Its contents include a lengthy
introduction followed by chapters on the knowledge of God’s essence; God’s attributes,
God’s acts; God’s acts in the words of the Philosophers; the knowledge of Prophecy
and Friendship of God; the beliefs of the People of Imitation, the People of Reasoning
and the People of ~Unveiling; the knowledge of man; the Four Seas and a
conclusion. The emphasis is ontological, chapters seven and eight (which discuss the
levels of existence) being the most detailed of all.

Within Magsad there are several passages which clearly reveal the “intellectual-

spiritual” influences upon Nasafi. He mentions several Sufis including Sa‘d al-Din

71 3 w. Morris, “Ibn ‘Arabi and his interpreters part II: Influences and Interpretations,” p. 746.
12 Kashf al-haqga’iq, p. 10.

13 Magsad-i agsa, p. 2717.

74 This work is found in Rabbani, op.cit., pp. 210-85.
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Hammuy3, Ibn ‘Arabi and his Fusis al-hikam,’> Shaykh Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi and
his “Awarif al-ma‘arif and Shaykh Sadr al-Din Rimi. The latter may have been Sadr al-
Din Qiinawi who is thought to be the author of Tabsirat al-mubtadi and Nasafi quotes
this work several times in Magsad.

The number of extentt manuscripts of Magsad-i agsa suggest that it was a very
popular work -among the Islamic populace. Numerous copies have been found in
regions of Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, India and China.”® The lucid language and the clarity
in explaining complex issues in a simple way may have made Magsad-i agsa an ideal

book for Sufi novices.

(5). al-Insan al-kamil (The Perfect Man)

This work is a collection of treatises containing an introduction and twenty two

chapters. In the edited version by M. Molé€, Nasafi comments in his introduction that he
wrote twenty chapters, ten for beginners and ten for those more advanced in the Sufi
path.?7 These chapters appear to been composed by Nasafi over a long period of time.

The first chapter was written in Bukhara in 660 (A.H.) before Agaba’s destruction of
that city. The subsequent chapters were written in other cities, as Nasafi moved south
west into Iran. Thus chapter two was put to paper in Bahrabad, chapter three in Kirman,

chaptesfour through to seven in Shiraz and chapters eight through to ten in Isfahan. The

introduction to the work (which was probably written after all the other chapters) was

composed in Arbaquh, a city between Shiraz and Isfahan.?’8 The work may have been

75 Magsad-i agsa, p. 264.

76 For the copies found in Turkey and Iran see Coslovi, “Liste des Manuscrits Arabes et Persans
Microfilmes (Fonds Molé) de L'Institut de Recherche et D'Histoire des Textes,” for those in Pakistan sce
Catalogue of the Persian Manuscripts in the National Museum of Pakistan at Karachi, ed. S. Arif

Naushani, (Islamabad: Iran-Pakistan Institute of Persian Studies, 1983). For manuscripts of Magsad-i

agsa in India see Sufism in the Sub Continent: Papers presented in the second Khudabutdsh ~ South-Asian
Regional Seminar on Tasawwuf Manuscripts, (Patna: Khudabakhsh Oriental Public Library, 1985). A

Persian manuscript of Magsad-i agsa has even been found in China, (Gansu province), scc Mozafar

Bakhtiyar’s article on Chinain World Survey of Islamic Manuscripts, Vol IV, ed. G. Roper, (London: al-
furgan Islamic Heritage Foundation, 1994), p. 89.

77 al-Insan al-kamil, pp. 2-3.

78 gl-Insan al-kamil. For chapters 1-4 see p. 80; Chapters 5-7 see p. 118; Chapters 8-10 see p. 153;
Introduction see p. 14.
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completed well into the 1280s because in chapter six there is a mention of Kashf al-
haqga’iq (which is known to have been completed in 1281).7%

Questions have been raised by both Molé and Morris concerning the title, order
and number of the treatises.®? It may indeed be true that the original work has been
added to, or revised by Nasafi or others, but the style and content of all the chapters is
the same as Nasafi’s other works (except for Kashf-i sirat which shall be commented
upon later).

The contents, as one might expect, are discussions of the People of the Holy
Law, the Philosophers and the People of Unity. They are predominantly of an
ontological nature, such as the three chapters explaining the levels of existence (Mulk,
Malakit and Jabarut). There are also several chapters of a practical nature such as
chapter six on the rules of seclusion.

As mentioned in the introduction, Kitab al-insan al-kamil has been translated in
to western languages se;veral times. It was rendered into French by Isabelle de Gastines
in 1984. W. M. Thackston also translated it into English although it has not been

published and my own translation of this work was published in 1992.
(6). Manazil al-sa’irin  (The waystations of the travellers)8!

In Molé’s edition of this work there are eleven chapters, the most interesting of
which is its opening chapter on the Friendship of God. The remaining chapters focus on
ontological issues such as the origin and return and real and imaginary existence. There
are also chapters detailing the beliefs of the Transmigrationists, the People of Unity and

the People of Gnosis. The first three chapters of this work were written in Isfahan,82

probably before 1281 since Manazil al-sa’irin is mentioned in Magsad-i agsa 83 (which

was composed before this date).

79 al-Insan al-kamil, p. 110. .

80 See J. Morris, “Ibn ‘Arabl and his interpreters, Part I1,” p. 745.

81 This work is appended to M. Molé’s edition of al-Insan al-kamil, pPp. 313-456.
82 Manazil al-sa'irin, p. 341.

83 Magsad-i aqsa, p. 263.
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(7). Zubdat al-haqd’iqg  (Quintessence of realities)84

This is a relatively shorter work, only seventy seven pages in Haqqg-wardi
Nasiri’s - edition. There are two main parts to this book; the first discusses the
knowledge of the “big man” or macrocosm ( ‘alam-i kabir), while the second covers the
knowledge of the “small man” or microcosm (‘alam-i saghir). Once again, the
discussion is presented in the form of the beliefs of the People of the Holy Law, the
Philosophers and the People of Unity.

Zubdat al-haqga’iq contains the same discussions that appear in all of Nasafi’s
works. Despite this, he comments that his explanation of man and the levels of man can
not be found in any of his other treatises, moreover such explanations can not be found
even in the books written by different Sufis.8” Perhaps the reason for such comments is
that Zubdat al-baqd’iqiis didactic, and he may have wanted his Sufi novices to fully
comprehend this book before reading others.

In Nasafi’s own introduction to Zubdat, he says that he originally wrote a work
at the dervishes request which he called Mabda’ wa ma‘ad. However when they saw

Mabda’ wa ma‘ad, they asked him to shorten it and the result was Zubdat al-haqa’iq.8

(8). Mabda' wa ma‘ad (The origin and place of return)

Although I have not seen this work, there are existent copies in the Sub-
continent. The “Comprehensive Catalogue of Persian Manuscripts in Pakistan’87 states

that Mabda' wa ma‘ad contains five chapters. These are the origin; the intelligences and

souls of the lower world; the return; the state of souls after separation from the boay;

84 Zubdat al-haqa’'iq, ed. Haqq-wardi Nasiri, (Tehran: Kitabkhana-yi Tahuri, 1985).
85 1bid, p. 94.
86 Ibid, pp. 41-42.

87 Comprehensive Catalogue of Persian Manuscripts in Pakistan, Vol 11, compiled by Ahmad Monzavi,
(Islamabad: Iran-Pakistan Institute of Persian Studies, 1984), p. 980. ]
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advice. In addition, at the end of the fourth chapter, it is mentioned that the treatise was

compiled at Shiraz, which suggests a dating of around 1280.
F. Meier’s article on Nasafi’s manuscripts lists the five chapters as; the
discourse of the People of the Holy Law; the discourse of the Philosophers; the

discourse of the People of Unity; the levels of man; travelling and journeying.88
(9). Kashf-i sirat (Unveiling of the Path)3®

Kashf-i sirat is the black sheep among works that are attributed to Nasafi.
Before discussing whether or not Nasafi was the author, the contents are set out below.
Following a lengthy introduction, there are two sections;

Section A

i). Explaining the natural soul, animal soul (nafs-i haywani) and human soul and
explaining the inner and outer senses.

ii). Explaining the real human soul (nafs-i haqiqi-yi adami) in an abridged way.

iii). Explaining the real human in a detailed way.

iv). Explaining the levels of names of the real soul in the terminology of the Sufis.
Section B.

i). Explaining the person who is on the right path (sirat al-mustaqim); the Righteous,
the Gnostic, the Friend and the Prophet.

ii). The kinds of disciples (muridan) and the right path of each one and explaining the
school of free thinking and the school of compulsion.

iii). Explaining love, stations and states.

iv). The reality of surrender (islam), faith (iman) friendship (walayat) and prophecy

(nubuwwat).

88 E. Meier, “Die Schriften des 'Aziz Nasaﬁ," p. 178.

89 Kashf-i sirat Veliyuddin no. 1767, folios 204-244. Veliyuddin no. 1685, folios 79-103. The Centre
National de la Recherche Scientifique hold microfilm of Veliyuddin no. 1763; the “pochettc” number is

25587-25588. I was not able to locate a microfilm of Veliyuddin 1685, although there is a poor quality
photocopy of the manuscript.
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The lengthy introduction®® is concerned largely with the hadith “whoever
knows himself knows his lord,” and “God created Adam in His form.” In other words,
it focuses upon the degree to which man can know God’s essence and reflects the
discussion in Kashf al-haqa’iq.?! This sets the tone for the second section of the work
which describes the four types of individual and the limits to their knowledge.
Individuals are classified into four groups, based upon the Koran which states: “And
whosoever obeys God and the Messenger, shall be with those whom God has blessed;
the Prophets (al-nabiyin), the truthful (al-siddigin), the martyrs (al-shuhadad’) and the
righteous (al- salihin).”>?

The author of Kashf-i sirat classifies the righteous in the station of surrender
(islam), the martyr (also called the gnostic) in the station of faith (iman), the truthful
man (also called the Friend of God) in the station of excellence (ihsan) and the prophet
in the station of witnessing ( ‘iyan).?3 In Kashf al-haqga’iq, Nasafi also makes the same
classification in a section entitled discussing the beliefs of “some of the Sufis.”?* Kashf
al-haqga’iq differs from Kashf-i sirat however, in that in the former work
there are also sections which explain the esoteric meaning (batin) of Friendship of
God. In other words, Friendship of God is the level where the natures, qualities and

realities of things are understood, whereas Prophecy is the level where only the natures

and qualities are understood.93

The whole tone and emphasis of Kashf-i sirat is the superiority of Prophecy
over Friendship of God. This is one of the reasons that M. Molé has raised doubts
concerning Nasafi’s authorship of this work. If Nasafi did not compose this work then it
must have been written by someone who was very familiar with his treatises but

perhaps desired the adoption of a position that was not so explicit in revealing the non-

manifest dimension of Islam, or as Molé suggests, a position less sympathetic to Shi-

90 Kashf-i sirat, Veliyuddin no. 1676, fol. 204a-210a.

91 Kashfal-haga'ig, pp. 123-125.

92 Koran 4:71.

93 Kashf-i sirat Veliyuddin, no. 1767, folio 218-219.

94 Kashf al-haqga’iq, p. 71.

95 1bid, pp. 58-59. The discussion s examined in more detail in chapter six.
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ism. It is interesting that the author of Kashf-i sirat adopts a conciliatory approach on .
the issue of Shi“ism by stating that although some Sufis say walayat arose from Abu
Bakr and others say that it arose from °‘Alj, it is better to say that both Abu Bakr and
‘Ali were in the station of walayat and leave it at that.?0

The second reason that Molé cites in doubting Nasafi’s authorship is that the
name of this work does not appear in any of his other treatises. The mentioning of one

of his books within others was a practice often employed by Nasafi, for example, Kashf

al-haqa’iq is mentioned in both al-Insan al-kamil and Bayan-i tanzil; Maqsad al-aqsa
in Kashf al-haqd’iq; Manazil al-sa’irin in Magsad-i aqsa and Mabda’ wa ma‘ad in
Zubdat al-haqga’iq. This at least suggests that Kashf-i sirat is a book that was composed
after all the others, perhaps by someone other than Nasatfi.

In Kashf-i sirat two other works are mentioned, the names of which do not
appear in any of Nasafi’s other books. The author of Kashf-i sirat intended the work for
intermediary Sufis (mutiawassi;cin), whereas “Courtesies of the Way,” (Adab-i tarigat)

was composed for the beginners and *“the Unveiling of Secrets” (Kashf-i rumuz) was

written for the advanced Sufis. Unfortunately there are no known manuscripts of these
works.

If it is accepted that Kashf-i gifd_t was indeed written for the intermediary Sufis,
then this may explain why there is no mention of the esoteric dimension of the
Friendship of God which is present in Nasafi’s books such as al-Insan al-kamil,
Manazil al-sa’irin and Maqgsad-i agsa.

The final point that Mol€ makes regarding the authorship of Kashf-i sirat is that
the style is very different from all of Nasafi’s other works. Having read all of Nasafi’s
works, one is indeed struck by the relatively long Persian sentences and also the
frequent use of Arabic quotations from Sufis such as Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi which
are found in Kashf al-sirat but not in other treatises.

Despite this, there are arguments for attributing this work to Nasafi. Firstly, in

the introduction to this treatise, the author states that his name is ‘Aziz Ibn Muhammad

96 Kashf-i sirat, Veliyuddin no. 1767, fol. 236a.
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al-Nasafi al-Sufi.?7 In addition, the style of the work includes Nasafi’s idiosyncratic
phrases such as “I know that you have not fully understood so I will explain more
clearly,” and “the discourse has become long and I have digressed.” Moreover the
content (aside from the problems already mentioned) is remarkably similar to the issues
that appear in Nasafi’s other works.

If Kashf-i sirat was not written by Nasafi it must have been composed by
someone who was remarkably familiar with his works, perhaps even one of his
followers. Even if it was not written by Nasafi, the fact that someone wrote under his

name gives an indication of Nasafi’s fame and importance.

97 1bid, fol. 204a.
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CHAPTER 2

Ontology

2:1 ‘Aziz Nasaf1i’s six ontological faces

(Wherever you turn there is the face of God)!

Abu Hamid Ghazali’s acceptance of Sufism as a genuine expression of Islamic
belief and his composition of treatises in the field of speculative Sufism? (‘irfan-i
nazari) in the language of the Koran and philosophérs may be régarded as something of
a watershed in the history of Sufism. After Ghazali, numerous Sufi texts were
composed in a similar style by affiliates of Sufi orders that had established roots in the

Muslim world stretching from Andalusia to Central Asia. The movement of explaining
Sufism in the lingua franca of the “intelligentsia” of the day perhaps reached a pinnacle

in the profound and voluminous theosophy of Ibn ‘Arabi, whose writings required and
deserved much study and meditation by learned scholars. For the majority of the
Islamic populace, his message was delivered in a more simplified and summarised form
by interpreters, such as ‘Aziz Nasafi, and in this way Ibn ‘Arabi’s version of Sufism
penetrated into areas such as Iran and Central Asia.

This section is an attempt to summarise Nasafi’s ontological teachings and in
so doing, show how he condensed and conveyed Ibn ‘Arabi’s vast corpus of teachings
to an audience who were Persian speakers and who were probably beginners on the Sufi
path. Nasafi’s treatises provided his dervishes with plenty to contemplate and served as

a basis from which they could advance to the texts of the Greatest Shaykh (Ibn ‘Arabi)

himself.

1 Koran, 2: 115.

2 For example, Mishkdt al-anwar, trans W.H.T. Gairdner, (London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1915; repr.
Lahore: SH Muhammad Ashraf, 1952).
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In this section, Nasati's ontology is discussed by focusing upon one chapter

from the treatise Kitab-i tanzil (the Book of the Descent). It is hoped that this method
covers all the main points on the one hand, and also that the reader will catch something

of the flow, directness and simplicity of the original text (which are distinctive

characteristics of Nasafi’s works).

2:1:1 Incomparability and similarity

There has been a tendency by scholars to explain Ibn ‘Arabi’s theosophy in the
simple term “unity of existence” (wahdat al-wujud), and to label the world view of the
wujiudi school pantheistic or monist.3 A more suitable way to characterise this
theosophy is not unity of existence (a term which Ibn ‘Arabi did not use),4 but He / not
He. This axiom neatly encapsulates the Islamic teaching of God’s incomparability
(tanzih) and similarity ( tashbih). ‘Aziz Nasafi’s works should also be considered in the

same light. The idea of incomparability is expressed in the Koran that “Nothing is like

Him,”> and in the hadith that “none knows God but God,”® and “reflect upon all things
but reflect not upon God’s essence.”’ Similarity is also found in the Islamic tradition,

perhaps the best example being the famous hadith that “God made Adam in His own
form.”8 Adam is of course the archetypal human being, so each person’s essence in fact

is a mirror of God’s essence.
Sufism tended to emphasise the rashbih relationship between God and man,

although this should always be considered in the light of ranzih. The first chapter of

Nasafi’s Kitab-i tanzil is quite instructive in this respect because the beginning of the

3 A.E. Affifi comments that Ibn ‘Arabi is a “...thoroughgoing pantheist who tried his best to reconcile his
pantheistic doctrine with Islam.” See “Ibn ‘Arabi,” A History of Muslim Philosophy, ed. M.M. Sharif,
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1963), Vol I, p. 420. See also I.R. Netton’s relevant comments in Allah

Transcendent, (London: Routledge, 1989), pp. 272-274. F. Meier’s article on Nasafi , “The nature of monism
in Islam,” refers to his theosophy as monist countless times.

4 W. Chittick, “Rimi and wahdat al-wujid,” p. 72.
35 Koran, 42: 11.
6 Hadith frequently quoted by Sufis.

T Hadith, See al-Suyiiti, al-Jami‘ al-saghir (Fayd al-qadir fi sharh al-Jami‘ al-saghir), (Beirut: Dar al-
Ma‘rifa, 1972), Vol. III, pp. 262-63.

8 Hadith, ed. B. Furuzanfar, Ahadith mathnawi, (Tehran: 1955), no. 346.
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work stresses the tanzih position while the remaining sections reflect the tashbih

dimension of existence.
From a tanzih perspective, Nasafi comments upon a hadith frequently discussed

by Sufis that says “He who knows himself knows his Lord.”

O dear friend! The pure essence and Holy Face of the Truth is so great that
an individual’s intelligence cannot encompass Him; rather, His exalted self is too
high for another person to discover Him as He really is. Each one of the Prophets and
Friends of God became aware of God Almighty in accordance with their own
preparedness and station, and each one of them told the people in accordance with
the preparedness and station of the listeners. What they knew compared to what they
did not know is a drop in the ocean, and what they said compared to what they
understood is also a drop in the ocean. No-one understands hes  self in the way it

is, and he' cannot understand. The extremity of man’s knowledge is that point where
he knows that he cannot know God as God really is. So according to the knowledge

one has of one’s soul, one also has knowledge of God.?

Nasafi then proceeds to say that even the most intelligent of philosophers, and
even the Prophets and Friends of God, cannot understand God, each believing their own

knowledge to be the ultimate vision of God. It is impossible to reach God’s essence,

which is infinite and beyond man’s sense perception and intelligence (‘aql):

Just as the seekers and the students who are counted among the People of

Thought and Reasoning do not like or accept the discourse which their intelligence
does not attain to, and just as they judge it correct to deny one another's discourse,
because there are ranks (darajat) of intelligence and because the wisdom (hikmat) in
each thing is infinite, so also the wayfarers and spiritual warriors who are accounted
as the People of Unveiling and Contemplation do not like or accept the spiritual
station (magam) which their view does not reach. They judge it correct to deny one
another's station, because there are ranks in unveiling and (God’s) self=disclosure

(tajalli) is infinite. So in whatever station a man is, it is necessary that he makes
this prayer his litany: "My Lord! Increase me in knowledge,"!0 because if man could

live for a thousand years, and in this thousand years he is (busy) in searching and

9 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 38a, lines 9 - 13.
10 Koran, 20: 114.



37

advancing (taraqqi), he would discover and understand something every day which
he had not discovered or understood the day before...
O dear friend! If someone fancies that he has understood whatever can be

understood and has discovered whatever can be found, this fancy is his idol and this
wretched person is an idol worshipper. The reality of an idol is that it keeps a person

busy with itself and it becomes an obstacle in his searching and advance.!1

Yet it is necessary to make an attempt to understand oneself (and in so doing,
God's existence), for “He who knows himself knows his Lord.” This is a difficult task

to undertake and understand as Nasafi himself comments:

A person may ask, "How can God’s essence which is non-delimited and
infinite be considered as together with Jabarat, Malakut and Mulk?"12 The Sufis
have asked many questions about this and the answer to these questions is extremely
difficult and hard. But it is necessary to give an answer. If you want to know that it is
difficult, I will give an indication: Understanding the existence of non-delimitation
and infinity, and understanding the existence of something else with that such that
the non-delimited and infinite possess limits and boundaries, direction, division,

separation, breaking apart and coming together is extremely difficult and hard.!3

The meaning behind such remarks by Nasafi is that man should reach the
essence of God as far as it is possible, that is, he should reach the essence of God as
seen through tashbih. Thus whenever Nasafi speaks of reaching God’s essence, one

should read with two eyes (to borrow an analogy from Ibn ‘Arabi),!4 that is, with one

eye of tashbih and with one eye of tanzih.
Having given a ranzih warning in the opening pages of Kirab-i tanzil, Nasafi

then devotes the rest of the chapter to the rashbih dimension. It is typical that the

V1 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 39a, lines 5 - 11.

12 These three terms, Mulk, Malakit and Jabarat are crucial in Nasafi's theosophy. The first two appear in
the Koran, (for Mulk see for example 2: 101, 3: 186, 5: 20, 21, 44, 120. For Malakat see 23: 90, 36: 83).
Jabarut does not appear in the Koran, but it is derived from the divine name al-Jabbar, or All-compeller (59:
23). Scholars have translated Mulk as “kingdom™ and Malakat as *“dominion” and Jabarar as “invincibility,”
(see Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 282). However, I have refrained from translating these terms in
this way because such translations do not reflect the meaning that Nasafi generally gives to them. Mulk is
connected with the world of sense perception and Malakizt is connected to the world of spirits, and Jabarit
stands higher than these two, for it is their origin.

13 Magsad-i agsa, p.231. _
14 See Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, chapter 20.
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tashbih section takes up about ninety percent of the whole chapter, for Sufism
emphasises the love between God and man, that is, the dimension which can be known.
As ‘Ali b. Abi Talib is reported to have said, “I only worship a Lord I see.”!5 This
tashbih position is explained by Nasafi from six different points of view, that is, six
ontological perspectives, all of which are the spiritual stations (magam) of the Friends

of God (awliya), who are those closest to God.

2:1:2 Nasafi’s six faces

In the Sufi tradition, a spiritual station (magam), describes a relationship
between the wayfarer and God. This station is acquired (kasbi), based upon the
wayfarer’s own spiritual effort, and the knowledge that he actualises in a particular
station remains with him even if he progresses on to another station. Spiritual stations
are often discussed in the Sufi manuals along with hal, or a spiritual state, which is a
bestowal by God upon the wayfarer which takes place in a particular station. Nasafi
does not employ the term hal in Kitab-i tanzil, but uses wagqr, (present moment) a
technical word discussed by Sufis prior to Nasafi, including Hujwiril¢ and al-Ghazali.l7
The latter two classified the mystical experience into three stages; the first stage is
wagqt, the second is hal and the third is stability (ramkin). It is not possible to investigate
the differences between these three here, suffice to say that the wagr is the lowest stage
and stability is the highest stage.

Acquisition of the station by the wayfarer and God’s bestowal of the wagt is

referred to by Nasafi at the beginning of each of the stations:

O dear friend! There is a station for the wayfarer, and in that station there is

a waqt. When he reaches that station and enters into it, and when that wagt reaches

him ...18

15 A saying frequently quoted by Sufis, for example see Chittick, Faith and Practice, p.14.
16 Kashf al-mahjub, Hujwiri, trans. R.A. Nicholson, (London: Luzac, 1911), pp. 367-370.

I'7 See Margaret Smith, al-Ghazali the mystic, (London: Luzac, 1944: repr. Lahore: Hijra International
Publications, 1983), pp. 130-131.

18 Kitab-i tanzil, fol . 39b, lines 3-4.
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The wagt is based upon the hadith which states: “I have a waqt with God when
no angel brought nigh or prophet sent embraces me.”!? This wagqt has been interpreted
by some to refer to Muhammad’s ascent, referred to in the Koran: “Glory be to Him,
who carried His servant by night from the Holy Mosque to the Farthest Mosque.”20
According to Islamic tradition, Muhammad rose from his bed and journeyed with
Gabriel from Arabia to Jerusalem, and then upwards through all the heavens until he
reached the final boundary of the heavens. At this point, Muhammad had to proceed
alone to witness God, for Gabriel said that if he went further towards God he would be
burnt.

The wagqt is not permanent (unlike the station and the knowledge associated
with it); it can last less than one hour and may last for longer than ten days.?! In another

work, Nasafi mentions moments experienced by various Sufis:

Our mastef (Hammuya) stated, “My spirit spent thirteen days in the heavens
and then returned to my body. And during those thirteen days my body was like that
of a dead man and had no concern for anything. Others who were present said that
my body had been in such a way for thirteen days.” And another dear one stated,
“My spirit remained there for twenty days and then came back to the body.” And
another good companion said, “My spirit spent forty days and then returned to the

body.” He remembered everything that he saw in those forty days.22

Although the identity of the Friends of God within these six stations is unclear
in the majority of cases, by comparing the contents of these stations with the discourses
that appear in other works by Nasafi, one can conclude that the beliefs of the ‘Ulama;
Philosophers, Transmigrationists and the People of Unity are all mentioned. This shows
Nasafi at his best, prepared to endorse the beliefs of groups other than the Sufis if he

sees truth in them. Yet, typically, he does not claim that any one group represents his

19 Hadith, Furiizanfar, no. 100. See S. Murata, op.cit., p. 265.
20 Koran, 17: 1.

21 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 40a, lines 9-10.

22 gl-Insan al-kamil, p. 109.
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own beliefs. The person with real knowledge witnesses the truth (through experience)

in all of the stations:

At the end of journeying, each wayfarer is in one of these stations, and one
of these stations has become his aim and he remains there. There arc few wayfarers
who are informed of all six stations, and until the wayfarer discovers the information
of all six stations and sees the correctness (salah) and corruption of each one (not
through imitation (taglid) and supposition (guman) but through unveiling and
contemplation) he will neither reach the end point of the journey nor be informed of

the extremity of the journey nor discern the truth from the false nor recognise God.?3

This idea that the wayfarer has to recognise the truth in all expressions of belief
is perhaps the fundamental element in Nasafi’s theosophy, for it reveals the reality of
“no repetition in God’s self disclosure” (la takrar fi ’l-tajalli) which is the basis of the
all-embracing nature of Sufism. This idea is discussed in detail within one of the six

stations, and so it is not necessary to develop it any further at this point.

2:1:3 The first station

The first station is the shortest of all the stations, perhaps an indication that
Nasafi did not regard it as a profound ontological explanation of the relationship
between God and man. God is explained as the essential existent (mawjid li-dhatihi)
and He is also termed the Jabarut. This stands in opposition to the world ( ‘alam) which
is an existent through other than itself (mawjud li-ghayrihi) and comprises Mulk and
Malakut. Mulk is the world of sensory existents (mawjudat-i hissi) and Malakit is the
world of intelligible existents (mawjudat-i ‘aqli). God, or Jabarut, is real and eternal

existence, whereas the world (Mulk and Malakut) have metaphorical and created
existence. The world is created by God from non-existence through His attributes, that
is, through His knowledge, desire and power. These three attributes of knowledge,

desire and power were commonly discussed by the theologians in the process of

23 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 51a, lines 13-17.
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creation; in order to create something, God must have knowledge of it; then He must
have the desire to create that thing; thirdly, He must have the desire to bring it in to
existence. Nasafi then follows the standard explanation of the theologians that there are
seven attributes of essence (sifar-i dhat); the seven are, life, knowledge, desire, power,
speaking, hearing and seeing. Of course, God’s attributes are infinite, but apart from the
foregoing seven, they are all attributes of acts.

In this station, creation is seen as a process whereby God makes something
existent from non-existence, in other words, it is an interpretation reflecting the idea of
creatio ex nihilo. This is the meaning behind making something exist (hast gardanid)
from non-exisfence (nisti) and this position is reflected in a small sentence “God was
and nothing else was,”%* which is in fact a hadith.?> Creation from nothing is typically

taken by Nasafi1 as the belief of the People of the Holy Law (Ahl-i shari‘at), (who are

called the ‘Ulama’in other works):

Know that the wise men have had differences of opinion about the
possibility of non-existence becoming existence, and existence becoming non-
existence. The ‘Ulama’and Fuqgaha believe that it is possible for non-existence to
become existence and for existence to become non-existence. This is because the

world was non-existent and God Almighty made the world existent and will make it

non-existent when He desires.

The Philosophers and People of Unity believe that it is not possible for
existence to become non-existence and it is not possible for non-existence to become

existence.26

The distinction made between God and the world (that is, between Jabarut on
the one hand, and Mulk and Malakiit on the other) represents a tanzih position. This is
counter-balanced by a tashbih explanation that God is with everything, for “it is not

possible for a leaf to move on a tree without His knowledge, desire and power.”?7

24 Ibid, fol. 39b, lines 16-17.

25 This hadith is often quoted by Sufis but given various interpretations. For example, see Ibn ‘Arabi’s usage

in Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 88.
26 Magsad-i agsa, p. 254.
27 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 39b, line 10. (This alludes to the Koran 6: 59, “Not a leaf falls but He knows it.”")
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God’s tanzih-tashbih relationship with the world is described in the following

way:

The God of the world is not inside nor outside of the world, nor contiguous

(muttasil) with or discontiguous (munfasil) from the world, and not in any direction
of the directions of the world or in time or place because these are attributes of

bodies, and the God of the world is not a body or bodily.28

Although this is the simplest explanation of all the six stations (in terms of an
ontological explanation of existence), Nasafi comments that the wayfarer in this station

is able to experience the waqt with God:

In this station, when the wayfarer shows perseverance and persistence in the
task and does not cease in ascetic discipline and spiritual effort, then Mulk and
Malakit (which are God’s creation) become concealed and forgotten all at once
when this waqt prédominates over him. This is called the station of annihilation
(magam-i fana’). When the existence of the wayfarer also becomes concealed from

and forgotten by the wayfarer and he does not see or know anything else except God,

this station is called annihilation of annihilation (fana’'-i fana’ ).2?

2:1:4 The second station

The first station takes up only twenty-nine lines, whereas the second station
comprises a hundred and thirty-four; in fact, it is longer than any other of the stations.

Obviously, in this station there are discussions which must have been important to

Nasalfi.

Whereas in the first station God’s essence and attributes are Jabarit and other
than God is Mulk and Malakiit, in the second station God is other than all three worlds.
Mulk and Malakuar are explained in the same way as the preceding station, but Jabariit

is an expression for the first substance (jawhar-i awwal), yet God is with all three

28 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 39b, lines 15-16.
29 1bid, fol. 40a, lines 1-4.
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worlds through His essence and His attributes. The “withness” (ma ‘iyyat) of God with
the three worlds is described in terms of the human spirit in the human body. The word
ma ‘iyyat is an allusion to the Koranic verse, “God is with you wherever you are.”30
Thus although man is separated from God by the first substance, the tashbih position is

maintained through God’s “withness.”
One of the major discussions in this station is the nature of Jabariat (or first
substance), and here the relationship between the first and second stations becomes

clear. The first station states a position of creatio ex nihilo, whereas the second station

suggests a kind of eternity for Jabariit:

The first substance came from the world of potentiality (‘alam-i quwwat) to
the world of actuality (‘alam-i fi‘l) through one command-in the blink of an eye,

“And Our command is but one, as the twinkling of an eye31.”32

This eternal potentiality is attributed likewise to Mulk and Malakit, for the first
substance is like a seed and all the substances of Mulk and Malakut are existent in the
first substance. To use Nasafi’s words, everything that “was, is and will be, was
potentially existent” in the first substance. However, while these substances are existent
in the first substance, they are not distinct (mumtaz) from one another; and for this
reason, the first substance is also called the undifferentiated world (‘alam-i ijmal). In
this state, the potential existents of Mulk and Malakut are called non-existent things
(ashya’-i ma‘dum), since they have the possibility of existence in contrast to God’s real
existence.

Both the content and language that Nasafi uses in this discussion reflect an
intermingling of Koranic terminology with the kind of philosophical concepts that were
discussed by the Ikhwan al-Safa (Brethren of Purity) and Ibn Sin (known to the west

as Avicenna) among others. Indeed, in this discussion on Jabarut, one finds numerous

parallels with Ibn ‘Arabi’s theosophy, and in other works Nasafi explicitly refers to the

30 Koran, 57: 4.
31 Koran, 54: 50
32 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 41a, lines 1-2.
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similarity of his position with Ibn ‘Arabi’s, the only difference being one of

terminology:

All potential existents are things, and they are all the objects of God’s
knowledge (ma'‘lum-i khuda). Possible non-existence is one thing and impossible
non-existence is another. Possible non-existence is a thing, but impossible non-
existence is not a thing. And Ibn ‘Arabi calls these things the immutable entities
(a‘yan-i thabita); Shaykh Sa’d al-Din Hammuya calls these things the immutable
things (ashya’-i thabita); and this helpless one (i.e. Nasafi) calls them the immutable
realities (haga’iq-i thabita). They are called immutable (thabit) because they never

change their own state, and they never will.33

These possible non-existent things plead with God to have existence bestowed
upon them, they say to God “in the tongue of Eheiﬂ state,” (ba zaban-i hal) “We
have such a preparedness (isti‘dad) and such a task can be performed through us.”34
The similarity of this éassage with chapter sixty-six of Ibn ‘Arabi’s al-Futuhat al-
makkiyya is unmistakable,35 and the tongue of their own state is a Persian translation of

Ibn ‘Arabi’s Arabic expression lisan al-hal.’°

!

If God bestows existence upon these non-existent things by the command “Be
then they are manifested in the differentiated world (‘alam-i tafsil) (which is Mulk and
Malakut) in exactly the way in which they spoke with God. They do whatever they said
they would, and this introduces the second major point in the second spiritual station.

God bestows existence upon the non-existent things, but He is not the creator of

their actions:

Everything and everyone has whatever he has from himself and has brought
it with himself, nobody has placed it there. This is because only the command to
become existent is from God Almighty. Everything and everyone became existent in

such a way that they were in the world of potentiality. So God Almighty is All-

33 Manazil al-sa’irin, p. 364.

34 Kitab-i tanzil, fol. 41a, lines 14-15.

35 For an English translation of this chapter, see Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, p. 129-136.
36 See Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, p. 387, n. 14.
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Knowing (‘alim) and All-Aware (khabir), and his knowledge and awareness follow
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