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ABSTRACT

Veli-Petri Seppila
University of Helsinki, FIN

“IN SPEECHLESS ECSTASY”
Expression and Interpretation of Mystical Experience
in Classical Syriac and Sufi Literature

The aim of this study is to survey the phenomenon of “mystical experience” as described
(a) in Syriac literature, (b) in classical Sufism and (c¢) to enumerate the common and
divergent features in the two bodies of literature. The study is based on a systematic
analysis of almost 3,000 pages of Syriac and Arabic literature from the 7" to 11"
centuries. Problems (a) and (b) are treated with a qualitative approach, and (c) with a
more quantitative emphasis. Even a mere descriptive presentation is of relevance, since

the subject has not so far been treated exhaustively in a systematic way.

The vague phenomenon of mystical experience, with its psychological qualities and the
semantic mechanisms of its linguistic expression, is discussed from a philosophical point
of view in chapter 1.2. The methodological aim is to reconstruct the function of the
components of the discourse in accordance with its logical structure, yet without
destroying the semantic openness (i.e. varying usages) of the terms used to describe the

mystical experience.

The expressions relating to the mystical experience are essentially similar in both
traditions. The analytical descriptions display corresponding features, and the symbolic
expressions consist of basically equivalent images (light, heat, drunkenness) and
analogous senses (taste, hearing, smell and sight). The main reasons for this are the
apparent similarity of the psychological qualities of the experience, the common
limitations in the possibilities of linguistic expression, and the common cultural context

whence the images for symbolic expression are derived.

In the interpretation of the experience, however, there is remarkable diversity, each
tradition linking the experience to its own Scriptural and theological tradition. Sufi
discourse is characterised by the massive production and employment of technical
terminology and by a degree of confrontation with orthodox Islamic theology.
Differences in interpretation reflect the differences in the context of the experience and in
the function of mystical literature: the Syriac sources are basically internal monastic
correspondence between monks and hermits, while the Sufi works are directed more

towards outsiders and have an apologetic purpose.



Foreword

The greater part of the rich literary heritage of Syriac-speaking Christianity is
monastic in origin and ascetically orientated in content. Most of the Syriac
spiritual discourses are actually correspondence between monks and hermits. One
of the most striking features of these treatises is their frequent reference to
mystical experiences, more or less ecstatic in nature, scattered throughout the
discourse both as indirect allusions and as open descriptions. These descriptions
have, however, received scant attention in academic discussion.

Another subject of interest to me, Sufism, is more famous for its ecstatic
accounts, but surprisingly, no systematic presentations concerning the expression
of ecstatic experiences have been published, to my knowledge. When I was
studying Semitic languages and philosophy in the mid-1990s, the idea of
preparing a systematic presentation of the “howness” — to use a Semitic idiom — of
the expression and interpretation of the ecstatic experiences in both traditions
occurred to me quite naturally — and I was unable to shake it off, despite making
several attempts to do so.

The obvious difficulty and extensiveness of the subject means that there
is hardly any standard method for its treatment that could not be questioned. Any
approach must be made from at least three directions: the Syriac language and
culture of Oriental Christianity, the Sufi tradition and the Arabic language, with
their Greek and Persian parallels and subtexts, and the problem of the mystical
experience itself, that can be examined from a psychological, sociological or
philosophical perspective. I have chosen to exclude the Greek and Persian
traditions as far as possible, and approach the mystical experience with
“philosophical” means, as we shall see.

Due to a certain religious sensitivity associated with the subject,
combined with my present position as a professional would-be-mystic (sic.), I can
hardly avoid making a few more preliminary remarks on the choice of subject and
on the non-theological method. One of the original motives underlying the study
was my unattainable dream of studying and comparing the religions themselves —
not only some of their accidental properties, but the actual real substances of such
religions as Oriental Christianity and Islam. Such substance, of course, remains
unattainable, and was banned from academic discussion long ago (i.e. the logical
need for the concept of “substance” in the scholastic sense has been set aside as
unnecessary). Scientific thinking deals with language and forms, “external
attributes”, the function of which it aims to define. Consequently, the aim here is
not to make statements about God or “spiritual realities”, existent or imaginary,
but about the language referring to them; nothing more, nothing less.
Nevertheless, this also means that since scientific discourse does not pretend to
touch on substance, it cannot karm it either — one of the most profound
advantages of objectivity!



In other words, when one wishes to approach the “substance” of religion
in academic discussion, one must make choices between the attributes or
characteristics of tradition. Therefore, the question is: which of the empirical
features of a religion is closest to its substance, the one that would reveal its
“God”? The closest we can approach is, as I see it, the collective witness of the
psychological experience of individuals who have completely devoted their lives
to their religion (and preferably, if possible, are considered to have done so by
their traditions). In other words, if one endeavours to find God, what does one
have but experiences of Him? And when one pursues these experiences, what
does one find but descriptions of experiences? And finally, the descriptions are
covered and entangled with interpretations in accordance with the particular
theology of the authors.

Accordingly, if we aim to go through Syriac and Arabic texts in order to
discover mystical experiences in their purest and most apparent forms, we shall
merely encounter descriptions and interpretations. This is the material that I aim
to “deconstruct and reconstruct” in the following, according to the logical deep-
structure of the discourse. My conclusions set forth in the last chapter will be most
cautious, but the material is open to other interpretations as well.

The study was prepared in stages, since the project was interrupted
several times by a variety of circumstances. The project was commenced in
Jerusalem in 1996, continued in Helsinki in 1998, and completed in the new
millennium at the monastery of the Transfiguration, New Valaam, far removed
from academic discussion and libraries. The result is a one-man pursuit — the
author is unfortunately unable to share responsibility for his failures with anyone
else!

I have the pleasure to express my gratitude to those who have graciously
supported the completion of this study: the Emil Aaltonen foundation and the Ella
and Georg Ehrnrooth foundation. Special thanks are also due to my professor,
Tapani Harviainen, whose encouragement has been very important to me,
especially in the early stages of the study (particularly the first and third times I
started!). The English wording has been revised by Michael Cox, Lic. Theol., in
his guaranteed manner.

I wish to dedicate this work to the memory of the late Mr. George Kaplanian,
whose friendship I had the privilege to enjoy at the time I began to prepare this
study in Jerusalem. After an “existential break” the work was completed under
quite different circumstances in monastic surroundings. “Methods are adopted
according to circumstances”, George used to say. And I still disagree.

Veli-Petri Seppéla
(Monk Seraphim)
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1. INTRODUCTION TO ECSTATIC READINGS

1.0. Preliminary remarks: the purpose and means

According to the hypothesis underlying this study, Syriac and Sufi texts refer
repeatedly to and deal with something “mystical” which is absolutely non-
linguistic in nature, yet is expressed linguistically under the conditions and
restrictions of natural language; this something is an important factor constituting
the character of the discourse, but it does not submit to being an object of
research. For this reason, we must place it in brackets and content ourselves with
the documented process of expression and interpretation.

The purpose of this study is to undertake a systematic survey of the
different constituents of ecstatic readings in Syriac ascetic literature, including the
process of expression and interpretation (and manifestation, as far as possible),
and to present this together with a corresponding analysis of classical Sufism as it
is manifested in its authoritative literature, and finally, to make concluding
remarks concerning common features and differences between the traditions.

The concept of mystical experience is employed in the broad sense,
covering the concepts of “ecstasy” and “trance”, further details (and the reasons
for the lack of precise definitions for any of these concepts) being discussed
below (p. 45 ft.).

The Syriac corpus consists of more than 1,500 pages of literature by
about 10 authors, the most important of whom are Isaac of Nineveh, John of
Dalyatha, and “Abdiso‘ (Joseph) the Seer. All the main sources are basically
internal monastic correspondence from one hermit to another, the result being a
great variety of relatively frank descriptions of inner experiences.

The Sufi corpus consists of almost the same number of Arabic texts, the
most important of these being Niffari, Qusayri and Jilani; alongside these,
Hujwiri’s Kasf al-mahjiib, originally composed in Persian, proved to be very
fruitful. In the case of the Sufi corpus there is more variation in the nature and
purpose of the treatises; the works are primarily intended for a general audience,
which inevitably indicates a certain caution in the means of expression.

The traditions are close to each other chronologically, geographically and
linguistically, representing the same Oriental cultural context. The Syriac sources
date back to around the 7™ and 8" centuries and the Arabic Sufi texts to around
the 10™ and 11™ centuries, so the comparison is historically relevant and
thematically illustrative. However, my approach is not diachronic but synchronic,
based on a systematic contextual analysis of the relevant vocabulary, implemented
and interpreted in the light of the logical structure of the discourse, which I have
aimed to reconstruct in my disposition. Yet I do provide a brief historical



introduction to both traditions, since these are seldom presented concurrently, and
also because the cultural context cannot be disconnected from the semantics of
linguistic expressions. However, I do not aim to prove any “influences” between
the traditions — too much discussion concerning “influences”, especially in the
history of religions, has been based on common features that are merely parallel
with no actual causal link — but rather to survey the logical structure of each
discourse. This means that I have chosen to treat both traditions as independent
entities and to respect the inner vitality and primary originality of the individual
writers and their traditions. Consequently, the structure of the chapters on Syriac
(2) and Sufi (3) discourse are not completely identical in structure but shaped
according to their inner “needs”. I have been careful to avoid reading Syriac
sources with the ideas of interpretation derived from the Sufi sources, and vice
versa.

Therefore, fundamentally the two corpora will be dealt with as timeless
units. Historical developments are occasionally referred to as secondary items in
order to provide some background for facilitating the understanding of a text. In
the main chapters of the study (2 and 3) the aim is not so much to give a general
presentation of Syriac (and Sufi) spirituality, but rather to concentrate solely on
those points of discourse that bear an explicit relation with the mystical
experience (as “ecstatic” as possible).

Methodologically my approach is “philosophical”, as expounded below
(pp. 49-62); in the main chapters, however, I present the material in a descriptive
way, generally speaking, without entering into detailed philosophical speculation.
This is due to the fact that the present material has not previously been examined
in a systematic way, and therefore I prefer to concentrate on giving a detailed
view of the constituents of the actual discourse and to leave a more detailed
philosophical meta-interpretation of the experience for further studies at a later
date.

Especially in the chapters on expression (2.2. and 3.2.) the approach to
the textual material is a qualitative one: I do not necessarily look for the most
general expressions but the most accurate ones, those with the most insight. My
main interest is to discover Zow the mystical experience is expressed, and for that
question the quantity of an expression is actually irrelevant. In chapter 4,
however, I approach the discourses of both traditions with a more quantitative
emphasis, with the aim of representing the most important common features and
differences in the emphases, goals and contents of both traditions in their ecstatic
readings.



1.1. Historical Background

1.1.1. The Syrian Christian Ascetic Tradition

Syrian asceticism has been the subject of growing interest, partly due to the
stimulating works of Arthur Vé&bus' on Syrian asceticism and a certain counter-
reaction provoked by them. The social aspects have been further analysed by
Harvey (1990), the theological aspect by AbouZayd (1993), and the perspective
has been widened to include the archaeological dimension in the works of Pefia
(1975, 1980, 1983) and Palmer (1990). Due to the disconnected nature of the early
sources and the oddity of later hagiographic material, the scholar must have a
personal perspective, and that means personal results. I myself have written a
general history with the aim of harmonising the views of Vé6bus and AbouZayd.”
The field, however, is still in many respects an open one.

The roots of Christian asceticism and monasticism have traditionally
been traced back to the Egyptian desert fathers with little or no attention to the
Syrian region. Yet the Syro-Palestinian Orient has always been rich and self-
sufficient in ascetic traditions. Many of the early Stoics were Syrians; many of the
Church Fathers were to some extent influenced by the ideas of this “least Greek of
all philosophic schools”.® Secondly, Jewish ascetic traditions flourished in the
early Christian era: the character of the Qumran community is well known, and
the Essene movement had monastic communities spread throughout the cities of
the Holy Land.*

Syrian asceticism developed at the same time as Egyptian asceticism, but
unlike the Egyptian variety, it neither needed nor received stimulation from
persecution. The external social, political, cultural and economic factors are
insufficient to explain the explosive growth of the Syrian ascetic movement. The
basis of Christian ascetic identity was (and still is) imitatio Christi, meaning literal
observance of the commandments of Christ and participation in his passion and

! History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient I-III. CSCO 184 (1958), 197 (1960), 500 (1988).

> Munkki Serafim: Kerubin silmin. (Suomen Itdmainen Seura, Helsinki 2002).

3 Russell, History of Western Philosophy, chapter 28. Stoic ideas can be found in such fathers as
St. Augustine and Ephrem the Syrian (see Possekel 1999, 230-235). One important point is that the
concept of passion (Tabos) was understood in a very Stoic way by Clement of Alexandria,
Evagrius and Gregory of Nyssa.

* The monastic features of the Essenes include (1) a noviciate of three years, (2) lack of private
property, (3) common prayers before sun-rise, (4) a ceremonial common meal with blessings, (5)
the wearing of a distinctive cloak, (6) the practice of silence, (7) the study of writings and (8)
“monastic” vows. The Essene features that are not found in later Christian monasticism include (a)
ritual purifications, (b) an esoteric disposition to conceal doctrines or the names of angels from
outsiders, (c) observance of the Mosaic law, especially the Sabbath. In some communities it was
also permitted to lead conjugal life. For the classic description of the Essenes, see Josephus, War
of the Jews (11, 8:2-13).
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death. Martyrdom was not experienced in the early Church merely as an
unfortunate circumstance but as an essential part of Christian faith, so that after
the persecutions ceased asceticism became throughout the whole Christian world
an indicator of imitatio Christi, and virginity a “bloodless martyrdom”.’

It has occasionally been suggested — by Protestant authors — that
Christian ascetic thought is derived from the dualism of Persian religion. This is,
however, quite an unnecessary supposition, and it misses the point in
understanding the thought of the early Church. A more likely external source of
influence, however, would be the meditative life-style of the philosophers, one
characterised by self-denial. The Christian life was, indeed, considered to be the
true philosophy.®

The actual beginnings of the Syrian ascetic movement is a much debated
question. On the one hand, Voodbus asserted that the entire Syrian Church was in
fact an ascetic sect in which baptism and the Eucharist were reserved only for the
celibate elite, that the independent early hermit movement was heavily influenced
by Manichaeism and that the hierarchical Church experienced difficulty in
integrating it into the official Church and its norms. On the other hand, we have
authors like AbouZayd stating that there is nothing extraordinary or non-Catholic
in the early Syrian Church. And both scholars, of course, read the same extant
sources thoroughly.’

The earliest sources may, indeed, be read in both ways due to their
sporadic nature. There is no explicit evidence that the non-celibate were baptised
before the mid-fourth century, and likewise, the celibate “elite” seem to have
occupied a dominant position in the churches. The dual possibility of
interpretation, however, may be explained by the following arguments. Firstly,
early Syriac literature, like all hagiography, is idealistic in nature: The Acts of
Thomas (AT) portrays ideals, not necessarily the exact practices, of the second-
century Syrian Church. Moreover, the main point of AT is not celibacy but total
renunciation in every area of worldly life. Secondly, it may be that both V6&bus
and AbouZayd underestimated the plurality and variety in the early Syrian
Church. There must have been “normal” churches (with a strong Greek
component), Jewish-Christian assemblies, perhaps communities formed around a
charismatic hermit, as well as sects based on more or less Essene principles, and
all without a strong hierarchy or central organisation.®

Jewish sectarian believers in Christ have left no literature of their own,
but some traces of their heritage have been found, perhaps surprisingly, in the

3 See Markus 1990, 70-72; Drijvers 1984, 27-28; AbouZayd 1993, 301.

¢ Markus 1990, 73-75; AbouZayd 1993, 262-263, 288. For a Syriac account of the excellence of
the pagan philosophers, see Mingana/Dadisho®, 111 (28b-29a).

7 For Voobus on celibacy, see Voobus 1951, 21-34, 45-58. According to AbouZayd (1993, 50),
devout celibacy developed in the fourth century. Also, the influence of Manichaeism is not
accepted by AbouZayd (ibid., iv), who declares that ”V66bus’ theory belongs ultimately to the
realm of imagination”.

8 For more discussion, see my Kerubin silmin, p. 18-28, 36-43, 48-49,
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most important, and almost the oldest, Syriac book: the Bible. In his detailed
study M.P. Weitzman showed convincingly that the Syriac Old Testament is the
product of a non-rabbinical Jewish sect in the Edessan region c. 150 AD. With
slight textual changes the translators introduced into the text ascetic examples
(poverty, celibacy), and spiritual ideals (prayer instead of sacrifice); occasionally
there are signs of a hostile attitude towards ritual. Presumably the members of the
sect behind the translation converted to Christianity and introduced their Bible to
the Aramaic-speaking Church in the late ond century.’

The case of the Syrian hermits has been much debated. There are several
texts'® portraying hermits living on mountains like wild animals, eating grass and
roots, avoiding the use of fire, and sometimes neglecting even to wear clothes.
Traditionally the texts have been ascribed to the most famous Syriac author,
Ephrem the Syrian (306-373), or to his disciples, which would imply that the
hermit movement had perhaps originated in the late third century.'' Many modern
scholars, however, date them to the fifth century, and read them as imaginative
portrayals of contemporary ideals.'? It seems to me, however, that the latter
interpretation does not bear the weight of the evidence of Greek literature, which
unambiguously bears witness to the existence of Syrian hermits in the third
quarter of the fourth century."® For the topic of this study, however, it is actually
irrelevant whether the hermit movement originated in the third or in the fifth
century, but the fact that it was in any case a dominant ideal in the 5™ century, at
the latest, is an important witness to the individual, and therefore potentially
charismatic, character of Syrian asceticism.

The well-known Syrian “proto-monastic” phenomenon concerning the
hermits and churches called ‘covenanters’ (benay geyama) must also be
mentioned. The great Church Fathers Aphrahat (d. 345) and Ephrem (306-373)
are the main witnesses for the existence of this class of men and women who
dedicated themselves to the service of the Church, leading lives of celibacy and
asceticism among the churches.

® Weitzman 1999, 95-96, 212, 227, 258.

19 (1) Letter to Mountaineers (E. Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermones IV, CSCO 334,
Louvain 1973, pp. 28-43), (2) On the Solitary Life of the Solitaries (ibid, pp. 1-16), (3) On
Hermits, Solitaries and Mourners (ibid. pp. 16-28), (4) another text also entitled On Hermits,
Solitaries and Mourners (E. Mathews: Isaac of Antioch: A Homily on the Solitaries, Hermits and
Mourners, Master’s thesis, The Catholic University of America, Washington D.C 1987).
'yoobus 1960, 51-53.

" Griffith 1995, 221-222.

" Basil the Great visited such communities in the 350s; John Chrysostom lived in and worked
with them in the years 373-398 without regarding the hermit movement as a new phenomenon,
and, of course, we have A History of the Monks of Syria by Theodoret of Cyrrhus, indicating the
existence of hermits throughout the fourth century, and indeed, coenobitic communities after 330
(see History of the Monks of Syria, p. 35, note 8). The problem is, of course, the arbitrary
differentiation between “coenobitic monasteries of monks” and “hermit communities” because this
division actually came into existence only after 370.
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The Manichaean religion also had its own monasticism in the Syrian
Orient from the third century on. The presence of Manichaean monks offered a
psychological stimulus for ascetic zeal, creating a kind of competition (albeit an
unconscious one). There were also several semi-Christian groups (Marcionists,
Gnostics) that all shared the same ascetic ideals, and largely the same literature
(AT and other apocrypha). For those who wished to devote themselves to their
religion and take it as seriously as possible, the religious atmosphere did not in
fact offer any alternative ideals than asceticism.

The Syrian ascetic movement rapidly expanded during the last quarter of
the fourth century. According to Voobus, the number of inhabitants of towns and
villages even declined as a consequence of the thousands who retired to the desert,
or rather, the mountain communities of hermits or monks.'* Disciples gathered
spontaneously around the most charismatic fathers. The increasing number of
hermits demanded co-operation and organisational principles so that the
development towards fixed monasticism was inevitable. On the other hand,
erecting earthly buildings and creating hierarchies was seen by some to be more
or less incompatible with their spiritual ideals. In any case, there soon emerged
communities of about 400 members possessing gardens and cultivations. The
buildings were often constructed with the support of donations from the wealthy
newcomers.'”

Despite the inevitable evolution of organisations, ascetic ideals and
practices continued to prosper inside the monasteries. The exact customs,
however, varied significantly from one monastery to another. In order to
understand the atmosphere among the ascetics it is essential to take a closer look
at certain features of monastic life. (If some of the following examples are
difficult to take literally, it is good to remember that the most incredible practice,
that of stylitism, happens to be the one with indubitable archaeological evidence!)

Eating was to be restricted to a minimum, which might mean only one
vegetarian meal a day (served after the ninth hour, i.e. 3 p.m.). Despite the
possible growth of collective wealth, poverty was real on the personal level. The
monks’ cells were small and contained hardly anything. Their hair and beards
were left unshaven, and dirt was preferable to washing. Meeting and seeing the
opposite sex was avoided — sometimes even beardless men were forbidden to
enter the monastery. Castration did occur. Both quantity and quality of sleep were
reduced to a minimum; some kept themselves awake through the night by means
of ropes. The ideal posture was to spend the night sitting, facing east, leaning on a
stone wall. Some exchanged their woollen clothing for coarser materials or
secretly kept chains under their cloak. Some tied themselves up in a barrel
hanging from a tree or otherwise used their imagination in building private torture

'* There was no definitive difference between 'monk’ and *hermit’ before the coenobitic rules of
St. Basil imposed from the 370s on. Since then monk’ has meant a community dweller, despite its
etymology (Hovaxos, ’a single one”).

" Voobus 1960, 19-25.
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chambers. The final phase of ascetic life was total seclusion in a cell that might be
roofless or completely walled up with bricks, or so small that it did not allow a
person to stand or move.'®

Women had their own communities from the very beginning, first of all
in connection with the churches as ‘daughters of the covenant’ (benat geyama),
then in the mountains, and finally there were convents for at least 250 nuns. Also,
the first “transvestite saints” lived in the Syrian Orient, i.e. women who concealed
their real sex and spent their lives in monasteries disguised as monks.'”

The number of communal prayers in the Syrian monasteries varied
between three and seven times per day (two in Egypt).'® The fixed hours,
however, were surpassed by many monks in private prayer during the long night
vigils in their cells. Due to the legacy of the hermit communities and the lack of
influence of St. Basil’s coenobite rule, most monasteries were of the laura type,
where only novices lived in the coenobite manner, as the monks spent weekdays
in their cells but gathered together for vigil and liturgy on Sundays and feast-days.
In their cells the monks engaged in reading, prayer, meditation and manual labour.

The imaginative art of developing personal methods of mortification led
to the ultimate exercise of stylitism, which in physical terms meant absolute
asceticism: standing in prayer throughout the night, eating perhaps once a week,
with no moments of relaxation from the eyes of the public. The latter feature also
included a most peculiar method of self-mortification, that of exhibitionism. The
stylite did not contend for his personal salvation only: his role between heaven
and earth was unavoidably that of mediator. The first stylite, Sim ‘on Estondya
(c.386—459), attracted groups of pilgrims and visitors from as far afield as Gaul,
Rome, Georgia, Persia and Ethiopia. Due to his example of spiritual fervour, and
his simple preaching, large numbers of people, especially Arabs, were won over
to Christianity." During the following centuries Simeon the Stylite had about 150
disciples, most of them in the Syriac-speaking world.

In many ways the fifth and sixth centuries were the Golden Age of Syrian
asceticism. The number of stylites and hermits, monks and monasteries was
striking, and they attracted pilgrims probably no less than Jerusalem itself. The
charismatic power of the holiest monks was experienced as a source of blessing,
and this in turn resulted in the cult of relics. In the case of Simeon the Stylite,
army protection was needed to escort his funeral. Thus the ascetics continued the
function of martyrs both during and after their lifetimes: their relics were
preserved in churches, and their memorial days were introduced into the liturgical

16 voobus 1960, 256-273, 277-278.

"7 Harvey 1990, 114-117.

'® Syrian asceticism, of course, contains exceptions to every rule: the wild desert community of
Alexander Aikometos had 24 prayer times per day. Voobus 1960, 151-153. AbouZayd 1993, 381-
386. The Greek and Latin texts of the life of Alexander in PO V1/5, 658-701.

¥ Véobus 1960. 208-223, 319; Harvey 1990, 15. For evidence on the Stylites, see I. Pefia: Les
Stylites Syriens (Studium Biblicum Franciscanum 16, Milano 1975). For Simeon, see R. Doran:
The Lives of Simeon Stylites (Cistercian Studies Series 112, Kalamazoo 1992.)
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year. The ascetic’s role as an intercessor was understood almost as an insurance
policy for the community.?’

The social function of asceticism was also remarkable, including the
establishment of inns, based on the ideal of serving visitors — a custom already
known in the hermit era — and work for the benefit of orphans, the sick and the
poor. Monks could also attempt to protect the poor from excessive taxation and
the despotism of landlords. Due to the lack of social security, during times of
distress there might be thousands of people dependent on the monasteries’
provision. The teaching of monks on social justice also discouraged slavery, and
every now and then slaves were redeemed or released, sometimes because the
master himself retired to monastic life.”!

However, ascetic zeal could sometimes be manifested in an intolerant
way. The temples and statues of pagan cults (still vital in the 5™ century) were
occasionally attacked by zealous monks, sometimes with the desire to court
martyrdom. Sacred places of the old religions were sanctified for Christ by
turning them into churches and monasteries. Unavoidably, the same zeal was soon
directed against other Christians and fellow-monks: the Christological controversy
continued in the Syrian Orient throughout the fifth century and a good portion of
the sixth century. It seems that the majority of monks were at first passive in the
face of the dispute the subject of which was probably considered to be somewhat
elitist. Yet the question of the nature of Christ was the central one in Christianity,
and for that reason a soteriological matter, so the bishops did not encounter
insurmountable difficulties in mobilising “the ascetic front” to defend their
position.” The outcome was a bitter, sometimes even violent, conflict that
paralysed the relationship between the West and East Syrian monasteries as a kind
of “cold peace”, and left both opposed to the Byzantine position, but the common
line between the Oriental Orthodox (West Syrians, Armenians and Copts) was
preserved. Due to the common liturgical and literary tradition, however, there did
occur recurrent co-operation between the Western and Eastern Syrian
monasteries. Among the best examples are some of the sources of the present
study that crossed the dogmatic boundaries.

Intellectual life in the monasteries was strongly promoted by the reading,
copying, and interpretation of the Scriptures. Practically all the known Syriac
authors — perhaps 150 are known by name — may be considered products of
monastic thought. Several West Syrian monasteries became centres of translation
and learning, whereas the East Syrian Church continued the tradition of the school
of Edessa by establishing academies for diverse study, functioning on a highly

2 Voobus 1960, 321-326; AbouZayd 1993, 296-298.
1 voobus 1960, 361-383; AbouZayd 1993, 280-284.
2 vosbus 1960, 344-347; Vosbus 1988, 197-206.
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ascetic basis, and they served as the model for Islamic academies, which in turn
set an example for the European universities.”

The relationship between the ascetics and the “official Church” — albeit
after somewhat floundering beginnings, if we are to believe Voobus — soon settled
down into one of fruitful co-operation. Benay geyama and their heirs, the monks,
served as vergers, deacons and finally priests in the churches, and the laity
actively participated in worship in the monasteries. Asceticism was therefore the
solemn heart of the whole Church. This was sealed by the fact that the leaders of
the Church were chosen from the ranks of the monks. The ascetic bishops gave
the whole structure of the Church a desert character. On the other hand, the
possibility of ecclesiastical leadership introduced new elements and dangers to
monastic living. Many were unwilling to accept honorific offices; occasionally the
people would literally hunt down the most famous monks to induce them to
accept a bishopric.**

The spread of Christianity in the Orient took place through the efforts of
the ascetics who settled in non-Christian areas and attracted crowds by their life-
style and actions as well as by their preaching. New Christian communities
gathered around the monk, who would sometimes move on to another district
after the parish was established. Outside the Aramaic-speaking world the
influence of Syrian monks was especially strong in 4th—century Armenia and 5"-
century Ethiopia. In Central Asia nomadic Turks were converted in their hundreds
of thousands during the early Islamic period; China was evangelised by the East
Syrians in 636-845 and later still in the 13t century.”’

The role of Syrian ascetics was also crucial in the christianisation of the
Arabs in the fourth and fifth centuries. The West Syrian Church spread among
some tribes in Northern Arabia (Jordan) and the East Syrians along the coast to
Bahrain, Qatar and Yemen. The converts are reputed to have abandoned their
gods and made “churches into their tents”. Arab Christianity was largely based on
the imitation of ascetic ideals, and conceivably, on the cult of St. George
(Georgios, Sargis, Girgis), whose icon the tribe of Taghlib used as a banner in
their raids! The actual monastic presence was noteworthy: the province of Arabia
(Belga, Batanea, Hauran and Ledja) contained at least 137 monasteries in the year
579, including even a community of stylites in ‘Aqraba. The whole region of
Tedmor and Yarmuk near Damascus was inhabited by monks. Other monastic
centres were to be found at Sinai and in Madyan, near Sinai on the Arabian side, a
location close to the trading routes. The local monks were not so rigorous in self-

mortification as those in upper Mesopotamia.”

2 Voobus 1960, 388-393, 401-410; Voobus 1988, 71, 432-439. See also Vo5bus, History of the
School of Nisibis (CSCO 266, Louvain 1965).

* vosbus 1960, 323, 326-330; AbouZayd 1993, 286-287; Kerubin Silmin 51-54, 59-67.

2 Voobus 1960, 342-344, 354-360, 48; Voobus 1988, 275-278; AbouZayd 1993, 292-294;
Kerubin Silmin, 136-148.

2 Voobus 1960, 349-252; Vosbus 1988, 230-234, 252; Triningham 1979, 251-256; Kerubin
silmin, 139,
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The most important monastic centre of the West Syrians, however, was
Tur “Abdin, with approximately 80-100 monasteries on the northern side of
Nisibis, and the second in importance was probably Qal‘at Sim‘on between
Aleppo and Antioch. There were also monastic centres around Amid, Apamea and
Homs. The paradise of the East Syrians was to be found in the mountains around
Mosul-Nineveh, where monasticism continued to flourish in great numbers until
the thirteenth century.

The presence of Syriac-speaking Christians was also marked in
Palestinian monasticism, which was noted for its international character. Pilgrims
gathered to the holy city from Ethiopia, Georgia, Gaul, Persia, and even India.
The actual pilgrimage was a form of asceticism in itself due to the severe
conditions, not to mention the dangers faced during the long journeys on foot.
Many pilgrims could not resist the call of the desert of the Holy Land and decided
to remain in the proximity of the holy places. In the Judean desert alone there
were at least 60 monasteries in the sixth century.”’

Syrian asceticism differed from the Egyptian and Byzantine traditions by
its more severe mortification, its greater admiration of seclusion, and the greater
reverence paid to visions and other charismatic experiences. The ascetic character
is nowhere as illustrative as in the ideals and practice of fasting, which at an early
stage became an essential element of the Oriental Christian life in general.?® In
addition to the emerging scheduled fasts common to all Christians, ascetics were
accustomed to observe their own practices and restrictions; the most rigorous
monks could even live on grass and water alone.”” Monasteries served two
common meals, or even only one per day. The monks’ diet was a vegetarian one;
the eating of meat was strictly forbidden.

The unique nature of Syrian asceticism is a result of its historical roots.
We may sum up the historical factors leading to the growth of the monastic
tradition in the Syrian Orient as follows (especially the connection between the
first two is important):

*"Hirschfield 1992, 10-11; Hunt 1984, 3-5, 54-74, 108. The term ‘Syriac’ here covers Palestinian
Aramaic, as it does in the classical sources.

*% Fasting is an ideal present already in AT (Wright 1968, 161). The Eastern Churches have from
six to thirteen main periods of fasting, the most important one being the forty-day Great Lent
(sawma rabba). The early Christian practice of fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays has remained
valid in the Eastern Churches up to this day (see Vellian 1977, 373-374). The East Syrian Church
has eight major fasts every year; the Antiochene tradition of the West Syrian Church includes six
annual fasts; the Alexandrian tradition has ten, the Armenian thirteen, and the Byzantine nine, but
the exact observance varies on a local basis. According to Cyrus of Edessa (Six Explanations, 32
[37-38]), the exact procedure of Christian fasts varies in nature; for example, during the Great
Lenten fast one may observe abstinence from food for three days, four days, one week at a time or
eat once a day (after vespers).

* See Voosbus 1960, History of Asceticism 11, 261-265; Vosbus 1960, Syriac and Arabic
Documents, 39, 73, 107, 161.
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1. The extremist and ascetic outlook of the whole Syrian Church.*
2. The Jewish background of the Syrian Church,
with a strong sectarian component of the Essene type.
3. Independent hermit movements of the 4™ century.
4. The stimulus provided by Manichaean asceticism.
5. The proto-monastic tradition of the covenanters (benay geyama)
as described by Aphrahat (d. 345).

It is also important to note the following deficiencies:

1. The limited and late influence of Egyptian monasticism.

2. The relative absence of the influence of the rule and principles of Basil the Great
imposed in the Greek-speaking world from 370 on.

3. The limited influence of Greek thought in general before the fifth century.

All this hindered the formation of a strict monolithic type of monasticism
obligated to follow a single model of conduct for the standard role of a monk.
Syrian monasticism was indeed flexible enough to allow monks to practise
personal forms of mortification and engage in missionary work. Monks needed no
permission from their bishops to move into another community; the blessing of
one’s spiritual father was sufficient.

This kind of basis created a favourable atmosphere for growth in mystical
experiences. Monastic rules usually represent the least charismatic aspect of
monastic literature, but in the case of Syriac literature we can even find a monastic
rule for novices that gives instructions to avoid vain talk, a common subject in
monastic regulations, employing a very charismatic argument.

He shall refrain from much talking since this extinguishes
the fiery impulses, evoked by God, from the heart.”'

It seems that, unlike in the West, the laura-type of monasticism was never
thoroughly replaced by a coenobite communal rule. This applies especially in the
East Syrian tradition, where a novice spent his first years (often three) in the
community, serving in its common labours, but the actual monastic life from the
beginning of monkhood was to be lived alone in a cell, observing perpetual
silence with no communication with others, avoiding going out during the day-
time, and concentrating on the inner life instead.”

%% This is shown by the fact that the Odes of Solomon is the sole early Syriac work with no ascetic
emphasis.

*! Translation of V56bus (1988, 191, italics mine). The Syriac original is to be found in V6obus,
Syrische Verordnungen fiir die Novizen (Oriens Christianus LIV, 1970). The dating of the text is
undetermined; the oldest manuscript is from the 9™ century.

32 S0 Joseph the Seer in Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 17 (12%).
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Due to the heritage of its individual origins, in (especially the East)
Syrian tradition several Fathers became distinguished experts in verbally
describing the movements of the inner world, the psychic and spiritual phenomena
which take place in the mental reality. In the following section we shall make a
brief survey of the most important of them, the sources of the present study.
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1.1.2. The Corpus of Syriac Authors

1.1.2.1. Isaac of Nineveh

The best-known Syriac author of the corpus, Isaac of Nineveh, came from
seventh-century Beth Qatraye, a monastery in Qatar, where he was discovered by
George (661-680/1), the Catholicos of the Church of the East, who consecrated
Isaac bishop of Nineveh (Mosul). After only five months as a bishop he resigned
and retired to lead a solitary life in the mountains of Khuzistan, Iran, near the
monastery of Rabban Sapur.®® His resignation seems to have taken place due to
the conflict between monastic ideals based on the Gospel and hierarchical
requirements based on common sense. As a charismatic character he probably
encountered a great deal of envy as well.

Isaac’s solitary career proved to be more successful than his episcopal
one, even though he eventually lost his sight due to extensive study of the
Scriptures. The fact that he had to dictate his last writings may explain a certain
clumsiness in his syntax. Isaac’s teachings have, however, enjoyed a great
reputation and inspired spiritual life widely. The so-called First Part of his
writings was translated into Greek in the 8" century, and ever since it has been a
source of inspiration in the Orthodox monastic world. Translations include
versions in Georgian, Slavonic, Latin, Arabic, Ethiopic and in various modern
languages. In the Greek Orthodox tradition he has been traditionally known as
Isaac the Syrian, a name which does not hint at his East Syrian and therefore
“Nestorian” background. West Syrian copyists introduced changes into the text by
replacing the name of Theodore of Mopsuestia with that of Chrysostom, yet
without altering his message, and his place of retreat was changed to Scetis in
Egypt,>* and due to the popularity and difficulties of the text numerous variants
and mistakes have emerged in the Greek manuscript tradition.

The first part is a mixed collection of 82 discourses.> It could be
described as a one-man Philokalia, an adventure in the inner world with the light

*3 The few known facts concerning Isaac’s life are based on two sources. The first one is to be
found in the Book of Chastity by 130°denah, from the early 9™ century (J.B. Chabot, ”Le Livre de la
chasteté”, in Mélanges d’Archéologie et d’Histoire 16 [1986], p. 277-278), and the second is
included in Rahmani’s c. 15™-century manuscript (Studia Syriaca, Charfet Seminary, Lebanon,
1904, p. 33).

* The latter replacement was taken for granted by early Western scholars such as Wright and
Assemani. See Wright 1894, 110; Colless 1968, 4.

%> The Syriac text is edited by Bedjan (Perfectione Religiosa, 1909) and translated somewhat
clumsily by Wensinck (Mystic Treatises, 1922); the first six chapters have been fluently re-
translated by M. Hansbury (St. Isaac of Nineveh: On Ascetical Life, St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, New York 1989). There is also a translation of the Greek version (4scetical Homilies of St.
Isaac of Nineveh) where Bedjan’s Syriac has been consulted. The best introductions to Isaac’s
thought are the exhaustive introductions to Wensinck’s and Miller’s translations. There is also a
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of (a blind man’s!) inner eye. The basic ideas are love and self-sacrifice, solitude
and loneliness. Single experiences of a mystical and ecstatic nature are frequently
described or referred to. The “individualistic” aspect of the Syrian monastic
tradition is seen, for example, in a reference to the righteous one enjoying the
continual providential care of Grace “individually, not communally” — words
omitted from the Greek version.*

The second part was also known and used by Syriac-speaking
Chalcedonians, but since it was never translated into Greek, it was forgotten and
remained unknown until 1983, when the Syriac original was discovered.’” The
insights and the style resemble those of the first part; both have been among the
most important sources of this study. There is also a third work attributed to Isaac,
the so-called Book of Grace, which, however, is more probably a product of

Simeon the Graceful >

1.1.2.2. Sahdona (Martyrios)

Sahdona was born in Halmon, Beth Nuhadra. He was influenced by his mother
and by a holy woman called Sirin, and became a monk in Beth ‘Abe, from where
he was appointed a bishop of the East Syrian Church c. 635-640. Curiously, he
became a kind of a theological ‘in-between’, for he was accused of embracing
Chalcedonian Christology and was deposed, but was soon reinstated and once
again deposed. Probably the whole process was aroused by envy of Sahdona’s
spiritual character, but in any case the outcome was that Sahdona lived his last
years as a hermit somewhere in the vicinity of Edessa, and his writings survived
only within the Chalcedonian tradition.*

Sahdona’s literary heritage consists of five letters, a collection of maxims
on Wisdom, and his major work The Book of Perfection; all of these have been
edited and translated.*” The most important part for our study is the latter half of
the first part of the Book of Perfection, which deals with the spiritual life of the
“perfect”.

The discourse in Sahdona’s writings is thoroughly biblical: quotations
from or allusions to the Holy Book occur in about every third line. The role of

new comprehensive general survey by H. Alfeyev: The World of Isaac of Nineveh, in the
Cistercian studies series.

o doraan_alo doNas  Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 103. (Wensinck: Mystic
Treatises, 70.)

*7 Edited and translated by S. Brock: 'The Second Part’, Chapters IV-XLI. (CSCO 554-555,
Lovanii 1995).

38 Brock 1997, 55.

* Brock 1997, 50-51.

*” The Book of Perfection has been edited and translated into French by Halleux, Oeuvres
Spirituelles I (CSCO 200-201, Louvain 1960), Oeuvres Spirituelles II (CSCO 214-215, Louvain
1961), Oeuvres Spirituelles 111 (CSCO 252-253, Louvain 1965). The letters and Maxims are to be
found in Halleux, Oeuvres Spirituelles 1V, CSCO 254-255 (Louvain 1965).
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quotations may even cast doubt on the value of the writings as a source of genuine
experiences, but especially the chapter on prayer contains sections that seem to
describe genuine personal mystical experiences.

1.1.2.3. Simeon the Graceful

About the only thing we know about the life of Simeon the Graceful (Sem ‘on de-
Taybiitheh) is that he gained a reputation as a medical doctor during the time of
Catholicos Henaniso® (680-700), and became a monk under the guidance of
Rabban Sabur.*! Simeon seems to be the only Syrian mystical author to have had
a Hippocratic background. Consequently, his writings contain various analytical
classifications and reveal a kind of psychosomatic understanding of spiritual
life.*?

All the surviving writings of Simeon the Graceful have been translated
into Italian, and the most important of them into English by Mingana.*® The most
interesting aspect of Simeon’s writings is the way in which he deals with the
movements of ‘grace’ (taybiita), its proceedings and withdrawals, and his analysis
of the inner faculties of man and the different aspects of prayer. Points of especial
interest are his remarks on the contemplative attitude as well as the
epistemological contribution he makes to the discussion by outlining the
connection between mystical experience and mystical knowledge. Simeon also
finds more profound connections between mystical experiences and the truths of
Christianity than do most other authors.*!

1.1.2.4. DadiSo* of Qatar

Like Isaac of Nineveh, Dadiso * Qatraya originated from Beth Qatraye, and he
entered the Monastery of Rabban Sabur in the late seventh century.”” The works
of Dadio* include a Commentary on the Asceticon of Abba Isaiah,*® a
Commentary on the Paradise of the Egyptian Fathers (unpublished), and
miscellaneous short writings on the spiritual life, which are used in this study.*’
Dadiso*’s approach to ecstatic states might be described as encouraging:
he aims to guide his reader towards mystical experience rather than to exhaust the

! Brock 1997, 55.

21 have given some examples in Kerubin Silmin, 230-231.

* Italian translation by Bettiolo (1992), English translation by Mingana in Woodbrooke Studies
VII. In addition, the Book of Grace attributed to Isaac of Nineveh is probably by Simeon;
selections translated in Ascetical Homilies of St. Isaac of Nineveh, 397-426.

* For examples, see below p. 173, 180.

* Brock 1997, 56.

® Dadi¥o® Qatraya: Commentaire du Livre d’Abba Isaie, CSCO 326-327, Louvain 1972.

7 published by Mingana in Woodbrooke Studies VII.



22

topic by describing it. His methods, however, seem somewhat merciless in their
uncompromising preference for withdrawal into silence and seclusion. Dadiso*
does not in fact envisage the possibility of any real mystical experience outside
the cell and complete solitude. Yet for the same reason he is a valuable source for
the practical aspect of “exercises in solitude”. But Dadiso* also makes it clear that
ascetic mortification, its “bitterness”, is not an end in itself: the aim of eremitism
is what we call mystical experience: the joyous “sweetness” described as “the
spark of the love of Christ” and the “feeling of forgiveness”, as well as the
“spiritual impulse” stirring the ardour of the “perfect love of God” and the “sight
of the light and the glory of our Lord”.*® Dadigo® also has an exceptionally rich
discussion on the role of angels in the experience.*

1.1.2.5. John of Dalyatha

The identities of the various Syrian Johns were confused at an early date and since
then the subject has been much debated, the result being that John of the
Grapevines (Yuhannan Dalyathad) and John the Elder (Yuhannan Saba) are
identified as the same person, distinct from John of Phenek and John of Apamea
(who in turn consists of two or three different Johns!). John of Dalyatha seems to
have been born in Northern Irag, become a monk on Mount Qardu, and flourished
in the eighth century.”® The details of his life have been forgotten, but the most
important point is that his writings display deep spiritual insight, surely not
inferior to the more famous Isaac of Nineveh. In fact the language of John is
richer and more resplendent than Isaac’s, and therefore John’s obviously profound
mystical experiences are portrayed in a very colourful way. Images of light and
warmth and various ecstatic terms and expressions appear frequently in his
discourse, which is deeply penetrated by ecstatic experiences.

This being the case, it is a matter of regret that the corpus of John of
Dalyatha has remained almost unknown. Only his Letters have been published,’’
and even they have not been translated into English, although their contents well
stand comparison with Theresa of Jesus or perhaps Hildegard von Bingen, to
name but two. I am personally inclined to see John of Dalyatha as the most
original and most poetically talented author in our Syriac corpus,’” and it is to be

¥ Mingana 1934/Dadi$o*, 12a-13a, pp. 209-210 (tr. 88-89), ibid., 19a, p. 216 (tr. 98).

* Mingana 1934/Dadio*, 45a-47b, pp. 236-239 (tr. 126-130).

** Brock 1997, 60-61.

>! With a French translation in PO 39 by R. Beulay (La Collection des lettres de Jean de
Dalyatha). The other writings consist of 25 (or 28) Discourses and Headings on Spiritual
Knowledge. Four short chapters have been included in the Greek version of Isaac of Nineveh and
circulated under Isaac’s name. (Brock 1997, 60-61.) John’s thought has been thoroughly analysed
by Beulay (L ‘enseignement spirituel de Jean de Dalyatha, 1990).

>2 For instance, see pp. 158-159.
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expected that John will sooner or later be recognised as being among the greatest
Christian mystics of all time, the works of R. Beulay being a good start.

1.1.2.6. “AbdiSo® and Joseph the Seer

Born a Zoroastrian, Joseph (710-792)> was taken captive in an Arab raid, brought
up as a slave in Sinjar and finally sold to a Christian from the region of Qardu,
where Joseph was greatly impressed by the life of local monks and received
baptism. Joseph, due to his spiritual zeal, was liberated by his master to enable
him to enter a monastery in Beth Nuhadra. After a certain period in solitary life he
was chosen to be the head of the monastery of Mar Bassima in Qardu. However,
he retired once again to solitary life only to be made head of the monastery of
Rabban Bokhtigo®.*

Joseph the Seer (Hazzaya) is reputed to have produced “1900 writings”,
but only a few have survived. The identity of Joseph the Seer has also been more
or less confused. The Syriac sources already confused Joseph Hazzaya with
Joseph Huizaya, a sixth century grammarian, and moreover, even his name ’the
Seer’ was interpreted by Wright™ as Joseph of Hazza, even though Joseph was
from Nimrod, and not from Hazza (Arbela). Catholicos Timothy I condemned
Joseph in the East Syrian synod of 790, evidently because of his teachings on
charismatic pneumatology, but the contemporary historian ISo‘denah considered
the condemnation to be the result of personal envy.’® The schism probably
provides the explanation why Joseph also wrote under the name of his brother
‘AbdiSo*, also a convert.

The treatise under the name of “‘AbdiSo‘ happens to be perhaps the most
important one for this study. The text is not lengthy but it is thoroughly filled with
a rich variety of vivid images concerning the mystical encounter: joy, love, peace,
a sweet odour, intoxication, rapture, strong wine, fiery impulses, consuming fire,
crystal light, immaterial light, a vision of our Saviour, keys to the inner door of
the heart, luminous clouds, visitation, spiritual theoria shining in the soul,
intercourse with the sublime being, failure in the control of the senses, incidents
of falling to the ground.

In addition to the writings published by Mingana, Joseph the Seer is the
most probable author behind A Letter sent to a Friend,”’ which is attributed by its

> These years are suggested by Sherry 1964, 88.

** Brock 1997, 61.

> Wright 1894, 128.

>% Sherry 1964, 78-88. For more discussion on the synod and the decisions in question, see Beulay
1990, 423-428.

°" Edited and translated by G. Olinder, A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug sent to a Friend
(Gothenburg 1950). French translation: Graffin, "La lettre de Philoxéne & un supérieur de
monastere sur la vie monastique” in L ‘Orient Syrien VI (1961) — VII (1962). For a general
introduction, see Voobus 1988, 160-169. The letter has also been translated into Armenian and
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West Syrian scribe to Philoxenus of Mabbug. The theme of the letter fits perfectly
with the East Syrian tradition. For example, prostrations before the cross are
greatly emphasised. The letter is an extremely charismatic treatise on the three
stages of spiritual life, and it contains descriptions of mystical states very similar
to those in the writings of “Abdiso*; some of these are among the frankest in the
whole corpus.

1.1.2.7. The Book of the Holy Hierotheos

The Book of the Holy Hierotheos by Stephen bar Sudhaile is an unique
masterpiece of Syriac literature, composed c. 500. As a person, Stephen is known
only from the letters of his opponents. He was a monk who moved from Edessa to
the environs of Jerusalem, and remained a famous but controversial teacher with
Origenistic and even pantheistic tendencies. His only known work, The Book of
the Holy Hierotheos, is a story of cosmic and spiritual ascent proceeding with a
dreamlike logic. The result is a peculiar collage of subjective and cosmological,
biblical and neo-Platonic components. The book was condemned as heretical and
was almost forgotten when the greatest Syrian scholar, Barhebraeus (d. 1286)
realised its beauty and published a new edition, which was still copied and read by
the West Syrian Fathers in the 19™ century.’®

1.1.2.8. Other West Syrian Authors

With the exception of Stephen bar Sudhaile, all the authors so far have come from
the East Syrian tradition. Nevertheless, the differentiation between the Western
and Eastern Syrian traditions is not relevant for the theme of this study. The two
traditions may in fact be taken as a single entity, since the same spiritual teachings
have been read and copied on both sides of the denominational and ecclesiastical
borders. Moreover, the ascetic authors themselves did not pay attention to the
dogmatic questions that had led to the division of the churches. There are no
substantial reasons why the same literary genre could not have flourished in West
Syrian monasteries as well. Due to its Alexandrian doctrinal connections, the
“Monophysite” tradition should in fact have been even more adaptable for the
patterns of mystical theology than the “Nestorian” tradition, which perhaps
remained somewhat closer to the ancient Jewish-Christian heritage and its biblical
expression. However, the West Syrian sources of this study remain more or less

Arabic. Olinder, oddly enough, did not question the authorship of Philoxenus. There is, of course,
the possibility of circular reasoning here: the treatise is attributed to East Syrian tradition on the
basis of its contents, but if it actually was of West Syrian origin, as the manuscript tradition claims,
it would be no less than an effective proof of the common character of the spiritualities of the two
traditions.

% See Marsh 1927, 222-232. Widengren 1961, 166-169.
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cursory in character. I have made only slight reference to the works of the two
best-known West Syrian authors, Philoxenus of Mabbug (d. 523) and Barhebraeus
(d. 1286).

Philoxenus possibly studied first in Tur ‘Abdin, then in the Persian
school, where he completely rejected dyophysitism and consequently opposed
Chalcedon. He was made the metropolitan of Mabbug in 485, but suffered great
persecution by the Byzantine Orthodox in the time of Justin I. Philoxenus is also
important as one of the earliest Syriac authors to pass on the influence of
Euagrios. Among the massive literary heritage of Philoxenus there is a famous
collection of ascetic homilies, and an interesting letter to Patricius of Edessa
(translated into Greek under the name of Isaac the Syrian) where he discusses
charismatic topics, one of his aims being to harmonise the Evagrian scheme with
the biblical imagery of St. Paul.”

Barhebraeus is in many ways the culmination of Syriac literature. He
collected the various fields of Syriac sciences into vast encyclopaedias of which
the most relevant for this study is Ethikon, a treasury of Syriac spirituality
containing material compiled from both West and East Syrian authors as well as
from the Greek Fathers from both before and after the schism, yet the disposition
is arranged according to Al-Ghazali’s Thya’ ‘uliim al-din, for which Barhebraeus
aimed to produce a Christian parallel.

Finally, it is to be noted that numerous interesting points of comparison
can be found in Greek Orthodox monastic literature, the Philokalia and its
kindred. The closest Greek parallel in geographical, chronological and thematic
terms is the seventh-century work from Mount Sinai, the Ladder of John
Climacus, which I occasionally refer to in the footnotes. The Greek material,
however, would require a separate study of its own.

>® Philoxenus of Mabbug: The Discourses. Edited and translated by E.W. Budge. London 1894-95;
Philoxéne de Mabboug: La lettre a Patricius. (PO 30.) Paris 1963. St. Paul and Evagrius are
connected by Philoxenus by means of the concept of love. See La lettre a Patricius, 79-87 (826-
833).
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1.1.3. Syrian Asceticism and Early Islam

The religious context in which Islam was born and developed was dominated by
Syriac Christianity. The presence of Christians in the Arabian peninsula during
the first Islamic century is a remarkable fact in itself, not to mention the monastic
presence in the surrounding areas of the earliest centres of Islam. As we have seen
before, seventh-century Qatar produced a few important Syriac authors. In Mecca
itself, however, there was no actual church, but there seem to have been a few
Christians who lived there. Nevertheless, the historicity of the traditional claim of
contacts between Muhammad and Syrian Christians seems to be of a legendary
nature, the accounts having an apologetic purpose.®’ Theological, literary and
ideological influences seem to have been adopted indirectly as implicitly accepted
common ideals and expectations as to what one might suppose a religion has to
offer.

It is beyond the scope of this study to go into great detail, but a few
interesting remarks are worth making. Obviously, the ascetic ideal and practice of
the Christians gave birth to both counter-reaction and imitation among the early
Muslim faithful. The monks’ way of praying — recitation, repetitions, postures,
prostrations, lifting of hands — was the devotional model for the Islamic
conception and practice of prayer.®’ The endless prostrations of Syrian monks
were modified in Islam into a fixed and moderate set of prayer movements. The
corresponding mechanism may be seen behind the evolution of the Islamic
practice of fasting: the constant denial of the hermits was offered to every believer
in the form of Ramadan, the model of which must have been the Great Lent of the
Eastern churches. Since the Arabs (mainly those living in the Syrian region) were
much influenced by the Stylites, it seems to be a reasonable suggestion that the
Islamic minarets were inspired by the Stylites’ columns.® It is typical of the

% The presence of Christians is interesting because of the Islamic tradition attributed to
Muhammad prohibiting non-Muslims from living in the Arabian peninsula. Nevertheless, the East
Syrian Synods were still attended by bishops from Qatar, Bahrain and Oman in 676, so the
tradition in question cannot be genuine, unless we assume that the prohibition was neglected by
the early Islamic leaders. For information on the Christians of Arabia, see Mingana 1926, 58-60.
The basic work on the matter is Trimingham 1979, albeit perhaps not the most critical in its
perspective. For the Syriac perspective on the story of Muhammad and the Monk Bahira, see
Griffith 1995b.

8 An illustrative description of a Syrian monk performing his prayers is given by John of Ephesus:
“And, because intense noonday heat prevailed, he stood and prayed, and next he knelt down, and
he stood up and stretched out his hands to heaven, expanding himself in the form of the cross; and
he continued for a long time until about the ninth hour, and then he sat down to rest for a short
time.” (Lives of the Eastern Saints [PO 17], 132 .)

52 The suggestion has been made by Pefia 1992, 35. Theodoret of Cyrrhus tells how “the
Ishmaelites come in groups of 200 or 300, and at times by thousands; with great cries they
renounce the errors of their fathers and, in the presence of the great luminary (=Simeon the
Stylite), smash the statues that they had worshipped” (Historia Religiosa, XXVI). The Christian
Arab poet Al-Akhtal used to swear by the God of the ascetics, who walks on the column
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development of Islamic thought that the spiritual elitism of a Stylite was
transformed into a pillar of the community.

The Islamic attitude towards the ascetics was from the very beginning
positive and tolerant. Monasteries and hermits were in principle protected since
they were devoted to the service of God. The first caliphs adopted the same
approach but in practice the “protection™® (dhimma) could be occasionally
denied. Especially during war-time monasteries might be looted and destroyed.
The monasteries of Arab Christians seem to have quickly disappeared. In the
aftermath of the Arab invasion a large number of monks escaped to Byzantium,;
an East Syrian community was formed in Rome in the seventh century.®*

Tolerance prevailed during the first half of the era of the Omayyads (650-
750), Christians still being a majority in the Middle East. The Omayyad policy of
treating all Christian groups equally was seen by many Oriental Christians as an
improvement compared with Byzantine rule. The eighth century, however,
brought changes. The caliphs Walid (705-715) and Omar II (717-720) were
despotic tyrants who treated Christians in particular according to their fancies: a
monastery could be destroyed if the sound of the nagiisa® happened to irritate
them.®

Syrian monasticism flourished until the end of the first millennium, but
not without losing something of its vitality. Due to the troubled circumstances and
the absence of the possibility of evangelising openly it was inevitable that the
monasteries should turn inwards. The splitting up of the Islamic empire produced
considerable difficulties for monasteries, which were almost systematically
destroyed, mainly by Kurds. The fate of monasticism is symbolised by the fate of
the monastery of St. Simeon the Stylite, which was captured and its monks killed
in 985. Even Tur ‘Abdin rapidly emptied. The Golden Age of Sufi literature was a
period of decline for Syrian Christian monasticism. A revival took place in the
12" century with John of Mardai, who renewed Syriac literary culture and
oversaw the re-opening of twenty monasteries. The Mongol invasion in the

platforms.” (Al-Akhtal: Diwan, ed. Salhani, Beirut 1891-1892, 71:5). Stylites were even found in
Yemen. Pefia 1992, 41.

% The quotation marks indicate the ambivalent nature of the protection: the only protection that a
Christian needs in an Islamic state is actually from the Muslim protectors themselves! The
intolerant features in early Islamic thought, however, have become almost a taboo in academic
discussion, which is used to viewing Islam as essentially a tolerant religion, all the acts of
intolerance being merely “political” activity with no religious basis, in spite of the fact that
political and military activity has been profoundly connected with the religious cause since the
beginning of the Islamic era. The very combination and co-existence of religious and political
ideas and practices in Muhammad’s sunna and in early Islam provided an ideological basis for
intolerant actions later in history. The facts that support this side of the matter are collected — in
perhaps a somewhat propagandist fashion — by Bat Ye’or in The Dhimmi (Dickinson University
Press, 1985) and in Les Chrétiens d’Orient entre Jihdd et Dhimmitude (Cerf, Paris 1991).
 Brock 1995, 50-51; Voobus 1988, 306-310, 316.

% Nagisa, the Greek onpavTpov, is the wooden instrument used for the summon call by the
Eastern churches before bells were introduced from the West, perhaps during the ninth century.
% Voobus 1988, 306-310, 316.
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thirteenth century dealt a mortal blow to the East Syrians, whose rich monastic
tradition is nowadays in fact dead, although it has been continued by a few
Chaldeans (Catholic Uniates). The principal monasteries of the West Syrians still
function with a few monks in Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Jerusalem.®’

These tragic aspects of history, curiously enough, need to be pointed out
because they have their part in determining the structure of our “purely
synchronic” study in setting the limits of the Syriac corpus. For instance, perhaps
the most important single treatise in our corpus, “AbdiSo* the Seer’s Book of
Answers, has survived only in part: the lost portions are known to have
disappeared during the First World War.®® Due to the numerous burnings and
lootings of the libraries of Syrian monasteries, it is too late to estimate which
Syriac mystical works belong to the mainstream or are more important than
others: we have to contend with the texts that have happened to survive. The 150
Syriac authors known to us today are almost like a handful of fragments compared
with the abundance of Islamic (Sufi) literature.

57 For details, see Voobus 1988, 311-313, 320-324, 361-383, 387-406; Kerubin silmin, 152-156,
176-177.
% Mingana 1934, 165.



29

1.1.4. Sufism

“Sufism” has been the topic of an endless number of introductory works from
historical and spiritual as well as theosophical perspectives. One of the central
questions in both the classical Islamic and the modern Western approach is the
relationship between Sufism and Islamic Orthodoxy: does Sufism represent the
heart of original Islam or is it a movement attached to it more or less from
outside? The answer largely depends on one’s personal presuppositions and
views. The question is in fact too wide to be resolved empirically. Sufism is
chronologically, geographically and by its composition such a far-reaching entity
with no clear limits that by choosing a suitable sampling it is possible to prove
anything at all.*” Sufism has become a designation for all Muslim spirituality.

The historical truth of the birth of Sufism seems to be too complicated to
be elucidated with simple facts, and this situation is not eased by the fact that
“Islam” itself developed into its final (Sunnite) form simultaneously with the
development of Early Sufism. The main factors, I would suggest, that contributed
to the divergence of a specific mystical tradition from the mainline of Islamic
everyman’s religion are (1) the psychological religious need of some people to
devote themselves to God and to the new religion more than was “necessary”
according to its regulations, (2) the example of Christian monks in the
environment of the Arabian desert, and (3) an inner-Islamic counter-reaction to
the outward brilliance of the quickly spreading Islamic empire, which was a
striking point of comparison with the modest origins and practices of the first
Muslims. All these three tendencies strengthened each other, and Qur’anic support
for these ideas was provided by the spirit of Muhammad’s early message in the
Meccan Suras, which contain numerous images directed against the world.

Islamic ascetics exercised their “proto-Sufism” in a variety of groups of a
loose nature, called ‘ascetics’ (zuhhad), ‘devotees’ (nussak), ‘readers’ (qurra’),
‘preachers’ (qussas), ‘weepers’ (bakka in) and ruhban — a term that usually refers
to Christian monks.”® It seems that most of the earliest Muslim ascetics lived as
hermits with no doctrinal, social or hierarchical structures. It is to be noted that the
early Sufis frequently quoted sayings — mostly imaginary, sometimes perhaps
derived from the Christian kerygma and in a few cases from apocryphal sources —

% For these views, see for example Shah 1968, The Way of the Sufi, and Ernst 1985, 1.
" Smith 1931, 155 (e.g. Abu al-Mahasin ibn Taghribardi, al-Nujum al-Zahira [Leyden, 1855-
1861] i, 396).
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of Jesus who was seen by early Muslim ascetics as an ideal Ascetic.”' The Islamic
Jesus says, for example:

The love of this world corrupts religion; but to me, this world is the same as a stone
or a clod.”

The sweetness of this world is the bitterness of the next. Ostentation (jiida) in dress
is pride of heart, that is to say, vanity and boasting. A full belly means abundance
of lust (jam al-nafs, literally *bowl of soul’) that is to say, it is their nourishment
and stimulus. Verily I say unto you. [...] who loves this world does not discover the

sweetness (halawa) of devotion.”

After a short period of admiration of celibacy, however, the Islamic ascetics and
mystics quickly adopted themselves to ’follow the straight path” and began to
marry, even though they often depicted marriage as an obstacle on the path
towards God. Usually they also continued their earthly occupations. The family
troubles and restlessness caused by earthly life were to introduce a certain
pessimistic character into Sufism.”*

As one might expect, early Sufism varied on a local basis. According to
Al-Shaibi, the earliest Muslim ascetics in the Syrian region were distinguished by
perplexity (hayra), ignorance and self-mortification, and in the 9" century they
were called ‘hungerists’ (ju Tyya) due to their avoidance of eating for fear of
gluttony.” The most evident Christian influence, however, is the fact that the first
convent (ribar) was established in Syria.” In Kufa and Khurasan there was a
movement of futuwwa, known for the special non-woollen clothing worn. Basra
was more subject to Persian and even Indian influence, and there existed a few
ideals not prevalent in “Arabian asceticism”: love, lack of cleanliness and long
hair. The ascetics of Basra were also known for their practice of weeping for
purification.”’

The doctrinal emphasis slowly moved from God’s judgements to his
merciful side, from pessimism to optimism. Hasan of Basra (d. 728), the preacher

' Smith 1931, 158-159. For more details, there is an excellent study for Finnish readers: J.
Hémeen-Anttila, Jeesus, Allahin Profeetta. (Suomen Eksegeettisen Seuran julkaisuja 70, Helsinki
1998.)

™ Abu Talib al-Makki: Qi al-qulib, i, 263.

™ Abu Talib al-Makki: Qi al-qulib, i, 256.

7 Schimmel 1975, 36-37.

7 See, for example, Isfahani: Hilyat al-awliyva' wa tabaqat al-asfiyya’ 9, 268.

7% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 6. (Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 6.) al-Shaibi 1991, 44-45.

77 al-Shaibi 1991, 39-41. The development of the ideal of Love may be understood from the
psychological point of view as an aftermath of emotional practices such as weeping.
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of repentance and fervent reciter of the Qur’an, became a symbol of the former,
and Rabi‘a (d. 801), the famous female saint, of the latter.”®

During the ninth century Sufi thought and literature slowly began to
develop towards greater variety of thought and richer plurality of expression. An
elementary feature is the hierarchical understanding of the different aspects of
meaning in the Qur’an, already developed by Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 765).”

The main line of early Sufism seems to have been an original intra-
Islamic development with some ideals unconsciously adopted from Syrian
monasticism and Persian religious thought. There is also at least one movement
with a strikingly Christian emphasis, i.e. malamatiyya, ‘the blameable’, who
aimed to conceal the practice of religion, perform good acts in secret and even
pretend to commit sin in public. Especially the first two features are a general
ideal in Eastern Christianity, and the latter corresponds to the famous “Fool for
Christ” tradition which originated in the Syriac-speaking world.*

One aspect of early Sufism, greatly stressed by some scholars and less by
others, is that with their unaccustomed behaviour the Sufis were unable to attract
popular support and therefore became alienated from society. Many of them were
accused of heresy, exiled, imprisoned, tortured, or even put to death.
Denunciations were often intra-Sufi affairs, rival Sufis inciting the government to
act against their opponents. Ecstatic experiences were one of the main topics of
controversy. Intra-Sufi controversies concerned matters like the nature of the
vision of God (ru 'ya) or whether ecstasy was caused by sorrow or joy, but for
outsiders the issue was often the legitimacy of the very existence of such
experiences. Dhu al-Nun al-Misri (d. 859-862), perhaps the most important early
teacher of ecstasy (wajd), was constantly opposed by the Mu‘tazila and the Maliki
jurists because of his teaching on mystical experiences, and he was forced to leave
Egypt. He was also the first Sufi poet of note.*'

In order to date the transformation of dhikr, the most important Sufi
practice, into a technical and institutionalised practice, we may note here that the
first work focusing on the correct way of performing dhikr is, according to al-
Khatib, Safa " al-dhikr by Abu Hamza (d. 883).* The corresponding Christian

78 See al-Shaibi 1991, 40; Schimmel 1975, 30-31. For more details on the development of early
Sufism, see Smith 1931, 125ff; for Rabi‘a, see Smith 1928; for Hasan al-Basri, see H. Ritter:
Hasan al-Basrt, Studien zur Geschichte der islamischen Frommigkeit (Der Islam 21, 1933).

" Schimmel 1975, 41.

8 On the Syrian holy fools, see John of Ephesus, PO 19, 164-179 [510-525]; Harvey 1990, 91-92;
Pefia 1992, 17; my Kerubin silmin, 69-73. For an example of the delight in being of no value in the
eyes of others, see Quiayri, Risala, 150; Principles of Sufism, 93.

81 Bowering 1999, 53-59; Schimmel 1975, 45. The teachings of Dhu-al-Nun, however, are
scattered among the works of later Sufis (e.g. Qu3ayri).

%2 Smith 1935, 30.
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practice, the Jesus Prayer, which developed about simultaneously® in the
Byzantine monastic tradition, is often suggested as having been derived from
Islamic or Indian influence, yet this suggestion has evident difficulty in explaining
how the East Syrian Church, the most probable channel of such transmission,
seems to be uninfluenced by the idea of continuous repetition of one short prayer
formula.®*

Abu Yazid Bistami (Bayezid or Bayazid, d. 8§74) is attributed with the
honour of having contributed several distinctive features to Sufism. First and
foremost is the concept of ‘annihilation’ (fana’) as the ultimate goal of Sufism.
Abu Yazid expressed this idea with paradoxical ecstatic utterances such as no
Muslim had dared to mouth before: he apparently claimed to be divine and to
have seen God Himself. Zaehner has presented some explicit evidence that the
idea of the soul identical with God may be influenced by Hindu thought.®> Abu
Yazid’s utterances were, however, considered non-heterodox and defended by
later Sufis. Secondly, Abu Yazid’s manner of describing mystical experience as
mi 'rdj, a heavenly journey like that of Muhammad, became a legendary one and a
model for latter representations. As his third main contribution we may count the
theme of “Lover and Beloved”, which was to remain a permanent one in Sufi
literature. The interpretation of his passionate parlance full of paradoxes, however,
caused many problems for Muslim authors during the following centuries.*

Ecstatic behaviour became wilder and mystical language bolder. In 865
al-Nuri died, possibly of loss of blood due to wounds received while running
barefoot into a freshly-cut reedbed in a moment of ecstasy.”” When Sufis

% There is actually no real dating for the origins of the Greek Orthodox hesychastic practice of the
repeated Jesus prayer and its combination with breathing (and the use of the rosary). The earliest
evidence is in fact pre-Islamic; especially John Climacus of Sinai (ca. 579-649) is important in this
respect. A kind of breakthrough seems to have taken place with Gregory Palamas at Mt. Athos in
the 14™ century.

8 Curiously enough, one of the spiritual authors that have contributed the most to hesychasm,
Isaac of Nineveh, does not mention any particular prayer that should be recited.

% Zachner 1950, 93-102, 116, 126-128. The most important facts are: (1) Abu Yazid’s master was
a convert who ”mastered the ultimate truths” yet did not know how to perform the obligatory
duties of Islam; (2) Abu Yazid has sayings that are problematic in their Arabic context, e.g. "you
are That (dhaka)’: dhaka is never used in Arabic to denote God, but in the Upanisads ‘That’ is a
general way to refer to Brahman as the Absolute. (3) Abu Yazid employs themes of the cosmic
tree and the birds in a way familiar from the Upanisads and the Bhagavad-Gita. Yet Schimmel
(1975, 47-48) — overlooking the difference between the experience itself and its interpretative
expression — assumes that Abu Yazid “reached his goal by means of the Islamic experience of
fana... rather than by experience that, in the Vedantic sense would have led him to an extension of
the arman...” Zaehner in fact did not make claims about the experience itself but about the
expressions used to describe it. However, Zaehner’s interesting thesis is not generally favoured;
the main stream of Indian influence obviously belongs to a later phase in history.

% Schimmel 1975, 47-48. One of the earliest accounts of Abu Yazid’s mi 7dj to the seven heavens
is in Pseudo-Junayd’s A/-gasd ila-llah, translated in Early Islamic Mysticism, 244-250.

%7 Bowering 1999, 55-56.
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proclaimed their teachings in public, they were confronted with persecution by
the populace and prosecution by the authorities. There was an evident need to
synthesise theories of ecstatic mysticism with the religious law. One of the first
synthesisers, al-Kharraz (d. 899) developed the theory of al-fana’ wa-I-baqa’,
combining mystical knowledge with the vision of God. His view of the
substitution of divine attributes for human qualities in the experience of mystical
union, however, was later condemned as heretical.®®

The 10" century was in many ways a decisive period in the development
of Sufism. Divergent local emphases spread and diffused into a kind of Sufi
synthesis. Practical Sufism culminated in polarity between sahw and sukr, ‘sober’
and ‘drunken’ Sufism. A sober Sufi remains a responsible member of society and
observant follower of religious regulations, while a drunken one entrusts himself
to trust of God (tawakkul), intuition and experiences in which awareness of
personal identity is lost. The classical Sufi books of doctrine were written by
sober Sufis, so it is no wonder that the drunken ones appear in minor roles, often
subject to heavy criticism.

A kind of culmination of the sober line has been seen in the Baghdad
mystic Junayd (d. 910), to whom the initiation chains of the later Sufi orders
usually go back. His final aim was not only ‘annihilation’ (fana’) but ‘persistence’
(baga’). One of the definitions of Sufism given by Junayd was “ecstasy with
attentive hearing” (wajd ma ' istima").* Junayd, who lived when the Sufis were
under suspicion by the government, admitted that it was dangerous to speak
openly about the deepest mysteries, and in this he strongly disagreed with Hallaj
(d.922), the pole-star of drunken Sufism, who openly declared the mysteries of
unification. Even though Hallaj’s claims were not substantially different from
those of Abu Yazid, he had to face the death penalty for his preaching, which was
too bold for authoritative Islam. Hallaj is remembered as the martyr of Love —
“martyr of ecstasy” would also do him justice. Hallaj also has the reputation of
representing the culmination of Arabic Sufi poetry in both quantitative and
qualitative terms: he possibly composed more poetry than any other early Sufi.”

Due to the extremists’ activities it was necessary to make the Sufi path
safer to travel for those who could not equal heroes like Hallaj. The latter half of
the 10™ century may be described as a period of consolidation. Development is

% Bowering 1999, 57-58.

% Qusayri: Risala, 281 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 304). In this study I have utilised Junayd’s short
treatise Kitab al-fana’, which is an extremely interesting analytical approach to the mystical
experience. (Arabic original in Is/amic Quarterly I, 79-83; English version in Zaehner 1960, 218-
224).

% Schimmel 1975, 57-59, 64-73; Schimmel 1982, 35. ”In contrast to didactic and moralizing
poems, much of al-Hall4j’s verse revolves around ineffable states and abstruse theosophical
doctrines.” (Homerin 1994, 193.) For more on the thought of Junayd, see Zachner 1960, 135-161.
The life and teachings of Hallaj have been treated magnificently by Massignon in La passion d’Al-
Hosayn ibn Mansour Al-Hallaj, martyr mystique de’l Islam exécuté a Bagdad le 26 Mars 922 (2
vols, Paris 1922), an English version edited by H. Mason: Passion of Al-Hallaj, Mystic and Martyr
of Islam (Princeton University, 1981).
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connected with the growth of the political power of the Shiites. Mystics usually
sympathised with the family of the Prophet, and even though not all Shiite
doctrines were plainly acknowledged, ‘Ali was considered an important link in the
chain of Sufi masters leading back to Muhammad. The Sufis and Shiites also
share, for example, common doctrine on the eternal light of Muhammad, and the
Sufi conception of sainthood (wildya) and hierarchies of saints resemble and are
largely parallel to the Shiite theory of the imamate.”*

At the same period Sufism began to absorb philosophical ideas, most of
which were derived from neo-Platonic thought, although commonly attributed to
Aristotle. Especially the speculation on the grades of illumination and gnosis
bears a strong neo-Platonic imprint. Christian veneration of the celestial hierarchy
of the saints may also be behind the development of Sufi ideas concerning the role
of the saints in the maintenance of Cosmic order. Virtues were formed into
systematic abstract systems. Muhammad was described as the perfect man, the
reason and purpose of creation, the friend of God and intercessor for his
community.

“Sufism” itself can be considered a lOth—century product, at least in the
etymological sense: before that not all Muslim mystics were known as “Sufis”.
The name is often said to be attributed to them because of their woollen (sizf)
clothing that resembles a Christian monk’s garment.”” However, more important
than clothing is the fact that during this period the compilations such as
Kalabadhi’s Ta ‘arruf and Sarraj’s Kitab al-luma  began to describe all (non-
heterodox) mysticism as an art of fasawwuf and its practitioners as Sufis.”
Another outcome of the same process was the appearance of Sufi historiography
which, in accordance with the Arabic manner, categorised Sufis into various
classes. Sulami’s Tabagat al-sifiyya became the basis for later biographies.

The doctrine of sober Sufism slowly developed in both its methodology
and content. The final harmonisation with Orthodoxy took place in the works of
al-Ghazali, whose conversion to Sufism is among the most famous in Islam: after
an intellectual approach to Sufi thought he “realised that what is most distinctive
of them can be attained only by personal experience, ecstasy, and a change of

94
character”.

! Schimmel 1975, 82-84. For detailed discussion on Sufism and Shiism, see al-Shaibi 1991, 59-
77.

2 E.g. Smith 1931, 155, 158; Schimmel 1975, 35. The etymological connection with Christian
monks is often doubted by those who stress the independent character of Sufism. In any case, not
all Sufis wore distinctive woollen robes. The appearance of the word s#ifif may be traced to Kufa in
the late 8™ century or early 9" century. (See Al-Shaibi 1991, 37, esp. note 19). The more spiritual
explanations refer to the purity (safa) of their heart (e.g. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta arruf, 5), although
in the linguistic sense this is impossible.

% Sviri: Hakim Tirmidht and the Malamatt Movement in Early Islam in Early Sufism, 593. (In
Lewisohn, The Heritage of Sufism, pp. 583-613).

 Quoted from Schimmel 1975, 94.
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Al-Ghazali’s harmonisation, however, was by no means the end of the
evolution of Sufi thought, which developed a theosophical (or ‘gnostic’) branch of
its own, one culmination of which is to be found in the works of Ibn ‘Arabi (1165-
1240), whose massive literary output has been of enormous significance in later
Sufi discussion. His theosophical tendency has been regarded as pantheism,
corrupting the pure Islamic vision as well as the final and full interpretation of
Islam. (Texts have no meaning — meanings must be read into them! Any
development of religious thought can always be seen as either progress or decay,
depending on one’s dispositional postulates.) The interpretation of Ibn ‘Arabi’s
thought largely depends on the signification given to his central concept wahdat
al-wujid, “unity of existence’ — most probably it does not imply pure pantheism.”

The Western Islamic world, Andalucia, was perhaps more open to
philosophical speculation and more or less pantheistic ideas, while many eastern
mystics had a more “enthusiastic, enraptured attitude’®. Local variations are also
seen in the most important Sufi orders (fariga) that developed during the
thirteenth century around the most famous Sufi masters: suhrawardiyya,
gadiriyya, kubrawiyya, sadhiliyya, nagsbandiyya and mawlawiyya, Rumi’s
whirling dervishes. Each brotherhood has its own chain (silsila) of masters (Saykh,
mursid) and special kind of methods and practices to upgrade their disciples. Most
orders seem to have had a seclusion period of 40 days under severe conditions for
the novices.

The fact that the practice of dhikr was accompanied by corporeal
movement resulted in the development of ecstatic dances, probably the most
famous aspect of Sufism. The historical roots of Sufi dance have been seen in the
dances of Arab warriors, the techniques of hatha-yoga (nagsbandiyya) and the
folk dances of the Near East (Rumi and mawlawiyya).”’

The main problem in Islamic mystical thought was always how to
express the affinity between God and man, the Creator and the created. Instead of
public ecstatic utterances or potentially heretical theological treatises, poetry was
found to be an apt vehicle for the expression of mystical experiences in a less
dangerous way. In the Arabic tradition prose and rhymed prose was more
important than poetry, which arose from the background of Bedouin gasidas and
the wine and urban love poetry of the Abbasid period. The mystical love poems
with images of worldly love were followed (c. 900) by tender love poems with
more traditional spiritual vocabulary. Sufi poetry reached its Golden Age in the
Persian culture around the 13" and 15" centuries.”® The most remarkable Persian
poet was Jalal al-Din Ram1 (1207-1273), although Omar Khayyam and his wine
poetry have traditionally been more famous in the West. The most familiar themes

% Schimmel 1975, 263-265.

% Chodkiewicz 1993, 2 ff.; Schimmel 1975, 264; Schimmel 1982, 37-38.
97 Michon 1989, 281-284; Burckhardt 1976, 104

% Schimmel 1982, 13, 19, 26.
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are human love, the wanderer seeking his home and the alchemistic images of
unification.

We may conclude this brief historical survey by noting that the later
Middle Ages, especially the 17" and 18™ centuries, have usually been considered
a period of decay in the moral, intellectual and aesthetic standards of Sufism, with
no creativity or originality. However, this conception is — as in the case of
mediaeval Syriac literature — probably an outcome of the fact that the texts of this
more recent period have not been of interest to scholars and have therefore
remained unknown in the West. It is perhaps to be admitted that for many of us
the very same notion would be viewed as the “wisdom of classical antiquity” if it
had been produced in the gt century or as “dull and uninteresting religious talk™ if
it had been uttered by a 19"-century preacher.
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Chronological chart of the most eminent characters *’

CHRISTIANS SUFIS
West Syrians East Syrians'”’ Arabs Persians
John A. (500?)
Philoxenus (523)
Stephanos b.S.
(550?7) Isaac N. (660?)
Sahdona (6707?)
Simeon G. (6807?)
Dadiso® Q. (700?) | Hasan of Basra
John D. (780?)  |(728)
John/*Abdiso" H. Marwazi (797)
(790?) Rabi‘a (801)
Dhu al-Nun Mubhasibi (857)
(859) Razi (871)
Bayazid (875)
Tustari (887)
Tirmidhi (908)
Junayd (910)
Hallaj (922)
Niffari (965)
Sarraj (988)
Makki (996) Kalabadhi ( 990)
Sulami (1021)
Hujwiri (1071)
Qusayri (1072)
Ansari (1089)
Ghazali (1111)
Barhebraeus Ibn “Arabi Suhrawardi
(1286) (1240) (1234)

% This table shows the “eastern” emphasis of the Syriac and Arabic mystical authors; most came
from the Persian region. This peculiar fact has no obvious explanation. In the East there may have
been some indirect influence of the old Iranian religions, especially their dualistic nature, which
logically stimulates extremist religion, dualism being a cosmological postulate of asceticism. Since
the “Persian” Sufis, however, wrote fluent Arabic, it is somewhat unnecessary to stress their non-
Arab character as Damghani does in his article Persian Contributions to Sufi Literature in Arabic
(1993).

1% All figures are rough estimations.
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1.1.5. The Corpus of Sufi Authors ot

We will not be totally mistaken if we estimate that in the case of the Syriac
sources listed above we have all the most important (published) sources of
mystical experience in classical Syriac literature. In the case of Sufism, however,
the case is entirely different. Even though our corpus is approximately of the same
size, we must admit that when compared with the number of existent classical
Sufi works we have only a few of the most important works and only a
microscopic proportion of the total number. Authors like Jilani'® or Ibn ‘Arabi
produced more works than an average scholar is able to treat systematically. For
that reason I have no illusions about producing a “systematic analysis of ecstatic
experience in classical Sufism” in the absolute sense of the phrase. Nevertheless,
with the aid of the present corpus something at least can certainly be illustrated. It
is to be hoped that this might be a beginning for other systematic studies of either
of these two rich traditions, and for further comparative studies. But now we must
content ourselves with a kind of torso Sufism consisting of the corpus of the
following sources.

1.1.5.1. Kalabadhi

Abu Bakr al-Kalabadhi (d. ¢. 990) was born and buried in Bukhara, Khurasan, but
about his life or his personality there is very little to be told. Of his writings only
two have been preserved. The first is an unimportant commentary on 222 selected
traditions, but the second, Kitab al-ta ‘arruf li-madhab ahl al-tasawwuf, is one of
the most important classical Sufi works. There is a saying concerning the
importance of the work that “If it had not been for a/-Ta ‘arruf, none would have
known z‘a,vawwuf.”103 Although major in importance, however, al-Ta ‘arruf cannot
be called original or inspired but rather a “somewhat dry exposition of a Hanafi

jurist”, as Schimmel puts it.'"*

The basic motive behind its compilation was to
show the consubstantiality of orthodox Islam and Sufism, which was now offered
to Islamic society as a science and tradition with both discursive literary forms

(gal) and direct spiritual experience (hal).'”

%! The order is chronological. The most important (i.e. the most famous) of all Sufi classics that I
have not used as a source is probably Sarraj’s Kitab al-luma’, which also displays features of an
apology for Sunni Orthodoxy. In English it may be entitled the Book of Glimmerings (Ernst 1985,
11) or the Book of Flashes (Early Islamic Mysticism, 212).

"2 Long extracts from Jilani’s works are available in English translation at
http://www.al-baz.com/shaikhabdalqadir/index.html

% Damghani 1993, 37.

1% Schimmel 1975. 85.

'% Damghani 1993, 38.
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The book presents Sufi doctrines, states and concepts with an almost
scholastic touch. Systematic arrangement includes chapters like “Their doctrine of
the Qur’an”, “Their doctrine of vision”, “Their doctrine of the legal schools”,
“Their doctrine of ecstasy” and so forth. Yet the references to ecstatic experiences
may be found scattered in different chapters. Kalabadhi’s discourse is seasoned
with quotations from earlier Sufis in both prose and poetry. I have quoted al-

Ta 'arruf according to Arberry’s translation unless otherwise mentioned.

1.1.5.2. Niffari

Al-Hasan al-Niffari (d. 965)'% is a most peculiar case among the Sufi authors —
and not only because he is one of the few early non-Persian Sufi authors. In the
most important Sufi biographies Niffari is not even mentioned, yet his writings
Mawagqif and Mukhatabat, compiled by his sons or grandsons, offer a fascinating
and challenging experience. They contain neither systematisation of states nor
theoretical speculation on ecstasy or analysis of it. It might be more correct to
state that the books were produced in a state of ecstasy, perhaps even by
automatic writing.'”” And oddly enough, the work is fashioned in the form of
revelation so that the subject of the discourse is God. The mysterious presentation
implies a slow and meditative way of reading:

Names are the light of letter, and the thing named is the light of names: stay with it,
and you shall see its light, and walk with it in its light, and not be covered by it

from its light.'”®

The differentiation between “technical statements involving interpretation” and
“utterances expressing genuine beauty and mystical experience”, though often
useful, does not work at all in the case of Niffari’s discourse, which is full of
esoteric allusions and subtle, mysterious aphorisms.'” However, Niffari can be
numbered among the drunken Sufis, for his statements concerning ‘seeing’
(ru’ya) God and ‘direct influence’ (wagfa) are very incautious from the point of
view of Islamic Orthodoxy; it also seems that Niffari presents himself as a kind of
Mahdi.

The paradoxical thought of Niffari seems, on the one hand, to remove the
veil between the human and divine, but, on the other hand, denies its mere
possibility. In the use of technical terms, too, Niffari follows his own line. Some
of the most prevalent terms he does not employ at all (e.g., dhawg), some he

1% The year of Niffari’s death is either 965 (AH 354 ) or 976-977 (AH 366).

97 Suggestion of Arberry (1993, 13-14).

198 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 19:3.

1% Arberry, in chapter six of Sufism, disagrees at this point. My view is that “genuine” mystical
truths are frequently to be found under Niffari’s apparently “technical” expressions.
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employs in an idiosyncratic way (e.g. wajd, harf), and in addition, he has a few
entirely original terms (wagfa).

Niffari, due to his non-sober position, turned out to be the most important
Sufi source of this study, even though his thoughts must be read in an
exceptionally careful way because of their cryptic character. Yet he does reveal
numerous aspects of the mystical experience that other authors do not notice.
Especially his views on (mystical) language are profound, and his critical attitude
towards the main lines of Sufism leads him to make many pungent observations.

Damghani has good reason to claim that Niffari’s writings are
“absolutely devoid of practical benefit or instructive value for novices on the Sufi
path”, but his opinion that they “rather resemble certain apocryphal Jewish or
Christian works modelled on the Torah and the New Testament” is somewhat

obscure and substantially unsound, albeit interesting.''’

1.1.5.3. Qusayri

Abu al-Qasim ‘Abd al-Karim al-Qusayri (born in Nisapur, Persia, d. 1072 or
1074) was praised by Hujwiri as follows: “In his time he was a wonder. His rank
is high and his position great, and his spiritual life and manifold virtues are well
known to the people of the present age.”''" According to Damghani, Qusayri’s
main work, Risala, dated 1046, has been for a thousand years among the most
important “key works and classical sources of reference for the study of both
practical and speculative Sufism”''?; according to Schimmel, it is “probably the
most widely read summary of early Sufism”.''® Despite these eulogies, however,
the reader of a translation''* may perhaps be disappointed with the contents of
Risala, which appears to be more or less a collection of anecdotes with little
original thinking or intention to treat topics with profound, many-sided insights.
Moreover, von Schlegell’s translation lacks 27 chapters that include profound,
inspirational expositions of technical terms.

Risala, just as Kalabadhi’s Ta ‘arruf, aimed to present Sufism in perfect
agreement with Sunni Orthodoxy. In the case of Qusayri this results, for example,
in a polemical attitude towards the Malamatiyya sect. Numerous commentaries
have been written on both of these works. Their compilatory character means that
both also functioned as sources for the thought of many earlier Sufis.

"9 Damghani 1993, 39. Damghani here mentions the book of Lamentations and the Revelation of
St. John, which are both of a completely different nature from Niffari’s writings.

" Hujwiri: Kashf al-mahjiib, 167.

"' Damghani 1993, 40.

¥ Schimmel 1975, 88.

" partial translation: Principles of Sufism by B.R. von Schlegell (Mizan Press 1990); most of the
omitted chapters are translated by M.A. Sellis in Early Islamic Mysticism (The Classics of Western
Spirituality), pp. 99-149.
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1.1.5.4. Hujwiri

“Alf ibn Uthman al-Ghaznawi al-Hujwiri (d. 1071)'"* was a Hanafi Sunnite who is
reputed to have been widely travelled, to have experienced both poverty and
wealth, and to have had an unhappy marriage. He composed his main work, Kasf
al-mahjib li-arbab al-qulib (in Persian), as an answer to questions on Sufism.
The result is an exhaustive and unique work of great importance. The modern
reader finds especially pleasing Hujwiri’s custom of treating opposite views in a
very objective way. Kasf al-mahjib in fact contains the earliest known synopsis of
different Sufi groups and their special characteristics. The plenitude of divergent
opinions ensures that Sufism is presented in its most colourful and multiform
light.''®

1.1.5.5. Jilani

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (1077-1166) originated from the districts around the
Caspian Sea. A Hanbalite, he lived in Baghdad and began his distinguished
preaching career at the age of 50. He is remembered as the father of the gadiriyya
order and one of the most famous Islamic saints ever: his tomb at Baghdad is still
among the most famous destinations of pilgrimage.

Jilani’s doctrinal position lies within official sober Sufism. Of his vast
literary production I have consulted Sirr al-asrar, a work that presents the essence
of Sufism with a perspective concentrating on the inner states. Compared with
Kalabadhi, for instance, this treatise is characterised by a certain openness, and the
remarks on ecstatic experiences are obviously based on personal experience.
Tosun Bayrak’s English translation, The Secret of Secrets, is, however, an

extremely free paraphrase that must be used with caution.'"’

1.1.5.6. Al-Ghazali

Al-Ghazali (1058-1111) is widely considered to have been the most profound and
influential Muslim thinker ever, and “the greatest Muslim since Muhammad”. His
influence may have been somewhat exaggerated, as Chittick argues,''® but his
profundity remains unquestioned. This is connected with the deep personal

"5 The exact year is sometime between 1071 and 1077 (465-469 AH).

" Nicholson’s introduction for Kasf al-mahjub, ix-xii; Hosain 1971, 546.

Bayrak translates, for example, man [a wajda lahu ' The one who has not experienced ecstasy
and thereby received the manifestation of divine wisdom and truth” (Secret of Secrets, 89).

U8 Chittick states that the three 13™-century Sufi texts translated by him “have a much broader
relevance and appeal than do the two works translated by Watt (The Faith and Practice of al-
Ghazalr)”. Chittick 1992, 20.

117
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aspiration in his writings proceeding from the vicissitudes of his life, especially
his retirement from philosophical studies and professorship to devote himself to
the spiritual quest and the ascetic Sufi life. He was born at Tus in Khurasan,
where he returned for the last years of his life and established a khangah, a Sufi
version of the Christian monastery.'"’

Besides making some reference to his main work, Thya” ‘uliim al-din, one
of the greatest Islamic classics ever produced, in this study I have made
systematical use of two very different kinds of works. The first is his personal
presentation Mungidh min al-dalal, and second his brilliant esoteric work Miskat
al-anwar, a classic of light mysticism, which he composed during his last year in
Tus.

The authenticity of Miskat has been questioned by some modern scholars
(e.g. Watt), because of its apparent incoherence with al-Ghazali’s most famous
works, but as Bakar argues, there is simply not enough evidence to disprove the
traditional claim regarding its authorship. Moreover, in traditional Islamic
scholarship the difference between exoteric and esoteric presentation is recognised
and well established.'*’

The question of al-Ghazali’s actual significance for Islamic thought need
not be resolved here, but if one had to name one’s personal favourite in all Islamic
literature, my choice might be Miskat al-anwar, where the author’s tone is subtle
and sovereign, high above the polemical attitudes present in his earlier works; the
images are beautiful and the discourse transcends semantic speculations

concerning terminology, which is not the case in most Sufi literature.

1.1.5.7. Ibn “Arabi

Muhy1’1-din Ibn (al) ‘Arabi1 (1165-1240) was an Andalucian Arab by birth, but he
influenced the whole Arab world, not least because of his extensive travels.'?! His
mysticism was not restrained by the fact that he was married with several wives.
As the author of at least 251 works he was the most productive of all the Sufis,
perhaps even twice or three times as much, depending on what is counted as a
separate treatise, but only a small proportion of these have been printed, even less
translated.'”* A good proportion of Ibn ‘Arabi’s writings, moreover, may be
reckoned as the most difficult Islamic literature to explicate and interpret.

"” Bakar 1998, 165; Watt 1965, 1038-1041.

20 Moreover, some of Watt’s arguments seem to be misleading if not totally mistaken. See Bakar
1998, 166, 169-171.

121 Ibn ¢ Arabi’s travels included Seville, Cordoba, Fez, Tunis, Cairo, Jerusalem, Mecca, Baghdad,
Mosul, Malatya, Konya and Damascus — we may note here that the latter five surround the Syrian
monastic centres.

12 Ates 1971, 708. Ibn ‘Arabi himself gives a list of 251 works; his biographer O. Yahya gives
846 possible titles. Sufis of Andalusia / introduction by R.W.J. Austin, 47; Arberry 1950,
chapter 6.
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Scholars have read them thoroughly without achieving certainty as to their
meaning.'*® The manuscript tradition is unique as well: many of the works have
survived as originals or as copies affirmed by the author himself.

For this study I have selected two of Ibn “Arabi ’s works that represent
two ultimate ends of his production. Rith al-quds fi munasahat al-nafs (Mecca
1204) is an easy-to-read collection of contemporary Sufi biographies which,
however, stands out from numerous other Sufi hagiographies because of its
discerning perspectives on inner states.'** Tarjuman al-aswdag, on the other hand,
is surely among his most complex products. It is a mystical collection of poems
inspired by the beauty and wisdom of a Meccan maiden. These poems met with
such immense misinterpretations that Ibn “Arabi was compelled to return to
Mecca in 1214 to explain the esoteric spiritual meaning of the poems, and in the
end he wrote a full commentary for the collection.

1.1.5.8. Subtextual Sufi Sources

Of other classical Sufi literature, besides the main sources systematically used, a
few works need to be mentioned here. As this study is limited to the field of
Semitic languages, the whole entity of Persian literature has been available to me
only in translation. Yet [ have made a modest reference to the translations of a few
Persian classics, such as Attar’s (1120-1190) ‘Conference of the Birds’ (Mantig
al-tayr) and Rumi’s Fihi ma fihi.

Tirmidhi, one of the lesser-known Sufi authors of the 9" century, offers
several exceptionally open and expressive descriptions of mystical experience and
its waning.'”> The other subtextual material comes from a later period. Chittick’s
compilation includes three 13"-century Sufi writings, probably by Nasir al-Din
Qunawt — Ibn “Arabi and Jalaladdin Rumi have also been suggested as possible
authors. These writings treat ‘unity’ (tawhid), ‘prophecy’ (nubuwwa) and
‘eschatology’ (ma ‘ad) as basic components of Islam with warm and practical
wisdom differing from the scholastic approach. A further reference has been taken
from the biography and teachings of Abu al-Hasan al-Sadhili (d. 1256), as
compiled in 19"-century Tunisia.'*®

The latest work used as a source is “‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qasant’s (d. 1330)
Kitab istilahat al-sifiyya (A Glossary of Sufi Technical Terms), a massive work
consisting of explanations of 516 terms. It is not, however, completely
commensurate with the glossaries in the Western scholastic-analytical sense: the
enigmatic explanations are often more cryptic than the word explained, and the

'} Chodkiewicz 1993, 1.

124 Because of its discerning quality Rith al-quds proved to be a more suitable source than, for
example, Attar’s classic Tadkirat al-awliyya. The English translation of Riilt al-quds also includes
selections from A/-durrat al-fakhira.

125 Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 21-22, 180-185.

126 al-Sabbagh: Durrat al-asrar. Unfortunately 1 had no access to the Arabic original.
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author does not bother to explain many of the simple terms at all — even though
the work is intended for a wider audience of “scholars of the traditional and
intellectual sciences”. Most terms define the soul’s experience of different aspects
of God in a more or less psychological sense. Unlike other Sufi dictionaries, it is

arranged alphabetically.'?’

To sum up, the corpus of sources is quite extensive but not necessarily
thematically unbalanced. The most important target sources have been analysed
systematically, and some other relevant literature from the classical period has
been used for reference. The study is based on original works written in Syriac
and Arabic,'?® yet in quotations I have usually used the existing English
translations, in slightly altered form when necessary. For the old-fashioned and
somewhat awkward translations of Wensinck (Isaac of Nineveh) and Mingana
(various authors), as well as the ultra-interpretative version of Jilani by Sheikh
Bayrak, I have frequently given a new translation of my own.

2" Ernst 1992, 183-187. Qagani’s omissions include many of the most general ecstatic terms, such

as ghavba, wajd, sukr and, Suhiud.

128 In addition to the Arabic classics of Sufism, I have included Hujwiri’s Kasf al-mahjib among
my main sources, even though I had no access to the Persian original; this was made possible by
the fact that Nicholson's translation gives all the significant original terms in brackets. The
technical terms of Arabic origin were largely adopted as such into Persian Sufi discussion.
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1.2. Theoretical Background

The subject is indefinable and the textual material vast and heterogeneous. How is
one to handle it? On the other hand, the topic itself seems to be relatively limited
if defined as explicitly ecstatic experience. Indeed, if we take the Syriac discourse
and exclude everything that does not describe an (ecstatic) mystical experience,
we will have only a limited amount of text. But are we eventually left with
anything at all? How do we know whether a certain expression is really a
description of a mystical experience? In fact we do not. And moreover, we must
not fail to admit this relativity present in the subject, yet keeping our eyes open for
all descriptions that may reflect an extraordinary state of consciousness.

Besides reading the meaning from the text, a certain aspect of the
meaning must be read info the text as well. In this process we need not only
grammatical knowledge and contextual understanding, i.e. as to how the
synchronic discourse in the text itself functions, but the use of subtextual
reference as well: how the subtexts penetrate and contribute to the semantics of
the expression. A basic dilemma of semantics is that every reader has his own
subtexts constituting what he considers to be a “meaning”. This means that the
closer the subtexts are to the text in question, the closer the understanding is to the
original meaning. For the same reason the concept of “corpus” in a semantic
analysis is a flexible one: the existence of different “sub-corpora” causes some
variation in the process of understanding.

In an ideal case the main sources — target sources — are those where the
frequency of ecstatic expressions is high. Understanding of such readings,
however, implies some knowledge of other literature from the cultural context.
These subtexts constitute background for our material. The last level of subtexts
for modern Western readers’ meta-interpretation is to be found in Western
literature, modern thinking which is inevitably present in our reading. It functions
mainly on the methodological level, as a certain “philosophical” attitude in our
approach.

1.2.1. The Objective: Ecstatic Mystical Experience

The present subject is impregnated with terminological problems, yet the whole
course of the study is determined by the approach chosen concerning the use of
terminology.

Firstly, a straightforward problem: there is no established English term,
such as Sufi, for the Oriental Christian Mystic-Ascetic. I find the word
‘mysticism’ somewhat inconvenient and insufficient, due to its multiple
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connotations that may refer to the occult or to any superstitious phenomena, as we
are here dealing with a limited corpus of “early Oriental Christian mystical
theology”. Therefore, I suggest a new term metatheology to refer to the thought
and doctrine, and correspondingly metatheologian to indicate its author. (This
must not be confused with the use of ‘metatheology’ in the philosophy of religion,
where it means a theoretical and analytical approach to the postulates of
theology.) Since the word meta comprises the meaning of continuity with both
unity and change (forwards), it is very appropriate for the present purpose.
Metatheology will therefore be used henceforth in the sense of “mystical theology
of the Syriac-speaking Christian tradition”. When understood in this sense, the
concept is more exact than “mysticism”. Functionally, it indicates its continuity
with standard orthodox theology.

It is to be stressed that the metatheologians do not dissociate themselves
from dogmatic theology but, on the contrary, intend to extend it towards the
exposition of more existential, personal and in that sense “practical” discussion
concerning the progress of the soul, and possibly towards wider cosmological
structures. The position can be illustrated by the following scheme, where all
theology, dogmatic and mystical, is a single entity under the scrutiny of the
scientific approach:

philosophical philosophy

metatheology of mysticism

@ scientific approach @

dogmatic (mystical)
theology =~ ™ metatheology

The mystical experience has indeed been a topic of numerous overviews based on
psychological®® or philosophical standpoints or on comparative religious
studies.”” The discourse and dispositions of these works are regularly based on

12 The descriptive studies and psychological analyses of ecstasy in modern religions are
methodologically in an entirely different position compared with our pursuit of scattered
references in ancient texts; they may provide some indirect help, but there is no sense in making
any actual comparisons.

139 The basic classics of 20™-century study of mysticism include the empirical psychology of
James and Underhill. The approach of Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism (1911) is described by its
author as “science of union with the Absolute”. Perhaps the most profound philosophical and
psychological approach is to be found in Rudolf Otto’s Das Heilige. Uber das Irrationale in der
Idee des Géttlichen und sein Verhdltnis zum Rationalen (1917; The Idea of the Holy, 1923). For a
basic comparative analysis, see Otto, West-Ostliche Mystik (1926; Mysticism East and West,
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the mysticism of Far Eastern religions, on the one hand, and Western Catholic
mysticism on the other, even though quotations from Sufi masters may
occasionally appear as complementary material, yet with no serious interest in
understanding their context.

But when we turn to the previous studies on our subject, there is very
little to be related. In the field of Syriac studies mystical experience as a primary
issue of scientific study has been almost completely ignored so that there are
actually no standard points of comparison. More surprisingly, almost the same
may be said concerning the studies of classical Sufism where no systematic
studies of the ecstatic readings are to be found, despite the plentiful amount of
literature touching upon the phenomenon. Consequently, the present work is the
first systematic comparison between the two."?'

More recent monographs on the thought of John of Dalyatha (Beulay
1990) and Isaac of Nineveh (Alfeyev 2001) do provide some support, but it seems
that the mystical experience in Syriac literature has been the main topic of only
one article, G. Widengren’s Researches in Syrian Mysticism (1961), where the
author aspires to trace a few historical roots (Stoicism, Origen) and
methodological parallels (Jesuit meditation of the cross), albeit not always
convincingly.** Widengren seems to have the traditional tendency of Western
scholars to force the original terms to contain more logic and constitute a more
coherent picture than they in fact originally did.'* The best basic introduction to

1932). The philosophical questioning is defined by Stace (Mysticism and Philosophy 1960), which
is a possible starting-point for modern discussion. Stace’s theory of the basic unity of all
mysticism is problematised in Katz (ed.), Mysticism and Philosophical analysis (Oxford
University Press, 1978) and Mysticism and Religious Traditions (Oxford University Press, 1983).
The main point of most modern discussion culminates in the question whether the mystical
experience is totally conditioned by its cultural context (“constructionist approach”) or whether it
“transcends” its context (“perennialism”). Katz’s pluralism is critiqued in Forman, R.K.C, The
Problem of Pure Consciousness, Mysticism and Philosophy (Oxford University Press 1990). For
more discussion, see also Kvalstad 1980 and Jones 1993. B.-A. Scharfstein’s Mystical Experience
(1973) is also to be recommended, including, for instance, an interesting discussion of mysticism
and creativity (of Einstein, Sartre, Jung etc.) carried out with wide perspective and solid criticality.
The most fruitful publication for this study, however, has been the collection of inspiring essays on
the linguistic connections of mystical experience, edited by S. Katz (Mysticism and Language,
1992).

3! The avoidance of the subject can be seen as being caused by the limits of the traditional
scientific paradigm: an ecstatic experience with all its inaccuracy and subjectivity is a typical
“non-scientific” topic. Yet the language referring to it can be approached with objective means as
well.

2 NVMEN vol. VIII. An example of the less convincing views is that in the Book of Holy
Hierotheos the utterances placed in the mouth of the Mind (hawna) are so literary that they have
no “inspired quality”, but the visions do have, and the latter may have been written down as
auditory experiences introduced by the formula “T heard” or the like (p. 193).

133 The problematic, not necessarily disprovable, statements include (1) presentation of hezwa and
hezata as “perfect synonyms”, (2) theoria as a state following that of demuta, explained by
Widengren as ‘imagination’ and (3) identification of hezwa with visiones exteriores (p. 191).
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Syriac spirituality is probably S. Brock’s little-known work Spirituality in the
Syriac Tradition (Kottayam 1989).

Despite the plentiful amount of literature on Sufism, studies
concentrating on the ecstatic readings are relatively few in number. The chapter
on “Illumination and Ecstasy” in The Mystics of Islam by R.A. Nicholson (1914)
is still a good basic introduction to the subject. However, we may note as a kind of
counter-example that even such a classic as Louis Massignon’s Essai sur les
origines du lexique technique de la mystique musulmane (1954), a meritorious
work on the roots of Sufi vocabulary, does not pay sufficient attention to the
ecstatic experience: it even lacks many of the crucial terms.'** Carl W. Ernst’s
Words of Ecstasy in Sufism (1985) is an outstanding study on ecstatic utterances,
which I have utilised in chapters 3.5.2—-3.5.3. The Qur’anic connections of the
expression of mystical experience have been discussed more widely by Paul
Nwyia in his doctoral thesis Exégese coranique et langage mystique (1970).

Most of the pertinent literature on the mystical experience, however, has
been written from such an all-embracing perspective that information of any
particular tradition is more or less coloured by the presuppositions demanded by
the author’s universalistic perspective. The most noteworthy work dealing with
both Syriac and Sufi mysticism, Margaret Smith's Studies in Early Mysticism
(1931),"* is informative in many ways, but in its treatment of the mystical
experience it can hardly be regarded as perfectly objective: the author states at the
beginning that ‘mystical experience’ means a sense of the “Beyond as a unity,
from which all has come, to which all end, to which all things tend”."*® Such a
definition would not be given or accepted by any Syriac author (except Stephen
bar Sudhaile) — even though their experiences often seem to have been stronger
than many of those that have sensed the “cosmic unity”. Smith presents a kind of
average mysticism that fails to do full justice to any particular tradition. It has
value as one way of explaining the universal existence of mystical experience, but
it falls short in representing what exactly is being said by the Syriac tradition.
Therefore, the “universalistic” approach to mysticism is not necessarily a
sufficient basis for understanding the discourse of Isaac of Nineveh, to name but
one.

The “universalistic solution” is even more common in the case of
philosophical approaches to mysticism — the authors may even apologise for their
narrowness when they use no more than one tradition for reference!"’ It is of
course easy to proceed by picking up suitable quotations from all traditions in

** The most remarkable omissions are sukr, dhawg and surb, all essential signs for the ecstatic—
mystical experiences.

135 Smith has been praised by B.E. Colless (1968, 9) for having shed “light on the part played by
the mysticism of the Eastern Churches in the development of Sufism.”

% Smith 1931, 2.

5780 W.P. Alston 1992, 81. ”Indeed, a majority of my examples will be drawn from a subregion
of that territory, the tradition of Catholic mysticism. Admittedly, this narrowness of focus will
prevent me from drawing any unrestrictedly general conclusions from my survey.”
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order to argue for one’s own point and thereby complete the paradigm set at the
beginning, but systematic analysis requires a little more focused corpus than a
whole “tradition”.

1.2.2. Expression of Mystical Experience

The theoretical perspective of this study might be called “philosophical”, or to
find something more exact, “deconstructive” in the literal sense of the word. This
is not a reference to Derrida’s famous deconstruction (which is not a method)
where there is no need for pre-linguistic immediate experience, the mycelium of
linguistic references being able to uphold itself. In my approach, however, the
inner experience itself is supposed as the actual centre and starting-point, even
though the difference between the experience and the language used is
emphasised. The aim is to first outline a general model, idealistic by nature, in
which all the possible stages and different components of the mystical discourse
are disassembled and deconstructed apart from each other in order to outline the
logical deep-structure of the discourse. In the process of reconstruction, however,
special care must be taken that the logical structure is not forced to possess more
logic than the components of the discourse actually do. This means that if the
original discourse contains a certain illogicality, the reasons and outcomes of this
illogicality must be analysed without automatically transforming all the illogical
parts into a system.

But first we ought to consider the concept of mystical experience itself. It
has been given an endless number of definitions'*®; here it is sufficient to note that
we are content with its use in the widest sense. More important than its
definitions, however, are its characteristics. They have been described by W.

James and W.T. Stace as follows:'*’

James

1. Ineffability

2. Noetic quality
3. Transiency

4. Passivity

3% A suitable example is to be found in W.P. Alston (1992, 80), who defines mystical experience
as “any experience that is taken by the subject to be a direct awareness of (what is taken to be)
Ultimate Reality or (what is taken to be) an object of religious worship”.

13 James 1902, chapter 16; Stace 1960, 132. A wider list is given by Scharfstein (1973, 142-
175): sameness (i.e. all existing things sensed as of the same essence), separation, uniqueness,
inclusion, familiar strangeness, depletion, aggression, conscience, mirror-reversal, humour, reality.
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Stace

1. Sense of Reality

2. Sense of peace, blessedness etc.
3. Sense of holiness, or Divinity.
4. Paradoxicality

5. Ineffability

Both scholars stress the inexpressible character of mystical experience. The
concept of ineffability implies the actuality of a higher form of consciousness than
the natural one with which the language is conditioned to operate; ineffability also
underlines the usefulness of via negativa in the mystical discourse. James’s series
is obviously more concerned with the psychological characteristics: namely, the
experience seems to contain “information” (noetic quality); the experience cannot
be sustained for long, nor can its quality be perfectly reproduced from memory;
nor is it sustained actively, and finally, it is more or less independent of the will.
Stace, as a philosopher, adds an essential ontological observation: experience is
sensed as something real, even more so than the normal reality.

The presence of a supernatural Other and the consequences produced by
it (Stace’s points 2 and 3) can hardly be expressed without an interpretation
preconditioned by the religious context, but one should not, however, draw too
far-reaching conclusions from this fact, since in fact the expression of any
experience is in need of a conceptual framework.

As one might expect, the definitions of the characteristics of mystical
experience diverge further among different scholars. The variety is largely caused
by the tension between the “objective” qualities and the interpretative ones, which
already exists in the original discourse, and is in one way or another reproduced in
the modern scholars’ meta-interpretation, which aims to reduce the discourse to its
basic components. A list of qualities where a few more interpretative features
have been admitted has been drawn up by F.J. Streng:

1. The apprehension of ultimate reality

2. Attainment of perfection through mental, emotional, and volitional purification
3. An attitude of serenity and total (transcendent) awareness

4. A sense of freedom from time-space conditions

5. Expansion of consciousness and spontaneity through self-discipline.'*’

In my opinion, the most reasonable and fruitful way of developing a more detailed
understanding of the mystical experience without constraining it with over-
definitions is to view it in a qualitative continuum from the weaker to the stronger,
from the more usual to the extraordinary. In other words, the varieties of mystical
experience may be arranged into actual phases from “experience in general” to
ecstatic trance (see figure below). Nevertheless, it must be admitted that when

19 Streng 1978, 142.
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operating with an ancient text we are only occasionally able to locate (with the aid
of the context) an individual expression so that its reference can be traced as
clearly belonging to one of the following phases and definitely not to another.

141

Levels of experience.

eXperience

re ligiows
experience

mystical
experience

ecstatic
eXperience

As the scheme shows, mystical experience, in spite of its unique features, is still
only one mode of experience-in-general, and therefore it obviously contains
psychological characteristics like sensations, perceptions, emotions, conations,
cognitions — i.e. dynamic structure and complexity of content. Since the co-
ordinates in the inner field can be drawn in various ways, the concept of ‘mystical
experience’ will be used in this study as a general concept which includes all of its
modes, including the stronger ones here called ‘ecstasy’, a state with certain
limitations in controllability, and ‘trance’, an unconscious state with hardly any

. . 142
informative content.

! The order of the circles implies the disposition of the semantic fields of concepts according to
the set theory: confined concepts are encompassed by wider ones. It also shows the shift from the
ordinary towards the extraordinary from a modern psychological view where the extraordinary
experiences are found in and originate in the depths of a person’s unconscious. The traditional
monotheistic view might prefer to insert the most extraordinary experiences in the outer circles
since they are seen to be caused by (the presence of) a power from outside one’s own ego.

2 Moore 1978, 119-122. (An illustrating discussion on the diversity of mystical experience and
the problems of the thesis of ”unity of all mysticism”.) Moore differentiates four types of claims
made by mystics in their discourses on mystical experience: subjective claims (e.g. changes in the
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Yet the sphere of ‘religious experience’, which could be defined as the
sense of the reality of something-called-God as experienced by most believers
with all of its variations,'*> must be excluded. If we were looking for a mere
religious feeling in the general sense, we would have very little to exclude from
the textual material since the sense of religious experience is connected with all
the constituents of the discourse. By mystical experience, however, must be meant
something extraordinary. Yet the differentiation of the two may be somewhat
arbitrary since the mystical experience may be seen as a religious experience that
is exceptionally intense.

In order to understand the phenomenon it is also useful to realise the
difference between mystical experience and mystical attitude. We may use an
analogy from the field of aesthetics: a judge in figure-skating competitions fully
concentrates on the aesthetic aspect of the performance, but he/she does not
necessarily have an aesthetic experience. Whether he/she has one or not, is in fact
not important, yet his/her mental capacity is all the time active in the category of
the aesthetic. In the same way, a mystic may have a permanent mystical attitude,
which means an approach, intention and orientation that is meditative or
contemplative and, on a more or less conscious level, connected with his/her
religious beliefs, theological presuppositions and a certain mystical world-view.
By the concept of mystical experience, however, one should understand
something more extraordinary, perhaps a kind of emotional peak.

However, it seems that we cannot proceed much farther with the question
of the meaning of mystical experience without discussing the concept of meaning
itself. This is connected with the fact that the decisive criterion of determining
whether an experience is mystical or not, is linguistic by nature. There are
(usually) no physical or behavioural reactions — unlike in the case of pain, for
example — that would differentiate the mystical experience from other religious,
aesthetic or cognitive experiences that appear to be similar in absolutely objective
observation. Any discussion of the experience is necessarily dependent on the
religious language and its connections with mystical doctrines. A study of the
ecstatic readings leads finally to an analysis of these conceptual associations.

subject), causal claims (i.e. conditions of experience, when is it possible), existential claims (e.g.
evidence for God) and cognitive claims (facts revealed of the ordinary or transcendent world).

3 Of the present sources I would count in the category of religious experience, for example, the
Sufi discussions on at least humility, fear, piety, sincerity, gratitude, trust, satisfaction (Kalabadhi,
Kitab al-ta‘arruf, chapters 39-45), and even most of the discussion under titles such as *intimacy’
or ‘nearness’.
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1.2.2.1. Problems of Expression — Ineffability and Natural Language

It is often stated that because mystical experience is ineffable, mystical doctrine is
approximate, and mystical language is allusive.'** Ineffability, however, is a
relative concept. An object is ineffable if it cannot be described. Yet mystical
experiences are extensively described by mystics and non-mystics alike. And
besides, is not al/l language approximate and allusive?

Firstly, we can make a differentiation between logical ineffability and
accidental ineffability. Logical ineffability is determinate — x cannot be described
in any circumstances due to its “ineffable essence”, which has nothing
describable. An ineffable item should be equidistant from all concepts. Are there
reasons to suppose that “ineffable” mystical experiences are somehow
inaccessible to concepts? Accidental ineffability, on the other hand, is due to the
limitations of language (there may perhaps be an accidental lack of a term for a
certain concept) and understanding, deficit in knowledge, i.e. the describer’s
limitations or inability. Yet if anything exists, it unavoidably possesses properties,
and properties in principle may be described.

When you say, “In this present age words are of no account,” you say this with
words, do you not? If words are of no account, then why do we hear you say this

with words? (Rumi)'*

Therefore, if the mystical experience exists, it has properties that are basically
describable. In terms of logic, partial describability rules out ineffability,"*® which
in fact means that in the case of things that exist, there is no ineffability — only
limitations in description. The question is, therefore, how do these limitations
function?

The core of the question is in the encounter and interaction between
public language and private experience. All inner objects of mental reality,
psychological or “mystical”, lack the kind of criteria of identity that would be
verifiable in public language.

" E o Homerin 1994, 190.
Y5 Rumi: Fihi ma fihi (discourse 16), 135.
16 For further discussion, see Yandell 1994, especially pp. 61-62, 66-68.
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Formation of expression

Public LANGUAGE

v

EXPRESSION

™

Private  EXPERIENCE

In order to analyse the meaning of an expression it is necessary to understand
what is a meaning, or to be more exact, how a meaning functions. Generally
speaking, the answer is quadripartite. In linguistics a basic way of approaching the
concept of meaning is to differentiate between the aspects of referential
(denotative) meaning that operate in relation to the external world, affective
(expressive) meaning in relation to the mental state of the speaker, cognitive
(ideational) meaning in relation to intellectual aspects, and contextual
(situational) meanings in relation to extralinguistic situations.'*” The mystical
parole seems to be active in the category of affective meaning with some
dispersion to the latter two varieties of meanings. Nevertheless, we can be sure
that any mystic would not hesitate to add to our list a fifth category, probably
calling it spiritual meaning. This illustrates the unique nature of our topic: the
mystic’s demand is that the meaning of his parole refers to a dimension beyond
ordinary mental phenomena.

The most useful differentiation, however, is that between two different
aspects (or dimensions) of meaning, which actually function despite the actual
nature of the “mystical” reality behind the verbal level. Firstly, there is the
original meaning that the author of an expression had in his mind when writing,
and this may be called reference. Secondly, there is the meaning produced or
perceived by the reader, and this may be called significance.'*® Yet these are
often perhaps no more than a framework for the discussion, a process of dynamic
interaction between the two, the totality of which is the “full meaning”. Due to the
limitations of the process of expression, the reference is never to be reached by

1 Crystal 1992, 47.

148 Approximately corresponding differentiations have been made in various ways by different
philosophers, the most famous possibly being G. Frege’s distinction between Sinn and Bedeutung
(explained with the classical example of “morning star” and evening star”: both have the same
Bedeutung, Venus, but a different Sinn), which corresponds to R. Carnaps’s distinction between
intension and extension. Mill distinguishes between connotation and denotation. The basic idea is
more or less connected with epistemology: what X “really” means and what it is ”thought” to
mean. For further discussion, see A.W. Moore, Meaning and Reference (Oxford University Press
1993) and L.J. Cohen, The Diversity of Meaning (Methuen 1962).
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outsiders — especially not by those from a different culture and from the other side
of a gap of a thousand years. In the historian’s perspective the aim is to polish the
significance closer to the reference; in religious discourse, however, the
significance may well “surpass” the reference (this happens, for example, in an
allegorical interpretation of a biblical passage originally referring to concrete
incidents). The positions of expression, reference and significance on the
chronological continuum are radically different. The expression remains the same,
being in fact timeless, but the reference and the significance occur under certain
historical conditions and are in many ways connected with and dependent upon
their (contemporary) contexts and preconditions.

It seems, therefore, that there can be no way of giving exact definitions
for inner experiences — not necessarily because of the experience itself, but
because meaning is a relative process consisting of vital components and
interactions. In practice this means that any definition would not contain
vocabulary without the very same need for further “exact” definitions. This also
means that we must accept a certain insecurity and inaccuracy within the concept
of “experience”, and for this reason we ought to understand the concept of
mystical experience in its widest possible sense.

In spite of the basic “ineffability” emphasised by all mystics, it is also
evident that language is not rejected but firmly present in all the major mystical
traditions as a psycho-spiritual means of radical re-orientation and instruction.
Many religious and mystical traditions in fact consider the language of their
worship sacred. Syrian authors believed that Syriac was the first language spoken
in Paradise and indeed by God Himself, and the Sufis attributed the same status to
Arabic.'?

Language is essential for mystics due to its twofold function as power
and instruction. The most obvious example of language as power —
transformative, magical or theurgical — is to be found in the Kabbalah, but similar
notions exist in Sufism (Bistami’s language of the mi raj, Ibn Arabi’s ideas of
prayer causing man to ascend, and the whole practice of dhikr), as well as in
Syriac metatheology, where there are cases of saints’ authoritative speech, at least
in the hagiographic anecdotes. The noetic quality of the experience means that
mystics’ language functions as instruction' ™" insofar as they are able to resolve it
into linguistic discourse.

For these reasons the concept of ineffability should rather be understood
as indicating a mystic’s unwillingness or inability to describe his experience in
greater detail or to specify its phenomenal qualities, than the impossibility of
expression. There is necessarily some kind of continuity between the experience
and its vocabulary — and between the mystic author and his readers. This

9 Katz 1992, 15-16. The belief that Syriac was the first language, however, is not mentioned by

our mystical authors; it is referred to, for example, in the Book of the Cave of Treasures (Budge
1927), 132.
%0 Katz 1992, 20-24.
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continuity enables the operation and interaction which is the heart of the discourse
of “ecstatic readings”.

1.2.2.2. Discourse of Ecstatic Readings

Whatever the actual nature or content of an experience, its verbal expression and
textual signing moves it to a completely new dimension by adjoining it as a part
of contextual discourse with various connotations and endless associations arising
from the signs chosen. In the following I aim to outline the basic structure and
characteristics of such discourse with the aid of a ramifying scheme showing all
the potential levels of the discourse.

The notion of ‘ramification’ has been used as a criterion in estimating the
ability of the discourse to deliver information of the mystical experience over the
linguistic and cultural barriers. According to N. Smart, less ramified language is
likely to be closer to the immediate experience because more ramified language
with more allusions suggests a wider epistemological context.'”!

The theme can be illustrated by the following schema,'>* the logic of
which is based on the central role of the experience in the heart of religious
thought. Namely, the closer consideration of the mystical experience leads one to
view it as the source whence genuine religious language and behaviour draw their
vitality. As William James stated in his classic lectures The Varieties of Religious
Experience:

Personal religious experience has its root and centre in mystical states of
consciousness; so for us, who in these lectures are treating personal experience as
the exclusive subject of our study, such states of consciousness ought to form the

vital chapter from which the other chapters get their light.'”’

In the actual original sources, however, the discourse usually surges associatively
or perhaps following a procedure systematised on totally different principles. This
means that in outlining the dimensions of ecstatic discourse we have to demarcate
and point out aspects and make differentiations that the writers themselves were
probably not aware of. When the levels are deconstructed apart from each other,

we may view the discourse of ecstatic readings as being constituted as follows:'**

B! Smart 1992, 105.

12 The construction of the scheme is based on an application of Aristotle’s' classical division of
the four different causes: material, efficient, formal and final. They were taken as a starting-point,
but just as in modern studies of causality, only one out of four appeared to be unproblematic by the
clarity of its causality, i.e. the formal one (which would be called “efficient” by a positivist).

153 James 1902, Lecture 16 (page numbers vary in different editions).

1> Since we are using a synchronic approach, the above scheme still lacks one basic dimension,
that of history: the chronological continuum. To the figure above it would relate like a third
dimension growing upwards from each box.
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The very experience itself, corresponding to Aristotle’s causa materialis, is an
inner-consciousness event or process, of which we have no immediate
observation, and of which nothing exact can be said directly.

The enabling cause, a modification of Aristotle’s’ causa formalis, refers
to the general preconditions, prerequisites, presuppositions and circumstances of
the subject in order to achieve the experience. This is also where the discussion
concerning the specific mystical techniques takes place (if we honour the mystics
themselves who strictly opposed the view that their experiences were caused by
their methods, and their methods alone).

The mental orientation towards the mystical may be outlined in various
ways. Perhaps the most famous concepts for certain types of the inner activity,
meditation and contemplation, could be defined as follows: meditation involves
disciplined but creative application of the imagination and discursive thought to a
certain spiritual topic, and contemplation attempts to transcend the activities of the
imagination and intellect through an intuitive concentration on a perhaps simpler
object." In the studies of mystical experience as a universal phenomenon the
techniques have been differentiated into eight types:

(1) Techniques of concentration, i.e. excluding unwanted perceptions or thoughts
(2) Physical techniques: posture, breathing, cleansing.

(3) Associative techniques, to make certain thoughts categorically displeasing
(4) Techniques to arouse spontaneity

(5) Techniques to arouse ecstasy: music, dancing, chanting, mantras.

(6) Sexual techniques

(7) Techniques of projection (of ideal selves)

(8) Psychophysical dramas '*°

13 Definitions adopted from Moore 1978, 113.
*¢ Scharfstein 1973, 99-100.
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These techniques in fact cover the areas of “mystical attitude” and “religious
experience” as well. Which of these fit the monotheistic traditions analysed in this
study, will be reviewed in chapter 4.1.3.

A closer analysis of the enabling cause would imply psychological
definitions. The experiential aspect of the account of sense perception, however,
happens to be a hotly debated topic among psychologists and philosophers, even
in the case of ordinary sensory experience.'”’ It seems that, generally speaking,
philosophical studies of mystical experience neglect discussion on the position of
mystical techniques in the experience, which is often treated as an independent
entity separate from the associated processes; and on the other hand, the
psychological approach usually over-emphasises the position of techniques, even
neglecting the very relevant possibility that the correlation between the methods
and the experience is not necessarily an uncomplicated causal one.

In the above scheme, the mechanisms of reference and signification
function in the line from experience to expression. They also include conscious
and unconscious selection: mystics choose what to describe and what to omit.

I have divided the category of expression into two — analytical and
symbolic."*® These should be understood as two tendencies. The analytical
approach aims to produce as exact signs as possible, the ideal result being an
irreducible parole; the symbolic expression functions through analogies and
metaphors, the result being more open to different interpretations (or creative
significations) but not necessarily less informative. Both may have behind them
the intention to illustrate the experience as clearly as possible, but the symbolic
approach can also be used in order to conceal the message from outsiders, as may
happen in the case of Sufi poetry, for example. Due to the change and
development of human thought, however, the analytical aim was at the time of our
sources accomplished by means that differ from what we would adopt for
discoursing. Consequently, the study of analytical description means — for us — a
“deconstruction” of the discourse into its most reduced elements: the
psychological qualities of the experience, as far as they are traceable from behind
the existing analytical descriptions.

The transition from the expression of experience to its interpretation is
obscure and subject to interpretation itself. (The whole field could be divided into
three concepts instead of two by adding between them a level of ‘description’, but
this would prove artificial in reading the discourses, at least those of the present
corpus.) It is a matter of definition whether there exists any expression without an

157 . . . . . .
The basic question is whether sensory experience is “adverbial” or ’sense datum”: ”When 1

perceive a ball as round and red, the sense datum theorist would say that my sensory experience is
a direct awareness of a red, round non-physical entity, [...] while the adverbial theorist would say
that the experience is a matter of sensing redly and roundly.” A third possibility is to view the ball
as an object that appears to have, or presents itself with, such-and-such qualities. Alston 1992, 83-
84.

1% Alston (1992, 88-89) has an equivalent division under the terms Literal and Non-literal.
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interpretative aspect. Basically, however, interpretation is clearly more than mere
description, for through it the experience is connected to the language of religious
tradition, the theological context.

The distinctive feature of the level of interpretation is that all the
metaphysical elements belong to it, whether in the cause or in the function of the
experience. Moreover, if any of the linguistic signs of the experience gains
intrinsic value, being abstracted from its descriptive function, it becomes a
technical term, the nature and relations of which are discussed on the level of
interpretation. The concept of interpretation has often been undervalued by
modern scholars because it is supposed to conceal the “real” experience under
conventional religious formulations. Yet the actual function of interpretation is
usually to make full use of the experience by defining its role in religious thought.

Nevertheless, if we examine the concept of interpretation closely, it is
possible to maintain that experience and interpretation are not even in principle
mutually exclusive epistemological categories. P. Moore has differentiated four
theoretically distinct elements in the process of interpretation that penetrate deeply
into the area of expression and continue further towards the process of experience
itself:

1. Retrospective interpretation — i.e. references to doctrinal interpretations
formulated after the experience is over.

2. Reflexive interpretation — references to interpretation spontaneously formulated
either during the experience itself or immediately afterwards.

3. Incorporated interpretation — references to features of experience which have
been caused or conditioned by a mystic’s prior beliefs, expectations and intentions.
This may be (a) reflected interpretation: ideas and images reflected in an
experience in the form of visions and locutions and so forth, or (b) assimilated
interpretation: features of experience moulded into what might be termed
phenomenological analogues of a belief or doctrine.

4. Raw experience — references to features of experience unaffected by the

. . . . . . 159
mystic’s prior beliefs, expectations, or intentions.

On the other hand, it must also be noted that the reality of experience does not
logically imply that it should be veridical: the subject may become directly aware
of something “objective” which may in fact be radically different from what the
subject supposes it to be.'*

The effective cause, Aristotle’s causa efficiens, refers to a cause outside
the subject, to the “giver” of experience, the existence of which is in this case not
properly verifiable. According to the idealistic ontological logic of the mystics’

¥ Moore 1978, 108-109. The scheme is consistent with the general principles of psychology and
epistemology, yet it does not imply a reductionist account of mystical experience since the fourth
category leaves open the question of the ultimate source and significance of mystical experience.

' See Alston 1992, 83.
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own discourse, the causa efficiens is an independent entity, but the demands of
empirical objectivity would rather lead one to view it as something produced in
the category of interpretation, since the subject does not seem to have infallible
knowledge of the causa efficiens outside his own interpretation of his experience.
Yet the naturalistic explanations are by no means categorically sufficient, and the
possibility of a transcendent, non-subjective source of reference cannot be
disproved either, so the most objective approach seems to be to bracket the
external cause, keeping the matter under consideration yet leaving aside the
question of its actual existence.

Our idealised experience-centred approach is, moreover, exponentially
complicated by the fact that the processes function in both directions. Expression
and interpretation are not mere acts of description produced by the content of
experience but they are, to a large extent, conditioned by the cultural (religious,
linguistic, philosophical) context. In the same way “theology* does not exist in a
vacuum but is conditioned by various philosophical principles. In the above
scheme the postulates of theological discourse are therefore labelled as
‘philosophy’.

The direction of the lines between the experience itself and its causa
finalis and their theological context depends on the perspective of the beholder.
The more reality attributed to the experience, the more its causa finalis (and to
some extent even the doctrinal theology) seems to be caused by it;'®' but the more
obscure the experience, the more its causa finalis — and even its own
characteristics — seems to be caused by the theological framework. In any case,
there is an important circle of interaction between the experience and theological
thought, in which the direction “backwards” means being conditioned by the
cultural context. Whether the theological presuppositions exercise a direct
influence on experience or whether the line should be drawn from theology to the
expression or to the interpretation only, is one of the fundamental questions that
continues to divide scholars. The more space one gives to the existence and
operation of the supernatural reality, the more independent the experience is
understood to be.

However, conditioning also means that the experience is not less real in
its interpreted form; the doctrinal elements are indeed able to mediate information
about the phenomenological character of the experience. An Islamic experience is
Islamic because of its Islamic components, and without these perhaps nothing
would be left. Those who tend to see the doctrinal conditioning as simply a
restraining element, should consider whether it would be at all possible to have a
case of “pure” mystical experience produced in “universalistic”’ laboratory
conditions without particular religious traditions and their “restricting” doctrines
(that usually have a firm connection with the enabling cause)! Doctrinal
connections, therefore, may be seen as keys to the understanding of experience

1L An instance of this approach is the notion that the classical Christian doctrine of the Trinity is
ultimately based on the experience of the early Christians of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
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rather than doors which keep outsiders away from it. And for the mystic himself,
doctrinal concepts facilitate not only the understanding and description of the
experience but they may even help him to penetrate into dimensions of experience
which would otherwise remain at the margin of consciousness.'**

Verbal manifestation means a spontaneous, reflexive linguistic reaction
during the moment of experience. Since the description takes place afterwards, the
verbal manifestation is basically a more premeditative and more objective account
of the experience. But, as we saw above, it is not to be expected that the verbal
manifestation, even the most spontaneous one, could be totally outside the
category of (reflexive) interpretation. Verbal manifestation may also operate after
having lost its immediate nature, turning into a technical, even customary practice
with its own traditions of retrospective interpretation, as is often the case with the
ecstatic utterances of Sufism.

The physiological manifestations exist and present themselves in a totally
different dimension, yet they must not be disregarded in a semantic analysis of the
expression and interpretation. Since the empirical features are less disputable, they
are useful in justifying the use of terms like ‘ecstasy’ or ‘trance’ with reference to
certain experiences, even when the etymology of a Syriac or Arabic term would
not justify or indicate this.

After differentiating between the different levels of ecstatic readings,
there still remain questions as to the relationship between the levels. What is the
position and function of mystical experience within the whole discourse? What
kind of causalities are connected with it? I shall attempt to outline some general
trends in the final chapter.

In the present approach the “mystical experience” is treated as one broad
entity with its stronger varieties and multiple interpretations, the aim being to
avoid such divisions of mystical experience as do not arise naturally from the
original sources. For example, even the differentiation between extrovert and
introvert experience, a distinction standardised in modern literature but not made
by the authors in the corpus of this study, is likely to be a matter of interpretation
because the experience as a mental unit, an emotional fascicle, does not
necessarily contain either of these two intentions but these may be added to it by
the subject either consciously or unconsciously: if the mystic happens to have
been thinking of the creation when the (non-conceptual) ecstatic state occurs, he
may express his experience either as “Love towards the whole world” — or “Unity
with it”, depending on his theological postulates. In this way the process of
interpretation may have begun already on the unconscious level.

'2 For further discussion, see P. Moore’s article  Mystical Experience, Mystical Doctrine,

Mystical Technique” in which he argues that interpretation is not necessarily “something added to,
or superimposed upon, an existing or independent nucleus of experience” (Moore 1978, 110). It is
also good to recall that the doctrinal framework includes instruction for the attainment of the
mystical states, just as the very existence of “ecstatic readings” encourages and motivates readers
to cultivate their own mystical experiences. And moreover, most religious doctrines originally
arose not from reasoning but from a person’s or a community’s (mystical) experience.
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Within the field of “mystical experience”, however, visions seem to be in
a category of their own, consisting of two kinds of experiences: a hallucination is
an experience of perceiving objects or events that have no external source, and an
illusion is a misinterpretation or over-interpretation of an actual external stimulus.
In the present corpora visionary experiences are considered more or less
questionable by the mystical authors themselves, and in most cases, moreover, the
reference of expressions such as “to see a vision”, not to mention the abstract
concept of mere ‘vision’, may also be a non-visionary experience, since sensory
concepts are usually to be taken symbolically in a mystical discourse. In other
words, inner ‘seeing’ does not necessarily imply that any actual shapes are seen
visually, since the shapeless “mystical” perception is considered more reliable
than sensual or hallucinative ones.

The experiences that are interpreted as perceptions of “God” (in the
widest possible sense of the word) have been resolved by W.P. Alston into four
aspects, the first two being on the subjective side, the latter two on the objective
side:

1. The account of the mode of consciousness involved
(what it is like to be directly aware of God).

2. Conscious reactions, largely affective.

3. The identification of the object.

4. A specification of how the object appeared to the subject,

what the subject experienced the object as, i.e. modes of appearance.'®

To sum up, “mystical experience” is a general concept that may contain
heterogeneous experiential varieties. I prefer not to stress the diversity, since it
seems reasonable to see most varieties as developed or at least strengthened in the
process of interpretation. (Therefore the discussion of the patterns of mystical
experience will take place within the category of interpretation.)

1.2.2.3. A Parallel Case: Aesthetic Experience

As noted above, however extraordinary a mystical experience is, it is still an
experience, and consequently it has certain characteristics in common with other
modes of experience, and for this reason it is useful to make here a brief excursus
to a parallel case. If we look at the psychological characteristics of the experience
“under” the interpretative level of the discourse, the closest parallel to the mystical
experience might be an aesthetic experience. This, however, has received very
little attention in philosophical studies on the mystical experience. Yet when the
psychological qualities of these two cases are differentiated and analysed, the

163 Alston 1992, 87.
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emotional features appear predominantly similar.'® For this reason,
understanding of the aesthetic experience may be able to open up some new
perspectives on the mystical experience.

The most undisputed features of the aesthetic experience, according to
Beardsley, are (1) relation with an object: “attention is firmly fixed upon...
components of a phenomenally objective field”, (2) intensity of an emotional
nature that is able to shut out the negative responses “like whiskey does”, which
in turn causes (3) a sense of unity or coherence, and (4) that of completeness.'” A.
Kinnunen has developed a slightly more detailed differentiation where the
aesthetic experience has the following psychological components:

1. Attention of the subject is concentrated on a heterogeneous
yet organised field: his perception is focused.

2. Intensity: the consciousness is concentrated

3. Untroubled delight: the senses are not dimmed

4. Coherence, a kind of identity: even after an interruption
it may be possible to return to the same experience.

5. Extraordinary soundness.

6. The object is sensed somehow in a limited way,
i.e. without questioning the reality of its existence.

Aesthetic objects are primarily complexes of qualities.'®

It is good to realise that this kind of list, of course, represents a typically
theoretical and completely analytical approach by an objective outsider; only an
expert in the field would describe his own experience in this way, as most people
would use more symbolic expressions instead. And it has to be admitted that
aesthetic experiences, just like mystical ones, are complex fields full of
heterogeneous cases.

Moreover, it seems that the study of the aesthetic experience has often
concentrated on experiences that are experienced upon seeing a painting, yet the
“purest” and potentially strongest one would be the kind experienced with the aid
of music: an experience of instrumental music has few if any conceptual
associations, i.e. components from the stage of interpretation “disturbing” the
actual experience, and it is even capable of possessing some intoxicating quality.
For instance, when moved by the beauty of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D
minor, one may describe one’s feelings as deeply heart-rending, joyous yet
tearful, bright, warm and so on. In other words, the psychological qualities seem
to be rather similar whether one is sensing the presence of God or listening to
Bach! Aesthetic experiences, however, can be quite easily (re)produced due to the

1%* Such comparison is, of course, problematic due to the apparent diversity of different mystical
experiences, which in turn largely depends on the problem of interpretation.

1° Beardsley 1958, 526-528.

16 Kinnunen 1969, 16-17 (translation mine).
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clear causality between the object (painting, composition) and the subject, even
though its intensity may vary. Aesthetic experience, moreover, has no (need of a)
doctrinal system corresponding to the theology of religious experience.

The most interesting case in the list above, however, is number six. When
someone has yielded himself totally to a strong aesthetic experience, his
discursive faculty is somehow turned “off” during it. We have good reason to
assume the same about mystical experience, even though the mystics seldom
describe their own or their masters’ faculties as being limited!'®’ Yet in both cases
a discursive mental action may, in fact, interrupt concentration and thereby spoil
the experience, partially at least. In spite of their noetic quality, mystical
experiences resemble states of feeling more than states of intellect. This is also a
fundamental reason for their “ineffability”. Yet students of mysticism quite
seldom explicitly differentiate the absence of discursive thought among the
features of mystical experience.'*®

Subjects of aesthetic and mystical experiences have, therefore, a common
problem which is caused by the sensitivity of the experience. One can hardly be at
the same time both an objective, analytical observer capable of producing
definitions and the subject of a strong, perhaps ecstatic, experience. Too analytical
an approach towards mystical language may be sensed as a deconstructive attack
against the sensitive field of the experience: the discursive reasoning may disturb
the “power” of the experience itself. For this reason, even the descriptions given
afterwards very seldom aim to exhaust the experience into verbally controlled
conceptual units. We may also assume that those capable of giving analytical
presentations are typically not the most ecstatic seers themselves, and ecstatic
visionaries with the ability to give an analytical description with an objective
touch are always rare and exceptional.

Since experiences such as the aesthetic and mystical have common
characteristics, there is evidently a danger that they be attached to “wrong”
conceptual families. But on the other hand, if there is no absolutely objective
criterion to determine the right one, there can be no wrong one either. Indeed,
beauty is a basic feature of the Christian mystical experience in both the Syriac
and Greek traditions.'® Theoretically speaking, it is possible, and not
unreasonable, to think that the experience itself is not aesthetic or mystical as
such, but its conceptual connections and associations make it one by naming it.
This also means that without linguistic categorisations there would actually be no
way of differentiating between them at all. And naming, again, is not merely an
outward act of labelling but a process that begins in the subject’s (subconscious)
mental reality, perhaps already during the experience.

'7 The avoidance is due to the holistic understanding of the concept of “knowledge” in the pre-

Cartesian period. All spiritual activity, no matter how non-discursive, was considered “rational” if
it was seen to be in accordance with the Divine will.

18 Cf. pp. 49-50, 62.

169 Which is, on the other hand, closely connected with, and to some extent a result of, the fact that
the Syriac root SPR and the Greek kahos mean — or are used of — both *goodness’ and ’beauty”’.
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Nevertheless, the very existence of specific aesthetic experience has been
doubted or denied by some scholars. Their view easily finds supporting arguments
in the very fact that the aesthetic experience, like most forms of experience that
are considered “different” from each other, may seem to have too many common
characteristics, and all the decisive differences seem to be produced linguistically
in the stage of interpretation. Instead of answering this objection, however, we can
reshape the original question: Is it useful to have a concept of aesthetic experience
in speech? And as in the case of mystical experience, its existence is justified, if
not by anything else, at least by the existence of the need to find a term referring
to it.

Mystical experiences are inevitably an exceptional category of their own,
but where exactly does their uniqueness lie? Since the emotional content of the
mystical experience does not necessarily differ from that of a strong aesthetic
experience, the most obvious difference is in the category of the object — but what
is the object of mystical experience? If the mystic’s own answer (God etc.) is
taken as being mere interpretation preconditioned by the religious context, as the
scientific approach presupposes, the answer depends on one’s philosophical or
psychological theory of experience.
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2. ECSTATIC READINGS IN SYRIAC METATHEOLOGY '

2.1. The Enabling Cause

2.1.1. Ascetic Practices

Syrian asceticism, as we saw in the introduction, is rich in severe methods of
mortification. It is probably not an exaggeration to consider the Syrian tradition as
the most rigorous of all Christian disciplines,” yet the most extreme manners and
the cruellest exercises are not a general standard but rather belong to the domain
of exceptional cases. This is pointed out in the writings of the official hierarchy,
from the oldest to the latest sources: the canons of Bishop Rabbula (d. 435), a
rigorous ascetic himself, do not allow all monks to carry iron chains, and
Barhebraeus (d. 1286) opposed the practice of binding oneself for the night in a
standing posture.’ These and other severe forms of mortification continued to be
practised until the early 20" century.”*

However, if we wish to classify various ascetic practices as specific
“ecstatic techniques”, it is to be admitted that the results are somewhat arbitrary,
due to the total character of ascetic life. The concept of totality here indicates that
the chosen mode of life is constant and unbroken: the stylites, for instance, never
stepped back on the ground after having once ascended their columns. Totality
also means that ascetic life, seclusion into silence, is both an outer and inner
pursuit in which prayer and recitation, as well as reading and meditation,
intermingle in order to constitute the actual reality of the ascetic’s life. Abstinence
in the inner dimension means warfare against selfish thoughts and evil intentions.

The outer aspect of Syrian asceticism simply means abstinence in eating,
sleeping, social relations and all sensual pleasure. These can be covered by the
general term nezirita, ‘abstinence’, literally ‘Naziritehood’. The external
exercises include silence (Setqa), fasting (sawma), vigil (Sahra) and practices
connected with prayer, the most important being prostrations (biirake), the daily
number of which might surpass 300.” These exercises can be referred to as

! Translations of the quotations from Isaac of Nineveh’s Perfectione Religiosa (ed. Bedjan) are my
own (though often following Wensinck), but those from Isaac’s Second Part follow Brock’s
translation unless otherwise indicated. The translations of the texts published by Mingana follow
his translations with some alterations, the most noteworthy of which I point out in the footnotes.
All English translations of John of Dalyatha are my own.

% For details, see: AbouZayd 1993, 235-260; Voobus 1960: History of Asceticism 11, 19-33.

* Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 50-51 (tr. 43); Vosbus: Syriac Documents, 28.

* Chaillot 1998, 129.

> See, for example, Mingana 1934/Dadi%o’, 10a, p. 207 (tr. 85); Brock: John the Solitary, On
Prayer, 98; Voobus: Syriac and Arabic Documents, 105-108; Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 39 (tr. 43).
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‘works’ (‘amlé), ‘labour’ (pulhanda) or dubbaré, a term signifying, in the singular,
‘course’, ‘order’, ‘rule’, ‘custom’ or ‘manner of life’. In a general sense these
practices function as a cause that enables the mystical experiences to occur, even
though the actual causality is hardly ever expressed explicitly. Isaac of Nineveh
does state that compulsory works ( ‘amlé de- ‘esyana) cause a burning fervour
(retha) to be born in the heart.’®

It is noteworthy that in spite of the great admiration of fasting shown by
the authors, it is practically never connected with the achievement of certain
experiences, either as a prerequisite or as a cause, in the sources of the present
study.’ Isaac of Nineveh does mention in passing that “various beautiful things
originate from it”.® The basic function of fasting, however, is on the prerequisite
level. As soon as a man begins to fast, “his mind will yearn for intercourse with
God”.” According to Isaac of Nineveh, fasting is inevitably the actual starting-
point for all struggles against sin and sinful passions.'” Accordingly, fasting
receives special attention only in the beginning of the way, as it slowly becomes a
natural and obvious mode of life. The connection between experiences and fasting
is perhaps mainly in the category of motivation: the one who is motivated to fast
is eager for the higher experiences as well.

Seclusion in complete solitude can be perpetual or temporary. In the East
Syrian tradition a period of seven weeks was favoured.'' The character of the
exercise is shown by the recommendation by Dadiso* of Qatar that a beginner
(ahha saroya) undertaking the period of solitude of seven weeks “should never go
out of the door of his cell, even one step, from the beginning of his solitude till its
end, and should never converse with anybody.”'?

Since fasting and seclusion are not exactly methods but rather
characteristics of ascetic life, they function as the basis from which the mystical

® Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 127. (Wensinck translates “From works performed by
compulsion, in solitude there is born a blazing and immeasurable heat.” Mystic Treatises, 87.)

7 Accidentally, there may be indirect correlations between fasting and mystical experience, as in
the anecdote in which John the Seer, presumably speaking of himself, notes that a brother had
gone two days without food or sleep when he was suddenly filled with unspeakable light. Olinder:
A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 21 (15%).

8 e o ma ’Ka%01 KRaax Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 239 (cf. Wensinck:
Mystic Treatises, 161).

° Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 239 (cf. Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 161).

'% [saac calls fasting “strengthening of all the virtues, the beginning of the struggle [...] the
beginning of the way of Christianity, the father of prayer, the fountain of placidity, the teacher of
quiet, and the forerunner of all good qualities”. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 238; Wensinck:
Mystic Treatises, 160-161.

"' The East Syrian tradition in general used to favour monasticism of the laura type, in which the
monks lived in separate cells like hermits. The practice of seven weeks is connected with the East
Syrian liturgical calendar which consists of periods of seven weeks, of which the most important is
the Great Lent (Mingana 1934, 76,78; Seppild 1999, 362-363). For details of the calendar, see
A.J. MacLean: East Syrian Daily Offices (Eastern Church Association, London 1894).

2 Mingana 1934/Dadigo", 9b, p. 207 (tr. 85). He does not say here that this is how it always
happens, but this is his ideal as to how it should be.
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attitude grows. The textual material in fact gives the impression that solitude is a
basis that unavoidably causes one to reach the sphere of mystical experience.
Indeed, the silent eremite life (Salyiita) is said naturally (keyanait) to raise
impulses in the soul that cause it to remain in wondrous ecstasy (femha)."” But if
we wish to locate more specific methods, does the mystical literature relate certain
ascetic practices to the specific mystical experiences? Compared with, for
example, the ecstatic Kabbalah,'* the lack of specific methods is striking. Perhaps
surprisingly, breathing techniques or recommendations to use a particular
Christian mantra seem to be absent from the Syriac metatheology.

Of all the external “methods” of mortification described in Syriac
literature, the one that is mentioned explicitly most frequently in relation with
mystical experience, seems to be, perhaps unexpectedly, seclusion in silence and
solitude (Selyd)."” Barhebraeus, for example, in his systematic presentation gives
as the first and most important advantages of silence “spiritual joy” and “true
knowledge concerning the divine nature”.'® It is to be stressed, however, that in
Syriac metatheology the concept of silence (Selyd), like the Greek nouxia, means
much more than absence of sound: a way and attitude of life free of all restless
and vain thoughts, i.e. calmness of soul.'” The semantic field of Selya also
includes a slight nuance of secrecy, which in turn is closely connected — and
etymologically identical — with ‘mystical’. The breadth of the concept makes it
difficult to consider silence a method or technique.

However, the connection between silence and the mystical-ecstatic
phenomena is explicitly presented in the texts as a causal one. According to Isaac
of Nineveh, for example, the pacification of heart from the recollection of external
things enables one to receive the mystical (or ecstatic, depending on the choice of
translation) understanding of the words of Scripture.'® Moreover, “to get drunk at
all times by ecstatic impulses [...] is greatly promoted by solitude (Selyd).”"’
According to John of Dalyatha, “the area of wondrous visions is an area of
ecstasy, and it is surrounded by the fence of silence”.*’ John of Apamea proposes
‘ecstasy of silence’ (tahra de-Setqa) as the highest and purest form of

. .. 21
consciousness, and he even declares that “God is silence”.

B Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 127; Wensinck, Mystic Treatises, 87.

'* See Idel 1988, 13-54.

15 Selya has also been translated as ‘retreat’ (Widengren 1961, 174).

" wod Knoasa L] Keod] K Lo e oo, Barhebraeus:
Ethikon 3:3, 101 (tr. 87).

7E.g. John of Apamea in Brock: John the Solitary, 98, 90. For silence in its basic sense the word
Setqa is usually used.

B hade Lhamnn Kamd u\k\_._\"\és\ \a 0¥ [...] Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 52;
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 37.

' Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 254; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 171.

P Kmmada om KAAK KLmd ’Kadiwed Kam KIAN Beulay: Lettres, 1:4 (p. 306-
307).

I m\ A\ _om Ko &.r Brock 1979, 90-91, 98-99 (Brock translates fahrd— ‘wondrous
awe’).
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Isaac of Nineveh goes on to describe ecstasy as an inevitable
consequence of full seclusion in solitude.”” He admonishes the hermits against
scrutinising or sentimentalising about uncompromising solitude, for even the
commandment “Love the Lord your God with your whole soul and with your
whole heart” is fulfilled in solitude, for the latter part of the commandment
implies that God must be loved more than the natural world, and this can be
realised only through withdrawal from it.> One way of explaining the great
admiration of silence as an ideal would be to pay attention to the cultural
background whence it derives: the social values and customs of Oriental culture
have much room for (idle) talk, so that withdrawal from the world may be
stimulated to some extent by a certain psychological counter-reaction.

Account idleness (betland) the beginning of psychic darkness; verbal contacts
(‘enyana de-mamla) as darkness beyond darkness; and the latter as the cause of the

24
former.

Even after making all these unambiguous statements, the strictest preacher of
solitude seems to be DadiSo® of Qatar, who even goes on to claim that real
spiritual experiences “have never been given and will never be given outside the
cell and solitude (5elya)”.>> Only those who withstand the solitude and “taste its
bitterness” are able to “appreciate the savour of the sweetness of solitude™® and
receive “the overshadowing of the Holy Spirit, and the gift of spiritual
treasures”.”’
It seems, therefore, that the ideal experience of the Syriac
metatheologians is something like the absolute opposite of mass hysteria. The
authors are fully unanimous that the purest experience is the one experienced in
the life of solitude and silence — and without methods, it might even be added.*®
This, in fact, is a considerable obstacle to a psychological understanding of the
phenomenon, for there is little material of equivalent conditions for comparison.

2 “This first gift (i.. ecstasy) is tasted through solitude (<.\x). And those who, in service and
observance, have abided within absolute solitude, must necessarily know it (literally: it is not
possible that they do not know).” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 490; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises,
329.

» Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 312-313; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 208.

' Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 329. (Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 220, translates

~\\ v vy — Coral intercourse’).

> Mingana 1934/Dadio*, 11b, p. 209 (tr. 87) “...but all those who love solitude and endure its
trials will receive them without diminution.”

redra Khade o, amn Ko L] odoLinl o,

Mingana 1934/Dadi$o®, 12a, p. 209 (tr. 88).

7T A0t Ko Komano ’Kriaol el KA\

Mingana 1934/Dadigo", 11a, p. 208 (tr. 87). Mingana translates maggenaniita ‘visitation’; see p.
129-130.

% See Mingana 1934/Dadi3o, 46b-48a (tr. 128-130).
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Nevertheless, solitude creates a general background for all other “methods” that
enable the experience to emerge.

Another factor which has a strong effect on human consciousness is the
vigil, the practice of staying awake through the night in prayer and meditation.
The ascetic texts unanimously represent a general feeling of repulsion towards
sleep, as a result of which any sleeping happened in a sitting position, on the bare
ground or otherwise, as uncomfortably as possible. The best Syriac expert in this
field is perhaps Isaac of Nineveh.”’

According to 4 Letter sent to a Friend (attributed to Philoxenus of
Mabbug, but most likely by Joseph the Seer), the ideal nightly vigil consists of
one third reading, one third recitation of psalms while kneeling, and one third
meditation on theological topics and singing of hymns. The author of the letter
promises that the monk (ikidaya) who keeps this nocturnal vigil, has no struggle
in the daytime since his thoughts are upon the good of the world to come, and
declares that he who has prepared himself for this occupation has become worthy
of “those unspeakable blessings” which are given in the vigil of the night.*

Vigil does not mean observance of a general, standardised rule. It seems
that each monk might make his own rule for prayers and recitations (presumably
under the direction of his spiritual father, even though this is not explicitly stated).
Some spent the whole night reciting the Psalter, others used liturgical texts or
Sacred Writ, singing hymns of praise, perhaps with mournful melodies, while
others prayed the whole night with kneeling and prostrations. Most were
accustomed to set themselves additional physical limitations by spending the
night, for example, in a standing position without kneeling or genuflections —
others maximised the number of their movements by kneeling and prostrating
themselves. An ideal resting posture was to sit with one’s back against the wall
and face eastwards — and even while asleep the mind was not supposed to be
‘idle’ in relation to the spiritual pursuit.’'

On account of these kinds of labour performed in wisdom, the holy ones are
deemed worthy of the ecstasy (femha) of divine revelation (gelyana allahaya),

which is high above fleshly thought (Isaac of Nineveh).*”

It is important to note that sleep, when it occurs, is by no means considered as
leisure in relation to the ascetic struggle: dreams can in fact be used to measure
the actual spiritual stage of the ascetic.>® In A Letter Sent to a Friend it is stated

* E.g. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 137-138; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 94.

3% Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 26 (19%).

3! Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 548-549; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, XXI, 368-369. See also
Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 51 (tr. 43); Voobus: Syriac Documents, 106; Bedjan: Perfectione
Religiosa, 548-549, 551; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 368, 370.

*2 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 549; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 369.

* Mingana 1934/Simon, 191b, p. 311 (ir. 54) On dreams, see Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 52-53 (tr.
44-45). The idea in question is a basic feature of Eastern Christian monastic thinking, in both the
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that “even when the hermit is lying in sleep [...] his mind does not cease reciting
the psalms.”* Simeon the Graceful mentions a kind of half-sleep meditation,
where the one who falls asleep is recommended to

throw sweet spices of prayers, psalms and spiritual theory on the censer of your
heart, and meditate (#arog) upon them while you are half asleep. When you wake
you will feel the happiness (hanni 'iita) that has wafted through your soul all the

. 35
night.

According to Simeon, this is also a way of being liberated from bad dreams.

Isaac of Nineveh, obviously speaking about himself in the third person,
mentions a case in which meditation (theoria) on the things read in the evening
continued during sleep and led to ecstasy (fahra) that overwhelmed the sleeper so
that suddenly he woke up “while his tears dropped as water and fell upon his
breast.”® Ecstatic experience may also take place during the night while one is
between sleep and waking, “asleep though not asleep, and awake though not
awake.”’

It seems that the ascetics’ nightly exercises were not completely subject
to certain rules at the expense of intuition and inspiration. Isaac of Nineveh
criticises those who concentrate in their prayers on the mere forms of words and
on counting the number of prayers in order to observe a mere fixed programme.
He considers the following of details to be a slavish rule that is utterly alien to the
path of true knowledge, because it does not make allowance for divine activity.
This is contrasted with the “rule of liberty”, which consists in “unfailing
observance of the seven offices”, but every office can include variation in the
number of Psalms and in prayers.*®

One does not set a time limit for each of these prayers, nor does one decide upon

specific words to use. Rather, one spends on each prayer as long as Grace provides

Oriental and Greek Orthodox traditions, up to the present time. For instance, the very same

thought can also be found in the writings of Pope Shenouda III, the 20™-century leader of the

Coptic Church. (Shenouda 1990, 13).

3 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 39 (29%).

ATaR R S ToT) @' Yol @' W R\ Kk\éi_\S:\ RO\ Koim kKnid

WY, L IR R & AL Xom _amao A e
mla A1 KhorRma MR £\ A% Mingana 1934/Simon,

173a, p. 292-293 Etr. 26).

*® Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 492; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 330.

3" Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 486; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 326.

3% Brock: Second Part, 14:34-35 (ed. 67-68, tr. 77-78) Yet this freedom is far from the kind of

individual spirituality where one freely follows intuitive emotional impulses alone. Isaac does not

mean that there was something wrong with the traditional forms of spirituality in the Church.

According to him, those who “abandoned prayer’s venerable outward forms, turning instead to

their own rules and special customs” have gone astray because they have neglected Holy

Communion, and the teachings of the Fathers (Brock: Second Part, 14:42).
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the strength, asking whatever the pressing need of the moment may require, using

. . 39
whatever prayer one is stirred to use.

According to Isaac, the illumined (nehiré) and those endowed in insight
(vad'ay sukkalé) are not concerned with the sequence and order of words. *°

From the modern point of view, however, excessive wakefulness is an
obvious explanation at least for the hallucinatory experiences, traditionally often
attributed to demonic influence. The reports of ascetics’ hallucinations include
human voices or sounds of knocking heard in the empty cell, a sense of the walls
and ground quaking, or even apparitions of dragons.*!

On the other hand, it is worth pointing out that the ascetic Fathers were
surely not naive in the understanding of the emotional forces behind the mental
movements. On the contrary, it seems that sometimes they were even over-critical
of their own motives, seeing vice where we would see weakness and weakness
where we would see prudence. Due to their constant self-examination, they were
well aware of the psychological processes functioning in the conscious and
subconscious mind. To name the favourite example for modern readers, the desert
Fathers did understand the surrogate effect of sexual energy, the burning of which
functions in the psyche mixed with spiritual fervour, taking on the disguise of
righteousness.

The lust of fornication hides in disguise, it does not appear distinctly, as passion is
mingled with passion, and fervour with fervour, and love with love, and the pious

brother cannot tell the love of (spiritual) labour from this other love.*

2.1.2. Recitation

Prayer (selota) is of course a necessary prerequisite for spiritual experience, but |
have preferred to include it under the category of recitation, since the recitation of
the Bible, especially the “Psalm service” (tesmesta de-mazmaoreé), is the basic
element of prayer in the entire Eastern Christian tradition, and one of the most
essential monastic activities. It was a common practice to read the Psalter through

% Brock: Second Part, 14:35 (ed. 67-68, tr. 78).

0 Brock: Second Part, 14:38 (ed. 68-69, tr. 79).

" Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 47, 49 (35%, 36*).

2 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 13 (9%). A Greek parallel can be found
in John of Climacus (Ladder, 15:45, pp. 177-178): “During the singing of the psalms we should
examine, consider and observe what kind of sweetness comes to us from the devil of fornication
and what kind comes to us from the words of the Spirit and from the grace and the power which is
in them. Know yourself well, young man. For in fact | have seen men pray earnestly for their
loved ones, men who thought they were fulfilling the requirements of love, when in reality it was
the spirit of fornication that was stirring them.”
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daily,® so it is no wonder that it was customary among the Syrian monks and
clergy to know the Psalms by heart.

The whole concept of praying in Syriac often in fact refers to the
recitation of the Psalms, and the meditative (non-verbal) forms of prayer are
preferably to be called by other names than prayer.* Therefore, it would be
difficult and somewhat arbitrary to draw exact distinctions between recitation and
prayer. Prayer is described explicitly as one of the causes behind the experience.

At the time of prayer (selota) it [=experience] is granted to those who are worthy.
And the cause proceeds from prayer, for this glorious (gift) cannot be granted

except at that moment.*’

Sahdona, a diligent utiliser of biblical discourse, states explicitly that the “work of
reading the Scriptures™® fills one with joy and causes one “to be illuminated in

47
prayer”.

Anyone whose soul, after having laboured in reading and been purified by spiritual
meditation (herga rithanaya), is fervent (ratha) with love for God (be-hubba d-

allaha), will pray in a luminous manner when he turns to prayer and the Office."®

In the dynamics of recitation we may differentiate between two components, one
positive and the other negative. On the one hand, during the reading one may
depict before one’s eyes “the lovely beauty of the saints’ way of life” so that one
becomes “fervent in spirit”.* On the other hand, continual meditation upon the
Scriptures makes one also “feel ashamed of oneself”. How do these relate to each
other? Sahdona’s answer is, not surprisingly, that the aspect of repentance,
strengthened by the comparison with the ideal self as reflected in the Scriptures,
leads little by little to purification and illumination. The latter is described by
Sahdona as the ability of the “eye of the soul”*" to gaze upon God at all times,

which in turn enables one to approach the essential light of the divinity.>!

# Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 55 (tr. 47). As a curiosity | may remark here my own observation that the
recitation of the whole Psalter takes about four hours.

* Namely, herga, renya (both usually translated as ‘meditation”), thé’arva (‘contemplation”).

¥ Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 171. Wensinck (Mystic Treatises, 116) translates

~odly oy ool \ < <0 as "in prayer it has its starting point”. With the last words of the
quotation Isaac in fact contradicts himself (see p. 125-126), but here he argues that prayer is the
time when a man is prepared and concentrated to look unto God.

46 Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles, 8:51. Ka¥A1 ~A,1031 A

47 Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles, 8:51. 1 ¥ ﬂ.\s:l oo

¥ Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles, 8:51. (Translation from Brock 1987, 223.)

¥ Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles, 8:51. Kn013 ¥

> The Eye of the mind (rx.1™n) and that of the sou/ (rx_a 1) are used interchangeably.

> Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles 8:52, 8:55.
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The vocal recitation could be accompanied by beautiful melodies,
especially in the case of chanting the Psalms.>* Since a melodic way of recitation
is a source of pleasure, the danger of pride is present. One is advised to beware of
the “demon of vainglory” while chanting, for the beauty may distract one’s
concentration away from praise.”® Evagrius’s advice is to read more slowly during
moments of dejection, and faster when pride is threatening.”* Recitation is to be
performed irrespective of one’s mood. According to Barhebraeus, this is to be
done “with understanding” but also without attention because “it leads to
recitation with understanding”.>

Barhebraeus analysed the general structure of musical experience so that
musical enjoyment (hanni utd) consists of pain (hassa) caused by the
disappearance of beautiful sound and comforting pleasure brought by the
following sound.’® Concrete ecstatic musical methods, however, are out of the
question in the Christian context, due to the lack of instruments in the early
Church and the suspicion of worldly music.>’

Isaac of Nineveh states explicitly that recitation in solitude is a factor that
enables man to be drawn into ecstasy (fahra).”® DadiSo of Qatar tells of old men
of prayer who in their vigils could recite hardly ten Psalms “on account of the
wonders that happen™ to them through divine grace: weeping, tears, sighs,
spiritual thoughts®, divine consolations and revelations of the Spirit.”’
According to him, spiritual joy has been blended with the Psalms by the Spirit,
and consequently one is encouraged to concentrate on their recitation: “If you
become worthy of this, the life of solitude will not be tiresome for you.”*

The mere possibility of varying experiences and ecstatic occurrences
indicates a readiness to adapt one’s practice of recitation according to
circumstances. Isaac of Nineveh advises one to change the order of reading or to
continue repeating the most significant verses for some time in order to preserve
the meditative character of the recitation rather than mere mechanical repetition:

“I do not wish to count milestones, but I seek to enter the Apartment.”®

> E.g. Barhebracus: Ethikon, 54-56 (ir. 46-47).

> See below, p. 128.

> Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 54 (tr. 46). (Quoting Evagrius, Tractatus ad Eulogium, PG 79, 1105 A.)
> Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 61 (tr. 52).

% Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 75-76 (tr. 64-65).

>" For a clear synopsis and bibliography on music in the early Church, see Ferguson 1998, 787-
790.

> Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 43; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 31.

* Literally “visit’ (2 s am).

% Mingana translates as ‘spiritual visions’ (w0 K\a o). Sukkala is a general term for
any mental movement, usually an ‘act of understanding’. In our mystical contexts it is usually
something given; perhaps a ‘ray of understanding’ might be an appropriate translation.

%! Mingana 1934/Dadio®, 52b-53a, p. 245 (tr. 139).

62 Mingana 1934/Dadio", 21b, p. 219 (tr. 101).

5 Isaac of Nineveh in Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 548; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 367-368.
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2.1.3. Meditation

Under the category of meditation I include the speechless ways of prayer, not
called by the name of prayer in the Syriac tradition, and various intentional,
reflective and introspective meditations that are an important factor behind the
experience. Instead of separate practices or exact techniques of meditation,
however, the stress in the discourse is on a permanent meditative attitude of life,
‘continuous remembrance’, one of the basic ideas of Isaac of Nineveh. This is
approximately what we called ‘mystical attitude’ in chapter 1.2.2. The following
extract from Sahdona illustrates an ideal case of the one living in a contemplative
attitude:

The stirrings of his soul are meditating (ranén) on God continuously, and his heart
is carried away (hetif) towards Him. His body is sojourning on earth, but his mind
(madde 'a) is living in heaven with Christ. His body has died away from this world
and his soul burns with love of the heavenly ones. He stands amidst corporeal
beings, but his mind (re ‘yana) is moving swiftly among spiritual ones and is

sanctifying (i.e. chanting ‘Holy holy holy’).64

The practice of meditation is usually not described in great detail, but the number
of topics for meditation seems to be abundant. The recommended ones include the
words of Scripture, the Cross and other key events of salvation history, the
tribunal throne of Christ, sin, deathés, God’s creative and dispensive powers, the
sufferings of the martyrs, the writings of the Fathers®® and the lives of the saints —
or simply, God. Also, the use of imagination to approach the divine realities, often
suspect in the Greek Orthodox tradition, is encouraged by Isaac of Nineveh, who
refers to spiritual meditation by the term Seragragyata, the basic sense of which is
fantasies and mirages. Isaac urges one constantly to practise Seragragyata of the
divine things for their fiery and purifying effects.”’

 Sahdona: Oeuvres Spirituelles I, 3:151.

% According to Isaac of Nineveh, “the fulfilment of life is meditation (oA 0m, lit. “study’)
upon death for the sake of God. This brings our mind near to union with God

(R alv_\xés\m_\).” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 462; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 310.
% Mingana 1934/Simon, 169a-169b, pp. 288-289 (tr. 20).

7 oS\ \_._\m:m N AR\ Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 122. (Wensinck
translates “thinking of divine things”: Mystic Treatises, 82.) According to some Greek Orthodox
claims, ‘contemplation’ in the Western sense is a “quasi-spiritual exercise” based on the “creation
of images in the imagination”, while the Eastern theoria is seen as a purely imageless operation of
the Holy Spirit. These polemics can be seen in the Introduction of the Ascetical Homilies of St.
Isaac the Syrian (p. cxi) where the expression in question is translated “forming of vivid
conceptions of divine subjects”. Accordingly, the use of Seragragyata often seems to be negative
in Syriac authors under Greek influence; e.g. Philoxéne de Mabboug, La lettre a Patricius, 90, 92,
105 (834-837, 848-849). However, my impression is that the benefits of the use of imagination
seem to remain somewhat obscure in the Greek tradition. (Logically speaking, the problem would
have been avoided if Westerners had used the term ‘meditation’ instead of ‘contemplation’.)
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Isaac of Nineveh portrays a living picture of the meditative consideration
of death, presented as resulting in a silent state of ecstatic stupor. The meditation
is twofold: in the macrocosmic dimension the focus is on the beauty and order of
the creation, its sudden determination and the appearance of the new order; as for
the personal level, one considers “how long the bodies remain mixed with dust,
and how will that mode of life be, and in what kind of likeness that nature will
rise”.%

The most noteworthy aspect of meditation in the East Syriac tradition,
however, is the mysticism of the Cross (seliba). One is recommended, especially
when beginning to pray, to concentrate one’s thoughts and meditate on the Cross.
There is a rich field of ideas associated with the Cross, which as the sign of the
death and resurrection of the Son of God symbolises the culmination of salvation
history, and it is therefore an apt symbol for the whole of Christianity. In the
Syrian tradition the understanding of the Cross, however, is developed even
further, the Cross being considered not only as the means of redemption of
mankind but also as the prototype of man, and even the foundation of the
universe.” The eternal creative power is said to reside mystically in the Cross, the
ark of the new covenant.”

The aim of the meditation of the Cross is to strengthen participation in
both the Passion of Christ and the victory over death and sin accomplished by it.”!
To put it briefly, since in the divine economy all things have been accomplished
through the Cross, it is through the Cross that all things may be acquired. When
Dadiso* of Qatar issues instruction to recite prayers in front of the cross, he also
outlines an explicit connection between the Cross and the mystical experience:

Kiss our Lord on His Cross, twice on the nails of His right foot and twice on the
nails of His left foot, and say at each kiss: “Let me be healed with your wounds,”

until your heart is stirred (or ‘awake”) and burns in His love. ™

A Letter Sent to a Friend includes a detailed description of an attack by the demon
of distress and its expulsion by means of genuflection before the cross, followed
by a mystical experience.

% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 257; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 172-173.

% Yousif 1990, 38. See also P. Yousif, Le symbolisme de la croix dans la nature chez saint
Ephrem de Nisibe, Symposium Syriacum 1976, OCA 205, Rome 1978, pp. 207-227.

" Isaac of Nineveh, Second Part, Chapter 11 (ed. 43-52, tr. 53-62). According to Isaac, the same
shekhina that was in the Ark of the Covenant resides mysteriously in the Cross.

! For Dadi%o® on the cross, see Mingana 1934/Dadigo, pp. 136-138; for Stephen bar Sudhaile,
see Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 35, 45-59; for Isaac of Nineveh, see Bedjan: Perfectione
Religiosa, 16; Wensinck: Mystical Treatises, 11; Second Part, Chapter 11 (ed. 43-52, tr. 53-62).
™ Mingana 1934/Dadio®, 52b-53a, p. 244 (tr. 138).
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I only saluted the cross and made a genuflexion before the cross. After a short time
he was urged by the power of the cross and let loose my tongue, and I began to
praise God. [...] I was filled with unutterable joy and gladness. "

Much more detailed descriptions of the methods, however, are not available.

The difference between the concepts of meditation and contemplation is
clear in theory but obscure in practice. We may consider “meditation” as
psychological activity directed towards spiritual realities with the help of the
imagination and other psychic faculties, and “contemplation” as a higher state that
is more passive and less intentional by nature, perhaps also more or less
exceptional. The Syriac terms — mainly renya, herga, té’orya — referring to
meditation or contemplation are used quite hyponymously, however, and the
authors have no desire to differentiate between them by assigning technical
definitions to them.”* Moreover, in the metatheologians’ perspective,
contemplation is not an actual method to produce experiences but on the contrary,
a state resulting from the experience itself: according to Dadiso® of Qatar, the
Lord Himself fills the soul with numerous spiritual visions, so that one’s mind
rejoices in a meditative-contemplative operation consisting of

1. Meditation (renyad) on the greatness of the divine nature

2. Contemplation (hergd ) of the glorious Trinity

3. Continuous support ( ‘udrand) of the Love of Christ and of the light of
his divine glory

4. Meditation (renya) on the hierarchies of angels

5. Cogitation ( ‘uhdand) on Paradise and on the ‘spirits of the perfec‘[ed’75

6. Cogitation on the apparition of the Lord from heaven

. 76
and on the ascension of the holy ones to heaven

Another main object of meditation is Holy Writ. In St. Ephrem’s Paradise Hymns
there is a vivid, detailed and psychologically accurate description of the
meditative process between the reading of the Scriptures and the spiritual rapture
resulting from it.

" Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 32 (24%).

™ Of these concepts, renya is the most ordinary one (‘anxiety’, ‘thought’, ‘reflection’,
‘meditation”), herga refers to active meditation (or ‘study’), and #¢’6rya is clearly the most
abstract, due to its wide use, and therefore potentially the most mystical. The dictionary of Payne-
Smith gives for theoria (Ka1a <& , the Syriac form of the Greek fscopic) the following basic
meanings: (a) philosophical speculation, (b) spiritual contemplation, ecstasy, (c) concept, idea,
view, (d) theory, inner meaning hypothesis, argument. Simeon the Graceful defines theoria as an
“intelligible vision of the eyes of the soul” (Mingana 1934, 188b-189a), but he does not try to
differentiate it from herga or renya. The main point in contemplation, according to Simeon, is not
what is seen, but how it is seen.

” Mingana: ‘souls of the just departed” (OIANRKIY RARAY Kiwoia[...] ~aamas )
7 Mingana 1934/Dadi%o®, 23a-23b, p. 220-221 (tr. 104; for more detailed instructions on prayer
and meditations, see pp. 136-141).
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Scripture brought me to the gate of Paradise,

and the mind, which is spiritual,

stood in amazement and wonder as it entered,”’

the intellect grew dizzy and weak

as the senses were no longer able to contain its treasures,
so magnificent they were,

or to discern its savors

and find comparison for its colors,

. . . . 78
or take in its beauties so as to describe them in words.

It is important to realise that just as there is an organic connection between prayer
and reading, so there is one between reading and meditation. A monk is supposed
to read meditatively, not necessarily in large quantities. Attention should be
concentrated not on the form of the words but on their content. According to the
Letter Sent to a Friend, a word perceptible to the senses is empty without one
conceivable by the mind. A brother is advised not to let his external tongue
advance ahead of the mental tongue of the intellect, the application being that one
may even be occupied with “one word of a psalm for seven nights and days”.”
Simeon the Graceful gives a pithy definition of the contemplative approach to
reading: “if the eyes of our mind are opened, every word contains a volume”.*
But on the other hand, the outer verbal constructions are a necessary framework of
spiritual insights: “a hymn perceptible to the senses is the prerequisite for the
incorporeal chant™.®!

Isaac of Nineveh also gave a vivid description of the meditation on
saints, in which the mind of the meditating person follows the holy men through
the deserts and forgets itself; it seems to him that he is personally in the company
of the saints and sees them manifestly. By remembering their tales and meditating
upon them sleep is driven away, the spirit is strengthened and fears disappear. The
mind is concentrated and it smoothly slides into the sphere of ecstatic phenomena:
tears begin to flow, the heart burns with heat and the mind is intoxicated.*

One of the basic psychological characteristics of meditation is
concentration (kenisitd), but even this is not seen as a psychological exercise or
“method” but rather as a result of total withdrawal from the world. It is
emphasised that the mind must be free of distraction caused by worldly things

before entering the realm of mystical experience. This teaching is in fact

7imdo mma L aa

8 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 6:2 Translation according to Brock 1990, 109.

™ Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 22 (16%).

% Mingana 1934/Simon, 169b, p. 289 (tr. 20).

s e Mom oma KdAL )y \d¥8 ™ Koy The translation by Olinder
misses the point here: “emotional song is the prerequisite for the studied hymn”. Olinder: 4 Letter
of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 22 (16%*).

82 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 555; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 372.
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characteristic of all Eastern Christian traditions: mystical experiences are seen to
belong almost exclusively to the world of the spiritual elite who have first
abandoned the world and worldly thoughts.® The positive side of this “elitism” is
that the intellect (hawna or madde ‘@), after preliminary difficulties, “can easily be
brought to concentration (metkannes) and be collected in the store-house of the

84
7" Moreover,

heart after a long period of time, when it receives solid training.
concentration is said to be facilitated by the occurrence of (the first) mystical
experiences, indicating that the causality between them is understood as taking
place in the reverse direction to what we might expect.®

Finally, we may quote the three prerequisite components that enable one

to begin to gain experiences, as given by Isaac of Nineveh:

1. Good will directed towards God
2. Various exercises in solitude
3. Freedom from perversity (/a-me ‘aqqemiita)

caused by total renunciation of the world.*

The first one is the most important since all the others are inevitably based on it;
since the will is seen (especially in the Antiochene tradition) as the most central
function in the inner man, it could also be given as one definition of “mystical
attitude”. According to John of Dalyatha, the basic cause of all mystical gifts, and
of purification, is constant yearning for and beseeching of the love of God. He
calls this a “mother that gives birth to the new secrets of the new world”.?’ The
second one has been treated above, and the third corresponds to the idea of
concentration.

% Concentration in the sense of abandonment of worldly thoughts is in fact a prerequisite of prayer
in general, and applies to all Christians; see Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 10-14 (tr. 9-12).

8 Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 11 (tr. 10).

% «Especially, when it receives a small part of the sweetness of prayer, then, it climbs higher than
anything on earth and heaven and [they know] that it hurries to wonder only at its Lord and to
converse with him.” Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 11 (tr. 10).

R OLCAL R AN G I Kiac () ol on Kadds My L 3)

Kl 1 RARLAW Khao.me o KalLay oo . Kaanoyy o
Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 128; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 87. The basic meaning of /a-
me ‘aqqemiitd, albeit translated as ‘uprightness’ by Wensinck, is ‘non-perversity’.

8 Beulay: Lettres, 4:9 (pp. 318-319).
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2.2. Expression

2.2.1. Analytical Expression

Blessed is the man who has been found worthy of this gift, the workings of which
cannot be expressed with a corporeal tongue®. Indeed, there will then be made
manifest mysteries and revelations which only a mind can receive spiritually from
a mind, because having no power over them a corporeal tongue is not able to

express them (nemallel ennon) (*Abdiso* the Seer).”

When the inexpressible experiences are to be expressed verbally, there are in
principle two different ways of approaching the problem, and these constitute the
two methods of describing of the indescribable: the analytical and the symbolic.
Due to the indefinite character of indistinct inner experiences in the hazy mental
field, however, there are no exact descriptions in the absolute sense of the word.
Only negations can be analytical in the strictest sense, since they alone contain
clearly propositional statements of the experience. Therefore, the analytical
approach infers an analytical intention.

We may define here the analytical description as focusing of the concept
(X) by the signs (A, B...) whose concepts (Ax, Bx...) are better known. In
practice this results in a variety of different expressions. The problem is not
unfamiliar to the Syriac Fathers themselves.

The one who has never seen the sun with his eyes is not able to imagine (/a-
mhaggagi) its light in his mind, or to receive any kind of image in his soul, or to
perceive the beauty of its rays on the basis of hearing alone. In the same way the
one who has not perceived the taste of spiritual service (ta 'ma pulhand rithana),
and whose course has never brought him the experience (nesyand) of its mysteries,
and who therefore cannot receive in his mind an image [=X] bearing likeness of the
true one, is unable to find real conviction in his soul through mere human teachings
and exercises in writings

(Isaac of Nineveh).”

The problem of verbal description is illustrated in the fact that an ideal ecstatic
experience is wordless and silent. This applies to both its “methods” (especially if
we consider at least some phenomena under the name of ‘pure prayer’, selota
dekita, as such) and generally to its manifestation, too. Isaac of Nineveh makes a

¥ oo Kl maaas Msden <A
% Mingana 1934/° Abdigo, 145a, p. 263 (tr. 150).
® Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 54; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 38.
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clear connection between ecstasy and silence, the order being that the soul is
actually silenced by ecstasy; here ‘silence’ (Setqa) is clearly something much
deeper and more total than mere absence of physical sound.”’ According to
Simeon the Graceful,

Prayer does not consist in learning (yu/panda), in knowledge or in words, but in an
emptiness of the mind (sefigiita de-madde 'd) and peaceful and rational intelligence
(hawna behila we-hawnanaya), which is collected and quietened (mesayyen) by the
stillness (Setqa) of the faculties (zaw ‘€¢) and of the senses, resulting in a complete

destruction (‘ataya) of the thoughts and a complete rejection of all cares.”

All peace and consolation which a tongue is able to describe to others is imperfect:

a mind (hawna) teaches another mind in silence (be-Setqa).”

Since even the most analytical positive description of the indescribable always
contains symbolic components, the two ways cannot be separated with absolute
accuracy. This becomes evident when looking for the most reduced possible
analytical description, the word ‘ecstasy’ itself. If a language lacks a word for
ecstasy, one must be produced by adopting a symbolic sign in a somewhat
technical use. (A good example of an “analytical sign” is provided by the word
hurma and its derivatives in Finnish, since it does not seem to be derived from any
natural phenomenon, and therefore is not a symbolic but a “pure” way of
signifying an unusual state of consciousness.’*)

If we consult the Latin-Syriac dictionary, it offers two terms for
EXSTASIS: hetifit, derived from HTP, ‘to take by force’, and heziigya madde ‘a,
‘departure of mind’, an attempt to reach approximate to the idea of ¢k - oToc1s.”
In the sources of this study, however, hetifiit is quite rare and heziigyd is
practically impossible to find in the context of mystical experience.

Instead, there are two Syriac words which are very widely used as an
equivalent of “ecstasy’: fahra and temha.”® They are translated ‘ecstasy’ by

91 «“The soul [...] has no more no idea (r<_17) of itself, but is muzzled (<> \7) by/in ecstasy
(Ko &) and silence (RCo¥ur ), nor it is allowed to return unto the means of knowledge.”
Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 360; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 242. “When man has been
deemed worthy to receive this power within his soul, he abides only in ecstasy and silence.” /bid,
489 (328).

%2 Mingana 1934/Simon, 193a-193b, p. 312-313 (tr. 57). Mingana’s translation above may give a
little too tough an impression. ‘Emptiness’ (<% aL0_.a.c) is not to be understood as a negative
term, for in Syriac it is also used in the sense of ‘freedom’. Accordingly, ‘quietened’ (xn)
could also be translated ‘calm’ or ‘pacify’. ‘Destruction’ is perhaps a little too aggressive a term,
for Payne-Smith gives ‘cancelling’ and “abolition’ for rt\lv;

% Mingana 1934/Simon, 196a, p. 315 (tr. 62).

** Toivonen 1981, 90.

% Brockelmann, Lexicon Syriacum, pp. 225b & 228a.

% Vocalised tehra in the West Syrian tradition. The adjective (passive participle) form temiha
occasionally appears synonymously with femha. The etymological background offers a functional
possibility to translate temha as both ‘ecstasy’ and ‘astonishment’” when they appear twice in the
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Mingana and Wensinck; ‘stupeur’ and ‘émerveillement’ by Beulay, who regards
them as “difficilement distinguable” from each other.”” But curiously, the standard
meaning of both is originally ‘wonder’, in the sense of astonishment and
amazement. Most contexts would in fact admit the use of "wonder’ as well as that
of ’ecstasy’, but often a concept from somewhere in-between would be preferred.
This ambiguity is due to the character of mental phenomena: when the sense of
wonder grows strong enough it becomes ecstatic. At first sight their usages appear
synonymous, but a closer look shows that temhd is used more often, and it seems
to have a slightly wider usage in definitely non-ecstatic contexts.”® Consequently,
the relationship is rather one of hyponymy: the semantic field of tahra is included
in that of femha. The close relationship between the words has also affected the
manuscript tradition. In the letters of John of Dalyatha it may happen that when
tahrd occurs in a sentence, another manuscript has temha instead, and in a third
one temiha occupies the same position.”

How did the signs of ‘wonder’ actually end up signifying mystical
experiences? The semantic history of the words temhd and tahra in classical
Syriac is discussed in more detail in Appendix 1 (p. 331-341), resulting in two
answers. On the one hand there seems to be a semantic borrowing from Greek,
where the word ¢ékotoaots has an equivalent double meaning, and on the other
hand, there is an intra-Syriac development that can be illustrated with the aid of
the poetry of St. Ephrem.

Regardless of the details of the semantic history, however, the nature of
ecstasy in Syrian thought is to some extent characterised by the fact that it is
expressed with words that originally meant ‘astonishment’. Wonder can be
regarded as the basic attitude when approaching the presence of God. The
connection is also strengthened by a parallel phenomenon: the actual word for
astonishment, dummadra, is in some cases, albeit rarely, used in a context where
‘ecstasy’ would also do appropriately. The following statement by John of
Dalyatha is an obvious example of the word in an ecstatic context: “Ordinary
thoughts are silenced by the power of your dummara”.'® One of the dictionary
meanings of dummara (in Costaz) is, indeed, ‘stupor’.

On the other hand, there is a fundamental question: why not translate
temhd and tahra as ‘astonishment’ or ‘wonder’ rather than as ‘ecstasy’? Often
both would in fact do, but frequently there are strong contextual reasons that

same sentence, as Wensinck does: “The mind absorbed in ecstasy (Rarn ), the senses being at
rest” is soon followed by “astonishment (Ko™n&\) at these things even when prayer is cut off.”
(Mystic Treatises, 328; Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 490). The dictionary meaning of ‘miracle’
for tehra seems not to be valid in the metatheological discourse.

T Beulay 1990, 397; Beulay: Lettres, 1:4 (pp. 306-307), 12:3 (pp. 336-337), 25:4 (pp. 384-385)
etc. Brock gives “‘wondrous awe’ or ‘wonder’ for tahra (cf. Brock: Second Part, 5:14).

% Usually when the root THR appears in non-ecstatic contexts, it is as the verb tehar (Bedjan:
Perfectione Religiosa, 32). An example of the cases where tahra clearly means more than
‘wonder’ in ibid., 492. Non-ecstatic occurrences of both femha and tahra in ibid., 98.

* Beulay: Lettres, footnote 28, p. 306.

1 Beulay: Lettres, 45:3 (pp. 452-453.)
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favour the choice of ecstasy. The concept of ecstasy indicates an experience
stronger than mere mystical feeling, even a certain uncontrollability. The
factuality of ecstasy is proven in an empirical way in its different
manifestations.'"!

A very illustrative difference can be found in the Syriac Life of John of
Dailam (d. 738): when discussing an objective, outer cause of wonder, a miracle
such as an earthquake, the word tadmiirta, from the root DMR ‘to wonder’, is
used, but a subjective inner wonder is described with the words tahra we-
dummara.'” Often, however, all these concepts overlap or are used
interchangeably, which is due to the fact that on the psychological level, in the
mental reality, the transition from astonishment to ecstasy (through “daze” or
otherwise) is a stepless glide, but on the linguistic level the borderlines must be
sharply drawn.

An interesting aspect of the concept of femhd is shown in its use in the
discourse of Isaac of Nineveh where at least once temhda in the sense of ‘wonder’
is proposed as the reason for the temhda in the sense of ‘ecstasy’. The usage,
occurring in a long and syntactically complicated group of sentences, is probably
unintentional.'®

Of the other terms, the most remarkable candidate for an analytical sign
of ecstatic experience might be bulhaya, which appears occasionally in the
writings of John of Dalyatha, Isaac of Nineveh and Barhebraeus. Its basic
meaning seems to be ‘horror’, from which it has developed the meanings of
‘paralysis’ and ‘astonishment’, on the one hand, and of ‘hastening’ on the other. It
is translated into French by Beulay as ‘stupéfaction’ and into English by Brock
accordingly as ‘stupefaction’.'™

The term that perhaps occurs even most frequently in connection with
mystical experiences, however, is zaw ‘@, ‘motion’, ‘impulse’, which is a general
term for all inner movements, mystical or natural, and for emerging mental effects
but with no focus on any of their emotional or interpretative characteristics. Due
to the stupefying character of the mystical experience, during the most forceful
experiences the impulses cease, which would actually justify the translation
‘trance’.'” Yet there is no guarantee that any author, not to mention different

" For details, see chapter 2.4.

192 Brock: Syriac Life of John of Dailam, 137, 141, 146, 150. Brock, however, translates both as
‘wonder’.

1% Namely, the one who receives in his mind the greatness of God, the glory of his nature and the
wonder (femha) of his works, [...] gets drunk every moment in the ecstasy (temha) of the motions.
Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 171; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 254. Isaac’s syntax is often
somewhat careless and imprecise, which is connected with the fact that at least some of his
treatises were written by dictation.

1% B g. Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 112 (tr. 97); Beulay: Lettres, 2:4 (pp. 310-311); Brock: Second
Part, 7:2 (ed. 19, tr. 24); Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 258.

% E o Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 53; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 37. “How many times the
power of contemplation (theoria) [stimulated] by the Scriptures has silenced (mesatteq) and
stupefied (mebalhé) him, also from prayer, and left him standing with no impulse!”
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authors, would employ even the concept of impulse in a precise manner, since the
recognition of a part of the mental operation as an ‘impulse’ is not empirically
verifiable but implies one or another kind of interpretation.

Because an analytical description given with one word is always allusive
in nature and for that reason insufficient, those who aim to produce an analytical
description must proceed by developing specifications of the inner processes
during the experience, abstractions of the different parts of human mentality and
their function in the experience, and definitions on the level of consciousness:
how far the experience is under control. The problems here, for our taxonomy, are
that even the most analytical descriptions include signs that could or should be
taken as symbolic, and secondly, such abstractional discussions easily shift into
interpretation rather than description — just as the interpretative elements penetrate
into the experience itself — and the boundary between analytical description and
interpretation is to be abstracted out of the discourse by a deconstructing approach
that is sometimes completely contrary to the metatheologians’ own views (e.g. the
discussion on causa efficiens below).

The Syriac descriptions that can be taken as representative of the
analytical(ly intended) description of mystical experience seem to include the
following characteristics — or “modes of appearance”, to use the term preferred by
W.P. Alston:

— Totality: the subject is overwhelmed by the experience

— Involuntariness: it does not arise or operate under the control
of the conscious will

— Restfulness

— A stunning and dazing quality, potentially leading to loss of the
sense of identity or disorientation

— A feeling of joy or delight

— A sense of refreshment

— Warmth

The differentiation of qualities is partially arbitrary and discretional since any
quality may have an endless variety of modes according to its intensity: intense
restfulness may become intense enough to be stunning or dazing; involuntariness
may grow into uncontrolledness and so on. In the mental reality, we must stress
again, there are no definitive boundaries between the phenomena, unlike in the
verbal dimension.

Perhaps the most important feature of ecstatic experience in the Syriac
discourse is that of totality, which is also a safe criterion for differentiating a
‘mystical experience’ from religious experience in the general sense. It also
justifies our speaking of ‘ecstatic’ experiences. The differentiation between

(Kxoy A1 m\ Y. owa). “Their impulses are silenced in drunkenness”
(e om0y ~o¥dry Kaa.o01a0) Beulay: Lettres, 25:4 (pp. 384-385).
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mystical and ecstatic experiences always remains to some extent obscure, due to
the hyponymy of these overlapping concepts produced by the indefiniteness of the
mental phenomenon itself, but at least when the quality of uncontrolledness is
present, we are well justified in designating the experience as ‘ecstasy’.

When the metatheologians discuss the subject of totality, the most
analytical units of the discourse operate in the category of negations, portraying
what the experience excludes from the subject. Generally speaking, during the
experience the ordinary sense of reality recedes into the background. This may be
expressed as “ceasing of ordinary thoughts and their natural operation”,'*® or
‘closing’ (‘ammisiita) of the senses, meaning both the physical and psychic
faculties.'”” “Abdido® the Seer does his best to produce an analytical description,
which ends up as a kind of via negativa stressing the total nature of the

: 108
experience:

Mind will not even perceive and distinguish itself [...] neither thought (renya) of
anything, nor any consciousness (hussaba) or remembrance (mahSabta), nor any
impulses (zaw ‘€) and inward movements (refafe), but only ecstasy in God (temha

de-b-allaha) and an ineffable rapture (tahra de-1a metmallal)."”

Not one of the Seers (hazzayé) or the llluminated (yaddii tané) would then be able
to distinguish the identity of the mind (geniima de-hawna) from the vision of that
glorious light of the Holy Trinity, because all the hidden mansions of the heart will
be filled with that sublime light in which there are neither shapes nor likenesses nor
forms (eskémé) nor constructions (rukkdabé) nor numbers (menyané) nor colours
(gawné). This one light in singularity (hedandyiit) of vision cannot be divided into
any shapes (eskemeé) or figures (demwata). 1 would also like to tell you that at that
time there are neither different impulses (zaw ‘é) nor different thoughts (hussaba)
nor different meditations (renya), but one single ecstasy (tahra) which is higher

than all meditations, impulses and thoughts.'"

¢y io M1 Kran ,ma KM - KAl oot am - Ky Karés
Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 5. (Cf. Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 3.)

Y7 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 9; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 6.

1% We may note here that John Climacus seems to have a different approach to the totality of
experience in the Ladder, where he encourages one to “pay careful attention to whatever sweetness
there may be in your soul” (27:46). And in addition, “Blind tears are suitable only to irrational
beings, and yet there are some people who try, when they weep, to stifle all thought. Tears are
actually the product of thought (yévvnua gvvolcdc) and the father of thought is a rational mind.”
(7:20; PG 88, col. 805.) The views of John and ‘Abdi3o‘, however, are not necessarily in
contradiction if they are discoursing on experiences of different kinds or varying intensity, or if
they understand the concept of ‘thought’ in different ways. Yet it is evident that John, representing
the Greek Orthodox approach, is more careful and emphasises the relative nature of the
experience.

1% Mingana 1934/ Abdi%o®, 144b-145a, p. 263 (tr. 150).

19 Mingana 1934/ Abdio®, 155b, p. 274 (tr. 165). These two quotations illustrate the difficulties
in translating Syriac psychological concepts. ¥ avw is first translated by Mingana as
‘consciousness’, then in the second extract as ‘thought’; =_s14 is correspondingly first ‘thought’,
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John of Dalyatha exhausts the negative way of expression in brief:

At that time (I am as if) without intellect, as if non-existent, standing without
perceiving anything, without seeing, without hearing — only ecstasy and deep

silence without impulses and without knowledge.lll

The totality of the experience may cause the subject to lose interest or the need for
ordinary physical necessities like sleep: “They do not remember sleep, in the
manner of those who imagine themselves to have put off the body.”''?
Concentration on one thing evidently diminishes concentration on other things!

The aspect of involuntariness is also reflected in the use of the verbs
describing the operation of ecstasy, or its commencement, in the subject. Namely,
one may be ‘drawn’ (metneged) to ecstasy. Another interesting verb is ethetef,
‘become snatched’, used in the Peshitta account of Paul’s heavenly journey. The
quality of snatchedness as a psychological feature indicates a sense of the more
rapid motion of consciousness, which is very close to the whole idea of ecstasy,
an extraordinarily smooth state of mind. The corresponding noun hetifiita, by its
most literal definition, means ‘the act of being taken away by force’. It is
translated ‘rapture’ by Wensinck and Brock, Payne-Smith gives ‘rapture’ and
‘ecstasy’,'* and Beulay defines it as “le mouvement aboutissant  la stupeur”.'"*

The culmination of involuntariness is that the most forceful experiences
seem to possess the subject so that it may even be difficult for him to escape from
of his ecstatic condition: “ecstasy and wonder with rapture do not let one depart to
the world of shadow”.!'> The most natural interpretation of this, however, is to see
the feature as being caused by a decision of the will due to the pleasant nature of
the experience, which in turn would justify our pointing out the addictive quality
of the experience.

The uncontrolled nature of experience is evident, for example, in the
definition of tahra given by Isaac of Nineveh: “a state not under the control of the
will of flesh and blood and the soul’s impulses.”'® Thinking as a discursive

then ‘contemplation’. Both roots refer to thinking, but HSB is perhaps more active, RNY somehow
more profound.

"y om po Rar\G o ~aom ) v aom KAa Liawo

& oy Aa L /ot KAva ko . o Ko A

~a 1 o Beulay: Lettres, 16:2 (pp. 350-351).

el ymandya inmn o U\_.t\’ oy A x| Bedjan:
Perfectione Religiosa, 550. (Wensinck translates: “they do not remember to sleep. For they
imagine themselves to have put off the body.” Mystic Treatises, 369)

'3 For examples of Kk\ﬂ&_.lvm , see Isaac of Nineveh in Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 156,
171; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 106, 116; Brock: Second Part 14:27 (ed. 65, tr. 75).

1 Beulay 1990, 397.

A v\ maen ooy ) Kmwd oy Kimano Kamd Beulay: Lettres,
25:4 (pp. 384-385).

" Ky an Yoo »io Kimaa Kioae 12\a Brock: Second Part, 14:24 (ed.



88

process is in fact impossible in ecstasy, where all the movements of the intellect
are silenced.''” And not only the process of thinking but the mere reflection of
images ceases: “the ecstasy of mind (femha de-re 'yana) is free of all images™.'®
John of Dalyatha states that “in the sphere of wonder and ecstasy there is no
movement or any continual motion, either that of the soul, or that of the spirit.”'"
Loss of control may indicate, as the wording of a prayer by John of
Apamea suggests, that during the experience in question one loses the sense of
place.'® Either the senses do not function normally, or their functioning is not
apprehended normally by the subject. According to John of Dalyatha, when
ecstasy takes place, prayer ceases and the sense of hearing no longer receives
stimuli.'*' According to Isaac of Nineveh, the world is indiscernible'** and the

123 During the experience the physical senses and faculties are

senses are at rest.
passive “as in sleep” (‘AbdiSo® the Seer).'** This is briefly expressed in a notion
that in a strong mystical experience the mystic “goes out of his order” (nafeq men
takseh), an idea which essentially corresponds to the etymological meaning of
ecstasy as &k + oTools. '

Ecstasy by definition has a certain stunning character. This is described
in a lively manner by John of Dalyatha, who makes it clear that the intellectual
faculty becomes stupefied in ecstasy, and the sense of identity is lost in the
experience.'?® The dazing effect of the ecstatic experience is also shown in the

statement that when the ascetic is orientated in his mystical pursuit as he should

63, tr. 74).
" K Kiaan obaa 1 Karxdw “Thoughts bound fast with the bounds of
temha.” Brock: Second Part, 35:1 (ed. 139, tr. 151). __om.xX\ ”Kodx>» do.013 “In
drunkenness movements (of the intellect) are silenced.” Beulay: Lettres, 24:4 (pp. 384-385),
16:1-2 (pp. 354-355), etc.
PR R AL A Kmd Brock: Second Part, XV:11 (ed. 76, tr. 87)
" o Kooy i /ALK - Kaon Kamdiao Kamoan kAo
201 laro e K\ - Khaas s dn  Beulay: Lettres, 40:1 (pp. 420-423).
120 E.g. Brock: Syriac Fathers, 346. “so that for a period of time he is where he knows not, being
totally raptured and drawn towards you.” For some reason, the modern edition of the Syriac text
(Malpanita d-abbahatha, Bar-Hebraeus Verlag 1988) omits these ecstatic verses.
Y omadym hall [.] Kim& 1o Beulay: Lertres, 12:3 (pp. 336-337),

.. S .. o
RKmnda Ao haawhoo & <ad .  ibid, 13:3 (pp. 344-345).
122 NI KaaLod XSVJJ 0%; A o\ )\ ’owedon <\ L “The world is not at all
visible for him because of the drunkenness in you.” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 504.
(Wensinck translates: ‘he does not see the world at all because of his drunkenness in thee’. Mystic
Treatises, 339.)
12 \_A_Y_ 1 r \J The senses are literally ‘silenced’. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 489;
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 328.
124 \_._\_10 T\_c1_,§5\_:r. ¥y usﬁ;/lr\’ raom oy —“faculties (or: movements) of mind
become silent and restful as in sleep”; Mingana 1934/° Abdiso®, 153b, p. 272 (tr. 162).
12 Voobus 1988, 332. (cit. Ms. Vatican Syr 124, fol. 314a.)
126 1 KAmda _vay o) ,mlod K — “My understanding is stupefied in the ecstasy in
you”; AR At oL A ~ Liaw ,\ )Arx — “At that time I comprehend myself
as if non-existent.” Beulay: Lettres, 4:6 (pp. 316-317).
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be, ecstasy (tahra) is the only thing that is able to calm down the psychological
feeling of praise.'?’

Simeon the Graceful defines basic psychic restfulness as the sign of the
coming of experience. Firstly “the outer senses and the inner passions become at

128
rest”,

which is followed by the ‘spiritual impulses’ (zaw ‘é de-rith) and
‘mystical consolation’ (bityd’a kasya).

As we have already seen in connection with recitation, joy is a basic
feature of the mystical experience in the Syriac sources. The joyous quality is
occasionally presented in organic connection with ‘ecstasy’ by the use of
expressions like ‘ecstasy in joy’ (temha clab-haddﬂz‘d).129 It is possible to view joy
either as the content of experience or as its product. Joy may overwhelm the
whole body and “make the tongue silent”; a stronger joy may be expressed as
‘exultation’ (rewaza)."” In the mental reality the impression of joy is close to

feelings of ‘delight’ (bussama) and ‘pleasure’ (hanni’iita).

[...] his body will be moved in weeping mingled with joy (haddiita) that exceeds

the sweetness of honey.""

[...] from time to time, from the plentiful rushing streams of inner movements
(hussabé) (came forth something) that kindled him with its heat, and he was no

longer able to bear that flame of joy (haddiita) [...]"**

The experience may also have other emotional tones. Isaac of Nineveh knows a
heart-rending, stabbing and painful emotion (harrifiit hassa de-nasfa be-lebba)'>,
an expression that seems to correspond closely to the pain of love experienced by
the mediaeval Spanish mystics, especially the arrobamiento of St. Theresa of
Jesus.

Qualities of the mystical experience resulting from meditation on death
are defined as the spread of tranquillity (Se/ya@) in the soul, the disappearance of

perception (regesta) of physical things, and being tehir, here to be translated

P 100\0 odhdry mileary Kimdo miwaorda Kmoa

Beulay: Lettres, 31:4 (pp. 392-393).

o ’KEwo GAa /e A\J contdi i Mingana 1934/Simon, 169a, p. 288 (tr. 19).
12 E g. Beulay: Lettres, 12:8 (pp. 340-341).

B0 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 486; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 326. Further examples of
intense experiences of joy on p. 150-155.

BUalca done mo e Kaana L el ol Lo

~xoaa miondul (Isaac of Nineveh). Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 126;

Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 85. For the use of the 3™ person singular, see p. 183.

P m) aom wamlryi L Kafaen KOAW Karh O 9y 3o

omlax) 1mman Liay Kom sy i &K . omdan.nes

QYR IY on am  Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 140; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 96.

% Isaac of Nineveh in Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 177; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 120. The
Greek word katavuEis would make a pithy equivalent to the term.
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perhaps as ‘wondering’ rather than as ‘ecstatic’.'** The aspect of losing ordinary
consciousness during the experience is expressed as being de-la nafsa, ‘without
self” or ‘without soul’, a strong yet seldom used expression open to many
interpretations, and as being ‘led away’ (netdebar) from all “motion of senses and
impulses” (mettezi ‘aniita de-regsé wad-zaw '€).">* The corresponding qualities
also occur as produced by solitude, albeit with different vocabulary: the mystic
“loses (consciousness) of himself” (ta ‘é nafSeh) and “forgets his nature” (metnesé
la-kyaneh)."*® These expressions seem to refer in the first place to a static mode of
being, but the ecstatic context actually allows them to be taken as qualities of
specific mystical experiences as well. Correspondingly, the cessation of the
experience may be described as “coming back to one’s self/soul” (eta le-wat
nafSeh).*’

Warmth is a psychosomatic feature that is even more noteworthy in the
original context — the cold caves amidst the rocks of Northern Mesopotamia.'*®
When the images of warmth become strong enough, however, they are to be taken
symbolically. In practice the dividing line between analytical and symbolical
warmth is impossible to draw, since perhaps the most common word used in these
contexts, rethcim, covers a wide area from warm heat to burning (or boiling!)
fervour, and is generally used in the metaphorical sense. Almost the same applies
to the root HMM, signifying temperatures from warm to hot, and symbolising
fervent, violent emotions of zeal. Moreover, even the subject himself is hardly
aware of whether his heat is mental or physical since during the experience it may
be difficult to perceive the difference between the two dimensions.

If warmth is counted as being in the category of psychophysical
phenomena, what then would be its merely psychic counterpart? Depending on its
strength and intensity, [ would suggest (one expressed as) ‘consolation’ (bitya’a),
the operation of which is described as delightful and refreshing (metbassam)."*’
The expression has a slight nuance of interpretation, since in common thought the
concept of consolation implies the existence of the other who does the consoling.

B Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 257-258; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 173.

3 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 258; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 173.

13¢ Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 254; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 171.

Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 249; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 168.

E.A.W. Budge, who examined monks’ caves in Mesopotamia in the late 19™ century, saw “no
marks of fire in any of the cells” (Budge 1893, clxviii) in spite of the fact that in December-
February the temperature frequently drops below zero.

B9 E o Isaac of Nineveh in Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 177; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 120.
"9 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 248; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 167.

137

138
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2.2.2. Symbolic Expression
A symbol has been defined as “an exact reference to something indefinite”,"*! and
there indeed seems to be a kind of tension always present in the semantics of
symbolic expression. The concept of symbol has a twofold function: it may either
reveal and illustrate or hide and confuse, depending on the purpose of the author,
his method of application, the position of the recipient, and on the mechanisms
among these three. The choice of the sign itself may be more or less arbitrary
(symbols relying on resemblance are sometimes differentiated by calling them
‘icons’) but usually there is an analogous or metaphorical relationship behind the
use of a symbol. Usually symbols are chosen from the imagery of the respective
context, in this case Christian and Biblical.

Syriac theology enjoys a reputation for “symbolic thinking”, which has
often been contrasted with the “philosophical thinking” of Greek theology.'** The
most outstanding early Syriac theologians St. Ephrem, Jacob of Serugh and
Narsai, were in fact poets. Symbolic language is a general Semitic phenomenon,
abundant in the Hebrew OT itself, and the Syriac authors derived many of their
images from the Syriac Bible. The Divinity as ‘fire’, the incarnation as ‘clothing’,
anthropomorphisms and images of ‘light’, ‘eye’ and ‘mirror’ are common themes
in Syriac literature. Brock, in his articles on the thought of St. Ephrem, speaks
about ‘divine descent’ by a ‘ladder of symbols’.'*

For our topic this kind of ideological background provides space and
freedom in the choice of signs, yet within the boundaries of biblical tradition. It is
also clear that the ascetic authors are no poets: their language has neither the
tendency nor the aim to produce aesthetic images for the sake of form.

In principle, mystical experience may be described with the help of any
of the allegories or images derived from ordinary natural sensing, like that of
tasting,'** hearing (“sounds of spiritual beings”)'*’
the perfume of which is ineffable™).'*®

or smelling (“the sweet odour,

The category of tasting generates analogues of a more detailed nature,
such as “the palate of his mind tastes the delight of these divine secrets.”'*” In
Syriac usage tasting is also a symbolic way of expressing perception in general,
and, as a vital concept with a certain subjective ardour, it is very suitable for use

with reference to a mystical experience. Tasting may be focused as ‘sweet taste’

! Tindall 1955, 6.

142 The position has recently been challenged by U. Possekel: Evidence of Greek Philosophical
Concepts in the Writings of Ephrem the Syrian. (CSCO 580, 1999.)

' Brock 1984, 10-12, 24-48.

"“ E.g. Mingana 1934/Simon, 194b, p. 314 (tr. 59).

> Mingana 1934/° Abdi3o®, 153b, p. 272 (tr. 162).

¢ Mingana 1934/ Abdi%o®, 143b, p. 262 (tr. 148-149).

Wy wla /amn Kasd oy pato By

O\ ] Ao Kwaa oo Kaw s\, Olinder: 4 Letter of
Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 41 (30*%). The analogy is further employed in p. 54 (40%).
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(te‘amta halz'z‘d).148 The usual function of the concept of sweetness (halyiita) in the
discourse is to activate the quality of pleasure and joy present in the experience
and adjoin it to the symbolic parlance. The idea of tasting naturally gives rise to
images of eating'*’ and drinking, and the category of eating in turn produces
further signs like ‘nourishment’ (saybarta)'™ or “victuals’ (tiirsaya) to depict the
mystical experience.'”! Accordingly, the image of drinking is naturally connected
with the symbols of the cup, wine or fountain.

In preserved solitude this meditation (renyd) will pour endless pleasure (hanni ita)
into the heart and will quickly draw the mind towards unspeakable ecstasy (femha

la-metmallelana). Blessed is he to whom this fountain (mabbo ‘a) has been opened
and who drinks (es$#7) from it at all times, day and night.">

Of all the various ways of perception, the sense of touch seems not to be used to
symbolise mystical experience. In its most concrete sense it is the least
appropriate in terms of analogical symbolism when set in relation to spiritual
phenomena. Somewhere between tasting, smelling and touching, however, is the
image of breathing. Isaac of Nineveh writes about “breathing the ecstatic air of the
new world”,'>* Philoxenus of Mabbug about “breathing the air that is above”,">*
and John of Dalyatha urges his reader to “breath the Spirit of life” (siig rith
.hayye’)155 so that the Life may mingle with his material substance. The continuous
breathing of the scent of the Beloved represents, for John, an ecstatic mode of
being.'*® In this connection John also utilises the double meaning of riih as ‘wind’

and ‘Spirit’, and the derivative of the same root ‘smell’ (7h):

He inhales (merih) your Holy Spirit like a child that breathes in (sa’eq) the smell of
his parent, he exhales (pa ‘eh) the smell (r7h) of your Grace from his body like a

child the smell of his nourisher. '’

8 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 6-7; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 4.

149 «Blessed be he who eats (\a <) from these things continually.” Isaac of Nineveh in Bedjan:
Perfectione Religiosa, 163; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 110.

P rLra@y ’Kraaod ’eodl O oo m) KamLhyn KA.

“Nourishment is given to the mind by the Holy Spirit mystically.” Mingana 1934/ Abdio*, 169
(158b, p. 277) The old Semitic form ‘Spirit of holiness’ is used here.

I Mingana 1934/ Abdi%o‘, 161a, p. 279 (tr. 172).

2 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 258-259; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 174.

P Kmamé AN oo (Isaac of Nineveh) Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 125. (Wensinck
translates ‘wonderful air’ in Mystic Treatises, 85.)

' Philoxéne de Mabboug, La Lettre & Patricius, 97 (842-843).

153 Beulay: Lettres, 28:2 (pp. 388-389).

¢ Beulay: Lettres, 31:4 (pp. 392-393).

7 Beulay: Lettres, 51:5 (pp. 474-475). Another word play is ‘child’ (yalloda) — ‘parent’
(valoda).
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Blessed is he who breathes Holy (#ith) Spirit and who has mixed also the smell

(r7h) of his own body into the one who has taken delight in his aroma. '**

In spite of the fact that the fragrance is in the first place not a concrete fact but a
symbolic sign of a spiritual phenomenon, 4 Letter Sent to a Friend contains a
curious description of an olfactory mystic experience which claims that the
quality of fragrance may cling to one’s actual clothing (one way to explain the
existence of objects containing baraka!) and therefore a lovely smell may be
experienced in a concrete physiological way as well.

And from the heart of man comes forth a sweet smell, that the senses of a mortal
body are unable to perceive, until the clothing and the whole body of man has that

holy smell and has changed to its likeness."”

The ambiguity of the mystical-ecstatic phenomenon is illustratively shown by the
fact that it may be referred to with symbols whose basic meanings are somewhat
antithetical, such as ‘fountain’ (mabbé '@)'® and “fire’ (niira)'®", and this may take
place even in the same sentence:

Prayer becomes a gift of God when the spring (mabbo ‘@) of the heart is
kindled with the fire (nira) of love and with the wood of sacrificial labours

(Simeon the Graceful).'®

The symbol of a fountain is employed in the discourse to activate the joyous and
refreshing qualities of the experience, the result being signs like ‘fountain of
pleasure’ (mabbd ‘a de-hanni’iita).'® The joyous quality of the experience
produces further symbolic signs that have adopted figurative characteristics such
as ‘sun of joy’,'* ‘flame of joy’'® or ‘sparkling rays (zelgé) of joy’."%

The aspect of sensitivity and perhaps a certain irritation present in the

mystical experience can be seen in the use of the term ‘tickling’ (huthdté).167 The

8 Beulay: Lettres, 38:1 (pp. 408-409).

¥ Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 41 (30%).

Y0F o Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 259; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 174.

"I B . Mingana 1934/ Abdigo®, 159b, p. 278 (tr. 171).

'2 Mingana 1934/Simon, 193b, p. 313 (tr. 58). I have altered Mingana’s *mental labours’
(Rariaaa <\ ) to *sacrificial labours’, in accordance with to the Old Testament use of the
word Ay ae | *separation’.

1 E o Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 58; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 41.

ot —0m\™» n.;é K8 &1w1 ~Kr>y s — “the sun of joy shines into them”; Beulay:
Lettres, 11:6 (pp. 334-335).

' ohotw o am ~aml\ax\ Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 140; Wensinck: Mystic
Treatises, 96.

1 Isaac of Nineveh. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 125; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 84.

T o011 Kaeddun 1 \Gda Vo » midd tdj "Pray God that He would
allow you to perceive the ticklings of the Spirit”. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 218. (Wensinck
translates as ‘spiritual allurements’, Mystic Treatises, 147.)
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function of tickling in the discourse of Isaac of Nineveh is that it is crucial in
orientating the subject from the ‘world’ to occupy himself with the spiritual
phenomenon. These ‘ticklings’, however, cannot be perceived without solitude
(Selya), emaciation (nahobiitd) and attentive recitation — except in a deceptive
way, where they soon change into ‘bodily’ (gesime) ones.'®®
Most of the qualities that we encountered in the previous chapter are

present on the level of the symbolic expression as well, but in other, more refined
forms. Even the loss of the sense of place, itself a result of the dazing quality of
the experience, is expressed on the symbolic level by John of Dalyatha in a
poetical fashion: “The earth that I used to walk on has vanished from before
me.169

What, then, would be the most suitable and functional linguistic icon of
ecstasy, with sufficient ability to bear close resemblance? Perhaps the most
accurate solution, and certainly one of those most commonly applied, is to employ
the analogy of drunkenness,'’’ which is a very illustrative symbol, since it is about
the only thoroughly ecstatic extraordinary state of mind that is commonly known.
It also has some potential connotations with vine-symbolism, an important topic
in Syriac theology, deriving from the Gospel of John.'”! The Syriac verb to
express drunkenness is rewda, but balhi is sometimes used in a similar or parallel

172
way.

From his Good he gives to drink that wine whose drunkenness (rawwayiita) never

leaves those who drink it (Isaac of Nineveh).'”

The mind will also become intoxicated (rawé) and enraptured (metbalhi), as with

strong wine (Abdiso* the Seer).'”*

Drunkenness can be described as taking place through ‘wine’ (hamra) or through
a stronger symbol, hamrd hayya, a broad expression signifying pure or unmixed
and therefore strong wine, not to mention the connotation derived from the basic

18 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 218; Wensinck, Mystic Treatises, 147.

' Beulay: Lettres, 4:6. (This being, of course, only one perspective from which the sentence may
be interpreted.)

' B g. Mingana 1934/ Abdiso®, 144a, p. 262 (tr. 149), Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 555;
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 372.

I The ecclesiological and Christological aspects of vine-symbolism are presented exhaustively by
Murray in his excellent work Symbols of Church and Kingdom (pp. 95-130). Nevertheless, he pays
no attention to the symbolism of personal experience.

"2 The four-radical (BLH’) verb ym\o and its derivation ym\& < are quite rarely used, and
not in the context of the mode of drunkenness caused by alcohol, but rather of falling into a
rapturous state in general. For example, see Isaac of Nineveh in Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 77,
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 53.

' Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 77; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 53.

"7 Mingana 1934/° Abdizo®, 144a, p. 262 (tr. 149).
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meaning of hayya: living wine. By deriving the same idea further it is also
possible to speak merely of ‘the cup’ (kdsa).'”

If a brief excursion is allowed, we may also note here that the most
detailed and vivid portrayal of drunkenness in Syriac literature is perhaps that
given by St. Ephrem in his Hymns on Virginity. The point of comparison is
relevant because St. Ephrem described spiritual drunkenness as well.'”® In their
context the following lines do not actually refer to spiritual ecstasy, yet they may
be quoted in order to enlarge our picture to cover the other side of the process of
symbolism (“the exact reference”, as it was called above).

For the path of the voices that batter his ears does not lead to his heart.
The gates of his ears are open to the other:

a word that entered by his ear

went out on the opposite by the other ear.

While his teacher supposes that he is listening to him,

he does not perceive that his warning is pouring forth outside,

because there is no place in his heart to receive [it]."”

For full and congested and cramped is the spacious gulf of his reason
from one drop of the love surged and became a great sea.

Thoughts plunge in and arise like a sailor whose ship is wrecked.
Thought is afloat in waves of desires like a ship whose navigator has

abandoned it.'”™

In his Book of Perfection Sahdona gives a long description of earthly drunkenness
in order to parallel it with the spiritual one. Here drunkenness and temha are
identified, and heat is attributed to both. Those who love God are likened to
‘drunkards’ (rawwdayé), and their observational capacity is described as extremely
weak. The stress here is on the inner reality that a drunken person experiences at
the expense of the external one:

Those who love God and are smitten with love for him are like people who are
drunk (rawwaye), for a drunk who is enflamed with wine is in a complete state of
temhd: he walks on the ground, but is not aware of it; he stands among people, but
he does not distinguish who they are. Often enough he may struck a blow, but he

does not suffer anything; he may be insulted, but he is not offended; he may be

' Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 511; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 344. Possibly the earliest
Syriac occurrence of these images is in the Psalms of Solomon (8:15), where kasa hayya le-
rawwayita is used in the negative sense as an instrument of God’s wrath. (See Harris, R. —
Mingana, A. The Odes and Psalms of Solomon. Vol. 1. The Text, Manchester 1916.)

7 RORe ’RONLK am maar O oiin Kdwaarda AAAN\S ola (Ephrem:
Hymnen de Paradiso, 9:24). Here the cause of inebriation is beautifully described as “waves of
glory flowing from the beauty of that sublime Beauty”. For more details, see below, p. 106.

" lanan mals )R o <A

' Ephrem, Hymnen de Virginitate, 1:13-14. Translation from McVey 1989, 264-265.
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praised, but is not puffed up by it — simply because he is incapable of
understanding what he hears as a result of his great drunkenness (rawwayiita).
When a large number of people address him, he is not aware of it, for the
awareness of his heart is snatched away (hetif) as a result of the heat (hammimiita)
of the wine which enflames (sagra) him. And when he sleeps on the floor, he

. . . . . . 179
imagines he is flying in the air.

Isaac of Nineveh gives an expression of the same phenomenon in a more spiritual
context, stressing the negative character of intoxication, the state in which the
normal functions of the mind cease so that even the differentiation between mind
and body is no longer sensed:

The mind is engulfed in ecstasy (fakra) and the desired object of prayer is
forgotten. The impulses are drowned in deep drunkenness and he is no longer in
this world, and since then there is no longer discernment of body or of soul, nor

recollection of anything.'*

Other aspects of the experience are emphasised in the two clusters of concepts
that are often connected with each other: those of heat and light, both occurring
frequently in Syriac texts. Symbols of heat arise from the aspect of warmth in the
mystical experience and they include ‘hotness’ (hammimuta), ‘burning’ (retha)
and the more concrete signs ‘flame’ (§ilhaba) and “fire’ (niira).'® Symbols of
light include the concepts of ‘light’ (nuhra, nithara)'®?, “illumination’
(nahhirita)'™ and perhaps Safyita'™ in the sense of transparency. The difference
between nithra and nuharda is so slight that I have found no way to express it in
English;'® however, even in Syriac this difference is not discernible in
unvowelized texts. The totality of the experience is often expressed with the

' Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles I, 3:150. English translation (except the terms in Syriac)
according to Brock 1989, 110-111. A similar description by John of Dalyatha in Beulay: Lettres,
37:4.

%0 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 174; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 117-118: ‘engulfed’ —
literally: ‘swallowed” (\_\&™) . The last sentence is attributed by Isaac to Evagrius.

"1 Mingana 1934/° Abdizo, 156a, p. 274 (tr. 165)

“love of God burns in the heart of a man like fire”:

K v KoK dein Kaxras Kraioa mals o,

Mingana 1934/°Abdi%o*, 144a, p. 262 (tr. 149); ‘fiery impulse’ — rajan <Ky on.

82F o Mingana 1934/Dadi3o’, 23a, p. 220 (ir. 104); Brock: Second Part, 6:1 (ed. 16, tr. 20).
'3 E.g. Mingana 1934/Dadiso*, 23a, p. 220 (tr. 104); Brock: Second Part, 6:2 (ed. 16, tr. 20).
"% E.g. Beulay: Lettres, 4:5 (pp. 316-317), 51:13 (pp. 480-481) etc. Beaulay treats John of
Dalyatha’s Safyita as a technical term that is regularly to be translated /a limpidité. In some
contexts ‘brightness” would make a nice, slightly poetic alternative, especially when the root
occurs in the adjective safya.

%3 In Finnish, at least, it is possible to differentiate between ‘valo’ and ‘valkeus’, approximately
corresponding to nihra — niwhara. (Cf. French ‘lumiére’ — ‘lueur’.)
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symbolism of light: “And all my body together with my soul was one strong
light.”'%¢

The symbolism of fire has a rich number of subtexts, for it has deep roots
in the Biblical tradition, '*’

St. Ephrem towards sacramental connections.

and in the Syriac Church it was further developed by
188

In the labour of prayer there blazes up in the soul the fire (nira) of Christ’s love
(nara de-rehmeteh da-ms$tha) and the heart becomes frantic (sané) with longing
(reggeta), and kindles (mawged) all the members on flames (Su/habé); it exults

with love and goes out of its order (John of Dalyatha).'®

The image of fire is common in Sahdona, who employs a great deal of parallelism
in his discourse, together with drunkenness as parallel modes of experience:
“When he is drunk (rawe) with the love (hubba) of God and is inflamed (Segir)
with the compassion (rehmetd) of his Lord.. 1% The most fervent advocate of
fiery images is perhaps John of Dalyatha, who declares that when a person
perceives the mystical experience, “his heart is enflamed and burns constantly”.'”"
And further, “Then the blaze is kindled again in you. Your heart grows fervent
and your flesh burns in its fervour.”'

The symbol of light has the capacity to produce further images, such as
Isaac’s ‘flower of the shine of truth’ (zahra de-denheh da-srara). Accordingly, the
description of participation in this experience belongs to the symbolism of
‘seeing’.'”

The symbolism of light, often expressed as ‘shapeless light’,'”* which
emphasises the non-physical character of the light in question, is one of the most
distinctive features of the East Syrian authors, and for John of Dalyatha in
particular it is a basic motif. His language is probably the most colourful in all
Syriac metatheology; he develops the theme of light with more poetical

expressions, such as ‘cloud of light’ (‘arpela de-niihra)'®®, and adopts further

'8 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 32 (24%).

87 «Our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29, Deut. 4:24, Gr. TUp katovaAiokov, Peshitta:
~d\a K aan); “He will baptise you with Holy Spirit and fire” (Matt. 3:11, Luke 3:16).
In 2 Tim. 1:6 (“Fan into flame the gift of God”), however, is in the Peshitta the idea of fire (Gr.
avalcmupetv) merely “stir up’ (e 7).

"8 Yousif 1977, 241-246.

"% Voobus 1988, 332. (cit. Ms. Vatican Syr 124, fol. 314a.)

P i deio Lo Kol fKLml) ’Koawa no - Sahdona: Oeuvres
Spirituelles I, 3:151.

P lao mal 1n.o omldaey mo x\AK na Beulay: Lettres, 24:1

(pp. 380-381).

'°2 Beulay: Lettres, 29:2 (pp. 390-391).

" RAea owann KAamn Nioda - )s\ﬂ.\é.& Kaid.m aar

“Let your prayers be followed by the works of excellence, that your soul might see the flower of
the shine of truth.” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 52; Wensinck, Mystic Treatises, 37.

Y awa <1 Xamaa E.g. Beulay: Letrres, 48:11 (pp. 504-505).

' Beulay: Lettres, 36:2 (pp. 400-401). The symbol of a cloud, well known from Pseudo-
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images like the ‘likeness of a sapphire’ (sappila) and ‘colours of the shades of
heaven’ (gawnda da-kroma da-smayya) to signify the states of soul; to
counterbalance the symbolism of light he may make use of the ‘darkness of the
Glory’ (‘amtand de-subha) of God, or praise the ‘bright darkness’ (‘amtana
nehird);"’® he illustrates the “foaming founts springing up from an indescribable

sea” with the “indivisible whirls of rays of light (zalligay nihra)”."”

After this glorification the mind (hawna) is silenced and engulfed in the light of the
vision (hazzetd) of sublime and immaterial contemplation (ze ‘orya) like a fish in

198
the sea.

Light is a symbol which by its mere existence implies something originating from
outside of the subject. The experience is described both as full of light in itself and
as movement towards light — one more inexact feature in the discourse.

Immediately after the mind has been illuminated and risen upwards, it becomes
conscious of the rays of impassibility, and desires all the more earnestly to be
drawn towards the shapeless eternal light (nithra ityaya de-la demii) (Simeon the

Graceful)."”

It is also a matter for discussion whether the parole on light reflects a quality of
brightness in the analytical sense or whether it is rather a symbolic expression.
‘Abdiso° the Seer tries to explain the vision (hazzetd) of mind in analytical terms:
it has ‘neither image nor likeness’, for the mind ‘does not know and does not
distinguish its own self from the glory of that imageless light’.**’ He tells us that
even the remembrance of that vision of light leads him to complete ecstasy,
physical and psychic in nature. And moreover, ‘AbdiSo‘ also makes it clear that
the light in question is not physical®”' light, just as the sound of spiritual hosts and
conversations is different from our voices, and spiritual food is dissimilar to
earthly food.”" In other words, ‘light’ is to be understood as a symbolic concept
rather than as an analytical one.

Dionysius, does appear in other authors as well: E.g. Mingana 1934/ Abdiso®, 144b, tr. 150.

1% Beulay: Lettres, 48:11 (pp. 504-505), 48:12 (pp. 504-505), 36:5 (pp. 404-405), 46:3 (pp. 454-
455). For the ‘vision of a sapphire’ there is a subtext by Evagrius (see ibid., 17:2, p. 357).
Tl may A Kl 2 adiy KA ey

~iman o\ admeady A A hano o am

Beulay: Lettres, 40:6 (pp. 424-425).

'8 Beulay: Lettres, 49:12 (pp. 514-515).

1% Mingana 1934/Simon, 166b, p. 286 (tr. 15). Mingana translates a>a =\1 ~Ldo
~Aman  as “a divine light which has no image”; the most literal equivalent for <&, rKaman
would be ‘substantial light’.

2% Mingana 1934/ Abdio®, 149a-149b, pp. 267-268 (tr. 156).

2% estuksaya, literally “elementary’.

» a@maa\,or Kimo ~am T al  Mingana 1934/°Abdiso’, 152a, p. 270 (tr. 160).
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Since the interests of the metatheologians — with the possible exception
of John of Dalyatha — were not in symbolism itself or in aesthetic qualities, they
show no tendency to seek for especially peculiar symbols. Even the most
extraordinary ones usually come from the religious context, which usually means
a biblical subtext, such as the ‘pearl’ (marganita), which occurs in a symbolic
function in the New Testament®” and in Syriac literature in general (symbolising

204 .
as well as in

Christ, the Word of God, faith, virginity and communion),
Manichaeism. Isaac of Nineveh employs it as a symbol of ecstasy received in
prayer; in the same context he also employs the symbolism of spiritual swimming
(sahwa), which is further connected with pearl-diving.*” This is one part of his
image of spiritual life as an ocean, from the depths of which one can encounter

surprises of many kinds:

Numerous are the varying states (Suhlafe) of this ocean. Who knows its labours and
its multifarious pursuits, the wonderful pearls (marganydta tmihata) in its depth

and the animals (haywata) rising from it? (Isaac of Nineveh)*"°

These images fit well with Isaac’s background in Qatar, the coast of which has
been famous for its submarine treasures sought by divers.””” The sea —a
mysterious, non-exhaustible entity — was used as a symbol of God by John of
Dalyatha, who also wrote a discourse on the “spiritual sea’.**®

Among curiosities we may encounter even more peculiar symbols, such
as Isaac’s ‘harbour full of peace’,”” referring to an ‘ineffable stupefaction
(bulhdya)’, John of Dalyatha’s ‘total living lustres’ and ‘statute of light’.*'® The
more exotic the symbols become, the more difficult it is to retain the connection
with the original experience, the result being a variety of possibilities as to how to
interpret the images. The more extraordinary the symbol is, the more the
signification of the expression is the product of a subjective interpretation. One
might argue that not all of the above expressions have a mystical experience as
their reference. The images in question, however, are in their context spiritual

objects that are aimed at and yearned for by the authors. In this case the definition

*% Matt. 7:6, 13:45-46, Rev. 21:21.

*** Harviainen 1999, 342.

2% «Dyring such acts (of worship) all of a sudden someone might sometimes discover a pearl
(KX\_._\_\"\JJ , Gr. papyapttns).” Brock: Second Part, 14:24 (ed. 62, tr. 74), 34: 4-12 (ed. 136-
138, tr. 148-150). The Syriac associations of sahwa are different from the ‘swimming’ of more
water-rich cultures: the semantic field of the verb seha covers ‘bathing’ and ‘baptism’ as well.

2% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 179; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 121.

297 Other marine images include the little boy being taught to swim (Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa,
273; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 183).

2% Beulay: Lettres, 51:8 (pp. 476-477), 50:14-15 (pp. 466-469).

2 aany <\ o\ Brock: Second Part, 7:2 (ed. 19, tr. 24).

219 Another possible way of translating . A\&a in ya™ s that suggested by Beulay:
‘Les resplendissements de la Vie totale’. iman aaas — ‘la colonne de lumiére. Beulay:
Lettres, 40:9 (pp. 426-429).
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given above — “a symbol is an exact allusion to something indefinite” — is
particularly true: mystical experience is at least as wide and elastic an entity as the
heterogenic language that refers to it. Moreover, there is also a difference as to
whether a symbol has as its reference a single mystical experience or the concept
of mystical experience in general, and this is not necessarily reflected in the level
of significance.

When symbolic description is separated from strict analogy, the
discourse easily drifts to the aesthetic, from the strictly religious to the artistic. If
this be the case, it should be possible to find descriptions that surpass the beauty
of the reference, the experience itself. Especially in that case the symbols may
operate regardless of the existence of mystical experiences as their reference.
Perhaps an example of exaggerative symbolism might be seen in the image of
‘flying in a spiritual chariot’:

While astonished (metdammar) [with spiritual thoughts] he places his mind in the
spiritual chariot and lets it fly and be occupied with all the holy fathers of all

. . . . . 211
generations, the inheritance of whose behaviour he possesses. (Isaac of Nineveh)

The following samples from John of Dalyatha are full of verbal jubilation with
poetical archetypes such as abyss, pond, song, flames, thirst, breathing and flying:

You have thrown me into your abyss (fehiimd) in order that I might drink without
measure; intoxication of your love (rawyiit rehmetak) is burning me, and behold,

my heart is enflamed out of thirst for your pond (pesida).*"?

Blessed is the one who spreads out his bed in the unceasing amazement of your
mysteries, and stays in peace and silence (Sali we-Sateq) in ecstasy (tahra) that is in
them, and breathes from them fragrance of life (réh hayya) for the delight of his

. 213
assiduous heart.

My heart kindles from your love, and because of the flames (sulhaba) of its

yearning it rises to fly from its place/position. My soul is thence as it was set in

annihilation (],‘ullc‘lqrc‘l).2 1

2! Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 551-552; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 370. The image of
‘chariot’ (markabta) happens to be thematically analogous and etymologically equivalent to the
Kabbalistic merkava mysticism, but there is, of course, no reason to suppose any “influence” here.
The same set of images is common stock and easily accessible to any poetical mind in each
tradition.
SN, S SN2 U\m:\ sonot i s Khrxa ko omao

L ~.m v\ 10, ’ma . Beulay: Lettres, 46:2 (pp. 454-455).
21 Beulay: Lettres, 51:3 (pp. 474-475).
214 Beulay: Lettres, 17:1 (pp. 354-355).
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Cause your hidden power (haylak kasya) to dwell in us, so that the senses of our
soul (regsay nafsdk) may be strengthened, in order that our soul may mystically

(ra’zana’tt) strike up a song filled with tahra (Isaac of Nineveh).?"

When the aesthetic values of the expression grow, the cognitive ones
correspondingly lag behind, and understanding of the expression is more and
more subjectively dependent on each reader’s personal experience and subtextual
background. For example, what experience does Simeon the Graceful mean by
saying: “Blessed is the soul which has eaten the ‘bread of angels’ (lahma de-
mala'ké) from the table of God”?*'® He seems to assume that the reader already
knows what it is all about, that he is one of those “who have tasted”. In other
words, he uses a symbol that is unclear to outsiders, but potentially adequate to be
a common code for mystics; others are dependent on their subtexts. In Christian
theology bread as a biblical symbol of Christ is usually connected with the
Eucharist, but in the discourse of ascetics this is not necessarily the case. In fact
Simeon makes no mention of the sacrament of the Eucharist anywhere in his
discourse. A more likely subtext for the concept of bread is the ‘spiritual bread’
(lahmd rithandya) of Stephen bar Sudhaile’s Book of the Holy Hierotheos, where
the context reveals its meaning to be a symbol of divine help received in the
spiritual ascent.”'” These kinds of “obscure” images, however, do not actually
describe experience as an incident, but rather interpret it as a phenomenon by
connecting it as part of a wider religious system of thought.

To make some concluding remarks, the symbolism of mystical
experience is basically conventional and largely biblical but every now and then
also “poetical” and of indisputable aesthetic value. Conventionality means in
practice that inappropriate symbols like sexual or otherwise defiled images are
absent from the discourse. Nevertheless, a fairly wide set of images can be used if
they have sufficient analogous value: even a ‘dog’ can be used in a positive way
as a symbol of the soul’s spiritual zeal.”"®

21 Brock: Second Part, 10:41 (ed.42, tr. 52)

21 Mingana 1934/Simon, 171a, p. 290 (tr. 23). The word used of the ‘table’ (3o &) often
refers to the Communion table, the altar, but ‘bread of angels’ (Rard\ha ~Kwl) is not
employed as a symbol of the Eucharist. It is a biblical image (Ps. 78:25) which in the Syriac
version of Pseudo-Hippolytos refers to God’s will and acting in accordance with it. (Brock: Some
New Syriac Texts, 177-199.)

21" Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 39 (Syriac 35%).

1% Isaac of Nineveh adopts the ‘dog’ from Evagrius; Brock: Second Part, 17:3 (ed. 81, tr. 92).
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2.2.3. Poetical Expression

Poetical language differs from symbolic description only in the form of
expression, the semantic mechanisms of symbolic allusion on the level of deep-
structures being fundamentally similar. Yet poetry is characterised by a certain
freedom of expression: the poetical approach allows more variation in the choice
of symbolism, and the limitations set by the theological context are not in full
force.

How, then, are mystical experiences expressed in Syriac poetry? Despite
the abundance of memra and madrasa poetry in Syriac literature, the vehicle of
mystical discourse among the Syrian monks is almost exclusively prose. This fact
is remarkable in itself, for it again shows that the metatheologians felt no need or
desire to develop the forms of expression towards artistic purposes with aesthetic
motives.

Something, however, can be found outside the main streams of
metatheological tradition. The Odes of Solomon (OS), a Jewish-Christian work
from the second century AD, is exceptionally rich in this respect.”' In the
historical perspective OS forms a relatively detached phenomenon in Syriac
literature (also by its poetical form, or lack of it), yet its topics and images are in
fact surprisingly similar to those found in later Syriac literature, including the
sources of the present study. For that reason I see a more detailed survey of the
imagery of OS as being of relevance for our synchronic approach, even though
this entails a brief excursion from the mainstream of our corpus. For the purposes
of this chapter I shall also employ a reference from St. Ephrem’s Paradise Hymns,
which is undoubtedly one of the most fruitful sources from the golden era of
Classical Syriac poetry in regard to expression of personal experience. And finally
I shall make a brief excursion to a lesser-known epic of Rabban Hormizd.

The general atmosphere of OS is very charismatic. Primarily, we may
differentiate three different ways in the expression of the mystical encounter:

1. Explicit: (symbolic) description of the encounter.
2. Implicit: aspects in telling-technique

3. Description of visions

1 A methodological note here to illustrate the systematic analysis; the selection of quotations has
been made in two basic stages. First, from the whole discourse of OS I have selected all features
that seem to include traces of personal experience. Thus most biblical allusions, for example, are
omitted. Second, 1 exclude all expressions that seem to belong more to general religious
experience. What remains then, should be the elements of expression of extraordinary “mystical
experience”. It is to be admitted, however, that there is no ultimately objective criterion for
defining the exact course of decisions in either of these stages. The translations of OS are my own,
usually representing a compromise between the ultra-literal solutions of Franzmann (1991) and
those of Charlesworth (1973).
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The symbolism of OS operates in two directions: from man to God (we could
name it “natural”) and from God to man (“’supernatural”). An example of the
natural can be found in Ode 40, where from the heart of the Odist there ‘wells
up/forth’ (gasé) praise to the Lord “like a spring” (mabbo ‘a@). The Odist likens his
praise to milk (halba) and honey (debsa).”** We shall, however, concentrate in the
following on the ”supernatural” case, the more “mystical” aspect of the two —

although it is also important to note that the former leads to the latter™'.

2.2.3.1. Symbols of Mystical Encounter

OS is full of imagery of God touching on the human soul. This experience is often
described with imagery connected with water. For example, 6:8-12 depicts the
waters of the Lord as a flooding river which fills the whole earth. This liquid and
refreshing character of spiritual experience fits well with the Syrian, Oriental,
origin of OS — one might expect a Scandinavian to place more stress on the aspect
of warmth in spiritual experience!

Ode 30 gives an exposition of this immaterial water. Its origins are in the
“living spring (mabbé ‘a hayya) of the Lord”; it issued forth from the lips of the
Lord (sefwateh de-marya). Its characteristics are described as “beautiful and
fresh” (Sappir-ii we-naged) and as “giving rest to the soul” (wa-mnih nafsa).
These waters are also ‘sweeter’ (bassimin) than honey. Verse 6b reads “and from
the heart of the Lord is its name”.”** The ‘name’ is a broad concept in Syriac;
especially in theological contexts it functions like a “totality of attributes” that
often refer to a person’s “social surface”, i.e. image, reputation, hence even
authority.

Other water-related symbols include dew (ra ’1a)*** and sprinkling

(resise).

Sprinkle (#6s) upon us your sprinklings (resisayk),
open your abundant springs (mabbé ‘ayk)

which flow milk and honey to us.**’

If we try to reconstruct the semantic process of the formation of meanings behind
the signs, the development might be illustrated as follows:

2008 40:1-2.

22! The Qdist himself hints at this in OS 40:3-4.

2 gy oA Kaiha ;b o

2 0S 11:14 "My face L.&OS"\_%) received dew.”
24 08 4:10, 35:1.

2308 4:10.
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”  honey

sign Al mil

” s breasts
| experience | > | quality A- refreshing|

~ sprinkling
Y

S

dew

In this semantic process the character of experience is first recognised by the
subject as something refreshing (A). The mind then searches for analogies for
such experience in the natural world and finds one in the physiological experience
of drinking. The object of the process of drinking, a drink, serves as an analogy
for the spiritual experience. The signs of different drinks (A1, A2) may then be
adopted into the discourse, and these in turn produce through associations new
images that lead the discourse in further directions. For example, sign 1 milk
causes an association with the biblical images of 'milk and honey’. It also opens
another connection towards the feminine imagery of God.”*° Sign 2 water opens
new water-like images, such as sprinkling or dew. In this way the discourse, all
the time dependent on the subtextual capacity of the poet, develops towards its
final form. This associative process, semiosis, plays a dominant role, especially in
poetical discourse.

The nature of these different signs is symbolical and their character
optional, i.e. they function as indicators of the same reality. This is clearly
demonstrated by the fact that water (‘sprinkling’) and milk are in fact identified
with each other in explicit terms: “And He gave me milk, the dew of the Lord.”**’

The imagery is by no means restricted to these “refreshing” cases. Since
the main subtext of the Odist is the (Hebrew) Bible, most of the imagery is
biblical. Ode 28 likens the inner experience to the presence of covering wings
(geppé) and to the joy it brings to a leaping foetus ( itla de-da’es). Both are
biblical expressions — the latter may even be the original Aramaic expression

underlying the NT Greek. ***

2% See OS 19:1-5, where the Holy Spirit (Rxaaoa ~Kuwo3d) mixed (A«L\:ﬁa) the milk, which is
therefore called a ‘mixture’ (r(_\ﬁvlq_n). The grammatical gender of ‘Spirit” in Syriac is feminine
in origin.

2708 35:5b. Thls heavenly milk (=1\), immediately explained as the ‘dew of the Lord’
(RSAa m_\lv) carries on the same analogy in its consequences: it makes the subject ”grow
up” and “rest”. Milk and water also come together in OS 4:10: “Sprinkle upon us your sprinklings,
and open your abundant springs, from which flow milk and honey to us.”

2 Luke 1:44. The same words are found in both the Old Syriac and Peshitta Gospels. It seems to
be certain that the first chapters of Luke are based on Aramaic sources. See R.A. Martin (1987):
Syntax Criticism of the Synoptic Gospels, 73-74, 8§9-90, 105.
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As the wings of doves over their nestlings,

and the mouths of their nestlings toward their mouths,

so also the wings of the Spirit over my heart.

My heart is (continually) delighted and leaps for joy,

like a foetus which leaps for joy in the womb of his mother.

In metatheological texts mercy (rahma) is not necessarily a collective noun
similar to the Western understanding of the concept of mercy. Rahma seems to
function as an indicator of the effects of grace, sometimes translated as
‘proceedings of grace’. Recognition of this sense is often facilitated by the use of
the plural.**’

The famous Syriac imagery of clothing is fully represented in OS.*° The

5231

- 232 - 233
Odist puts on or urges one to put on ‘mercy’ ™, a ’seal’”", "holiness ™,

incorruption’®*, *light’**® and *joy’**°.

The Lord renewed me with His garment (ba-Ibiiseh),
237

and gained me by His light (nithreh)

God’s action towards the human soul is depicted with verbs like ‘overshadow’,*®

and ‘renew’ >

2.2.3.2. Characteristics of the Encounter

So far we have dealt mainly with individual terms used of the experience. Next
we may differentiate some more interpretative features in the expression of the
encounter. The characteristics of the experience may be divided into seven basic
qualities:

(A) refreshment
(B) intoxication
(C) totality

(D) rest

(E) delight

%08 14:9 “According to the multitude of your mercies, so grant to me.”

(A ad ”uam AR () G{al4s) V\V,K) A similar expression in OS 16:7.
2% For further details, see Brock 1982: Clothing Metaphors, and Seppild 1999, 147-148.
»!1 Or ‘goodness’ — Khaa.\, OS 4:6, 19:7.

7 e\ w08 4:8.

' Kqaxr.io 0S13:3.

¥ Or ‘imperishableness’ — =\2w <\ 0S 15:8.

P Aaman 08 21:3.

¢ Kdoaw 0S23:1.

ZTOS 11:11.

AN L 083500

29 \hae OS11:11,
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(F) pleasure
(G) knowledge

The logical structure of the discourse might imply differentiation between the
qualities included in the experience itself and the consequences resulting from it.
The Odist himself, however, does not make clear distinctions in this respect,
which is no surprise because in poetical language such distinctions are rather left
hidden. We may consider features A—C (refreshment, intoxication, totality) as
belonging to the first category; qualities D-G (rest**’, delight, pleasure,
knowledge) seem to function in both, i.e. in the experience itself, and in the state
following it.

The refreshing character (A) has already been mentioned above as
perhaps the most typical quality of OS. It is something that can be found in
classical Syriac poetry with images developed a few steps further. St. Ephrem, in
his visions of Paradise, “swam around in its [of Paradise] magnificent waves.”**!
The utterly symbolic nature of the expression is here clarified by mixing it with
other dimensions: drinking air and swimming in it:

How much the more, then, can this blessed air
give to spiritual beings pleasure as they partake of and drink it,

fly about and swim in it — this veritable ocean of delights.**?

The intoxicating quality (B) leads the Odist to use an analogy, depicting himself
as being drunk, an expression very familiar from Sufi poetry 800 years later. '
drank and got drunk (rawweét), but my drunkenness (rawwayiita) was not without
knowledge”.**® This image, too, is not limited to OS in the field of Syriac poetry.
We may find the following lines from St. Ephrem:

I forgot my poor estate,

for it (i.e. vision of Paradise) had made me drunk with its fragrance.
I became as no longer my old self,

for it renewed me with all its varied nature.

I swam around in its magnificent waves

[.]

I became so inebriated that I forgot all my sins there. ***

40 Rest as a consequence in OS 30:3 (above). In OS 36:1 resting — in the Spirit of the Lord — is

even portrayed as a "method” leading to spiritual uplifting.

! Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 6:4. English translation according to Brock 1990, 110.
2 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 9:16. English translation according to Brock 1990, 142.
oS 117

> Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 6:4. English translation according to Brock 1990, 110.
The Syriac for the words in italics: ¥.,0% [&],1 and ,moa.i3 y1,01K
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St. Ephrem contrasts this spiritual inebriation with earthly nourishment; both
sustain but one is deceitful, the other trustworthy:

The burden of food debilitates us, in excess it proves harmful,
but if it be joy which inebriates and sustains,

how greatly will the soul be sustained on the waves of this joy.**

All qualities operate in OS in the way described above, and thus each one could
be arranged according to a similar scheme:

2  |quality B- intoxicating| & |sign Bl %.01| = further associations

These other qualities could, in turn, be combined in a single semantic chart (A, B
...X). For example, a chart including lines A and E would look like this:

7~  honey

sign Al mil

- M breast
| quality A- refreshmenﬂ
N sprinkling

> sign A2 water| -~

Y

dew
~ sign E1 joy| =» (further associations)

|quality E- delightl ”
~

|sign E2 exultation | => (further associations)

As we have seen, totality (C) is generally considered to be one of the basic
attributes of mystical experience in all religions. “Pure totality”, however, is
somewhat awkward to express in itself alone. St. Ephrem expresses it beautifully
through the refreshing and visionary characters in a hymn where he is swimming
in the waves of Paradise:

Although I was not sufficient for all the waves of its beauty,

Paradise took me up and cast me into a sea still greater. 246

¥ Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 9:23. English translation according to Brock 1990, 144.
5 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 6:5. English translation according to Brock 1990, 110.
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The theme of totality is also present in the discourse of OS.**” Here also we may
note an example of semantic cross-reference. The water-related images (in line A)
may also be employed for the expression of this phenomenon: “My heart
overflowed, it was found in my mouth, it dawned upon my lips.”**®

Among the most essential qualities one may also find (D) ‘resting’** and

*230 and ‘exultation’®'. Closely connected with E we

(E) delight, expressed as ‘joy
may add the quality of pleasure (F), expressed with vocabulary portraying love
and tenderness. Ode 15:5b reads ‘I was given pleasure (etpanget) in His hands.’
The verb penaq means ’treat with affection’, ’cherish’, or "pamper’. (In later
Syriac literature its derivative mefanneqd, ’one living in luxury’ became a
negative term, the opposite of ‘anwaya, ’ascetic’.) Charismatic character is further
stressed by expressions like ‘He filled me from His love’ (not ‘with’ His love — in
this way it is stressed that there is something to be transmitted; that something we
call “mystical experience”).**>

Among these other qualities there is a certain “informative”, almost
“verbal” quality, extremely problematic to define or analyse, connected with
prophetic phenomena and spiritual knowledge. The Odist likens himself to a harp
played by the Spirit>> — later on ‘Harp of the Spirit’ became known as a title of
the most beloved Syriac poets (Ephrem, Jacob of Serugh and Narsai) — so that the
Spirit of the Lord is speaking through him. Thus one feature of the experience in
the OS is that in the mystical encounter something called ‘knowledge’ (ida ta) is
transferred. The concept of knowledge has exceptionally charismatic features in

0S.?** The Lord has made His knowledge great, and desires eagerly that it might

7 «“In this way the Spirit of the Lord speaks in my members, and I speak in/by His love. For what
is strange is destroyed, and everything is of the Lord” (OS 6:2-3).
moaws /K WAvo L /Kot owod yhamo Ay /aaam
om ~Kuima 73'\3:340 . Ao Ay LA om wmaw
28 ‘Overﬂowed (_;_"rr<) literally ‘was caused to pour forth’. OS 21:8.
9 r<_u_\_\ OS 11:12, 28:3, 36:1, 37:4. Neyaha is a broad concept indicating rest, calm, quiet,
relaxation, satisfaction, pleasure, refreshment; often ‘(inner) peace’ would do well as a translation.
' hgas 0S7:2,23:1.
>t :\'5_.1 0S 8:1,23:4.

> mSas o o 0S 112,
08 6:1-2.
>4 The Odist has partaken of (11:4, 12:3) and received a conception of knowledge (15:5), in the
end all shall partake of (7:24) it. Spiritual drunkenness is inferior to it (11:8), it has been given
sincerely (17:13), opponents of the Messiah lack it (28:14, see also 18:12), those who know,
understand and are not polluted (18:13). Ignorance has been destroyed, replaced by the knowledge
of the Lord (OS 7:24). According to 34:5, the good tidings are in all simplicity declared to those
without knowledge. This verse, it seems to me, has been mistranslated by previous translators,
who have read the verb 1™ in efpe ‘el *considered by’ instead of etpa " ‘al *declared to’.
(« om0 S K v\_\_.t\’_\ 1k ~\R) This translation of mine is supported by
contextual reading. The joyous message of the 34™ Ode, parallel to that of Matt. 11:25, declares
that the truth can be known by a simple and undivided heart. In verse 5 the message of verses 1-4
is declared to those who do not know, and the next line gives a parallel thought in the 2™ person
plural: ‘revealed for your salvation’ (34:6).
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become known.?> The Odist urges his readers to ‘accept the knowledge of the
Most High’.**® This knowledge is, however, more related to ‘resting’ than to
normal investigative and discursive knowledge.””’ The prophetic quality of the
experience may also be connected with the water-imagery: ‘Speaking waters

(mayya mallalé) drew near to my lips’.**®

The Word of truth has filled me

in order that I might proclaim it.””

In Him I have obtained eyes,
I have seen His holy day.

I have received ears,

and heard His truth.**

The object or content of knowledge, however, is not mentioned — which is an
effective way to underscore that those who know, know already, and those who
do not, do not — except perhaps in 24:14 where it is referred to as hasyiiteh, a term
with no appropriate equivalent, usually translated as *His holiness’. It is implicitly
obvious that the object of knowledge is the Lord Himself. The relation between
these concepts might be best understood considering knowledge as a basic quality
(G) that may culminate in prophetic speech.

2.2.3.3. Interpretation of the Relationship between God and Man

Yearning for the Unattainable is often a basic element in monotheistic mysticism.
In this respect OS is quite exceptional: the general atmosphere is that of total
fulfilment of all yearnings.*®!

The relationship between man and God is described as intimacy”** and as

Sawtafuta, a term meaning fellowship, participation and intercourse (with

> 08 6:6.

P60S 8:8. (K»,1» m¥x 1, alan) In8:11 the Lord declares ydx 1, axa |, “know my
knowledge”.

708 26:11-12. ”Who is able to interpret the wonders of the Lord? For he who interprets will be
destroyed, but what is interpreted will abide. For it suffices to know and to be at rest.”

3208 11:6. Since =\ is also the Syriac equivalent of Greek Aoy 1kds, ‘rational’, there could
be an alternative translation: ‘mental waters’.

#0s12:1. el W W\ o <3ixa = de ;A\ The last words could be
translated as ‘speak it’ (i.e. declare the word), ‘speak him’ (i.e. declare the Lord) or ‘speak to him’.
The translation of Charlesworth, “He has filled me with words of truth, that I may proclaim Him”,
however, does not seem possible, for there is no ‘with’ (5°) in the sentence, and Charlesworth’s
argument for ‘Him’ (viz. lack of a point to indicate the feminine suffix) is also untenable because
the masculine suffix may refer to the ‘word’ (K_‘n\k\_a).

2008 15:3-4. The opening verse (KASx. m3 .1 0) could also be translated *by Him...’

2L Cf. 0S8 3:6-8, 8:3-5, 15:6-8, 23:1-4, 25:7-12.

2082117 - m\ AR 210 deomo
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corresponding sexual connotations).”** The Odist also boldly declares that he has
been ‘mixed’ (etmazget) [with God], “since the lover has found the Beloved.”***
The same verb (mezag) was later on used by St. Ephrem to describe the relation
between the human and divine natures of Christ, but after the Council of
Chalcedon (451) this idea was declared heretical.

The imagery of unification — not to mention ‘breasts’ of God — is
exceptionally bold when considering the fact that the Odist seems to come from a
more or less Targumic background.?® It is also remarkable that the expressions of
unification were already employed in OS a couple of hundreds of years before the
mystical theology of Evagrius and Pseudo-Dionysius, with its neo-Platonic
overtones, made its way to the Syrian Orient.

Does OS give any hints as to how this unification takes place? A
noteworthy point of encounter is praise, glorification, (tesbohta) which is not only
something offered to God by man, but also something given by God: ’His praise
He gave us, for his name”.?*® In 18:1 the Odist declares that his heart is lifted up
in the Love of the Highest in order to praise Him.

The description of God is correspondingly bold. God is depicted as the
‘Beloved®®’, a term characteristic of Sufi poetry 800 years later. The best-known
way of describing God in OS, however, is the feminine imagery. God has even
prepared His breasts that men might drink His holy milk.”*® In another famous
verse the Odist declares:

The Son is the cup;

and the one who was milked, the Father;

and she who milked, the Spirit of Holiness.

Because His breasts were full,

it was necessary that His milk should not be cast out without cause.
The Spirit of Holiness opened Her womb,

and mixed the milk of the two breasts of the Father,

and She gave the mixture to the world although they did not know.>®’

*30S 49, 21:5.

0837 - Kymedt am) ot snr ) a W\ow o mdi

65 The influence of the Targums has been discussed by Harris-Mingana (1920, 171-174). The
Targums are not quoted in OS as such, but a certain Targumic background can be seen in the
treatment of expressions derived from the Hebrew Psalter in OS. For example, God is never called
a ‘rock’. The Odist also frequently uses the Targumic expressions ‘it was revealed’ ()L\X\K)
and ‘before’ (oo) a person.

%6086:7 - mnxl é 2@, m¥wanr s The concepts of praise and glory are closely
connected in the Semitic languages: to ‘praise’ God means to ‘glorify” him.

27 Both Syriac terms for *Beloved’ are used in OS: /4w in 3:5, 3:7, 7:1, and . uw in
8:21. The most common terms for God in OS, however, are ‘The Lord’ (r.1n) with about 100
occurrences, and ‘The Highest” (>, 1>n), which appears about 30 times.

25 Ak 0S 8:14.

% 08 19:2-5.
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The step from analytical to more symbolical expression is sometimes clearly
differentiated by the use of the comparative conjunction ayk. In this way God is
compared to the ‘sun’ (Semsa).”’® This image is further explained in another Ode:

For He is my sun,
His rays have lifted me up,

His light has released all darkness from my face.””!

God is also likened to kelild, ‘crown’ or ‘garland’. This image refers both to His
action,272 and also to Himself: this is shown in Ode 17, where it is stated that the
crown is a living one.””* The same theme is already present in the first Ode,
preserved only in Coptic translation. The Coptic word used in 1:1 is KAOM, which
also has the equivalent double meaning of ‘crown’ and ‘wreath’. The latter
meaning, in fact, makes more sense in the context: KAOM is plaited for the Odist in
1:2, and verses 3-5 confirm that it is a living one, the Lord Himself.

His love has nourished my heart,
99274

unto my lips He has fed (gasé) His fruits

One aspect of God in OS is beauty. Since in the Syriac language and in Syriac
thinking, however, beauty and goodness are strongly identified in a way very
similar to that in Greek, it is actually a matter of choice as to whether ya yita
should be translated *beauty’ or *goodness’.”* In favour of the former we can find
the expression Sappira, 'the beautiful one’, used of God’s acting in human souls,
producing harmony of mind — but it is also used in the sense of ‘good’ as well.>"°
However, God is not only milk and honey, but — to use the biblical
expression®’’ — a ‘burning fire’ as well. Ode 39 is a powerful and beautiful
presentation of the destructive aspect of His presence — but even here the water-
symbolism is employed, the power of the Lord being compared”’® to mighty rivers

that destroy all except the faithful.

008 11:13.

L os 15:2.

2208 5:12 ~like a crown (KA U\V.K) He is on my head”.

08 17:1.

7408 16:2. Since the verb e \_ literally means *to vomit’, the idea seems to be that the Lord
(or "Love’) feeds the Odist directly from His mouth. This maternal image also enriches our picture
of the early Syriac feminine imagery of God. The possibility does not appear in the English
translations: ‘poured out’ (Mingana 1920), ‘poured unto’ (Charlesworth 1973), ‘belched up’
(Franzmann 1991).

7 08 12:4, 1517, 16:5, 16:17.

70083453 Apdar pam ma dl L Riar A L & veian ’aur

7 Heb. 12:29.

™8 The Syriac verse in question (OS 39:1) reads .13 Ml "y v Kda%on. The
level of analytism vs. symbolism of the expression is further dimmed by a grammatical possibility
existent in the Semitic languages, i.e. that of omitting the word ”like” in a comparison (a more
familiar example is 050 oToN RO in Ps. 45:6(7), which in most Bible translations is
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Mighty rivers are (like) the power of the Lord,

they bring those who despise him head downwards.
And they entangle their steps,

destroy their fords.

And they snatch their bodies,

. 279
corrupt their souls.

2.2.3.4. The Poetic Subject as an Indicator of Unification

One of the striking features of OS is a certain inconsistency in the narrative. The
subject of a verse is often problematic to define; the possibilities remain manifold
even after the vocabulary is grammatically analysed. This had led scholars to
divide some odes into sections where ”Christ speaks” and others where ”the Odist
speaks”.”* With this kind of simplification, however, something is lost from the
general impression. This ‘something’ could be called “the beauty of obscurity”.

The obscurity of the subject, moreover, does not seem to be a
consequence of clumsiness of style but an intentional effect. This functional
poetic device has not been recognised by many Western scholars who have tried
to force the Odes into strict “either-or” logic in a very unfruitful way. The effect,
however, has been recognised by the Swedish translators:

Den kristne identiferas med Kristus till den grad att man inte alltid sdkert vet vem

det &r som odet talar om, och detta antyder ett slags mystisk Kristusfromhet.?!

Intentionality itself, however, is a relative concept in poetry: an inspired writer is
never fully conscious of all aspects or changes in his telling. Moreover,
“meaning” cannot be constituted by the writer alone, but to some extent by the
recipient of the data as well. For example, in Ode 41 the subject is clearly the
Odist in verses 1-7. Then, line 8a ‘All those who see me, will marvel’, seems,
after a logical analysis of the entire Ode, to be the beginning of the words of
Christ. For anyone who in his recitation arrives at verse 8, however, the whole

“Thy throne, O God, is forever and ever”, but in the Finnish translation it reads: ’Sinun
valtaistuimesi on niin kuin Jumalan’, “Your throne is /ike God’s’.

7% 08 39:1-3.

29 The divisions made by Harris-Mingana (1920) in Odes 8, 10, 17, 22, 28, 31, 36, 41 and 42 are
reproduced in Charlesworth’s edition (1977); in the Swedish translation (Beskow 1980) these
divisions are omitted. See Franzmann 1991, 4; further reading in Aune, D.E.: The Odes of
Solomon and Early Christian Prophecy, New Testament Studies 28 (1982), 435-460, and Aune,
D.E.: Prophecy in Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World. (Michigan, 1983).
Due to the non-canonical character of OS there has been no enthusiasm to produce any redaction
theories to explain the variation.

1 Beskow — Hidal 1980, 91. “The Christian identifies himself with Christ to such an extent that it
is not always sure who is it that the ode is talking about, and this hints at a kind of mystical Christ-

piety.”
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attitude and attention are still concentrated on the human subject of verses 1-7. In
this way line 8a may also serve as an expression of the consequences of mystical
experience — unification — when read in the sense that it is a believer speaking.
This means that OS also gives the reader plenty of opportunities to identify
himself with Christ.

Examples may be found in several odes. Ode 15 clearly consists of words
of man praising God, but in the middle of it the words of verse 9 seem to be
uttered by Christ. In Ode 17 the subject seems to be man in verses 1-5, and Christ
in 6-16. It is, however, possible to interpret at least verses 1 and 5 with reference
to Christ and 7-9a with reference to man. In Ode 36 the subject changes smoothly
from man to the Son of God around the third verse. In Ode 42 the first verse is
spoken by the Odist, but the sixth verse cannot be spoken by anybody but Christ.
Where did the switch occur? Here verses 3-20 seem to be spoken by Christ. There
is, on the other hand, the possibility of a believer identifying himself with the
subject at least in verses 3-5a and 10.

The change of subject as it takes place in three odes can be illustrated as

follows:*%*
Ode 10 Ode 29 Ode 36
1 man (Son) 1 man 1 man
2 man (Son) 2 man/Son 2 man
3 man/Son 3 man/Son 3 Son
4 Son 4 Son/man 4 Son
5a Son (man) 5a Son/man 5 man
5b man (Son) 5b man/Son 6a Son/man
5¢ Son 6 man 6b man
6 Son 7 man 7 man/Son?
8 Son 8 Son/man?
9 Son/man

10 man/Son
11 man

The rotation is considerable, especially since OS contains no elements of dialogue
poems (otherwise much beloved in Syriac literature). In many cases the subject
might, of course, be identified in a different way from that suggested above, but
the main point remains unquestioned: the subject changes without warning and
without clear points of change.

The production of this kind of classification, however, presupposes
certain dogmatic dispositions in the questions (1) how evident imperfections we

%2 The numbers of the verses in question in vertical columns; where both subjects are possible, the
more probable is given first. The one in brackets is less probable than the one after the diagonal
line.
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are willing to attribute to Christ (the perfect man!), and (2) how bold expressions
we dare to attribute to the human subject (made divine!). The further we dare to
go, the more “mystical” the contents seem to become. This is an illustrious
example of how mystical meanings are constituted into texts in the reading-
process.

A further feature to be noted is that occasionally the discourse may also
take place between God the Son and God the Father.”®> Ode 28, for example,
seems to be a charismatic effusion by a man resting in the bosom of God. From
the ninth verse onwards, however, the ode is clearly Messianic. In the light of
these latter verses the first eight verses could also be read as the speech of the Son
tenderly describing His close relationship with the Father. Or, on the other hand,
most of the latter verses could be read according to the human perspective of the
previous verses. Thus ‘my birth unlike theirs’*** could be read as referring to
either the physical birth of Christ or to the spiritual birth of the Odist or of any
believer.

Moreover, it is important to note that the “mystical” way of reading is not
arbitrary, for the subject-play seems to be intentional. The Odist occasionally
declares his unification plainly, as we have already noted. He is also aware of his
prophetic status in entirely explicit terms: “The Spirit of the Lord is speaking in
me” 285

Similar reflections appear in a number of particular expressions. For
example, ‘servant’ at the end of the afore-mentioned Ode 29 seems to refer, on the

one hand, to Christ, and to the believer on the other. 2%

2.2.3.5. Visions

Visions constitute a special category in mystical language. There are not many
criteria, however, to outline any semantic processes or formation of meanings in
this case. The basic way to differentiate visionary language from a spiritual
discourse is the explicit demand in the 1% person singular.”®’ For example, “I
behold a dwelling there and a tabernacle of light” in the Paradise hymns of St.

8 Ode 22 is basically a thanksgiving Psalm addressed by the Son to the Father, his protector in
Sheol. At the end of the ode, however, the subject seems to be a human one.

082817, L_omdaar yhortd, 1\ ~lax

08 6:2. Divine inspiration is claimed in at least eight different places: 10:1-2, 11:6, 12:1, 15:5,
16:5 (T open my mouth, and His Spirit will speak in me”), 17:5 (“And the thought of truth led
me”), 36:1 and 42:6 where the risen Christ declares: “I arose and am with them, and I will speak
by their mouths.”

86 And 1 gave praise to the Most High, because He has made great His servant and the son of His
maidservant” (OS 29:11). Most scholars and commentators remain silent about the ambiguity;
some have chosen to support one or other of the possibilities. Charlesworth 1973, 113.

¥ The classical example being Ezekiel 1:4 (J12BA7I2 AR AZ0 M7 7377 RORD),
traditionally considered as the starting-point of the Jewish merkava mysticism.
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Ephrem.”®® The curious aspect in such expressions is that they may give an even
more profound impression when there is no actual visionary reference behind
them, but they represent the “beholder’s” ability to see when there is nothing to
see.

The presence of (the Spirit of) the Lord is occasionally described with
expressions indicating a visionary encounter, also in OS.

And I was lifted up by the light,
I passed before His face.”

I went up into the light of Truth, as into a chariot.””’

Ode 38 starts with a solemn declaration: “I went up to the light of Truth as into a
chariot”, and contains a vision of a corruptive couple, a bride and bridegroom
imitating the Beloved and His bride with their own feasts and wines.

OS also contains descriptions of visions of Paradise, a famous topic in
latter Syriac literature and a basic element of the theological thinking of Syriac
authors.

And He brought me to His Paradise,
wherein are the riches of the Lord’s delight.*”'

This theme is further developed in the Paradise hymns of St. Ephrem. His vision
develops as a result of reading the sacred Scriptures and meditating upon them.

Both the bridge and the gate of Paradise

did I find in this book. I crossed over and entered;

my eye indeed remained outside but my mind entered within.
I began to wander amid things not described [lit. ‘unwritten’]
This is a luminous height, clear, lofty and fair:

Scripture named it Eden, the summit of all blessings.

There too did I see the bowers of the just [...]*

Paradise raised me up as I perceived it,

it enriched me as I meditated upon it;*?

The spiritual character of Paradise is expressed beautifully in OS by transferring
(should we say, transplanting!) human beings among the vegetation:

8% Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 8:3. English translation according to Brock 1990, 131.

*0821:6

2 0838:1. (Whaain\a U\v«\/ ~NAiitrn amoa solo )

#Los 11:16.

*2 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 5:5-6. English translation according to Brock 1990, 103-104.
3 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 6:4. English translation according to Brock 1990, 110.
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Blessed are they, Lord,
who are planted in your earth,

- c 294
those who have a place in your Paradise.

Eastern theology in general, and theological/liturgical poetry in particular,
operates in a way that could be described as timeless or synchronic. In other
words, X can be connected with Y regardless of their difference in time or space,
if they have a common element in substance. Poetic language is full of such
associations. Therefore, Paradise’ and ’crown’ are joined by the Odist who urges:
“come into His Paradise, make for yourself a crown (kelila) from His tree.”?

Is there something to be deduced about the experiences themselves
behind the words? Due to their visionary and prophetic character, they clearly
belong to the “mystical”. That the ecstatic quality is present in them is revealed by
images of drunkenness, even though it is not a central theme or motive for the
Odist, and even less for St. Ephrem.

2.2.3.6. Charismatic Themes in the Epic of Rabban Hormizd

As a curiosity, we may note a less known poetical work which constitutes a
peculiar tribute to a 7th—century saint, Rabban Hormizd. The text was written
perhaps in the 14" century by the otherwise unknown Sergius of Azerbaijan, and
was probably meant to be recited at Rabban Hormizd’s feast. This gigantic (3496
lines) epic is arranged into 22 ‘gates’ according to the letters of the Syriac
alphabet, so that every line of each ‘gate’ ends with its corresponding letter. This
difficult system led the author to use uncommon words and derive new nouns and
verbal forms from existing roots. Since the epic repeatedly deals with charismatic
topics, one might expect to find peculiar expressions for the mystical
experience.””®

Often the images correspond to those found in other works, yet there are
several less customary features as well. Rabban received ‘joy’,%’’ the “extent of
which the tongue of flesh cannot relate”.””® He remained in ‘wonderment’

(tedmaorta)*”’, and in ‘ecstasy’ (tahra) for three hours.>” Experiences are caused

108 11:18.

29508 20:7. “Wreath’ is also, of course, a suitable translation here.

% Especially Rabban Hormizd’s legendary encounter with Mar Sylvanus is portrayed in
great charismatic detail; it is reputed that the latter’s soul delighted (Raa~h@ma &) in
“divine visions’ (LA <o) Budge 1894, line 1061 (p. 50). Budge 1902, 366.

¥ hotw Budge 1894, line 677 (p. 34). Budge 1902, 345. ‘Joy’ resulting from ecstatic
experience, see also line 1093 (p. 52).

M haLmao ondan N <\ ~imo xl1 Budge 1894, line 678 (p. 34). Budge
1902, 345.

' qiawmay Budge 1894, line 1087 (p. 51). Budge 1902, 368.

3% Budge 1894, line 1091 (p. 52). Budge translates Iim& as ‘wonderment’, which is
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by the ‘mercies’ (rahmé) of Jesus, and these were abundantly ‘flashing’ (ettabrag-
w) like thunder upon Rabban.**' Another somewhat rarer expression is that the
Holy Spirit ‘adorned’ (sabber) him.** Christ “filled him with the Spirit and all
gifts”,*”* and the experiences he enjoyed enabled him even to blow ‘fiery flashes’
against devils.’*

The leading quality of the mystical experience in the Epic is warmth,
which culminates in the “flaming fire of his love of Jesus our Lord™>?, and is
identified with the fire which Christ was to cast into this world.**® Rabban
Hormizd became “flaming and burning”.>*” “He was warmed (ethamem) with the
love of Jesus as with a flame of fire (nabrasta de-niir@).”"

The image of union occurs several times. Rabban used to delight in
‘divine union’ (mehaydiita allahayay’”; he was ‘united (mehayyed) unto Him™*"?
in prayer. Nevertheless, the same verb is used in the Epic even of the fellowship
of monks who were ‘united’ (ethayyedw) and ‘intermingled’ (etmezagzagw)
together in ‘one soul and one body’.>'" The brothers also ‘mix’ (hallet) and
‘mingle’ (mazzeg) their love with the love of their Lord.>'? Furthermore, the light
is ‘united’ (ethayyed)’" to Rabban’s soul.

A large proportion of the experiences are visionary in character. Christ
filled Rabban with ‘revelations’ (gelyane)’"* and ‘visions of the spirit’ (hezwané
de-rith)’"”; ‘he shone (nehar) and was illuminated (ettanhar) by the visions of the

Spirit (hezway rﬂhd)”3l6; he was even ‘fattened’ (metpattam hwa) with

nevertheless also the way he renders ¥ 1aa & above (1902, 368).

1 Budge 1894, line 3122 (p. 151). Budge (1902, 492) translates L0125 & < as ‘shone’.

392 Budge 1894, line 2227 (p. 107). Budge 1902, 437.

B yodam Lao ~ead o\ Budge 1894, line 661 (p. 33). Budge 1902, 344-345.
M \iaa tﬂm5 L L\ }Koin

RaaRKao K3L.mY Kalil K¥Lirymo oy Budge 1894, line 672-673 (p. 33).
Budge (1902, 344) translates: “And suddenly lightning, which was full of fiery rays; He breathed
on the camp of the foul devils which were in ambush.”

P raraL b A aaraa maas dana Budge 1894, line 515 (p. 26). Budge 1902,
336.

3% «The Fire that our Lord cast” (« 1 A )Aan). Budge 1894, line 516 (p. 27). Budge
1902, 336. Luke 12:49.

T\, Ao Kdalvas o Budge 1894, line 517 (p. 27). Budge 1902, 336.

B nved] Kioan Ky ion nerN ar, S muio Budge 1894, line 2404 (p. 116).
Budge 1902, 447.

¥ Kom paady K¥Ln\K Khot.amao Budge 1894, line 671 (p. 33). Budge 1902,
344,

' Yom 1aam mzoa Budge 1894, line 670 (p. 33). Budge 1902, 344.

I Budge 1894, line 1242 (p. 59). Budge 1902, 377. 0.\\{\)38\(\’seems to be Sergius’s own
derivation of the root MZG.

312 Budge 1894, line 1281 (p. 61). Budge 1902, 380.

313 Budge 1894, line 676 (p. 34). Budge 1902, 345.

3 Budge 1894, line 2249 (p. 108). Budge 1902, 438. Sometimes the expression ‘divine
revelations” (R A\ A\ is used. Budge 1894, line 1242 (p. 59). Budge 1902, 377.

1 Budge 1894, line 2249 (p. 108). Budge 1902, 438.

*16 Budge 1894, line 3123 (p. 151). Budge 1902, 492. Also, in line 2249 (p. 108) Christ filled him
with revelations and visions (A0 ).
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‘revelations’ (gelyané)>'" What, then, did these revelations entail? The author

does not go into detail. Things revealed include ‘corporeal and incorporeal’,
‘secret things’ (razé) and ‘hidden mysteries’ (sefirata).’'® There is also a
description of the appearance of light. During a theoryd an ‘unsetting light’
(nithra de-la ‘areb) started to ‘blaze’ (azleg).3 ' The vision consisted of a ‘pillar’

(‘ammiida) of light which ‘illuminated’ (manhar) and ‘shone’ (mazleg).**’

Besides the light, there was also ‘an unvanishing odour’.**!

The cause of the experiences is more frequently than in any other source
named simply as ‘Jesus’. Sometimes the causes are referred to in a more
ambiguous way: they spring up (nebig) from the ‘hidden power’ (hayla kasya)
which in turn is received in the ‘secrets’ (razé),”> a term which can refer either to
the Sacraments, especially Holy Communion, or to the secrets revealed in the
revelation. The very broadly used concept of ‘contemplation’ (ze ‘oryas) is
mentioned as having been caused by ‘bestowal’ (Sukkana) of the Spirit,*> a word
which comes from the same root as Hebrew 173 " 2U; in Syriac it means ‘gift’,
especially ‘spiritual gift’.

We may also note the exceptionally rich variety of expressions indicating
the cessation of mystical experience: “he returned to his mind’>***; “mind (hawna)

29326

returned to its taste (ta 'meh)”,**> “his mind returned to him™**, and perhaps the

strongest one, in the case of three hours of ecstasy: “they came back to
themselves™.*?’

The result of this parade of experiences is that Rabban Hormizd
“ascended the lofty grade of spirituality and became magnified”; his whole being

328
He also

became ‘fire in fire’ (nitra be-niira) like a cherub (ba-dmaot keroba).
reached his ‘perfection’ (gemiriitd)>*’ And finally, the author turns the
charismatic language towards the reader by exhorting that “by his guidance let us

suck the milk of the Spirit (heleb rith)”.>*

37 Budge 1894, line 1063 (p. 50). Fattening is a typical Semitic expression of welfare, translated

“fed abundantly” by Budge (1902, 367).

1% Budge 1894, line 1117 (p. 53). Budge 1902, 370.

*1% Budge 1894, line 1187 (p. 56). Budge 1902, 374.

2% Budge 1894, line 1215 (p. 58). Budge 1902, 376.

1 g¢a <A s Budge 1894, line 1189 (p. 56). Budge 1902, 374.

322 Budge 1894, line 1290 (p. 62). Budge 1902, 380. In line 1073 this power hidden in him
’restored the dead to life’.

33 Budge 1894, line 1075 (p. 51). Budge 1902, 367.

32 m® maas 10 Budge 1894, line 1198 (p. 57). Budge (1902, 375) translates “returned
to himself”. The return is here caused by the *Grace of Jesus the Lord’.

2 Budge 1894, line 1118 (p. 53). Budge (1902, 370) translates “their understanding
returned unto its power of discerning”. The return is here caused by the ‘divine action’
(¥ cls ).

32 mom m Budge 1894, line 1076 (p. 51). Budge 1902, 367.

Fasx omran L\ Budge 1894, line 1092 (p. 52). Budge 1902, 368.

2% Budge 1894, line 1164, 1167 (p. 55). Budge 1902, 373.

2% Budge 1894, line 1196 (p. 57). Budge 1902, 374.

339 Budge 1894, line 3105 (p. 150). Budge 1902, 491.
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Several features of the syntactic and semantic deep-structure of the
discourse in the epic may be illustrated in detail by means of the scheme outlined
in figure below, based on the following verses.

(lines 1061-70:)
And his soul used to refresh itself in divine visions,
he continually took delight in contemplations,
he was enriched with revelations at all times.
He was led by the divine providence,
Three days he sat in the cell close to the community,
the brethren having completed the compline and the first kathisma,
and the reader having sat down to read the commentary on Genesis to the brethren,
the mind of Mar Sylvanus was carried away in contemplation,
all the things to come and hidden secrets were revealed to him,
and he learned the meaning of the hidden secrets of the new world.
(lines 1075-77:)
And by the bestowal of the Spirit having enjoyed the contemplation,
his mind returned to him again by the power of Grace

and he understood the mysteries and the hidden things he had learned.

Charismatic terminology and relations in lines 1061-1077 of the ‘Epic of Rabban
Hormizd’. The concepts shown by the context are in square brackets.

SUBJECT =~ <--=-=--mmm-m—- EXPERIENCE Lo CAUSE
RELATION: RELATION

hawna carry away te’orya [revealing]

[Sylvanus] enjoyment te’oryds donation riha

[Sylvanus] feeding gelyana

[Sylvanus] learning hezwa

naf3a enjoyment hezwa allahaya

hawna carry away te’oryd rithanita  settling gift (mawhabta)

[Sylvanus] return hawna powerful taybiita

The last case is a curiosity, essentially different, albeit parallel in its syntactic
structure, the interesting thing being that it shows that the cessation of ecstasy
may also be viewed as sent by God. As the table shows, the cause is often left
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unmentioned, perhaps because it is too self-evident; the anthropological
terminology referring to the subject is not always used in a completely logical
way; the effects of experience are manifold and many-sided.

Finally, we may make a few concluding remarks on the poetic expression
of the mystical experience. The semantic mechanisms in the expression of the
experience do not differ essentially from those of Syriac prose. The choice of
signs, the vocabulary, of OS, or that of St. Ephrem, is not radically different from
other Syriac sources of this study, all the basic imagery of mystical experience
appearing in the poetic form. The peculiar feature of OS is its flickering play with
the subject, taking place somewhere beneath the grammatical level of the text.
The epic of Rabban Hormizd contains a few extraordinary words and expressions,
mostly rare forms of the roots commonly used in mystical contexts, but mostly the
approach is based on the use of quite conventional expressions.
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2.3. Interpretation

In the previous chapter the focus was essentially on the expression of whatever
takes place in a single experience. We shall now move on to a more abstract level,
aiming to outline the interpretations that operate with the general nature of
experience, and to make some deductions as to the position of experience in
relation both to God and to the subject.

2.3.1. Language and Interpretation

Before considering the problem of interpretation it is necessary to point out
certain observations concerning the mechanisms in the use of language. The very
differentiation of expression and interpretation, seemingly a modern one, was in
fact already observed by John of Dalyatha:

To express the modality of the revelation of God in sanctified minds (madde ‘é
meqaddesé), is not allowed for the tongue. But the interpretation (pi#isdqa) of the
great mystery is appointed for pure and illuminated minds. It is, however,
immersed in silence.”"

The problems of signification that we encountered on the level of expression are
reflected on the level of interpretation so that the signs of inner states may be in
almost free variation. The problem was also realised by Isaac of Nineveh; in his
discussion of the prevailing conceptual confusion, he attempted to produce a basic
division into “spiritual” and “psychic” levels.

The holy fathers are accustomed to designate all profitable emotions and all
spiritual working by the name of prayer. [...] Sometimes they designate by spiritual
prayer (selota rithandya) that which they sometimes call contemplation (z&'orya),
and sometimes knowledge (ida ta) and sometimes revelations of intelligible things
(gelyane de-metyad ‘anita). Do you see how the fathers change their significations
of spiritual things? This is because naming can be established with exactness only
in the case of things of this world. The things of the new world do not have a real
name, but only a simple cognition (ida ‘td pesita), which is above all names, signs,

332
forms and colours.

331 The first phrase literally: “to tell the howness of revelation”; Beulay: Lettres, 1:4 (pp. 306-

307).

2 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 168-169; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 114. Metyad 'anita is
the opposite of sensual perception: “conceivable by the mind; intellectual, spiritual, immaterial,
mystical.” Payne-Smith, 316.
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For this very reason there is not, and cannot be, any completely objective way to
understand the mystical accounts. A reader must interpret subjectively what idea
is signified by what sign. In other words, it is impossible to put together categories
consisting of all occurrences of a certain term without including cases where the
same term is used with a different meaning. Similarly, it is probable that a single
author may employ several terms to refer to the same state of being, the result
being that their semantic fields interpenetrate.

In the case of terms referring to concrete realities it is usually possible to
make reasonably sharp distinctions between the various meanings of one word,
and to decide whether a usage is a variation on the basic meaning or a completely
different one (even though etymologically speaking the origin of the different
meanings are often in the varying usages of the original basic meaning). In the
case of abstract terms, however, the difference between the divergent meanings
and varying usages regularly seems to be stepless and indefinite.

The process of interpretation operates on various levels. Even a one-word
sign of the experience may be interpretative. The most imprecise interpretative
concept to signify mystical experience and in that sense the most general one
(albeit not by its frequency) is the overall term ‘the good’ (.tdbz‘d),333 the use of
which implies that a conception of good and bad is being applied, the experience,
of course, being interpreted into the former. What makes this sign more
interpretative in comparison with the signs indicating ‘warmth’, for instance?
Could one not say that the signification of the experience as ‘warm’ implies a
conception of the corresponding disposition of warmth and coldness, and an
interpretation that attaches the experience to the former category? I would argue
that there is a difference, albeit not necessarily a precise one, and it is in the fact
that ‘warmth’ is a more objective quality, as good and bad are related to values
and are therefore more dependent on subjective interpretation. One may verify
and possess empirical certainty of the feeling of warmth, but not of “goodness”.

In the verbal field it is completely possible, and presumably not
infrequent, that the interpretation is inspired by the symbol itself, regardless of its
original reference in the mental dimension. The concept of fountain, for example,
is a very fruitful one for interpretation, since it implies a certain notion of
creativity and vitality; God Himself is often designated the source of life, the
‘spring of all worlds’ (mabbé 'a de-kul 'alme).*** John of Dalyatha pulls these
strings together by declaring that “I stupefy myself (tGdhar bi ena) and exult
spiritually, for in me there is a source of life (neb ‘@ de-hayyé)”. He considers this

to be the ultimate end of the incorporeal world.*’

333

E.g. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 58; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 41. “His knees are not
able to lean on the earth before that exultation. It is that good which is exuding in his body.”

1 Beulay: Lettres, 51:8 (pp. 476-477).

33 Beulay: Lettres, 27:1 (pp. 388-389).
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2.3.2. Classification of Experiences

Once the experiences are expressed, whether analytically or symbolically, the
expressions are open for various discursive plays in the verbal field, regardless of
their original reference. For example, the contradiction between certain symbolic
expressions can be put to discerning use by a skilful author such as John of
Dalyatha, who draws a functional synthesis between the symbols of fire and
water: “A blaze (Salhebita) has kindled in my kernels, and the springs (me ‘iné)
have gushed out to moisten my flesh so that it might not be burnt up.”*

The notion of inexpressibility is in fact an interpretative feature itself,
indicating inability or unwillingness to employ a more revealing expression, as we
have discussed above. Consequently, it is also possible to interpret the
inexpressibility as being caused by some of the elements that we encountered on
the level of expression. For example, we once again face the concept of joy in the
category of interpretation in expressions such as (joy) “makes the tongue silent”
and is “inexpressible”.>*’ The former remark may also be interpretative if the
relation between joyous experience and silence is de facto mere correlation
without causality, and the minimal significance of the latter expression is that the
joy in question cannot be reproduced for sensation by means of discursive
description. The notion of inability of expression actually implies lack of
awareness of all the mental processes taking place during the experience, which in
turn provides various possibilities for understanding the concepts, and especially
extraordinary ways to draw causalities between the recognised aspects of the
experience. For instance, Isaac of Nineveh states that “enjoyment envelops the
whole being in rapture without your perceiving it”, as if one could enjoy
something without being aware of it!**®

Single experiences may, in principle, be arranged into sets of similar or
parallel experiences, and the naming of these sets produces technical terms for
various types of experience. In the Syriac sources of this study, however, very
little attention was paid to the classification of different experiences and their
relation to each other. As far as I can see, different types of inner states are not
classified with technical terms in Syriac metatheology, perhaps with the exception
of maggenaniita. In fact the very word closest to the concept of ‘state’
(me§ﬁhtd)339 is seldom used.

Why then should we not classify femhd and tahra as “technical terms”?
The answer depends on the definition of technicality. The terms are used with
such high frequency that there is inevitably some conventionality in their usage.
But the concept of “technical term”, as I see it, indicates that the position of the

336 Beulay: Lettres, 4:6 (pp. 316-319).

337 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 486; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 326.

PR 1\ <

Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 486; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 326.

% Mingana 1934/° Abdigo, 152b, p. 271 (ir. 160); Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug
sent to a Friend, 55 (40%).
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particular term in the discourse should have a certain inherent value and be the
starting-point. This, however, is not the case in our textual material, where temha
and tahrd are not given any technical content; their specific features in relation to
other experiences or states are not specified, and the metatheological discourse
contains no explicit or implicit attempt to distinguish between them. As noted
above, especially temha does appear in positions where the original meaning,
‘wonder’ or ‘amazement’, is definitely the only possible translation.**® The same
is true in the case of ‘drunkenness’, which may also be used in a negative sense as
a symbol of the effects of passions.”*!

Consequently, there are no actual theories of various states. On the
contrary, the totality and all-assimilating nature of the experience is more stressed,
at the expense of special features: its contents may be described as sour and sweet,

342 and above all wordless.

fiery and watery,

Nevertheless, the source material does contain several means of
arranging mystical experiences in quite a general way. A simple way to divide
them into two categories is based on the presence or absence of a visionary aspect
in shapeless and visionary experiences. This does not take us very far, however,
since there are very few cases in which something actually seems to have been
seen.** The boldest Syrian seer is surely the author of The Book of the Holy
Hierotheos, who declared that he had seen Paradise and the Tree of Life with his
own eyes.”** Still even he, among all the other metatheologians, considers
shapeless experiences to belong on a higher grade.*® For the same reason,
however, it is also possible that the parole on the visions of Paradise does not
signify a concrete visionary experience; seeing in the physical sense is not
considered necessary, since it cannot offer greater certainty than inner intuition (or
whatever it is called). In other words, when claiming to have ‘seen’ something the
author may have simply meant ‘being certain’.

30 B g. “striking our enemies with amazement”; Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 242; Wensinck:
Mystic Treatises, 163.

1 «Send aid to (my) scattered impulses which are drunken (<0 1) with the multitude of the
passions.” (Brock: Second part, 5:4, ed. 6, cf. tr. 7.) ‘Drunkenness’ is also used by him in a
negative sense as a symbol of the ‘sight of men’. (Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 132; Wensinck:
Mystic Treatises, 90.)

2 For example: “As long as this fire works inwardly, a current of thoughts breaks forth like a
spring of water.” Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 41 (30%).

3 The concept of ‘revelation’ (gelyana) does not necessarily refer to visions; it is rather a general
term for inner spiritual insight, a kind of ”partial illumination”. See below, chapter 2.5.2.

* Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 87 (79-80%) “I say with boldness that I have seen with
my own eyes the things which I am telling; for [ have seen Paradise and the Tree of Life, and have
mystically and divinely been made partaker in its living and life-giving vitality.”

33 Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 118 (107%) Here the shapelessness is connected with the
general disappearance of shapes in the neo-Platonic eschatological vision. “For, when the mind is
accounted worthy of these things, it will not see by vision (r<a L), nor by ‘form’ (¥ ana); and
it will no longer ascend and descend, and will no more see above and below; for then, the shape of
the world passes away, and (the Mind?) is no longer limited but limits all.”
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Another basic way to outline main types for the inner phenomena is the
division into psychic and spiritual, behind which lies the standard classification in
Syriac metatheology, i.e. the threefold division of spiritual life into physical,
psychic and spiritual stages.**® The psychic and spiritual are thoroughly discussed
by Isaac of Nineveh. His criterion of differentiation is very interesting, albeit
perhaps a little frustrating for us. Namely, all phenomena that include thoughts,
and that are for that reason expressible verbally, belong to the psychic (nafsanaya)
— for example, “prayers of fervour (retha) and understanding” (ida ‘ta lit.
‘knowledge’). In the spiritual (rithana) stage there is a thought-free silence, so that
prayer, strictly speaking, is not even possible. Concerning the ecstatic
phenomenon, this means that the more ordinary joyous ecstatic experiences are
preceded by and inferior to the more uncommon, total and silent ecstatic
experience. “The sight (hezata) during prayer is more excellent than the delight
(hanni’iita) during prayer, as an adult man is superior to a little boy.”**’

w348 o0

Truly ecstatic experiences, in which “the body is as lifeless
expression which justifies the translation ‘trance’ — belong to a rare state after
prayer, identified with the wordless state of ‘pure prayer’ (selota dekita, which
usually does not seem to indicate ‘trance, however). This ultimate mode of being
has no more prayers, tears, emotions, yearnings, applications, power or freedom,
for prayer by definition entails intention, reaching something, and turning away
from something, which is no longer the case in the state of pure prayer.’*’ Since
this ‘prayer of spirit’ (selota de-rith), however, originates in ordinary prayer,
continues Isaac, it is commonly but carelessly called ‘prayer’. This is connected
with Isaac’s doctrine of the corporeal, psychic, and spiritual stages. In the psychic
stage there is freedom, but the spiritual man’s will and nature do not rule but are
ruled, which culminates in his ignorance of whether he is in the body or not.
Consequently, it is impossible to pray a spiritual prayer, for in this perspective
prayer and spirituality are concepts that are mutually exclusive! In this way the
discourse of Isaac has developed a new technical term, ‘spiritual prayer’, by
defining its meaning as something clearly distinct from the general connotations
of ‘prayer’. Yet for this very formal similarity of the concept Isaac does not
recommend the term of ‘spiritual prayer’: the condition in question should,

according to him, rather be called the ‘child of pure prayer’.**

*% For more details, see p. 161-163.

*7 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 164; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 111. Brock: Second Part,
Chapter 32 (ed. 130-131, tr. 142-143).

¥ According to a more static interpretation, however, such expressions could be taken to mean
simply that the body is dead to the passions, and the flesh does not resist the spiritual activity.
3«1t would be a blasphemy if there was found among the creation somebody who says that
spiritual prayer can be prayed at all.” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 168; Wensinck: Mystic
Treatises, 114.

P dan ol a A\l Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 170-175; Wensinck: Mystic
Treatises, 115-118.
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Isaac’s use of the concept of prayer here seems to be somewhat
unequalled in earlier monastic thought. His approach, curiously, is perhaps at least
to some extent due to a mistranslation in the Syriac version of Evagrius that Isaac
was reading. The result, however, is an original, and not illogical, line of
thought.>!

When the emotional occurrences have been signified verbally and
arranged into mystical states, the next step would be the portrayal of spiritual life
as a system of different stages in which the abstracted states are placed in turn.
The orders of various states and their arrangement into separate stages of spiritual
life may, however, easily become more or less arbitrary: theoretical systems
directed by literary motifs tend to disengage themselves from the existential
reality. Therefore it is important to make it clear that the various stages do not
essentially rule each other out but rather they interpenetrate one another. In 4
Letter Sent to a Friend, for example, it is stated that those who are still at the
‘bodily stage’, which in the East Syrian monastic reality corresponds to the
coenobite period of the noviciate, do every now and then receive joy, knowledge,
conviction of the remission of sins, or the gift of tears. *>

Syrian metatheologians are not especially fond of producing systematic
classifications. Authors acquainted with the thought of Evagrius could relate the
experiences into divisions arising from the Evagrian system. In the basic scheme
of John of Dalyatha the world of experience is divided into three spheres: purity,
serenity and a third one, each being symbolised by a cosmological image. The
first is that of ‘impassible purity of soul’ (dakyiita de-la hasosita de-nafsa) which
is characterised by the contemplation of the corporeal beings and symbolised by
the light of the moon. The sphere of serenity (atrd de-sSafyiitd), or the sphere of
‘serenity of the intellect’ (Safyita de-madde ‘a), is characterised by the
contemplation of the incorporeal and symbolised by the stars; in it the workings of
Grace are manifold. The third one seems to lack an actual name, being referred to
only as ‘the one above both’; it is characterised by the vision of the Light of the
Holy Trinity and symbolised by the light of the sun. In biblical language,
according to the allegorical interpretation, it is the ‘Promised Land’. The
experiences are related to this model so that in the first sphere the mind (hawna)

! This curiosity was first noticed by I. Hausherr in his article “Par dela I’oraison pure, grice  une
coquille. A propos d’un texte d’Evagre” in Revue d’Ascetique et de la Mystique X111, no. 50, 1932
(see pp. 186-188). The Greek original of the verse of Evagrius reads, in Hausherr’s translation,
“La priére est un état de ’intellect qui ne s 'avére que sous la seule lumiére de la Sainte Trinité”,
but in the Syriac version the verb in italics is metpasseqa: “Prayer is a state of intellect (hawna)
that is not cut off except by the single light of the Holy Trinity by the means of ecstasy (tahra).”
Beulay 1990, 217-218. Isaac does not actually quote the passage but has a similar expression in
Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 174.

P mhaa\ o Kol _oml 1o s~ - “God constantly visits them in his
Grace”; Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 9 (6¥).
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appears clothed in shapeless light, in the second sphere the vision is a fiery one,
and in the third sphere the vision is of crystal light.*>*

John of Dalyatha in particular is fond of designating the inner states in a
very charming way with the concept of atra, ‘area’ or ‘sphere’. The concept of
sphere creates — literally — more space around the concept by referring both to the
state and to its context. The actual significances of John’s frequent references to
different spheres, modes that are entered in the mystical pursuit, are open to our
meta-interpretation. One may either attempt to reconstruct a logical system of
various spheres, or to view the spheres described with different vocabulary as
merely varying ways of expressing the same reality, or to be exact, expressing its
overlapping aspects. To designate a concept as a ‘sphere’ is also one way of
abstracting the discourse about the actual concept. “Blessed is the one who knows
the ‘sphere of knowledge’ (atra de-ida 'ta) and understands that there are no

4
knowers.”>

Thereby the author may sign non-discursive intuitions as the
‘voiceless sphere’ (atra de-1a qald),” an oppressive condition as the ‘sphere of
robbers’ (atra de-gayyasé),>® a joyous quality as the ‘sphere of joys’ (atrd de-
haddewata),”” and a certain feeling of alienation (in relation to the present world)
as a ‘sphere that is not mine’ (atra de-1a dilf)’>®. Accordingly, the ecstatic
experience itself can be depicted as the ‘sphere of wonder and ecstasy’ (atra de-
dummara wad-tehra).>*® In the upper spheres the dominant feature is unification
(see below, p. 139-141). On the other hand, John also discusses spheres that have
no actual names, for instance “the sphere that is preserved from alien
perception”.>® The lack of a name indicates a certain lack of artificiality in the
discourse, which is not directed by the vocabulary.

In addition to the general divisions presented above, individual authors
have several minor classifications. For instance, from the discourse of the cosmic
rising in The Book of the Holy Hierotheos we may note the three upper stages of
the individual’s evolution: love, unification and intermingling (hubba — hadyiita —
hebikiita).>®'

353

Beulay: Lettres, 48:4-13 (pp. 500-507; the connections with Evagrius are pointed out in the
footnotes). The author of this particular letter is, according to Beulay, not John but rather Joseph
the Seer. The use of the name atra de-safyiita seems to cover the third sphere as well. For a
synopsis of the thought of Evagrius, see A. Louth: The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition
(Clarendon Press, Oxford 1981), 101-113. A corresponding division occurs, for example, in
Philoxéne de Mabboug: La lettre a Patricius, 74 (820-821). We may here remark the free use of
symbolism: an earthly concept such as ‘crystal’ may be used to signify a state higher than the one
designated with a more immaterial concept of shapelessness.

1 Beulay: Lettres, 38:2 (pp. 408-409).

3% Beulay: Lettres, 39:4 (pp. 414-415).

336 Beulay: Lettres, 39:4 (pp. 414-415).

37 Beulay: Lettres, 40:5 (pp. 424-425).

% Beulay: Lettres, 39:10 (pp. 418-419).

% Beulay: Lettres, 40:1 (pp. 422-423).

% Beulay: Lettres, 40:5 (pp. 424-425).

31 Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 119-130 (108-118*); Widengren 1961, 196.
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The most profound classification of mystical experiences into different
stages can be found in “AbdiSo° the Seer’s Book of Answers. He describes “the
workings of grace of the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” as eleven different
stages (Suhldfa) that constitute a somewhat unique series in the whole Syriac
corpus. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the stages are not given any
actual names, nor is their number restricted to ten, twelve or any other sacred
number. These features show an evident reluctance to engage in theoretical
speculation, but on the other hand this discursive abstinence does imply

concentration on the reality of experience.

1. The stage of complete physical and psychical rest (neyaha). During this period
one must keep one’s quietude and not commune with anyone, and try to “respond
to what is being done”.*” *Abdiso* gives a biblical parallel to this stage: the mind
(hawna) is baptised with the same baptism with which Moses was baptised at

Mount Sinai.

2. The stage of ‘workings of intuitions’ (ma ‘bdanwata de-sukkale) during which

one must keep on preserving quietude, not allowing one’s mind to leave the inner
gate of the heart, and especially being on one’s guard against distraction of mind,
images (demwata) and understandings that are subjectively composed (merakkeb
sukkale). Practices such as recitation of Psalms and prostrations before the Cross

are recommended.

3. The stage of the ‘love of Psalms and of recitation’ (rehmeta de-mazmaoré wad-
geryand), in which one must beware of the demon of vainglory who ‘accompanies
this stage’. The motive of recitation should be love of God alone. If the mind is free

from vainglory one can reach the next stage.

4. The stage of the ‘flow of tears’ (fer? ‘it dam ‘¢) and continual prostrations
(mappiilta amminta) before the Cross. This is a boundary between purity (dakyiita)
and serenity (Safyita).

5. The stage of contemplation (z& 'oryds) of divine judgement and providence. This
produces love for one’s fellow-men and continual prayer (ba ‘iitd amminiita) for
their conversion. Men are seen inwardly: not as just or unjust, bond or free, male or
female, but in the likeness of the image (demiita de-salma) in which they were

created; Christ is seen in all.

%62 Mingana 1934/° Abdizo*, 158b-161a, pp. 277-279 (tr. 169-173). The stages are not numbered
by the author, and the division between stages seven and eight is somewhat indistinct, so the
number might in fact be ten, but the author does not express an opinion on this matter.

B hamt pn L ey
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6. The stage of impulses (nebhé) of light and fire (nithrd da-mmazga) stirring and
rising (nabhin we-salgin) in the heart (be-gaw lebba), during which the Spirit

operates in the senses of smell and taste.

7. A higher state of ‘hearing the voice of a fine sound of glorification’;*** psychic
and physical capacities do not suffice for their description, since the stage belongs
to the sphere of the world to come. The stage includes contemplation of the ‘cloud
of the intelligible Cherubim’ ( ‘enana da-krobé metyad ‘ané); the mind hears their
voices and is united with them in glorious praise. “AbdiSo® also gives a biblical
reference for this stage: the intercession of the Holy Spirit referred to by Paul in
Rom. 8:27.°%

8. After the glory of the previous stage the mind is silenced and swallowed up in

366

the light of the vision of lofty and sublime contemplation.”™ The mind is mingled

-

(methallat) with the divine visitation (sa ‘oriita), so that it is “not distinguished

from the sea in which it swims”. The sense affected is that of sight.

9. The stage of clothing oneself with fire (/absa leh le-bar-nasa niira ), in which
one sees oneself, not as a material body, but as fire. One also receives knowledge

X 9

concerning the world to come. ‘AbdiSo*’s portrayal of this stage is, exceptionally,
based on the writings of Palladius and Evagrius, fiery appearance being a literary
topos in hagiography. The senses affected are those of sight and touch.

10. The stage ‘inexpressible in a letter’,’*” in which one feels joy and sheds tears
without knowing the reason why. The senses of smell and touch are active, as well
as those of sight and touch, but the distinction between the senses is somewhat

blurred.

11. The stage of ‘flow of spiritual speech’ (teri ‘ut mamla rithana), during which

‘the second sense’ (i.e. hearing) is active.

If we wish to find actual technical terms for the mystical states, the most potential
candidates appear in the writings of Isaac of Nineveh. There are terms which have
a close to technical sense, due to their quite rare and specific usage, but they do
not necessarily refer to mystical or ecstatic states. As an example of “semi-

3 ey B t\’_\_.lv_m ol \o vy

3> Mingana’s translation has skipped over the words “your mind is united with them in the
glorious praise [or: highest glory]” (R¥way. %0 1 Laadm —omns
rnUnain), referring to the intelligible Cherubim, and the phrase ‘after this Glory’.

%M Ralarda Katlera Kamana A ladma Kaom oh iy

~¥LA o Kaomd

*%7 The “name” of the stage could not be less technical: “another state that cannot be written in a

letter” ¥y ) KA\ ED1 Rk Kaluar),
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technical” terminology we may note the word ‘abandonment’ (mestagbaniita), a
negative term which denotes not an actual withdrawal of God but a subjective
feeling of God’s absence. It could in fact be translated ‘absence’, or even more
poetically as ‘eclipse’, adapting Martin Buber’s concept of the eclipse of God.
The state is further commented on by Dadiso® of Qatar, who understood the
“withdrawal” itself as an act of God (through an angel) in order to keep the ascetic
in balance with occasional spiritual defeats.’*® The actual “technicality” of the
concept, however, is a matter of definition, but it is to be stressed again that
usually the discourse is not built around the term. Even mestagbaniita in its
context is not a starting-point for the discourse, nor is anything systematic
developed around it, but the terms occur scattered throughout the discourse.

A clear exception to this rule, however, is the term maggenaniita,
‘overshadowing’,*®® which is discussed by Isaac in a separate chapter. The term
has an interesting two-dimensional biblical’”® background. Maggenaniita is a
derivation of the verb aggen, whose two most important usages in the Syriac
Bible are Luke 1:35 “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the Power of the
Most High will overshadow (Gr. emokiocet) you”, and John 1:14 “The Word
became flesh and dwelt (Gr. eoknveocev) among us (or: in us!, aggen ban)”. The
term and its (technical) usage remained exclusively Syriac, for the chapters
explaining maggenaniita are absent from the Greek translation of Isaac.

In the Discourses of Isaac of Nineveh maggenaniita indicates operation
on two levels: the practical and the “mystical”. The former protects and the latter
bestows a heavenly gift. The mystical maggenaniita was fully experienced by
Mary and partially by the saints; it is not, however, an exact truth but rather a
revelation that makes manifest certain hints and signs, corresponding to human
capacity. It is a gift, but humility is the key to its perseverance.’’' In spite of the
“technical” character of the term, its semantic field is left very open. (Technicality
does not necessarily indicate a narrow, exact use.) The only differentiation Isaac
dares to make is that maggenaniita is not ‘knowledge’.*”* Dadio® of Qatar

373

employs the same term twice, referring to the gifts of the Holy Spirit,”"” and

%% Mingana 1934/Dadio®, 45b, p. 237 (tr. 126). For this reason, “withdrawal” becomes a sign of
the action og God!

30 f\/}S\C\_\_\_\gyJ Brock: Second Part, Chapter XVI (ed. 77-79, tr. 88-90) For a full discussion
on the background and use of the term, see Brock 1988, 121-129. Besides referring to incarnation,
maggenanuta is used in Syriac literature with reference to the Eucharistic epiclesis and the activity
of Holy Spirit at Pentecost; it also occurs in the context of baptism and in contexts indicating
divine protection and sanctification.

37015, 38:6, Jer. 17:17, Zech. 12:8, Ps. 138:7.

" Brock 1988, 122-123. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 103, 160; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises,
70, 109.

™ Brock 1988, 122-123. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 160. (Wensinck translates the term as
‘inspiration’, Mystic Treatises, 109.)

7« visitation of the Holy Spirit and gifts from the spiritual treasures.” Mingana 1934/Dadi%o°,
11a, p. 208 (tr. 87). “The power of the Spirit derives from [...] maggenaniita.” Dadi$o":
Commentaire du Livre d’Abba Isaie, 218.
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Simeon the Graceful once, obviously in the “mystical” sense.*’* In his letters John
of Dalyatha exhorts: “Let the fragrance of your limbs waft like spices from the
place where you lie by (means of) the maggenaniita of the All-Holy.”" Thus
maggenaniitd is a general term for the activity of the Holy Spirit.

Since maggenaniita is not used in order to differentiate one specific type
of state from others, what then is its function? Instead of specifying, it rather
provides a theological connection with biblical thought and therefore in the
discourse it implicitly justifies the very existence of the experiences.

Since a genuine spiritual experience, according to the biblical wording,
implies the participation of the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is a Person of the
Divinity, there is an ontological dilemma here: how can a human being participate
in God’s Person? In the Greek tradition an answer was later developed into the
full and accurately formulated doctrine of the divine energies, while the Syrians
seem to have left the question somewhat open. (On unification, see below, p. 139-
141.)

2.3.3. Causa Efficiens

The question of the very existence of an effective cause outside the subject and his
inner experience is provided with both explicit and implicit answers in the
discourse. All authors hint, at least implicitly, that real and pure experience is not
a product of one’s own physical or mental exercises, but something given from
without. This also becomes clear from certain signs with which the experience is
connected. The most obvious in this sense are ‘visitation’ (s@ 'oriita)’’ and “gift’
(mawhabta or Sukkana),””” which imply the existence of a visitor and a giver.

“Blessed is the man who has been found worthy of this divine visitation.”’®

™ Mingana 1934/Simon, 195b, p. 315 (tr. 61). “When the Grace overshadows the pure souls of
the holy ones, it resides and shines over the soul, and thus (the soul) shines by the overshadowing
of Grace.”

" Beulay: Lettres, 13:2 (p. 342). English translation according to Brock 1988, 124.

*7® The semantic field of sa ‘orita does include the meanings of ‘operation’ and ‘action’ as well.
The semantic history of the mystical usage may be traced back to the oldest Syriac literature.
Already in the Psalms of Solomon sa ‘rita is used as a kind of technical term referring to the
presence of God, who visits the righteous, taking away their sin (3:8, 3:14, 9:8); He reveals
himself by His sa ‘orita (10:5), which is based on grace (11:2), and in the end Israel will walk in
the sa ‘orita of the Glory of God. (11:7). In my Finnish translation of PS I have rendered sé ‘oriita
in 11:7 as ‘ldsndolo’, i.e. ‘presence’. (Published under the name Viitankantajamunkki Pietari,
Salomon laulut | Valamon luostari 2000], 122.). The Greek version has emokot, which,
curiously, looks like a mistranslation of s& ‘rita.

"1 E.g. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 86; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 58.

T odrr Khotaa o Kamda ’Kraial ymasnal, Mingana 1934/ Abdido’, 144b, p.
263 (tr. 149). Mingana’s translation reads “Blessed is the son of man™ For a detailed discussion of
the bar-nasa problem see M. Casey 1998: Aramaic Sources of Mark’s Gospel (Society of New
Testament Studies Monograph Series 102), 32-50.
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Isaac of Nineveh states plainly that ascetic exercises ( ‘amlé) are able to
of thoughts (nawha de-hussabe), but they are not able to bring about the peace
(Sayna) or tranquillity (behiliita) that belongs to the “mystical”.’”’ The breadth of
the concepts indicates that the phenomenon interpreted as being caused from
without covers a wider field of inner operation than merely extraordinary peak-
experiences. Isaac also makes a distinction between ‘spiritual perception’
(margesaniitd de-rith) generated by means of meditation (herga) and that
generating spontaneously by itself.**’

Isaac also emphasises that the experiences do not arise as a result of
investigation ( ‘ugqaba) or at will, but they fall on human nature all of a sudden

381 the subject being unaware of them until they appear’*> and uncertain

(men sel),
of the reason why they occur.*® The transiency and passivity of the experience,
emphasised by James, could not be expressed more explicitly than by Isaac here.
The occurrence of pure experience is not a matter of choice. Isaac criticises those
who claim to be able to “pray ‘spiritual prayer’ whenever they like.”*** Isaac even
goes on to state that the phenomenon does not take place at all if it is purposely
willed and actively sought!*®* He also rejects the possibility of reproducing or
reactivating them by stating that when certain experiences are sought again, they
are to be found “cooled and insipid by their taste”.

Isaac tells an illustrative story about a brother who was leaving his cell
“in order to be occupied with idle things”. He had already put the key in the lock
of his cell, when suddenly “Grace visited him there, so that he returned
immediately”.*®’ For this reason Isaac states that if a brother neglects a
congregational service or does not open his door for a visiting brother, he must
not be blamed, for he is being visited by Grace.**®

In brief, the quality of surprise means that despite all the ascetic struggle
the experience is not sensed as an outcome or result of a man’s own spiritual

progress.

3" Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 248; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 167.

¥ Brock: Second Part, 7:1 (ed. 19, tr. 23). The former brings the soul joy and exultation; the
latter falls upon the soul every now and then, after the soul has been purified in the exercise of the
former; the first occurrences of the latter are the sign of entering the ‘spiritual’ stage.

¥ The Syriac idiom men el happens to have a very appropriate etymology, for it literally means
‘from silence’. Cf. Brock: Second Part, 18:20 (ed. 91, tr. 101).

BN T Y E N L Ty I S N € 2 < Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 124; Wensinck:
Mystic Treatises, 84.

3% Brock: Second Part, 34:2 (ed. 135, tr. 146-147).

¥ Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 171; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 116. On the concept of pure
prayer, see below, p. 125-126.

3% “They do not happen at will, nor when one is seeking.” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 163;
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 110.

%% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 131; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 89. The same thing could be
said concerning the most vivid aesthetic experiences.

*¥7 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 178; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 120.

3% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 178; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 120-121.
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The order of revelation (gelyana) is not the same as that a man deepens his
emotions (zaw ‘aw) by the study of wisdom and by intellectual labour so as to reach
some understanding, development and contemplation (¢t/eoria) of something by

mental wandering (pehya) after these things.”®

The actual identity of this causa efficiens, however, remains to some extent
unidentified in the metatheological discourse. This can be seen as a result of two
separate phenomena. On the one hand, the identity of the causa efficiens as the
Christian God (Father, Son and Holy Spirit) is so self-evident that it does not need
to be explained or even mentioned, and on the other, the exact nature of God had
been so thoroughly examined in dogmatic theology, with all of its schismatic
consequences, that the ascetic authors were in custom of avoiding dogmatic
statements, both intentionally and unintentionally. Lack of speculation on the
Divine Being is connected with the humble ideals of Christian asceticism; monks
are critical of their experiences and careful not to “over-explain” them in general,
and in particular not to misinterpret God for their own experiences’ sake. And
ironically, the ascetics’ surrender to orthodox doctrines happens to make the
metatheological readings more suitable for a non-Christian readership without
orthodox subtexts.

Therefore the discourse is to a surprising degree free of speculation
concerning the roles of the different Persons of the Holy Trinity in the experience.
The Person implied by the theological context is the Holy Spirit, described by
John of Dalyatha as the preparer of the mysterious ecstatic fragrance: “It is
prepared by your Holy Spirit (rizhak gaddisa), the Guardian of the purity of his
lovers.”” Generally speaking, however, there is a great variety of expressions
referring to the causa efficiens. The most common ones refer to the Holy Spirit or
to the Son, or to Grace, their common attribute, in various combinations: ‘Spirit’,
‘grace of the Holy Spirit’, ‘Jesus’, ‘mercy of Jesus’ (rahmaw de-yessi "), “grace
of Christ’ or ‘grace’ (taybiitd) which very often occurs alone.” The paradoxical

% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 154-155; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 105. Wensinck
translates "Ox_ A3 ~Lma as ‘mental investigation’, omitting =&~ 2, which I understand
here to signify the process of searching (knowledge) and thereby ‘development’.

3% Beulay: Lettres, 51:3 (pp. 474-475).

31 «“Thirst after Jesus, that he may make you drunk with his love.” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa,
34; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 24. Budge 1902, The Histories of Rabban Hormizd the Persian
and Rabban Bar-‘Idta, fol. 31b.

%2 Cf. Mingana 1934/ Abdiso*, 158a, p. 276 (tr. 169). Isaac of Nineveh heads his discourse on
various experiences as “working that is from Grace” (< k\n:l_‘lv o X saaias w)
(Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 489), translated ‘influences proceedings from Grace’ by Wensinck
(Mystic Treatises, 328).

The word <& a:_\lv, (also indicating ‘goodness’) has an independent charismatic function in
Syriac. In the Peshitta of 2 Cor. 1:11 Khan.\, . _&alar mdoamam corresponds to eis
nuas xaptopa. In the canons of Rabbula (d. 435) monks are forbidden to distribute oil — except
those who have an evident charisma (¥ n:n_‘lv). (Synodicon I, 19:7) Later on the same term
was used to indicate a charismatic mixture made of dust from a martyr’s or apostle’s grave, water



134

Christian understanding of God as Unity and Trinity makes it possible to use the
terminology referring to God (al/lahd) or His Persons in a very vital way — or very
carelessly, if we approach the material with logical demands.

Due to the self-evident character of the causa efficiens it can even be left
completely unmentioned, which makes the language produce the impression of
the experience as a “subject” acting almost independently in the mental world.

‘Abdiso* the Seer gives a theological interpretation and explanation of
the very existence of the visions of shapeless light. He admits that Christ did
appear in material shapes and images to the ancient Patriarchs and prophets, but
since He has now appeared conclusively in the flesh to renew all material beings
he no longer appears in material images. “AbdiSo" goes on to declare that if all our
knowledge of Christ and of his vision in our hearts were to reach only the stage of
material likeness, Christ would have died in vain without profiting us at all. His
thought seems to be that knowing (or admitting) the existence of Christ’s
manhood as a physical reality is not sufficient to profit anything because the
purpose of the Incarnation was to connect man and supramaterial divinity, first in
Christ himself, and then in those who are in Christ. The idea is similar to the
Greek concept of Becoots, although the word itself remains unspoken. (The notion
is also in complete contradiction with the traditional polemic conceptions of
“Nestorianism”.)

The most philosophical sign occurs in the discourse of The Book of the
Holy Hierotheos where the cause of mystical experience is named in accordance
with the neo-Platonic tone of the book as isya, ‘substance’, ‘essence’.>”?

More aesthetic or poetic signs for the causa efficiens include love and
beauty. According to Sahdona, fervour of spirit is set on fire by love (hubbd).394
John of Dalyatha in particular emphasises the beauty (Sufr@ and pa ’yita) of the
divine Glory as an effective cause of the experience.*”> The concept of beauty can
be connected with the images of light, fire or drunkenness; it may intoxicate
(rawe),® stupefy (etbalhi) or inflame (estalhab).*®’ When one gets drunk with
the Love of God, one’s “heart is illumined by His beauty (nehar be-sufreh)” and
one’s “eyes are blinded by His light”.*® Due to its potency, beauty is presented as
a basic level of the ecstatic mood that prevails when praise ceases, and due to its

and oil, used as a remedy for various diseases and infertility. (Thomas of Marga, Book of
Governors, 600-601.)
3% Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 39 (35%).
** Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles I11, 8:68. (Tr. Brock 1987, 229.)
* miaaro \Cmﬂ m&n — “They stupefy themselves in your beauty.” Other examples
in Beulay: Lettres, 7:2 (326-327), 10:1 (330-331), 12:2 (336-337), ‘ecstasy of tehra de-Sufreh
31:4 (392-393), 36: 2 (402-403), 51:7 (476-477). For K% a.a | see ibid 25:4 (384-385), 51:10
(478-479): “indescribable ecstasy in the glory of the splendour of your beauty.”

laar daurar Kaoara Wsmdy a Kamd
%' Mingana 1934/Simon, 182b, p. 302 (tr. 40).
%7 «Blessed is he who is stupefied in/by the beauty of these things”, Beulay: Lettres, 38:2 (408-
409); “you are enflamed of his beauty”, ibid., 28:1 (pp. 388-389).
3% Beulay: Lettres, 36:2 (pp. 400-401). Or: “in His light”.
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intoxicating capacity, it may even have an addictive quality: the intoxicated are
“considered as madmen, for they are swallowed in the desire of beauty which
captivates the thoughts.”"”

This use of the vocabulary shows that “God” was sensed as love, grace
and goodness. The Syriac terms intermingle here: hubbd is in principle equivalent
to ‘love’, but the vocabulary derived from RHM corresponds equally to love,
grace and mercy, while saybiita signifies goodness, grace and benefit.

Perhaps the most honest attempt, however, to define the causa efficiens is
an apophatic way of leaving the question open: “now and then something*”’
entices your mind and lifts it up to the region of unutterable light”.**! A certain
insecurity and irregularity in the causa efficiens of the experience underlines its
vital nature, which is the feature that makes it easy to interpret as being dependent
on the encounter with the personal Divine Being. It is not uncommon to encounter
in the texts utterances such as: “Man does not know the reason for this joy, he
only knows that he is rejoicing.”**

What is surprising about the onset of the experiences is that they can be
caused, or interpreted as being caused, by any small thing that may be more or
less insignificant per se. Isaac of Nineveh describes a case where a monk was
suddenly overcome by an inner motion so that he startled and sat down in a
moment when there was no actual reason to exhibit any special behaviour. When
laughed at by others, the monk said that he became afraid — not of the motion that
he had but of the fact that so often negligence in small things leads to significant
losses in great things. This once more underlines the total character of the ascetic
pursuit.**

Under the category of causa efficiens, however, there is also something
less self-evident: dualistic features that present the causes of certain experiences
as features of the dark side. According to “Abdiso* the Seer, during prayer the soul
(nafsa) is like a ship and the mind (hawna) like a captain, and the impulses stirred
in the soul are like winds: some favourable, some not. The favourable ones are
homogenous (pesite, ‘simple’), but the non-favourable are heterogeneous
(merakkebé) material compositions.*” *AbdiSo* elsewhere divides these two —
albeit using different terminology — into two categories: ‘idol-like shapes’

(demwata petkaryata) ** and ‘substantial shapes’ (demwata qeniimyata).**® The

3% Beulay: Lettres, 47:4 (pp. 458-459).

4% The Syriac has in fact a zero morpheme here; ‘something’ as the subject is the translator’s
addition, but it does accurately emphasise the Syriac syntactic style of frequently leaving the
subject unmentioned, which often forces the translator to produce more exact information than the
original text actually contains. This is especially problematic in the mystical texts in that in
comparison with historical narrative they contain very little obvious implicit information.

1 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 58 (43%).

42 Beulay: Lettres, 49:16 (pp. 516-517).

% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 289-290; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 193.

1% Mingana 1934/ Abdido®, 154a-154b, pp. 272-273 (tr. 163).

19 Mingana 1934/ Abdi%o®, 157b, p. 276; Mingana translates as ‘material images’ (ibid, 168).
4% Mingana 1934/° Abdi3o®, 158a, p. 276; Mingana’s translation (ibid., 168) is somewhat
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‘idol-like shapes’ proceed from sexual lust and anger, manifesting themselves in
material images of women, animals and landscapes, whereas the ‘substantial
shapes’ consist of spiritual images proceeding from vainglory. In these demons
appear as bright angelic beings.*”’ The Letter Sent to a Friend also warns of the
attacks and images, corporeal and incorporeal theories, produced by demons in
the “psychic stage”.*”® Demons, therefore, are considered to be one source of
mystical experience, especially of the visionary kind.

This leads us to examine the nature of the devil in Syriac metatheology.
Curiously enough, Isaac of Nineveh gives, on the one hand, an extremely modern
definition: “Satan is a name of the deviation of the will from the truth, but it is not
the designation of a natural being”,409 but on the other hand, he is concerned with
the methods employed by Satan in cunningly tempting ascetics.*'” If Isaac really
stands behind both definitions, and if the former is interpreted literally,*'" the
whole teaching concerning demons is set in a new light: certain parts of the man’s
will are, as it were, separated outside the ego and called demons so that the
struggle might be conceived as one against an adversary on the other side, and
hence more easily motivated. In the categories of the present study this means that
if Satan is understood as a real spiritual being, it may be the causa efficiens of the
experience; if not, as a psychological enabling cause.

These two positions, however, are not necessarily completely
irreconcilable, if we think of Satan’s nature as an angelic being. In the
Mediterranean cultures it was widely believed that in the soul there is a stepless
continuum (what we would call the subconscious) to one’s own guardian angel,
who could be considered as the real self.** In this view, the angelic activity is on
the fringes of personality; the Christian imagination usually places angels closer
to the divine realm. The Syriac authors also reflect such conceptions. Simeon the
Graceful draws a parallel between the Lord as the ascetic’s comforter and the
angels serving him, thereby indirectly indicating that the same action could be

misleadingly ‘personal images’.

17 Mingana 1934/ Abdi%o®, 157b-158a, p. 276 (ir. 168).

1% Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 55 (41%).

1 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 189; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 128. The sentence includes a
word-play: ‘deviation’ — K%\C\_\_.lvm and ‘Satan’ — tt\lv_co

419 £ g, Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 269-280; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 180-88.

" The former definition is probably adopted from Pseudo-Dionysius, but it is still a part of Isaac’s
own discourse. In its context, however, the notion may refer to the origin of evil in the ontological
sense, not necessarily to the non-existence of Satan as a (personal) being. In this perspective the
idea is that (the tendency to do) evil does not actually exist (in God), Satan being the name of a
being who took upon himself actions that have no actual substance. (Cf. note 3 in Ascetical
Homilies of Saint Isaac the Syrian, 133). For further reading, see J. Martikainen: Das Bdse und der
Teufel in der Theologie Ephraems des Syrers: eine systematisch-theologische Untersuchung. (Abo
akademi, Abo 1978).

12 A common belief from the Eastern Mediterranean cultures before the Christian era, also to be
found in Gnosticism and Manichaeism. See the chapter ‘Invisible Friend’ in Brown’s Cult of
Saints. The classic example of an ego-angel is in Acts 12:15.
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accurately described as divine or angelic activity.*'® This is in accordance with the
general orthodox conception of angels as somewhat impersonal instruments of
God. Accordingly, angelic beings have access to the soul by its lower parts that
belong to the subconscious.

Occasionally the (genuine) experience is explicitly interpreted as coming
through an angel, or resulting from the proximity of an angel.*'* According to
Dadiso* of Qatar, the duties of the guardian angel include enlightenment of the
soul.*"” The angels act from a divine sign in a way that enables man to feel his
love towards God and to rejoice in his mind, or in a way that his mind is
reinforced and strengthened, so that he does not feel alone. The feeling of the
presence of the Other is perhaps the most important aspect, if we consider the
concrete context of the experience, the absolute loneliness of the cell. And on the
other hand, the angels in turn profit by following the hermits’ spiritual victories in
the ascetic struggle.*'® In 4 Letter Sent to a Friend the guardian angel kindles fire
in the heart so that it becomes drunk with joy and tears run without measure.*'’
Angels are also considered to deliver knowledge to men that they first perceive
and acquire themselves. The speculation on the role played by angels in the
experience reaches a culmination in an actual neo-Platonic vision recorded by
Isaac of Nineveh. In this vision no-one is able to move towards the Good or be
illuminated without the intercession and transmission of the (angelic) beings on a
higher level in the hierarchy of the spiritual order.*'®

John of Dalyatha has an interesting section where he portrays the
mystical experience as participation in the supernatural angelic parlance in which
the mind (hawna) is first raised to a sphere (atra) where the hosts of angels of
light fly in unceasing movement, where it may be in contact with them by ‘subtle
whispers’ (le zé gattiné) in a ‘non-fleshly tongue’ (lessana la-besrana), and at
times reach a “unity’ (hadyita) which is described as indescribable.*"” John calls
the state in which the subject is stupefied together with the Angelic beings ‘the
sphere of the cloud of light’ (atrd de- ‘arpela de-niihra).**® Probably John is here
talking about the same matters as Dadiso* above, John’s expression merely being
superior in aesthetic standards.

41 Mingana 1934/Simon, 179b, p. 299 (tr. 35). “A monk who crucifies himself to the world [...]
the Lord is his comforter and consoler, and [...] he will be served by angels.”

414 Brock: Second Part, 18:19-20 (ed. 90-91, tr. 101).

1> Mingana 1934/Dadio*, 30b, p. 229 (tr. 113). Dadi%o® asserts that his teaching on angels is
derived from the Psalter. Yet the crucial section — “With each one of us is an angel who follows
us, accompanies us, guards us, delivers us, prays for us, illuminates our mind and fills it with
spiritual visions, and comforts us in secret” — has only a very slight parallel in the canonical Psalter
91:11-12).

41® Mingana 1934/Dadiso’, 46a-47a, pp. 237-238 (tr. 127-128).

" Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 39-40 (29%).

"% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 196-199; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 133-134.

% Beulay: Lettres, 40:5 (pp. 424-425).

420 Beulay: Lettres, 47:6 (pp. 458-459).
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An analytical approach to the question of causa efficiens is to be found in
the Letter Sent to a Friend, where the possible sources of inspiration are
differentiated as follows (in the logical approach, however, a), d) and e) would
belong in the category of the enabling cause):

a) Serenity of mind

b) A guardian angel: fiery experiences

¢) The grace of the Holy Spirit: experiences of shapeless light

d) Reading

e) The natural seed in one’s heart: the thought of the soul is
“like a ship on the water”

f) A demon **!

The process of interpretation also applies to the various psychological qualities of
the experience in the process where they are connected with the causa efficiens.
The primary quality of pleasure, for example, which was modified as ‘sweetness’
on the level of symbolic expression, is further focused on the level of
interpretation as the ‘sweetness of Christ’ (halyiiteh da-m§z'hd).422

Correspondingly, the analogous symbol of drunkenness can be described
as taking place in an immediate relationship with God, as ‘drunkenness in you’, or
through His attributes, especially love: ‘drunkenness of His love’ (rawwayiit
rahmeteh).*”

John of Dalyatha connects the symbol of breathing with wider
theological implications by identifying the object of breathing with the One who
is the source of all breathing, and the whole process is interpreted as being

ultimately an operation of the Holy Spirit.

When they breath on that unified sphere which unifies the divided beings, they are
breathing the Invigorator of mind and soul in unity higher than them with that

pleasant breath (nesma) that is stirred by the Paraclete."”!

The parole on causa efficiens helps us to recognise in the discourse the entities
deserving to be included within the concept of mystical experience. If an abstract
entity X is reputed to have been “suddenly given by God”, the most plausible
interpretation is that X is an “experience” because it appears suddenly, and
“mystical” since it is interpreted as being of divine origin. (The psychological
accurateness of the reference is not our actual concern, since we are dealing with
the parlance only.)

1 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 37 (28%), 40 (30%).
22 Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 17 (tr. 14).

2 Beulay: Lettres, 36:2 (pp. 400-401); Sahdona: Qeuvres Spirituelles I, 3:151
(Kod =Lo\} o).

24 Beulay: Lettres, 40:6 (pp. 424-425).
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Finally, we may point out that the role causa efficiens need not be over-
emphasised either, since there is also an aspect of liberty in ecstasy (tahra), which
can be seen in the fact that John of Dalyatha uses the root in the imperative when
addressing his fellow-monks: “Get stupefied (tehar) in love of God towards

usaa 425

2.3.4. Causa Finalis

The category of final cause contains the discussion concerning the results and
functions of mystical experience. The result can be understood as the continuum
of the enabling cause of the experience, showing forth its purpose and outcome in
the empirical world, while the function is connected with the causa efficiens, for
they are both characterised by the idea of purposeful intention. Any more detailed
treatment of the problem, however, is relative and dependent on the choice of
paradigm. The objective perspective of the scientific approach is again in
contradiction with the principles of the discourse itself. Namely, there are things
that, objectively speaking, belong in the category of causa efficiens — e.g.
contemplation and remembrance of God that may appear as psychological
methods — but in the discourse of the ascetics themselves these are rather
portrayed as consequences caused by the Divine action and in that sense they may
be seen as the causa finalis of the mystical experience.

In the following I shall discuss the causa finalis of the mystical
experience from three viewpoints: the relation to the Divine in synchronic terms
(ontological function), the relation to the Divine in diachronic terms
(eschatological function) and the relation to the empirical world (social

N
function). 6

2.3.4.1. Ontological Function: God and Man

Extraordinary experiences are not seen by the metatheologians as objects of
intrinsic value, worth pursuing as goals in themselves but in the wider context, the
totality of which is the crucial aspect and elementary dimension. The ontological
function of the experience seems to be understood by the Syriac authors in two
ways. On the one hand, it is seen as a kind of point of spiritual transition within

2 Beulay: Lettres, 24:1 (pp. 380-381). The use is also remarked on by Beulay (1990, 397.)

2% The psychological function is absent here since the main psychological qualities have been
described above, and it would be somewhat arbitrary to differentiate qualities present in the
experience from the emotions that follow from it and thereby function as its aim or purpose, since
this differentiation is not made explicitly in the sources.
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the process of reaching a higher level in spiritual growth, and on the other hand,
as a manifestation of the fact that the higher level has already been attained. In
any case, it is clear that experiences are not unattached “peaks” but part of a new,
more spiritual state of being.

The theological interpretation of this is likeness to or even unification
with God, in one sense or another. John of Dalyatha defines the end of all spiritual
activities, and of the solitary life, as a state where one has become ‘divine’
(allahaya) and ‘alike with God’ (damé I-allaha).**’ Or to express the desired state
more poetically, the person who experiences it has become a “mirror (mahzita) in
which the invisible is seen”, and “Christ shines forth” in him.**®
The Syriac terms used of the actual unification are hedayiita'> and

hiidaya™’, as well as hultana, ‘mingling’*"

, and their verbal equivalents — in fact
the boldest terminology available. According to Sahdona, love can make man a
‘mansion of the Trinity’ (awwana da-tlitayuta), and man can mix (mehallet) and
unite (mehayyed) with God through Love, and harmonise His will as one with
Him.*?

Isaac of Nineveh several times mentions ‘complete mingling with God’

33 albeit without speculation as to the ontological

(hultand gemira da-b-allaha),
nature or exact meaning of the term. The concept of unification appears and
disappears in the discourse, with its various signs, as if its reference was generally
understood. The terminology as such is analytical in nature, most expressions
even being derived from the numeral ‘one’ (had), but since the concept of
unification does not seem to have been in any way problematic in Syriac
discourse, it seems that the notion was generally understood as a symbolic
expression. In the Christian context, moreover, the concept of ‘union’ (hﬁyddd)434
can be focused with the help of a Pauline subtext, the idea of becoming a member

of the body of Christ.

My Lord, make me a member in the body of your Only-begotten One, so that I may

perceive the secret of union (hiiyada) with you, as far as my weak nature allows."”’

27 Beulay: Lettres, 13:1 (pp. 342-343).

28 Beulay: Lettres, 14:2, 4:9 (pp. 344-345, 318-319). For further discussion of the problem of
unification with God in the Syriac context, see Beulay 1990, 465-487, and on the ‘vision of God’
on pp. 423-464.

2 E g Beulay: Lettres, 29:1 (pp. 390-391), 40:1 (pp. 422-423), 40:6 (pp. 424-425). Widengren
vocalises the word as hadyita.

BOE ¢ Beulay: Lettres, 51:16 (pp. 480-481).

“1E.g. Beulay: Lettres, 24:1 (pp. 380-381).

2 Sahdona: Oeuvres Spirituelles 11, 4:3.

oo o\ <A\ \as Brock: Second Part, Chapter 35 (ed. 139, tr. 151), 19:6 (ed.
93, tr. 104) etc.

1 Beulay: Lettres, 4:8 (pp. 318-319).

3 Beulay: Lettres, 4:8 (pp. 318-319).
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Ecstasy and unification go together in many religious traditions — which is due to
the psychological quality of stunning totality wherein distinctions are not sensed —
and the Syrian one is no exception. John of Dalyatha shows in quite bold terms
how unification results from the ecstatic experience:

Bear constantly in your spirit (hawna) |[...] the ecstasy (fahra) of his Greatness,
until it becomes glorified in His glory and transformed into (His) image, and you
shall become a god in God (al/laha b-allaha). (Then your spirit) has reached the

likeness of its Creator and likened to Him in union (hadyﬁt&).436

The concept of union obliterates the difference between subject and object, which
in turn opens the possibility of likening symbols of the experience to its Giver.
This effective stylistic device is employed by John of Dalyatha, who explicitly
identifies the concept of gift (mawhabta) with God himself: “Blessed are your
lovers who are continually glorified in your beauty, for you give yourself as a
present.”*” Accordingly, John ultimately proceeds to declare God to be ‘food’,
‘drink’, ‘joy’, ‘exultation’, ‘clothing’, ‘the abode’, ‘the sun’ and ‘daytime’ for
those who remain in wonder and ecstasy at His mysteries.**

Unification, as an interpretation, seems to be a consequence of the quality
of totality present in the experience. John of Dalyatha describes how the mind is
stupefied by the unifying effect:

In the beginning, my mind (hawna) being not accustomed, it happens that when the
Light of the Holy Trinity shines in incomprehensible simplicity into the mind
which is deprived of apprehension (ida 'ta) because of the stupefaction in the Light
of Life, and when the mind perceives the unifying exultation, the mind is assailed
by the fear that this might not happen to him ever again.*”

It must be stressed too, however, that unification is not among the most frequently
used images for the mystical experience. The main exception to this rule is 7The
Book of the Holy Hierotheos, which is actually constructed on the theme of
cosmic ascent towards unification (hedayiita)**® with the Essence.**! This latter,
however, is the very expression in which the limits of traditional theological
thinking are exceeded, according to which unification should not be considered as
substantial. According to Barhebraeus, the entity that is united (methallat) in God

(b-allahd) in prayer is hawna, usually translated as ‘mind’ or ‘intellect’.***

¢ Beulay: Lettres, 29:2 (pp. 390-391).

7 Beulay: Lettres, 4:7 (pp. 318-319).

38 Beulay: Lettres, 51:3-4 (pp. 474-475).

49 Beulay: Lettres, 40:3 (pp. 422-423).

9 Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 40 (36*).

! See the extract on p. 147.

2 Barhebracus: Ethikon, 17 (tr. 14). Km\a <aam AVA_\.X\J) Teule’s translation for hawna:
‘intellect’. The sentence in question is a quotation from John of Dalyatha (one example of the
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The variation in the understanding of these images is often to some
extent dependent on the use of the preposition 5°, which has both instrumental and
locative functions in the Semitic languages. In the former case the translation
would express an act, in the latter a state. Both alternatives make sense, but the
latter does so in a more profound way:

Instrumental Locative
haddita da-b-allaha joy (because) of God joy in God
herga da-b-alldha (continuous) meditation on God meditation in God
renya da-b-allaha (end of prayer is:) reflection on God reflection in God

Also, the ‘recollection’ (‘uhdana) of God, sometimes defined as ‘continuous’
(ammina), is described more as a state of being than as an act: it is caused by the
action of the Spirit in man,**® it may be increased in the soul by constant prayer
and reading,*** it burns inside™® and it can even be stored up in the soul.**® These
images imply that something more than a human activity, a “method”, is referred
to. In other words, the concept of recollection refers both to active recollecting
and to states to which the active recollection leads.

When man gazes at the infiniteness of God which is clothed in all and goes through
all, the continuous remembrance ( ‘uhdanda ) (becomes) very strong: it exterminates

the passions, expels the demons, enlightens the mind and purifies the heart. 7

Some of the boldest interpretations concerning the subject of experience occur,
perhaps surprisingly, in Sahdona’s writings. He indicates that the real subject who
is praying is the Holy Spirit: “you should realise that the Spirit of God is playing
on your tongue, and singing his melodies in your mouth.” **® Therefore he has a
good basis for advising the one praying “not to be proud over the Spirit who
speaks in you” since he is only a harp in the hands of the musician.** These ideas

literary interaction between East and West Syrians).

30 K\ )aamas. Mingana 1934/°Abdio®, 156b, p. 275, (tr. 166).

4 Brock: Second Part, 30:4 (ed. 123, tr. 135)

45 <Al parts of the soul become hot as by fire [...] Such is the recollection of God.” Bedjan:
Perfectione Religiosa, 512; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 344.

# Isaac of Nineveh recommends that one be full of recollection so that during sleep one might
receive gifts from the Grace of God when it visits and examines him. Bedjan: Perfectione
Religiosa, 493; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 330.

# . aa 1mvo ) raln Rl oy <\ xR Aouaan

» KAk awdo ’ril a.@wo aroars Raamas Kam 31 2\,

. 2\ Kaawo <aam donawa  Beulay: La Collection des Lettres de Jean de
Dalyatha, 50:4 (pp. 464-465).

" mda.n aas ima o1 Kn\KA Kwaia Ao . Sahdona: Oeuvres
spirituelles 111, 8:79. (Translation in Brock 1987, 235.)

9 Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles 111, 8:80.
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also have a biblical reference in St. Paul's teaching on the activity of the Spirit in
Christian believers.*

The main principle of the interpretation of ecstatic experience within the
discourse of Isaac of Nineveh can be defined as the disappearance of the sense of
the subject-object structure between man and God, even though Isaac gives no
exact definition of this unity. The actual ‘unification’ is mentioned by Isaac only
when he quotes Dionysius the Areopagite (hedayuta) or Evagrius (le-
methallatii).”' Yet in connection with the highest experiences Isaac rejects the
use of terms that refer implicitly to subject-object structure, for example
‘praying’, which indicates one person praying and another being prayed to.** The
basic themes presented by Isaac on the psychological level are to be found in The
Book of the Holy Hierotheos as cosmological applications.

Description of the Godhead based on the experience is an extremely
interesting topic. In this respect we may firstly note the use of very intimate
expressions. Isaac of Nineveh speaks of God as ‘Beloved’ (hebz'bd)“3 and
‘Friend’ (rdhmd)454 with whom it is possible to “discuss in silence”.*> And on the
other hand, the solitary one with no worldly cares is a ‘friend of God’ (rahma d-
allaha).*® In historical perspective this is not an invention of the mystics: the
term ‘Beloved’ (hebiba) is applied to God in the Odes of Solomon, and to the Son
in the writings of St. Ephrem.*’ John of Dalyatha, moreover, calls God ‘the
Beautiful One’ (Sappira).*®

From these terms of intimacy the discourse proceeds towards an even
more daring topic, that of seeing God. Isaac of Nineveh boldly declares: “It is not
possible for you to love God, if you have not seen Him.”** Seeing, however,
means for him not vision but knowing God, as he later explains, referring to a way
of knowing deeper than the discursive sense. Nevertheless, he elsewhere states
that without the distraction of earthly cares and with at least some mindfulness in
vigil, the mystic can “ascend to God to be in delight, and he will easily observe

(metbagqé) that Glory”.*

49 Rom 8:26. The image of a musical instrument occurs in a similar context in 1 Cor 13:1.

1 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 169, 462; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, xliv, 115 , 310.

2 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 170-175; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 115-118.

3 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 261; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 175.

Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 219; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 148. The same word is also
used of the holy ones who are ‘friends of God’. 1bid. 427 (ibid. 286.)

5 R\ s A ‘Converse/intimacy with God? is almost a technical expression. S.
Brock gives examples of its occurrences in Syriac literature; see the note in Brock: Second Part,
30:1-3 (ed. 122, tr. 134).

¢ Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 150; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 102.

7 Ephrem, Hymnen de Fide, 111:1

% Beulay: Lettres, 13:3 (pp. 344-345). The word is an adjective in form, but is here used as a

454

noun.
P I yondswe /AR L ey masaeda ~o ~\ Bedjan: Perfectione
Religiosa, 222; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 150.

90N LKoLye Koodym Kaoar amaa maoan) Ko\ hal aloo

Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 134; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 91.
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The search of explicitly mentioned phenomenal qualities for the Divine

%! based on the vision of Him is not as fruitful a pursuit as one might

Being
expect. It may well be true that the characteristics of the Divine Being are brought
to the description of experience rather than derived from it. This fact as such
justifies us in considering the topic in the category of interpretation.

The phenomenon of “seeing” God seems to merge into the total character
of the experience. In the highest spiritual sphere of *‘Abdiso* the Seer the human
mind is not able to differentiate even its own nature from the light of the Holy
Trinity, but it perceives only the immaterial glory of the Saviour, the Lord Christ,
whose appearance was transformed in his Resurrection into ineffable Glory,
which is far above his material flesh, which he took from human beings for their
salvation.*®” In the thinking of John of Dalyatha the topic is treated by exploring
the limits of language with paradoxical descriptions: “His shape (demiitd) is not a
shape”; before the glory of God “knowledge is taken away from those who have
knowledge, and sight from the seers by the greatness of knowledge and the

. s - - S\ 55463
ecstatic force of true vision (tehiriit hazzeta sarrireta).”

Sahdona uses the expression “lives in us and is seen by us”*** as a
continually increasing effect of purification and illumination in contact with
God’s Spirit and His writings. Sahdona boldly declares, “He can be seen by us in
the Spirit even now, if we wish.”*®> Yet he also states that God is “hidden in the
loftiness of his hiddenness in the inaccessible light of his nature”.*®® The idea
seems to be that seeing does not imply an object. Under the burning influence of
love one is all the time ‘beholding God’. **’

The intimate imagery leads the discussion to man’s identification with
God, and to the application of the divine names to man. The use of bold
terminology is not necessarily problematic for orthodox theology, for concepts
like ‘divine’ have been generally understood as having a different reference when
applied to man than when used of God. In his Hymns on Paradise St. Ephrem
leads the reader to the threshold of the concept of deification, theosis, but leaves

1 How God is actually viewed in the metatheological works deserves a systematic study of its

own. Besides the use of the general concepts of mercy and love, the emotional qualities of the
mystical experience are not, it seems to me, explicitly projected as qualities or attributes of God in
an exact way. Indirectly the view of God and the whole world-view are surely strongly influenced
by the authors’ experiences.

42 Mingana 1934/° Abdi3o®, 150a-152a, pp. 268-270 (tr. 157-160).

9 Beulay: Lettres, 51:7 (pp. 476-477). Beulay’s edition has a misprint here: f\a1,m¥ instead
of folLuma.

o4 é < Ledi o 3 aa (or alternatively, “lives in us and is visible to us™). Sahdona:
Oeuvres spirituelles 111, 8:57.

463 (trj_\ K w010 (\ om RKuwd>n L\ ~xm ar’ Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles
111, 8:6. (Brock 1987, 204.)

M LN R Aty < o Kamann mdasman Koo Sahdona: Oeuvres
spirituelles 111, 8:6. (Brock 1987, 204.)

17 3e Kam \.'\_\_\A:l <o\ mo  Sahdona: Qeuvres spirituelles I, 3:147. The
expression of ‘looking at’ (3 3w ) reads in Sahdona’s Arabic version: in kunta fi allah tanzhur
[...I; Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles 1V, p. 105.
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the word itself unmentioned. Namely, he first compares body, soul (nafsa), spirit
(tar 'ita) and divinity (allahiita) with each other, and then he concludes: “In the
end the body will put on the beauty of the soul, the soul will put on that of the
spirit, while the spirit shall put on the very likeness of (God’s) majesty (demiita
de-rabbiita)."®® The analogy, however, is not completed with the term implied by
the first part, perhaps because the Syriac word for ‘divinity’, allahita, is used of
the Godhead, or of pagan deities, so that it was sensed as being unsuitable for use
with reference to man. There does exist a literal equivalent for theosis in Syriac,
metallahanita, but it is extremely seldom employed in discourse.*®® The word
‘god’ itself, however, can be used in a metaphorical way, as it is by Isaac of
Nineveh when he states that “(ascetic) labours and humility make man a god
(allaha) on the earth.”*’® The adjectival use is also conceivable: when the holy
men are called ‘divine’ (allahaya),’”" the idea of theosis is present.

2.3.4.2. The Eschatological Function

The mystical experience itself can be viewed as the aim of the whole ascetic life
and its practices. It is stated that as long as the solitary monk remains in the
ecstatic state “he is not in need of the performance of the offices, nor is he in the
need of reading, for all this is the work of the merchant, up to the time when the
costly pearl falls into his hands.”*’* This is not because of the emotional content
of the experience but because of (the interpretation of) the Divine reality present
in it — or beyond it, to use a more apophatic expression.

When interpreted in the wider theological context, however, the
experience is even more than the goal of asceticism. The eschatological function
of the experience is revealed by adopting the ontological function of the
experience on the chronological axis, connecting the experience with salvation
history. In this perspective the experiences are interpreted as a foretaste of the
states of the world to come and of life in its angelic mode. In fact the main
purpose of Christian asceticism is spiritual perfection, transformation into man’s
final heavenly character. “Continuous drunkenness in ecstatic impulses”, in the
words of Isaac of Nineveh, is “as in the life after resurrection”.*’”® This kind of
imagery also stresses the unity and continuity between this life and the hereafter,
at least implicitly. “The mind”, according to Simeon the Graceful, has tasted

18 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso, 9:20. Tar 'ita also means ‘intelligence’, “thinking’.

% An instance in Simeon the Graceful in Mingana 1934/Simon, 167a.

0y in) /A ol N\ - haaaama ]Sy Bedjan: Perfectione
Religiosa, 95; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 64.

"' E.g. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 124-125; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 84-85.

Y72 Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 42 (31%). Here the mystical experience
is expressed by the symbol of a ‘pearl’.

7 édmano 1%oaa (Lit ‘order’) Kiooa amaa U\Vm\/' Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 254;
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 171.
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partially here, and when it has become free of the density of the body, (it will
taste) cornpletely.”474

This means that the experience itself may be expressed with signs that
contain eschatological components. For instance, John of Dalyatha speaks of
‘emotions of the new world’ (nebhé de- 'alma hedatta)."”> Correspondingly, the
experiences that are opposite to the foretaste of heaven may be designated as the
opposite of heaven: John of Dalyatha calls the ‘veil of passions’ ‘dark hell’
(ge'hannd).476

Isaac relates that those who experienced this foretaste could become so
overwhelmingly enraptured by it that they were no longer aware of their physical
being, their “coat of flesh”. “On account of the delight and the joy of their heart
[...] they imagine themselves to have put off the body and to be already in the
state which comes after the resurrection.”’” Or the same sense of totality
expressed in other words yet with the same eschatological nuance in the
interpretation: during the experience “it seems as if the kingdom of heaven were
nothing else but this”.*"®

The encounter with of the world to come in the ecstatic experience can
also be depicted in very concrete, even visionary terms, like those employed by
‘AbdiSo° the Seer when enumerating the consequences of ecstasy (temhd) as

follows:

mingling (hultand) with spiritual orders (tegmé), vision (hazzeta) of the souls of the
holy ones, vision of Paradise, eating from its tree of life, and intimacy ( ‘enyana)

with the holy ones who dwell in it, together with other ineffable things."”

If we reverse the perspective, this position also means that the world to come is
more or less co-equal to the state of total ecstasy. Isaac of Nineveh stresses that
the ecstatic states are entirely free of memories of worldly thoughts, and
accordingly, the state of being in the world to come is free of passionate
psychological movements and even memories of the past world. The result
actually comes close to a Christian version of Nirvana, yet the distinction of
personalities remains. “The holy ones do not pray prayers in the new world. When
the mind has been engulfed by the Spirit, they dwell in ecstasy (temhda) in that
delightful glory.”*° Yet the idea of the world to come as a non-verbal entity is
well in line with Ephrem’s non-physical Paradise and its immaterial pleasures that

cannot be accurately described employing the concepts of this world.*®!

71 Mingana 1934/Simon, 194b, p. 314 (tr. 59).

5 Beulay: Lettres, 4:5 (pp. 316-317).

476 Beulay: Lettres, 4:8 (pp. 318-319).

471 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 550; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 369.

"8 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 486; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 326.

7 Mingana 1934/°Abdi%o®, 157a, p. 275 (tr. 167).

% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 170; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 115.

1 Ephrem, Hymnen de Paradiso, 11:3-9. Ephrem’s ideas, however, have sometimes been
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Moreover, Isaac states that the heavenly mansions promised in John 14:2 are not
locations but different spiritual levels, according to which the inhabitants enjoy
their portion of glory.*

And finally, Isaac’s eschatological vision is embedded in love. He
describes beautifully how the Creator made this world in Love, sustains it in

Love, and will bring it to completion in Love.

In love did he bring the world into existence; in love does He guide it during this
its temporal existence; in love He is going to bring it to that wondrous transformed
state (Suhlafa tehira), and in love will the world be swallowed up in the great
mystery of Him who has performed all these things; in love will the whole course
of the governance of creation be finally comprised. And since in the New World
the Creator’s love rules over all rational nature (keyand melilé), the ecstasy (temha)
at His mysteries that will be revealed (then) will captivate to itself the intellect of
(all) rational beings (hawnda da-mlilé) whom He has created so that they might have

delight in Him, whether they be evil or whether they be just.*®’

If these ideas are developed to their logical end, the result is the ultimate
disappearance of distinctions; the boundaries of heresy are crossed at the point at
which personalities cease to exist. This kind of climax and the logical fulfilment
of all eschatological visions, however, is to be found only in the revelatory Book
of Holy Hierotheos, where the eschatological vision culminates in full ontological
harmonisation of the Creator and the creation in a most neo-Platonic fashion:

Orders that are above pass away, and the Distinctions that are below are abolished,
and Everything becomes One thing: for even God shall pass, and Christ shall be
done away, and the Spirit shall no more be called the Spirit, for the names pass
away and not the Essence (Ousia); for if distinctions pass, who will call whom?
And who, on the other hand, will answer whom? For One neither names nor is
named. This is the limit of All and the end of everything. 484

confused with an “Islamic” conception of Paradise filled with virgins (E.g. Palva 1998, 180). This
conclusion was originally based on the misinterpretation of one verse (7:18, see Brock’s comment
in Paradise Hymns, 193).

%2 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 86; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 58.

8 Brock: Second Part, 38:2 (ed. 148, tr. 160).

8 Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 133 (120-121%).
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2.3.4.3. The Social Function

One of the paradoxes of metatheology is that in spite of all appreciation of
solitude the social function of the experience is positive: it is considered to cause
strong love and a merciful attitude towards all men.

Love is characterised by a non-judgemental attitude. As long as the
hermit is under the influence of the spiritual experience, “there is before his eyes
no sinner in creation, but all men are regarded by him as righteous.”*** This
feeling may even intensify to become ecstatic itself: “man becomes drunk, as with
wine, with the love of men, because all actions of men, whether of sinners or of
righteous men, and whatever they do, all of them, are seen by him with the eyes of
the theoria (of the corporeal things).” And correspondingly, when man regards the
feeble deeds of his fellow-men and is moved thereby, this may in turn cause the
fire of love to fall into his heart.**

Isaac of Nineveh does see the commandment to love God as implying
withdrawal from men, as we have seen above, but he goes on to state, somewhat
surprisingly, that the commandment to love one’s fellow-men is included in the
very same commandment. According to the reasoning of Isaac, love of man is a
consequence of fulfilling the command to love God.

Do you want to acquire the love of your fellow-man, according to the
commandment of the Gospel, within yourself? Withdraw from him.
Then the flame of love will burn in you and you will be eager to meet

and see him as (if he was) a vision of the angel of light.**’

Isaac of Nineveh even claims that without drunkenness in God (rawwayiita da-b-
allaha) it is impossible to receive the pure love (hubbda Safyd) that man by nature
lacks. This love and compassion for all creation is total towards sinners as well as
animals.*®® On the other hand, Isaac also states that “the key of divine gifts
(Sukkané) unto the heart is given through the love of the neighbour”.**® This
creates a paradoxical circle, very typical of eastern Christian thought: one needs
spiritual experience in order to be able to love, yet one must love in order to be
able to receive the experience. We might say that this circle is closed in terms of
logic and self-supporting in terms of vitality.

5 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 41 (30%).

8 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 54 (40%).

7 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 313; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 208-209, translates the end:
“thou wilt run to see him as if thou wouldst see the angel of light.”

88 Brock: Second Part, 10:35-36 (ed. 40-41, tr. 49-50).

% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 330; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 221. The word AR aLr. is
very suitable with reference to spiritual gifts, since it comes from SKN, the root of the sekinah.
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If you are desirous of tasting the love of God, my brother, ponder and meditate
with understanding® on the things that belong to Him, and which have to do with
Him and His holy Nature: meditate and ponder mentally, cause your intellect to
wander (on this) all your time, and from this you will become aware how all the
parts of your soul become enflamed in love, as a burning flame alights on your
heart, and desire (rahma) for God excels in you; and out of the love (hubba) of
God, you will arrive at the perfect love of (your fellow) human beings (Isaac of
Nineveh)."”'

A third sign of the working of the Spirit in you consists in the kindness
(merahmaniita) which represents within you the image (dimya) of God, through
which, when your thought extends to all men, tears flow from your eyes like
fountains of water, as if all men were dwelling in your heart, and you affectionately
embrace them and kiss them, while you pour your kindness on all. [...] you do not
think evil of anyone, but you do good to all men, both in your thought and in your
deed (*Abdiso® the Seer).*”

On the other hand, however, ecstatic phenomena do have some consequences with
a somewhat negative social function as well. Ecstasy is reputed to make the
subject who undergoes it to become alienated from the world. Here the allegory of
wine can be continued to its consequences: getting drunk makes one forget the
world (and sin) and causes apathy towards it.*” The result of this is an ability to
adopt a haughty attitude towards earthly passions*** and it makes the mystic
regard the whole “world” from an outsider’s point of view:

Through your love may my life become inebriated (nerwon), so as to forget the

world and its affairs (Isaac of Nineveh).*”

Blessed are those who are drunk of your love, my God, for through their
drunkenness in you they have become possessed by madness (Sanyiita), and they

have forgotten the things previously necessary for them (John of Dalyatha).*”®

From the concept of madness we can smoothly proceed to discuss the question of
the outer manifestation of the experience.

P Lamdka A0Ymo RAMAR

“! Brock: Second Part, 10:29 (ed. 39, tr. 48).

42 Mingana 1934/ Abdiso®, 156b, p. 275 (tr. 166).

493 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 511, 543; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 344, 364.

P daet hosoln Kamomy KEAG a\x “They despise the stinking desire in the
intoxication of their love”; Beulay: Lettres, 11:4 (pp. 332-333).

93 Brock: Second Part, 10:41 (ed. 42, tr. 51).

46 Beulay: Lettres, 326-327.



150

2.4. Manifestation

2.4.1. Physiological Manifestations

In the Syriac tradition mystical experiences are not restricted to the mental or
psychological aspect only, but are manifested outwardly as well. In the doctrinal
perspective this view presupposes a holistic and non-dualistic anthropology in
which the mind and body are not separated, for this enables both to participate in
the experience so that all the inner impulses exercise a certain influence on the
physiological reality as well. Consequently, the physiological aspect of experience
is in principle empirically perceptible, due to the force of spiritual experience
which “palpitates through the whole body”.*”’ The physical aspect of man,
however, may have difficulty in adjusting itself to the presence of the spiritual
reality, which is regarded as something purer and stronger in nature. Isaac of
Nineveh, who bases his teaching on love, expresses this as follows:

Love is something hot by nature. And when it alights on anyone without measure,
it renders that soul as it were mad. Therefore the heart that perceives (Love) cannot
contain and bear it without unusual excessive variations becoming manifest in it.

And these signs it publishes in a perceptible way, openly.*”®

In short, the mystical experience applies to the physical aspect and operates in the
whole body (be-kulleh gusma).*® The result may be, curiously enough, that the
character of manifestation is described as analogous to mental disease. Madness
indicates a disability — in this case a disability of the mental faculties to control
the force and pressure of the experience. According to Isaac of Nineveh, the
bodies of those who cannot stand what is unusual will begin to move (mezi", ‘be
moved’) during moments of joyous tears.”” Barhebraeus, who approached the
subject systematically, collected the following samples on the “madness” of the
experience :

For, sometimes, through the Spirit, (joy) will emerge from the heart without a clear
cause and make a person joyful to the extent, that, if somebody unacquainted saw
that perfect solitary (thidaya gemird) or heard his voice, he would think him to be

mad (Senya).””!

YT\ ~Konra\a &.a The verb also means ‘to glide’, *stir’. Bedjan: Perfectione
Religiosa, 486. (Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 326, translates: ‘flows through the whole body’).

% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 219; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 148.

Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 58; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 41.

Pl ml oy s Keeeo a oy ey s

Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 126; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 85.

> Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 16 (tr. 13-14). The root SNY means transformation: alteration in general
and in the direction of mental illness in particular. The quotation is taken from John of Dalyatha;

499



151

...in (prayer) the intellect is commingled with God and becomes the likeness of its
maker, the recipient of His gifts and the fount of His mysteries. [...] Through
(prayer) it is made worthy to behold His glory and to abide in the cloud of light of
His greatness ( ‘arpela de-nithara de-rabboteh) within the place of the spiritual
beings, in stupefaction (bulhayd) and silence (Setqd), void of motions (zaw ‘€), in
ecstasy (temha) and is in wonder (taher) at the many splendoured rays of light

dawning upon it, and these are the life and delight of the spiritual beings. ***

Sometimes, a person will be on his knees during the preparation of prayer, his
hands outstretched towards heaven, his eyes fixed upon the cross and, so to say, his
whole motion stretched towards God in supplication. And at that moment all of a
sudden a fountain of delight will spring up from his heart, his limbs (haddamaw)
will relax (metrasiin), his eyes will be closed, his face bowed towards the earth and
his thoughts will be confused (mestagnén), so that even his knees cannot remain

down on the earth at the joy of the blessing surging in his heart.””

The most interesting single term here is metraslin, which literally signifies that the
limbs become ‘paralysed’ or ‘relaxed’ — an obvious expression of a physiological
reaction, the exact nature of which remains concealed from us.

The operation of the experience — joyous in its psychological quality — in
the physical faculty is described with the verb ndasfa, a polysemous concept that
signifies ‘hissing’ (as by snakes), ‘shrieking’, 'raging’ and ‘dilating’. All of these
possible translations make some sense, varying the significance into a more or
less symbolic way of expression, and applying a more or less radical character to
the experience.

The slightest physiological signals mentioned in the texts are accelerated
breathing, ‘sighs’ (z‘enhdz‘d),504 red colour on the face and a rise in body
temperature.”” Alongside these, Isaac of Nineveh mentions loss of fear (gentd),
bashfulness (kuhhada) and stability (suttata), these being replaced by impetuosity
(héfd) and disorder (duwwada); the body reacts like a ‘wanton’ (zallilay®® or

his Syriac original is edited by B. Colles in his unpublished dissertation The Mysticism of John
Saba (Melbourne, 1963), 41, 184.

*%2 Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 17 (tr. 14). The quotation is from John of Dalyatha (Colles: The
Mysticism of John Saba, 74, 206.)

°% Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 16 (tr. 14). The extract is taken, in slightly modified form, from Isaac of
Nineveh (Perfectione Religiosa, 58).

M ¥y Mingana 1934/Simon, 194a, p. 313 (tr. 58); Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 491;
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 329.

*% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 219; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 148.

*% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, %19; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 148. Wensinck translates
& a0 as ‘concentration’, 100q as ‘disturbance’.
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‘mad’ (Sené) person.’”’ To these we may add a certain enlightened outlook;
Simeon the Graceful, for example, mentions an ’illuminated face’.”%

Are there signs of the physical reactions that are clearly uncontrolled?
Evidently, during ecstatic moments hermits could occasionally lose their balance
and fall to the ground. This fact, which is not surprising if we consider the
combination of physical weakness and spiritual fervour, has been documented

quite unquestionably:

One does not know how to control (la-mtakkdsii) one’s senses from the intensity
(ma'bdanita) of the joy and the jubilation of the heart, for no man is able to endure
(mesaybar) the working of this fiery impulse (zaw '@ niirand). Therefore, as soon as
this fiery impulse expands in the soul, a man falls (nafel) to the ground and eats its
dust like bread, because of the ardour (retha) of divine love and the heat and
burning of its fervour (Sulhaba we-yaqdana de-hammimiiteh) (*Abdiso the

Seer).””

Sometimes it stirs up hot and fiery impulses (zaw ‘¢ hammimé we-niirané) in his
heart through the love of Christ. Then his soul is enflamed (mestalhab nafSeh), and
his limbs are paralysed (mestarri haddamaw) and he falls on his face (nafel ‘al
appaw). Sometimes he generates a fervent heat in his heart and his body and soul
are enkindled so that he assumes that every (part) of him is consumed by the

burning, except that which is in the heart (John of Dalyatha).’'’

Isaac of Nineveh relates how “they leave their Psalms every now and then and fall
on their faces on account of the power of the gladness moving in their soul.”"!
The problem of the interpretation of such passages, however, is how to
differentiate between descriptions of incidents of ecstatic, uncontrolled falling and
portrayals of enthusiastic series of prostrations, perhaps slightly exaggerated. The
crucial expressions nefal and rema (‘al appaw) may be used in both active and
uncontrolled cases: the mystic ‘throws himself” or ‘is thrown’ to the ground. It is
the context where the decisive expressions are found. The most explicit in this
respect are expressions such as “not knowing how to control his senses” or
“paralysis of limbs” that clearly indicate uncontrolled ecstasy. What actually did
happen may remain beyond our knowledge, but if the textual material is read
without presuppositions as to the tranquil, thoroughly controlled character of
hermit life, it seems evident that the phenomenon of ecstatic falling was well

known among the hermits in these monastic circles.

7 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 254; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 171.

>% Or “enlightened appearance’ ( 1.ma maa _12) Mingana 1934/Simon, 199a, p. 318 (tr. 66).
*% Mingana 1934/° Abdiso*, 144b, p. 263 (tr. 149). Translation mine.

*19 vssbus 1988, 332 (cit. Ms. Vatican Syr, fol. 170b)

> Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 550; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 369.
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Whether a certain expression refers to something that happens under the
control of the will or to an uncontrollable occurrence, is in essence a parallel case
to the difference between the conscious and the unconscious, and the definitions
are therefore more or less discretionary. The centre of personality directs the
effects of the experience to the physical organs, causing movement and other
reactions. In the mental reality there are hardly clear boundaries between
controlled and uncontrolled reactions. Impulsive and inspirational acts may be
defined (and sensed) as partly controlled.’'

One of the clearest indications of incidents of uncontrolled fallings is to
be found in A Letter Sent to a Friend, where the author states that it often happens
that a man falls to the ground, and “he cannot rise, because no body can endure
this joy”. This experience is accompanied by lack of the need for sleep or bodily
nourishment, “because the body is nourished together with the soul by spiritual
nourishment (tirsaya rﬁhdnd).”513

As we have seen, the linguistic significations of ecstasy may produce
opposite entities such as water and fire. The same can also be said of the
physiological signs. This applies at least in the case of silence and elevation of the
voice, and perhaps even in the case of tears and laughter. Isaac of Nineveh tells of

31 50 that he elevated his voice

a hermit who could not bear the flame of joy
because “he could not restrain himself”.>!* Yet silence, too, can be a manifest
outcome of inner ecstasy (fahra), which may seize the monk’s tongue and not
allow him to speak”. It is explicitly stated that this happens “involuntarily”.>"°
The most important phenomenal feature, however, is that of tears
(dem ‘é), an indicator of strong emotional charging. The sources are filled with
allusions to weeping, and even when after excluding a certain amount of the
hyperbolism of oriental homiletics, the phenomenon seems to be remarkable
enough. Different ways of weeping have been divided into categories which are
very similar from writer to writer, although they appear under different names.
On the quantitative basis, tears have been divided into those that ‘visit’

517

occasionally, several times a day, and those that flow unceasingly’” " and

continuously’'®. According to Isaac of Nineveh, it happens many times a day that

>12 An example of an experience that is mostly controlled yet strongly inspired can be quoted from
Isaac of Nineveh: “Then, all of a sudden, he might leave the service, fall on his face, and beat his
head on the earth approximately a hundred times ardently and severely, on account of the fervour
which Grace had kindled in his heart.” Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 140 (cf. Wensinck: Mystic
Treatises, 95-96.)

°B Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 41 (30%-31%).

Mmaoie > dm Kamlar) 1nLma Liay <om swaxs < Literally: “that
flame (arising) from joy”; Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 140; cf. Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 96.
B mya aawran Kom Ko < ;ma . mlo Kom ssimo  Literally “was not
able to hold himself (or: his soul)”. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 140; cf. Wensinck: Mystic
Treatises, 96.

*18 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 42 (31%).

7 noa ~\a Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 128; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 87 etc.

M0 KA K. According to Isaac, the state of tears may last about two years! Bedjan:
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a brother is surprised in his cell by a visitation of Grace; during these periods of
“tears without measure” nothing could make him leave his cell or receive visitors
even if he were given “the kingdom of the world”.”" The purpose of continuous
tears is in their causes (‘sweetness of revelation’, ‘love and humility of God’),”*"
and in their effects, which may be described as purifying.

On the qualitative basis, tears can be divided into tears of repentance
shed over one’s own sins (i.e. sorrow for one’s sinfulness) and tears of grace that
are poured into the soul as a spiritual gift. The division is mentioned, albeit in
slightly different ways, by Sahdona,”*' Dadigo®,”** and ‘Abdiso", who describes
the former as flowing from sorrow and the latter from joy. > Tears of joy and
tears of sorrow appear in the 4™-century Liber Graduum, where they are provided
with a biblical justification based on John 16:20.°**

According to Isaac of Nineveh, the tears of sorrow caused by sin must be
experienced first. They make the body lean and burning with heat, and they often
cause pain in the marrow. Tears of grace, on the contrary, “make the body fat” (a
Semitic expression of welfare), they flow spontaneously, moistening the whole
face, and change the aspect of the face due to happiness. These tears of joy are
“sweeter than honey”.”®> On the importance of these “given” tears Isaac notes that
they are the only physical manifestation that one should request.’%°

According to Sahdona, tears of repentance are necessary for spiritual life.
Joyful tears are caused by remembrance of God, which in the case of perfect ones
grows fervent with love so that one “who burns with love cannot avoid tears when
looking at God”.*” Sahdona proceeds by encouraging his readers to pour out
every day “wine (hamra) and anointing (mesha) of pure tears”.?"

According to a further interpretation — perhaps a somewhat loose one in
the discourse — the thoughts inspired by the guardian angel come with “tears
without measure”, but those coming from Grace “work without tears”.”*’ The
charismatic, supernatural nature of the tears is emphasised by the notion that a
mere natural inclination towards weeping does not deserve praise more than the
actions of irrational beings.’*

Perfectione Religiosa, 126; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 86.

*1% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 177; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 120.

320 Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 58 (tr. 49).

21 Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles 111, 9:45. ,

522 K%\ﬂ:n_.lv X1 and Kray hada <KX 3 Mingana 1934/Dadiso’, 12b, p. 210 (tr.
89).

°» Mingana 1934/Dadi%o®, 155a, p. 273 (tr. 164).

3241 iber Graduum, 18:1.

523 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 126, 245-246; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 85, 165.

>3 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 49; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 35.

T Rl e R i iy ) s Kaawaa om Sahdona: Oeuvres
spirituelles 111, 9:44, 9:45, 9:81.

A K Karyma Kims  Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles 111, 9:47.

> QOlinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 40 (29%).

330 Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 57 (tr. 49); lsaac of Nineveh, Second Part, 18: 4-17.
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In this way the discourse on weeping has made tears the subject of
multiple interpretation. The tears have also been related to Evagrius’ threefold
division (see above, p. 126, and below, p. 163), where they function as a separator
located above the sphere of purity but below the sphere of serenity.”"

Spiritual joy (haddiita) and happiness (bussama)™>* are considered as the

. . 533
aim and sign

of the ascetic life. DadiSo® of Qatar defines the aim of solitary
asceticism as experience of the joy caused by the presence of the Lord and the
sweetness of his victory. *** Actual laughter, however, is not viewed in a
favourable light, mainly because of its frivolous connotations. It was noted
already by St. Ephrem that “Jesus did not laugh on earth but cried”.”*> But on the
other hand, there is a joyous aspect in the spirit of asceticism as well. According
to Isaac of Nineveh, for example, the joyous tears of grace cause joy to “diffuse
over the face”.”*® It is difficult, however, to think of a joyous face except with a
smile and perhaps with moderate laughter! This produces a strange conclusion:
laughter as an esoteric aspect of Oriental Christian mysticism. This does in fact
find some distinct support in John Climacus, who states that a man who stands
and recites the Psalms may be moved “sometimes to laughter and sometimes to
tears™>’ because of vainglory. The remark is a most interesting one, since it
indicates that if laughter during prayer could grant honour and (vain) glory to a
monk, it must have been considered as a genuine spiritual effect by some at least.

The external manifestations of mystical experiences are so interesting a
topic that their occasional mention in the texts usually raises more new questions
than it provides satisfying answers. One of the basic problems is how to determine
when a phenomenon is mentioned because it is typical, and when because of its
exceptional nature?

One example of the problem is the duration of ecstatic experiences, on
which subject the sources offer very little information. The existing data refer to
especially long or frequent experiences. Isaac of Nineveh mentions ecstasies that
lasted for three or four days;”*® one lasting for hours does not seem at all

>1 Beulay: Lettres, 49:8 (pp. 512-513). For Evagrian scheme, see Kerubin silmin, 217-220.

>2 Mingana 1934/°Abdizo®, 155a, p. 273 (ir. 164).

> <Aim’ and ‘sign’ are expressed in Syriac by the same word (n75a).

>3 Mingana 1934/Dadiso, 13a, p. 210 (tr. 89).

KA KAQY.ma o - mind ~aa e N¥0iw > Aamo

ALt Ky ot aamo Kolaas Laa® oam . ;aa.d

Literally: “He is fully satiated by the joy of the face of his Lord and by the sweetness of the victory
of His right (hand). This is a solitary (ihidaya), and this is the sign (aim) of eremitism
(ihidayutha).” On spiritual joy, see also ibid, 93 (15b, p. 213) etc.

> Vosbus 1960, 278-286.

336 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 246; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 165.

John Climacus, Ladder 21:7 (in some translations 22™ Step), p. 202.

>3% The reference to a case of ecstasy lasting four days is derived from perhaps legendary tradition
concerning St. Anthony. (Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 261; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 175.)
The case of three days, on the other hand, seems to indicate personal experience on the subject.
Brock: Second Part, 6:4.

537
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exceptional.”* Rabban Hormizd also encountered an ecstatic vision of light which
lasted for three hours.”*” The most extreme case is documented in A4 Letter Sent to
a Friend, which describes a case of an incredible thirty-two days:

And I was filled with unutterable joy and gladness. And all my body together with
my soul was one strong light, which I cannot describe by my carnal tongue, and for
thirty-two days I was in this joy and under the influence of this holy light, so that
neither at night, nor in the day time, did I repose on the soil, because I did not

know if I was in this world or not, while I was standing like a drunkard.>"!

Isaac of Nineveh also states that intervals between the experiences need not be
long, and they may even fade away in the mystical life. “When man has become
completely perfect, this power joins him inwardly and outwardly, and not one
hour (§a ‘@) will he be without sighs and tears and other (phenomena).”>** This is

well in line with the total pursuit of strict asceticism. Nevertheless, when Isaac

99543

describes eyes as “fountains of water for two years™ " it must be understood as

referring to a state of mind, a tearful attitude with the constant ability to weep.

We may conclude this chapter with a suggestive question as to whether it
might be possible to read certain passages as references to a kind of stigmation.
Dadiso* of Qatar mentions “fighting with sin and for righteousness “till blood”
(‘adma demd) and “the wounds (mahwata) they received on their faces”.”* The
former case is, however, most probably only a hyperbolic idiom, and the latter
refers symbolically to martyrdom, since asceticism is generally understood as
constant martyrdom. But on the other hand, we may read in explicit terms in 4
Letter Sent to a Friend that the severity of the ascetic struggle led to painful
physical reactions. “How many times have vomitings™* taken place after this
fight and done damage to the brain!” The author describes the hour of such
demonic attacks as harder and more bitter than the fire and torture that the martyrs

> E.g. Brock: Second Part 14:27 (ed. 65, tr. 75).

> Budge 1902, The Histories of Rabban Hormizd the Persian and Rabban Bar-Idta, fol. 33b.
raa e e mla Kom . Wiy s oto /o do\wmaro
sLomo Kimon Kar\s oo\ <. < om L Kuw Kimaa e
NKrLio KAmad ama maoiay ma0 KaGis ,m3 . anos oTho Sala
doomat A W\ L s o e W dnom odn s )i
Auom pra ”Ruam /Lot veraa L A o duom Zhar /ol amo ()
Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 32 (24*). The account appears more
trustworthy due to the fact that it is not for forty days.

>2 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 490-491; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 329.

>¥ Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 126; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 86.

> Mingana 1934/Dadi%o®, 23a, p. 220 (tr. 103), 31b, p. 229 (tr. 115) This peculiar suggestion
may find some support in a saying of John Climacus: “I have seen men who reached the ultimate
in mourning, with the blood of a suffering and wounded heart actually flowing out of their
mouths” (7:66, English translation: p. 144).

>* The meaning of ‘vomiting’ may perhaps seem quite unusual for the word ='Anca™ |, the
literal meaning of which in Syriac (and Talmudic Aramaic) is ‘ascents’ and thereby ‘steps’, the
usual word for vomiting being oo, d. The verb ocr<, however, has the meaning of ‘bring
up, vomit’. Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 34 (25%).
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attacks as harder and more bitter than the fire and torture that the martyrs had to
undergo. Extreme asceticism and rigorous fasting will surely produce painful
physiological reactions of many kinds, but the fact that ordinary natural sicknesses
are not meant here, is implied by the advice not to leave one’s cell nor let others
come in during this kind of violent attack.>*®

2.4.2. Verbal Manifestation

The Syriac mystical tradition places stress on the silent, non-verbal character of
the experience to the extent that there seems to be no room whatsoever for verbal
manifestation. On the contrary, the effects are quietening in nature. Isaac of
Nineveh, for example, mentions as a sign of ‘enlightenment of the mind”>*’ that
the “tongue stands still and his heart becomes silent”.>*® Consequently, we find no
Syriac equivalents for the “ecstatic utterances” familiar from Sufism (if we do not
interpret the loose reference to the lifting up of the voice, mentioned in the
previous chapter, as such).

There is no rule without an exception, however. The most interesting
anomaly is to be found in the writings of “‘Abdiso° the Seer. He mentions ‘a burst
of spiritual speech’ (teri iit mamla rithana) as a product of ecstasy (fahra), but the
nature of this interesting phenomenon is, unfortunately, left unexplained in his
text.”* The safest explanation for the expression is that mamla rithana refers to
the recitation of prayers that flow fluently when one knows a sufficient number of
prayers by heart so that one need not concentrate on the act of reading or on the
wording in general, yet the mystical context favours a somewhat more
extraordinary interpretation. The expression ‘burst of spiritual speech’ would be
apt with reference to glossolalia, but this possibility does not seem to be very
likely, since such a phenomenon would probably have required further
explanation in the context and further discussion elsewhere.

And moreover, the reference is not the only one. In 4 Letter Sent to a
Friend the author adds to the experiences produced by the guardian angel “a swift
h”,>" and to those proceeding from Grace “a burst of speech

. . . 551 - . . .
without interruption”,”" images indicating a spontaneous or somehow

burst of speec

>45 One is instead encouraged to increase the recitation of the Psalms and the reading of the
sufferings of the martyrs, and genuflexion before the Cross. Olinder: 4 Letter of Philoxenus of
Mabbug to a Friend, 34-35 (25-26%*).

7 R 3 Ko Lo — one of the seldom used signs of mystical experience.

8 Brock: Second Part, 6: 2, 4 (ed. 16, 17, tr. 20, 21).

> Mingana 1934/ Abdiso, 157a, p. 275 (tr. 167).

0N Vo A\ Sas_.ad. Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 40
(29*). The burst does not last long because “it is restrained by the fervour from the touch of the
guardian angel.”

“'ama \a K\ das .id Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend,
40 (30%).
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uncontrolled verbal flow. This latter gift is permanent, valid day and night, and in
it “secrets are revealed” in a way which cannot be learnt from books or from
others.”> This seems to refer to a form of prophecy, perhaps even to the gift of
interpretation of tongues.”

However, it is not an insignificant matter here that the letter in question
as well as the writings of “‘AbdiSo‘ quoted above, should both probably be
attributed to Joseph the Seer. But on the other hand, we know for certain that the
phenomenon is not his private pursuit only, since we can also find in another East
Syrian work from the same period, The History of Rabban Hormizd
(approximately 7t century), the following encounter:

After discussing an hour about the world of judgement [Mar Sylvanus and Rabban
Hormizd] began to speak also with new tongues (lammallalii be-lessané haddeté)
concerning the new and glorious world. And in accordance with the Divine
Providence which investigates all, they both were suddenly clouded over

(et 'arpalw) in contemplation (#¢ 'orya) of existing things, both corporeal and
incorporeal. And they were gazing at ethereal (qatting) and spiritual (rithanaya)
intuitions (sukkalé), and secret things (setirata) and hidden mysteries (rdzé genize)
which were revealed unto them there by the mercy of Jesus. Then their thoughts
settled (Seknar) on them again, and their understanding (hawna) returned to its own

character (lit. ‘taste’).”™

The History of Rabban Hormizd, however, has so much imbedded material of a
legendary nature that the historicity of the event is not the most certain. But what
is interesting here, is that the existence of the story does in any case indicate that
speaking with new tongues was considered at least an ideal possibility in the
Syrian Orient shortly before the time of Joseph the Seer. Presumably the ‘new
tongues’ were taken as a biblical topos from Mk 16:17, but at any rate the remark
is important since such references are rare in the history of the Church.>
Nevertheless, if glossolalia did exist in the Syrian Orient c. 700, it must have been
a well-kept secret, a kind of esoteric feature in the lonely prayers of the most
charismatic hermits.

We may conclude this chapter by noting the existence of a peculiar form
of verbal manifestation that may be called “syntactic manifestation”. John of
Dalyatha, likely the most enthusiastic author in our Syriac corpus, has a few
ecstatic features even in his syntax. Firstly, a good portion of the discourse of his
fervent letters is directed to Christ in the second person: “My understanding is

2 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 40 (29%-30%).

> 1 Cor. 12:10, 28-31.

> Budge 1902, The Histories of Rabban Hormizd the Persian and Rabban Bar-“Idta, fol.
31a-31b.

>> For further discussion of charismatic phenomena in the Early Church, see McDonnell, K. &
Montague, G.T., Christian Initiation and Baptism in the Holy Spirit. Evidence from the First Eight
Centuries. (The Liturgical Press, Minnesota 1991.)
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stupefied in the ecstasy in you”.”*® Secondly, he uses interjections as if his
mystical experience were bursting from his pen: “How stupefying (temiha) is the
Love (rahmeta) that leads us to him!”>*” Or he may combine both stylistic
devices: “How stupefying is your clemency, our God!”>*® Sometimes the subject
is moaning as if his discourse was suffocating: “(My) reed (ganya) is burnt up by
the force of your fire, my right hand has ceased to write, and my eyes are
consumed by the rays of your Beauty.”>” His enthusiasm is also shown by the use
of a series of exclamations: raz I, raz [i, raz I, “the secret is mine” or “the secret
(is) for me”.>®" This kind of parole would in fact well deserve to be counted in the
category of “ecstatic utterances”, and it again shows John’s literary talent.

2.4.3. Visions

In the approach adopted in this study mystical experiences are treated as a single
mental phenomenon, the parts of which are constituted into separate entities on
the level of the verbal discourse, where the constituents are adopted as parts of
theoretical presentation, which may be more or less systematic in character and
largely symbolic in nature. In this perspective the differences between the various
experiences in the mental dimension lie in the intensity of the experience.

Visions, however, constitute an exceptional category of their own. The
reason why I place them under the heading of manifestation is that hallucinatory
visions might be considered as a subjective manifestation of the experience. The
difficulty here, however, is in the differentiation of the symbolic descriptions of
mystical phenomena with visionary vocabulary from visions where there really is
something to “see”, an object of the vision, whether illusory or not. As noted
above, it seems that the numerous references to the ‘shapeless light” are to be
taken as symbolic expressions of non-visionary reality. Most references to
“visions and revelations” do not really seem to imply any object that is actually
seen, as the information is delivered in a more immaterial way. Especially the
imagery of light and brightness probably does include examples of non-symbolic
usages referring to the visionary experiences, but it is impossible to differentiate
between them if the context does not point this out explicitly.

Moreover, the difference between visionary and non-visionary sensing
may be difficult or even impossible to recognize even by the subject of the

>3 Beulay: Lettres, 4:6 (pp. 316-317).

>7 Beulay: Lettres, 4:5 (pp. 316-317).

>8 \ml(\’ L.md K ok Beulay: Lettres, 24:2 (pp. 380-381). The interjections in
the 2™ person may also be directed to the ‘world’ (ibid.). See also 40:4.

> Beulay: Lettres, 4:6 (pp. 316-317).

>0 Beulay: Lettres, 36:2 (pp. 400-401).
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experience in his conscious mental reality. “I know that I saw and heard, but about
what I saw or about what I heard, I do not know anything to tell you.”>'

Nevertheless, there are a few indisputable cases where monks claim to
have had visionary experiences in the basic sense of the word:

I saw as it were the palm of a hand that took from my head what seemed a heavy

stone, and at the same moment that weight was lightened for me. °*

Visionary seeing may be perceived with the physical eyes so that the sight is
likened to hallucinations or illusions, or it may take place as an inner vision in
“the eye of the mind”, something like a dream seen while awake.

The whole problem, however, is de-emphasised in the discourse, because
an illusory character is frequently attributed to the visionary experiences due to
their possible origin as demonic deception, as the interpretation of such
experiences often suggests: apparitions in the likeness of stars, an arch of clouds
(rainbow), a throne, chariots or fiery horses are considered as likely “deceit of the
demons.”® Genuine revelations and visions, according to A Letter Sent to a
Friend, come in sensual form only as long as one is in a “psychic state” on one’s
path, as was the case with Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and other righteous men
before the Law was given.

Since seeing, or beholding, God is a symbolic expression indicating
mental orientation towards God, ‘vision’ may consequently function as a general
term for this orientation. For example, John of Dalyatha addresses God with the
words: “Every moment You console with Your vision (hezdtd).”565 The more
interesting and illustrative point, however, is the way in which he continues his
discourse, giving an indirect definition of the constant vision:

When he is eating, in his food he sees You; when he is drinking, in his drink You
are sparkling; when he is crying, in his tears You are shining. Everywhere he looks,

566
there he sees You.

This shows that the concept of vision means a ceaseless intention to think of God,
to meditate on Him through every particular concrete object. This is probably the

closest we can approach to a panentheistic experience in Syriac metatheology, but
the emphasis of the expression may be viewed either as active and subjective (i.e.

- W CRE Y, b E R, Y, GENE TP W T Xo T, B WETRE B NN I
10 WK KA A, X My Ay o Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of
Mabbug to a Friend, 21 (15%).
%62 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 32 (24%).
> Beulay: Lettres, 49:24 (pp. 518-519; The author of this particular letter was possibly Joseph the
Seer.)
> Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 51-52 (38%).
> Beulay: Lettres, 51:5 (pp. 474-475).
366 Beulay: Lettres, 51:5 (pp. 474-475).
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the transcendent God is introduced in the creation by the subject’s meditative
effort) or as passive and objective (i.e. the omnipresent God is perceived in the
creation in the contemplative vision). The reading is open to both interpretations.
Vision in this broad sense is also identified with ecstasy by John, who
declares: “Blessed is he who carries your ecstasy (fahrak) in his heart at all times,

for he sees (haze) you in himself at every moment.”®’

2.5. The Theoretical Context

The discussion on experiences is very seldom an independent topic in the
discourse, where personal experiences are usually presented in a more indirect
way. Usually the expressions and interpretations of mystical experiences occur in
connection with topics of a more general nature, the most important of which
concern the varying phases of man’s progress on the spiritual path, or more
philosophical issues that adapt the anthropological, cosmological and
epistemological postulates and premises of the discourse.

2.5.1. The Metatheological Context: the Course of the Ascetic’s Path

Ascetic life is not stagnant in nature, but strongly intentional: negligence is among
the hermits’ most dangerous enemies — and not the least frequent, it might be
added, due to the monotonous character of their daily routine. For this reason the
Fathers urge discernment. One should not observe one’s practices merely for the
sake of tradition.’®® When this progress is described with at least a degree of
systematic thought, the result is a portrayal of an ideal way of spiritual progress
culminating in perfection. The schedule of this progress also functions as the
context of ecstatic experiences that becomes parsed into part of a chronological
axis. Due to their non-speculative approach, however, the ascetic authors were not
specialists in producing detailed systems.

The traditional pattern of spiritual life in three stages (corporeal, psychic,
spiritual) is usually taken for granted, and it appears in most authors. It is in
harmony with the biblical anthropology of St. Paul, but seen in historical

>7 Beulay: Lettres, 47:8 (pp. 460-461).
>%% Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 108 (tr. 93), quoting Isaac of Nineveh (Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa,
466.)
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perspective it is in more agreement with Alexandrine than Antiochene thought.”®

In fact, this division does not take us very far, since in the metatheological
discourses the psychic stage seems to be the basic state of a monk, the corporeal
being his past, and the spiritual, albeit the most interesting one, is more like an
ideal goal. The position is illustrated by the Letter Sent to a Friend, which is
dedicated to the subject of the three stages, but only 4.5% of its contents deals
with the spiritual stage, and the discourse dealing with it is quite apophatic.
Already before the spiritual stage there is to be differentiated a state of purity,
beginning at the end of the psychic stage, which according to the author of the
letter can be recognised by two signs: the first is that during the recitation (of the
Psalms) ‘ecstatic wonder’ (fehra), ‘flames of fire’ (Salhebita de-niira) and joy fall
into the heart so that the hermit has to stop reading. The second is that the
remembrance of God dwells constantly in the soul and the “tongue of the mind
stammers’"" a secret endless prayer” in the heart.’’' The former phenomena,
however, occur outside the state of purity as well.

John of Dalyatha observes the tripartite division with the following
emphases: the corporeal (pagrana) stage entails refusal or denial of corporeal
comfort. The psychic (nafSand) stage is characterised by penitence, the intention
to renew one’s life with the help of both dimensions of asceticism, the outer and
the inner. The spiritual (rizhana) stage consists of purity (dakyiita), a total
liberation from passions, and limpidity (Safyiita), which is defined by Beulay as
“une sorte de transparence qui permet a 1’esprit de I’homme de recevoir les
révélations des mystéres de Dieu et du monde nouveau”.”’

Simeon the Graceful presents the way of the ascetic as consisting of

seven phases, and the role of spiritual experience obviously grows towards the
573
end.

1. The noviciate (Sarwdyiitd) — obedience in everything one is ordered to perform.
2. Change of habits, qualities, manners and ways of conduct.

3. Struggle against the passions through the fulfilment of the commandments.

4. Labours of discernment (pirsana), understanding of hidden powers.

5. Contemplation (#&’orya) of the high and incorporeal beings.

6. Contemplation of and wonder (#@’ar) at the secrets of the Godhead.

7. Secret working of grace, occasional submersion in divine love.

> This division is found in almost all Syriac authors writing on spiritual topics, and it is in

accordance with St. Paul’s tripartite anthropology. The Antiochene school, however, and early
Syriac authors like St. Ephrem prefer bipartite anthropology: corporal and spiritual (or: material
and immaterial; outer and inner; the first substance being that of animals, the latter that of angels).
See Seppédld 1999, 115-116. Wallace-Hadrill 1982, 130; El-Khoury 1982, 1359-1363.

>0 The nature of the prayer may be clarified by the use of the verb lagleg, obviously an
onomatopoeic word.

> This would be a pithy description of the aim of Byzantine hesychasm as well.

°72 Beaulay 1990, 35. For the three stages in the discourse of Joseph the Seer, see Brock 1987,
314-315, and my book Kerubin silmin, 237-238.

" Mingana 1934/Simon, 167b-168a, p. 287 (tr. 17).
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‘Abdiso‘ the Seer portrays the ascetic’s progress as three phases that are usually
called ‘stages’ (mesithtd), ‘orders’ (taksd, from the Greek Ta€1s), ‘levels’ (darga)
or ‘spheres’ (atra). The concepts are used quite irregularly and even
interchangeably, or they may be omitted completely. “AbdiSo* seems to avoid
strict logic in the terminology: his purpose is to help his reader forward, not to
provide him with a system — an annoying fact for a scholar.

Yet if they need to be arranged in relation to each other, I would suggest
that the contents of the phases in ‘AbdiSo“’s discourse be understood as a
threefold scheme expressed in two different series that interpenetrate and overlap
each other as presented below. The series on the left is more on the background of

. . . 574
the discourse, functioning as a subtext for the series of ‘spheres’.

‘ Corporeal stage & o '\-\é‘

3 ‘ Sphere of purification K& a1 Kad ﬂ
‘Psychic stage k\o_\m_\‘ 3

ecstatic visitation 4 ‘ Sphere of serenity  K&oa.aya Kid td
| Spirituality Khawad g

‘ Sphere of perfection hoinaa Kid rd

The ‘corporeal’ is a basic stage, from which one rises to the stage of “purification’
(dakyiita).”” 1t includes prayers, ascetic exercises and good works in order to be
freed from passions. Purification leads to and culminates in the soul’s ‘natural
state’ (taksa keyana) — i.e. natural in relation to God — where “prayers resembling
fiery perfumes arise in the heart purifying and cleansing the soul”,”’® enabling it
to perceive a spiritual vision (hezatd). The way forward proceeds through ecstasy ,
a ‘wondrous visitation’ (sa ‘oriitda temiha).

From this opens a new ‘sphere of serenity’ (atra de-safyiita), which
includes unceasing prayer, a vision of spiritual knowledge hidden in the creation,
unending joy, peace and certainty, that in turn produce love and compassion
towards all. The mental resources reserved for the struggle against weakness and
passions are here idle and therefore prayer is no longer needed (which is in
accordance with the teachings of Isaac of Nineveh). For our theme it is interesting
to note that the ecstatic phenomena seem to belong to this middle stage. ‘Serenity’
itself may grow into ‘complete serenity’, an expression approximately

™ Mingana 1934/ Abdiso*, 145a-151a, pp. 263-269 (tr. 150-158). The use of concepts is not
ultimately logical. For example, ‘corporeality’ (R ani\@) is described as both r(m;lv
(145b) and & sax > (147a); the psychic stage as both KA 1 (145b) and AN (145a).

°” Mingana translates " a_san as ‘purity’ according to the standard basic meaning of the word.
The sense of ‘purification’, however, is evident from the context. The word is derived from the
basic stem, which also has the meaning of ‘to become pure’.

76 Mingana 1934/ Abdiso®, 147b-148a, p. 266 (tr. 154).
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synonymous with ‘the stage of true serenity’ (mesithta de-safyiita Sarrireta), in
which there is a vision in the shape of a heavenly ‘crystal light’ (nithra da-
grustallos).””’

The highest possible stage is that of ‘spirituality’, a term employed by
‘Abdiso‘ interchangeably and quite synonymously with ‘perfection’. In its vision
one cannot distinguish shapes and likenesses, “nor does the mind know (yada ")
and distinguish (paras) its own self (genomeh) from the glory of that shapeless
light (Subha de-niihra hii de-1a demii)” >’

According to Barhebraeus, in the highest stages voices and words pass
away, and the mind deals only with spiritual meanings. While still moving
upwards one must enter the ‘divine cloud’.’”® The note on the ‘divine cloud’
seems to reflect a subtext from the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus, referring to the
ascent towards the Deity as described there.

The foremost Syriac source for speculations on mystical ascent is
certainly the Book of the Holy Hierotheos, whose discourse, however, operates on
such an abstract, timeless and ideal level that the individual experience does not
take shape in the midst of the stream of dream-like visions. (One could, of course,
consider the whole book as representing an outlook derived from mystical
experience.) The main theme of the work, the cosmic rise of the mind (hawna), is
embedded in the vision of the cosmological structure that consists of neo-Platonic
ideas on emanation combined with the biblical material, and the outcome is a very
charming context for any mystical experiences, open to many interpretations. **

2.5.2. Metatheological Anthropology

The anthropology of the Syrian metatheologians deserves a study of its own,
based on a systematic analysis™ ' of the Syriac anthropological concepts, Syriac
being exceptionally rich in terms that refer to the inner man. The large number of
words with similar equivalents pose difficulties for translators:

> Mingana 1934/° Abdizo, 149a, p. 267 (tr. 155-156).

> Mingana 1934/ Abdigo*, 149b, p. 268 (tr. 156).

> Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 60-61 (tr. 52).

>80 | have made a more detailed synopsis of the thought of the Book of the Holy Hierotheos in
Kerubin silmin, 221-225.

*¥! Such systematic contextual analyses, however, will be feasible only after the editions of Syriac
literature have been made available in electronic form. This process has hardly begun and will
surely take at least a few decades, but once it is completed the comprehensive results will be
attainable with such moderate effort that at the moment it does not in fact seem reasonable to carry
out such projects. (Unfortunately, this is true of the studies of Syriac mystical vocabulary as well!)
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nafsa  soul, self rithd Spirit, wind

madde ‘a mind, spirit, melleta logos, intellect
understanding tirta the innermost, consciousness

hawna spirit, mind, intellect genoma  self, substance, person

tar'ita mind, intellect, thinking yata substance, self

re ‘vana mind, intellect, thought,

consciousness

It seems to me that it is most reasonable to regard these terms not as psychic
entities but as abstractions of mental functions. Namely, the emotional or
epistemological qualities of the subject’s mental functions are abstracted on the
linguistic level into the “sub-subjects” given above, but since the mental
operations are indefinite and lack exact criteria of identity, the identities of these
sub-subjects are correspondingly inexact, the result being a multitude of varying
translations for the above concepts.

Instead of a systematic anthropological survey, however, we shall here
make only a few remarks relevant to our topic. The basis of metatheological
anthropology could be taken from the following points in the writings of Simeon
the Graceful. Inside a man, according to him, there is a bright, ineffable and
immaterial mirror (mahzitd), a picture and dwelling-place of God wherein His
Spirit establishes Himself in baptism. Since the creation of the world mystical
knowledge has been implanted in human nature; it can be activated by purification
and prayer, which make one conscious of the spiritual nature of the world and
know things of both the past and the future, those near-by as well as those far-
away, and secret mysteries become comprehensible.”® Anyone who purifies this
mirror

will see all the spiritual powers which accompany the natures and the affairs of this
world, whether they be far or near, through the sublime rays that emanate from it,
as if they were set in array before his eyes; and will contemplate them without any
darkness, by means of the inner power (hayla kasya) of the Holy Spirit, which

dwells and works in the creation.’®>

Where then does the mystical experience take place? John of Dalyatha states
precisely that the body (pagra) and the soul (rnafSa) are able to enjoy the mystical
experience equally (Sawya 1t) but it is the hawna (spirit, mind) alone that is the
recipient of the perception of the experience in question.”® This definition is
sufficiently holistic to exclude the dualistic implications, but it also preserves the

%2 Mingana 1934/Simon, 195a-196a, pp. 314-315 (tr. 60-61).

>3 Mingana 1934/Simon, 195b, p. 315 (tr. 60-61). Mingana’s translation ‘inner power’

(Kama <\ iw) could as well be translated hidden power’, ‘secret power’ or ‘mystical
power’; an alternative suggestion for “contemplate them without any darkness” is “observe them
without veil” (,awd A1 __oma ~Koohw).

¥ Beulay: Lettres, 34:2 (pp. 398-399).
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apophatic aspect of the experience by leaving the kernel of the process outside the
mere psychic (conscious) aspect of man.

The most frequently used “sub-subjects” of the mystical experience seem
to be hawna and madde ‘a, which probably implies a certain influence of Greek
subtext (mainly Evagrius), for both terms function largely in a way corresponding
to the Greek vous, since the most Semitic way of expressing the innermost part of
man, the very essence of one’s personality, would be simply ‘heart’, which
appears frequently in the discourse. The authors may operate in various
dimensions by activating varying (sets of) terms, thereby describing the same
psychological reality in different ways.

Heart-centred anthropology is a common trend in Semitic thought and
hence a biblical pattern as well. The heart is the centre of a person, a kind of
connector between the physiological and mental aspects, for it is seen to belong to
the former by its material and to the latter by its nature. Through the heart the
experiences perceived spread to the limbs and produce various manifestations.’®
The mystical experience may take place in the heart of man that may be ’suddenly
opened by Grace”.”® “I know one brother, whose heart [...] was suddenly opened
and filled with an unspeakable light.”*®’” The opening of the man’s heart vividly
portrays the psychedelic character of the mystical experience.

When the discourse moves in more dynamic terms of function, the heart
of man is his free will, which is able to change ‘passions into virtues and virtues
into passions’.”® Freedom of the human will is a basic component of, and a
central theme in, Syriac theology, and it is also connected with purification: the
first goal is that of impassibility, the second is freedom. The sinful passions,
desires, are defined outside real humanity, and the function and aim of the
freedom of will is to be liberated from them.

Probably the deepest and most original analyst of the human mind among
the Syrians was Isaac of Nineveh — and therefore occasionally the most difficult
as well. Often we may trace behind his, and other East Syrian authors, parlance
the Platonic three-fold division of the activities of the soul, which has two
different series as its Syriac equivalents, although these do not dominate Isaac’s
anthropology entirely, for it frequently operates with the concept of ‘heart’ as

well:>%

*% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 219; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 148.

*% Jsaac of Nineveh. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 547; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 367.

%7 Presumably John the Seer is here speaking of himself. Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of
Mabbug to a Friend, 21 (15%).

%8 Mingana 1934/Simon, 199b, p. 319 (tr. 67). Perhaps the most sophisticated model of will-
centred anthropology (and cosmology) is that of A. Schopenhauer (1788-1860), an ascetic of a
kind, who identified the Kantian ‘das Ding an sich’ with the Will in his classic work Die Welt als
Wille und Vorstellung (1819).

3% Brock: Second Part, 17:1, 19:2 (tr. 91, 103).
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either: or:
Reasonable  AoyioTikos ~aal\w LAy
Passionate Bupoe1dns t\’_\_\kv N7
Desiring eMBULNTIKOS ¥ KA

The rationality (meliliita) of the human mind consists of two different capacities,
the intellectual capacity (hayld melila), limited by nature, and the understanding
(vaddii tana) capacity whereby nature may become perfect. The former seems to
be the discursive faculty which handles information, but the latter produces it by
what Isaac would consider “inspiration”, and where we would perhaps rather talk
about imagination and creativity. The latter is also the more experiential capacity,
and Isaac hints that it is the area where the joyous experiences occur. Isaac
consciously leaves something unsaid here, remarking only that this applies in a
mystical way (raza’it) to a few men in the present time, but only in a state called
Sunndya, translated ‘trance’ by Wensinck but literally meaning any transformation
from one mode of being into another. This happened “to the primeval rational
beings without trance”, asserts Isaac in a mysterious tone, “but for us it is an
annihilation (buttald), because of the sickness of our flesh.”>

It must be admitted, and even stressed, that a certain insecurity and
obscurity in the parlance belongs organically to the subject since there always
remains an apophatic dimension to the experience. John of Dalyatha, after
describing what has taken place during the experience in the angelic realm, states
that those who undergo the experience “are unable to comprehend anything of

what operates in them.”>"

In admitting that not all knowledge of the nature of
experience can be derived from the experience itself, he implicitly admits that
existing knowledge is (at least to some extent) produced independently of its

expression and description, that is: on the level of interpretation.

2.5.3. Metatheological Cosmology

The cosmological position of our authors is, not surprisingly, God-centred, but the
discussion functions in two directions and dimensions. The basic perspective
opens towards the immaterial kingdom of heaven, the ‘world of light’ (‘@lma de-
nﬁhrd)sgz, but on the other hand, the discourse also operates with the creative role
of God in the present cosmos, particularly emphasising the active creative process
by which the world is sustained. The latter leads to the assertion that God may be
seen beyond or through any natural phenomenon — a suitable definition for the

>® Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 208; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 140.

P oladmi cwaryy aas hdn omoa pan) da Beulay: Lettres, 40:5 (pp.
424-425).

2 Beulay: Lettres, 15:2 (pp. 348-349).
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contemplative attitude. This does not reach a pantheistic extent, however, since
God in his Essence is all the time considered as being beyond his Creative Power,
although this is not always expressed explicitly.

The cosmological postulates of the discourse also include the position
taken on the classical question concerning the nature of the created world,
whether it is “good” or “evil”. The answer must be read between the lines. Due to
the lack of abstract questioning in the discourse of the Syriac Fathers, their
standpoint could be understood as a kind of meliorist existentialism: the abstract
‘world as such’, its goodness and evil nature, is an uninteresting and even
unanswerable question and therefore outside the discourse: the goodness and the
evil exist in man and in his perspectives only; they are attributes of man, not of
the world. For this reason withdrawal from the world means in the first place
withdrawal from thoughts that are not in accordance with the divine will, and this
is reflected in outer withdrawal from impulses that function as stimuli for sin.

For our topic, however, the most important observation is that it is the
experience of the subject that determines whether one’s perspective is coloured
with good or evil.

When grace visits us, the light of love of our fellow-men which is shed on
the mirror of our heart is such that we do not see in the world any sinners
or evil men; but when we are under the influence of the demons we are so
much in the darkness of wrath that we do not see a single good and upright

man in the world (Simeon the Graceful).*”

2.5.4. Metatheological Epistemology

Let no one think about reaching Knowledge by diligent inner working (hifata)
and human thinking (renya), for this happens by spiritual operation so that he to
whom the revelation is imparted, at that time is not aware of any psychic thought
(hussabd nafSandya) nor of those things which are perceivable by the senses

(Isaac of Nineveh). **

Mystical knowledge (ida ‘ta), gnosis, is often presented as a consequence of
experience, which raises many questions. What is the content of gnosis and how
does it relate to ordinary knowledge? It has already become clear, at least
implicitly, that the emphasis of gnosis is beyond words, and indeed it is not
“knowledge” in any usual epistemological sense: it may be without any actual
discursive content. The problem is further obscured by the fact that the ascetic

>» Mingana 1934/Simon, 179a, p. 298 (tr. 35).
** Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 155; cf. Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 105.
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authors usually employ the vocabulary connected with rationality in quite a
careless way: for them ‘reason’ means ‘thinking’, and ‘reasonability’
correspondingly the ‘ability to think’. For modern readers, however, ‘reason’ has
more to do with logical reasoning, discursiveness and argumentation.
Nevertheless, since it is evident from the majority of sources that mystical
experiences do have a certain informative quality and consequently instructive
character, it is necessary to discuss the topic from this perspective, too, yet
bearing in mind that according to the metatheologians themselves, the contents of
gnosis cannot be known by reading, i.e. their reference is not attained by treatment
of verbal entities.

The sources show that mystical knowledge, gnosis, is not a product of
exercises in “angelic life” but a gift of Grace: even the pure angels are unable to
stir ‘divine revelation’ (gelyana allahaya) from themselves without divine
Grace.””® On the other hand, the gift is not separate from the ascetic struggle.
According to A Letter Sent to a Friend, the gifts of ‘sight of itself” (hezata da-
gnomeh) and ‘intuitions of the natures of the created beings’ (sukkale da-kyana
da-beryata) are given to the mind when one has stood firm against the physical
attack of the demons.™®

The causa efficiens of mystical knowledge is essentially the same as that
of mystical experience: it may be God, perhaps focused as the Holy Spirit, or an
angel. Isaac declares that “the mind (hawna) will see hidden things (kasyata)
when the ‘Holy Spirit’ (ritha de-qudsa) begins to reveal to it heavenly things”.>’

A wider epistemological context is provided in the writings of Simeon
the Graceful, who outlines a kind of mystical epistemology. He understands the
difference between ‘natural knowledge’ and ‘supernatural knowledge’ with the
aid of ascetic practice, i.e. in relation to the purification of various parts of the
mind: there is no “secret knowledge” without freedom from sin. A proper term for
this might be ascetic pragmatism.>*®

One way to understand mystical knowledge is to view it as a static,
enduring form of what ecstasy represents dynamically, as a certain emotional
peak. Isaac of Nineveh urges one to stay in solitude and in silence, unaffected by

sensual impulses. Then

> Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 161; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 109.

>% QOlinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 35 (26¥), translates “nature of the forms
of creation”.

T Kraaor /a0t oLm . Kénda Kuaa ,ma - aam K

K¥ . iony ymamio A\ ~lrn Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 126-127; Wensinck:
Mystic Treatises, 86.

>® According to C.S. Peirce (1839-1914), the father of philosophical pragmatism, the meaning of
abstract and intellectual concepts is exhausted by the effects they exert, or are able to exert, on
human experience and actions. See W.B. Gallie, Peirce and Pragmatism, Penguin 1952; A.J.
Ayer, The Origins of Pragmatism, Macmillan 1968.
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the intellect (re 'yana) rises above the existence, and the body ceases from tears and
of perception and movement, besides natural vitality (hayyiit keyanayta). For that
knowledge (ida 'ta) does not submit to take the appearances of the things of the

. . . 599
sensible world as its companion.

Isaac of Nineveh draws a connection between ecstasy and mystical knowledge

which he gives an eschatological interpretation, describing ‘ecstasy in the divine
nature’ (temhda de-al keyana allahaya) as ‘a revelation of the new world”.®”
Sahdona, too, makes an explicit connection between ecstatic experience and

mystical knowledge:

And he meditates in wondrous ecstasy (rané be-tahra temiha) on the Glory of
God, and he examines wondrously the great depth of his secret wisdom, and he

is stunned (tameh) marvellously by the riches poured out by His Goodness. 601

According to “‘AbdiSo° the Seer, prolonged ecstasy introduces to the soul spiritual
contemplation (¢€°orya rithanita) concerning the vision (hezata) and intuitions
(sukkalé) of the past and future worlds,®” operating with secrets of the future
(gestd de-raze da- ‘tidata). The immaterial impulses during prayer are inward
spiritual knowledge hidden in the nature of creation, ‘ecstatic intuitions’ (sukkalé
tehiré) of the incorporeal, and the sight of divine providence.®” ‘Ecstatic wonder
of the Wisdom of God’ (tahra de-hekmeteh d-allaha) makes the intuitions
(sukkalé) of the judgement and providence (dineh da-mfarnesaniiteh) of God

604
1.

shine in the sou Other epistemological consequences of ecstasy (femha)

include

knowledge of both worlds, the one that has passed and the one that shall pass, and
also the consciousness of the secrets of future things, together with a holy smell
and taste; (the hearing of) fine sounds of the spiritual minds (madde ‘¢): joy,

jubilation, exultation, glorification, chants, praises, and hymns of magnification.®”

> Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 49; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 35.

P nla om R A\ RLm\K /K Lon Kd Brock: Second Part, 8:4
(ed. 22, tr. 27).

01 Sahdona: Qeuvres Spirituelles I, 3:151.

2 Miam i v R oo Kisaeod /Kaiod Kraan Kaan
Mingana 1934/° AbdiSo®, 144b, p. 263 (tr. 150). This spiritual contemplation is likened to a ‘cloud’
(). The use of this image may arise from the twofold meaning of the particle L ‘above’,
‘concerning’.

53 Mingana 1934/ Abdiso®, 154b, p. 273 (tr. 164), 275 (tr. 167). For the term sukkalé, see below
note 619.

% Mingana 1934/° Abdigo*, 148a, p. 266 (tr. 154). Mingana translates as “Ecstasy in the Wisdom
of God”.

595 Mingana 1934/ Abdiso*, 157a, p. 275 (tr. 167).
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Simeon the Graceful describes spiritual knowledge as “a word of the Lord through
the revelation of the Spirit”;°* this prophetic intuition belongs to the stage after
sin has been abandoned and the commandments fulfilled. When purification has
been reached, one is able to “see in one’s mind spiritually all the visible things
which are seen by others materially.”®"” In other words, one has a pure

perspective, an undefiled pure way of viewing.

He will survey all the present creation and the worlds that have passed or are still
standing, the years of the world with all the events that occurred in it, and the men
with their wealth and their power, the revelations (ge/yané) of the benefits (tabta)

which were bestowed on the judgements of the Fathers and of God. 608

Here Simeon goes into greater detail than the authors in general. He tells us that
when the illuminated one sees a plant, he does not look at it as a product as an
agriculturist does, nor as medicinal roots like a physician, but instead he pays
attention to the ‘spiritual natures’ (keyané de-riih) of the plants, and to the secret
power that is hidden in everything and works in everything”.®” This power is
identified with ‘the divine Providence’ (betiliita d-allaha).**® Moreover, the mind
of man will be able to see

incorporeal beings who are above, and to look, through its own theory and
in an immaterial way, at their hierarchies, their ranks, their faculties, and the
unspeakable modulations of their glorifications, and to imitate them by the

help of God in the measure of its power.”"!

The contents of “gnosis”, therefore, are not only spiritual vista but understanding
of the vitality and order of the whole Creation and of the causalities between the
Creator and the creature, and among the created. It seems correct, to sum up, that
what is called (mystical) knowledge is actually a new perspective into the old
reality, opened up by the mystical experience. Consequently, when such
understanding of the causalities of creation has been achieved, some knowledge or
understanding of the future may be derived by a mere process of deduction.

The one who has obtained mystical knowledge is usually called
vaddu ‘tana; the most usual meaning of this term is perhaps ‘expert’ and the literal
meaning parallel to the Arabic ‘arif'as well as to the Finnish tietdjd, all three
being participles meaning ‘knower’.®'* Simeon the Graceful actually calls himself

8% Mingana 1934/Simon, 165b, p. 285 (tr. 14).

7 Mingana 1934/Simon, 165b, p. 285 (tr. 14).

5% Mingana 1934/Simon, 166a, p. 285 (tr. 14).

3L tady < i 1aa o Ao Keaan )ems )l dal Mingana
1934/Simon, 166a, p. 285 (tr. 14).

0 oda hal\ o Mingana 1934/Simon, 166a, p. 285 (tr. 14-15).

11 Mingana 1934/Simon, 164b-166b, pp. 284-286 (tr. 12-15).

%12 Mingana translates it as ‘Illuminated man’. Mingana 1934/Simon, 174b, p. 294 (tr. 27).



172

a ‘gnostic’ (thidaya gnostiga).’” The use of the word, however, does not imply
“onosticism” as opposed to the Christian Church.®'*

Transmission of knowledge is also an indefinite issue. It is covered by
the concept of gelyana, usually translated ‘revelation’ and thereby easily
understood as a form of vision. Revelation, however, is a wider concept than mere
visual experience: it may function as a general term for inner enlightenment.
“Revelation (gelyana) is silence of intellect”, says Isaac of Nineveh, the author
with the most profound approach to the subject.®’® Isaac sharply differentiates
higher forms of knowledge from visions and revelations. The phenomenon of
revelation (gelyana) is divided by Isaac of Nineveh into six basic types based on
biblical examples:

1. Non-ecstatic revelation perceived with the senses:
a) material — the burning bush.
b) immaterial — Jacob’s ladder, the light that blinded St. Paul.
2. An ecstatic vision (hezwa) perceived psychically — Ezekiel’s chariot, Isaiah 6:1.
3. The mental act of being carried away (hetifya re ‘yanaya)
— St. Paul’s journey to the ‘third heaven’.
4. The rank of prophecy (taksa nebiyiita) — Balaam.
5. Through understanding (mestaklaniita) — Col. 1:9, Eph. 1:17-19.
6. In the likeness of a dream (ayk de-helma)
— Joseph, Nebuchadnezzar, Joseph the husband of Mary. *'°

Isaac argues that by the biblical examples one may conclude that all the
revelations that God has given for the guidance of mankind have come through
images (demwata), especially to those who are “of simple understanding and of
small insight”. Nevertheless, divine comfort and instruction destined for
individuals are received without images, by intelligible apperception
(margesanutda matyad 'anitd), which is the perfection of knowledge, the highest
form of understanding. Revelation, however, is inferior to knowledge for three
reasons: it is dependent on recipient, symbolic in nature (i.e. it only refers to the
truth partially), and the inspiration provided by it is transient. This is why it
should not, according to Isaac, be called ‘knowledge’ but ‘overshadowing’
(maggenaniita). Real ‘knowledge’ is concerned with metaphysical issues such as
God’s foreknowledge, His incomprehensible nature, His various qualities, and
understanding of the mysteries of His will concerning mankind. These are attained

by the ‘intellect’ (madde ‘@) that attains ‘insights into the divine nature’,’"’

513 Mingana 1934/Simon, 200b, p. 320 (tr. 69).

54 This is evident since Simon was writing centuries after the heyday of the actual Gnostic
movement, and the Gnostic movement did not have a monopoly on the use of the Greek word
yvaaois, ‘knowledge’.

81 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 155; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 105.

816 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 156-160; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 106-108.
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whereas many of those who have received a revelation have known God as
children only.618

A single entity of “active” mystical knowledge is often — especially by
Isaac of Nineveh — called sukkala, the most literal meaning of which is
‘understanding’ or ‘intellect’. Yet in most contexts it is clearly something that is
conveyed to man from above, and the certain definiteness in the meaning of the
concept is shown by its use in the plural (sukkale), which makes ‘intuitions’ a
good rendering.®”” The ecstatic quality present in its acceptance is reflected in the
use of the terms tahrda dab-sukkald and sukkalé tehiré, and these offer many
possibilities for translators: the former is translated ‘ecstatic understanding’ by
Wensinck, the literal composition being ‘ecstasy (wonder) that is in
understanding’, and for the latter Wensinck gives ‘wonderful intuitions’, but in
principle ‘ecstatic intuitions’ would do as well.*** The sweet taste of mystical
experience is reputed to stupefy (matmehin) the soul with sukkale.**'

The many-dimensional essence of mystical knowledge gave rise to
further interpretations. Simeon the Graceful presents a tripartite division of
spiritual life as “three intelligible altars” of mystical knowledge, corresponding to
the mysteries of Friday, Saturday and Sunday (referring to Christ’s Passion,
descent to the nether world and Resurrection). The first altar is the mystical
knowledge of works (ida 'ta de-sii ‘rané), corresponding to the mystery of Friday,
signifying the practical fulfilment of the commandments. The second altar is the
knowledge of contemplation (ida ‘ta de-té’orya), illuminative in character, and
described as “the key to the mysteries of God that are hidden in the natures of the
created beings”. The last altar is the mystical knowledge of hope (ida ‘ta de-
sabra), the living altar of Christ, corresponding to the mystery of Sunday: the
mind is united to Christ for ever as Christ is united to the Father.*

Simeon the Graceful also beautifully describes the consequences of the
experience of shapeless light by placing his stress on mystical knowledge, the
basic idea of which here is the awareness of the divine mysteries:

The (illuminated mind) desires to be drawn towards the shapeless eternal light
(nithra ityaya de-la demir) and towards the divine knowledge (ida 'ta ityayta) which

transcends all intelligence. Grace will then dwell in that impassibility, and (the

Literally ‘mysteries of understanding’. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 160;

Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 109.

818 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 159-161; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 108-109.

%1% The term has been translated as ’intellections’ (Beulay), ’Einsicht’ (Bunge), *understanding’
(Wensinck), ‘ecstatic understanding’ (Mingana) and *intuition’ (Teule). ‘Abdio° the Seer uses the
plural sukkale (‘intuitions’) in the same way as Isaac of Nineveh. In my project of producing a
Finnish translation of Isaac’s works I have produced an apt equivalent from a slightly poetical
expression ymmdarryksen sdteily, ‘radiation of understanding’, which expresses well the
supernatural, given and rather definite character of these intuitive understandings.

620 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 52, 20; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 37, 14.

621 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 6-7; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 4.

522 Mingana 1934/Simon, 183b, p. 303 (tr. 41-42).
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mind) will be conscious (marges) of the sublime and endless mysteries which are
poured out by the Father and Source and all the lights, which shine mercifully on
us in the secret likeness (demiita genizeta) of His hidden Goodness; and the mind
will be impressed by them, with the likeness (demiita) of the glory of goodness, as
much as it can bear, according to its expectation, its eager longing, and the measure
of its growth in spiritual exercise. It will then avow immediately that it understands

that everything is vanity when compared with one thing: the Highest Divinity.**

‘AbdiSo‘ the Seer, on the other hand, states explicitly that in the highest sphere of
spirituality there can be no vision or contemplation of either corporeal or
incorporeal beings, nor any vision concerning divine judgement or Providence;
there is no impulse or understanding whatsoever concerning anything that exists —
only the vision of the Redeemer. The vision is completely ‘spiritual’ and has no
forms (eskemé) or likeness (demiita).’*

Do Simeon and “AbdiSo disagree? Since they happen to employ quite
divergent vocabulary in treating the topic, there are no absolutely explicit
disagreements, but implicitly there is an evident discord in emphasis. Simeon
receives mystical ‘knowledge’, but for ‘AbdiSo gnosis remains on a lower level,
his aim being to portray an experience of a more absolute kind. Yet they may refer
to the same reality, Simeon only from a wider perspective and therefore with a
wider reference for concepts such as ida ta. In other words, ‘AbdiSo‘ may
approach a similar experience with a more focused perspective, while Simeon
adjoins to his portrayal some of the (psychedelic) consequences of the experience.
Or they may speak about experiences of divergent intensity, “AbdiSo*’s vision
being more concentrated. Or the reason could be seen in the different use of the
concept of demiita (‘likeness’ or ‘image’), which ‘AbdiSo* seems to understand as
an analytical concept, while Simeon treats it more as a symbolic one.

The different tones of the language of “AbdiSo‘ and Simeon illustrate
how any discourse on gnosis is inevitably bound to a subjective perspective, but
also how the reader of the texts has the keys of interpretation with which the
meaning can be modified in accordance with one’s own paradigm.

62 Mingana 1934/Simon, 166b, p. 286 (tr. 15).

621 Mingana 1934/° Abdizo*, 150b-151a, p. 269 (tr. 158-159).
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2.5.5. Some Remarks on the Theological Context

2.5.5.1. On the Dogmatic Position

The emphasis we have placed on experiences raises many questions in relation to
the Christian theological framework. How are they related to dogmatic theology?
What is their role in Christian life? Why would a Christian actually need
supernatural experiences?

The importance of spiritual experiences for ascetics may be illustrated
with the opinion of Isaac of Nineveh, who declares that even the ability to
perform miracles and raise the dead would be nothing if one had lost the sense
and reality of the mystical experience.®” This is so simply because what we call
“experience” is for Isaac no less than the active presence of the Divine.

‘AbdiSo* the Seer interprets the effects of the Spirit in man as
actualisation of the potency existing in man: he defines the ‘fiery impulse’ (zaw ‘a
nirand) as a “spiritual key (gelida rithana), which opens before the mind (hawna)
the inner door (tar ‘a gawwaya) of the heart (lebba), and makes manifest to it the
spiritual abode (atrd) in which dwells Christ our Lord within us.”®%

How do these ecstatic readings relate to the official theology of the
Syrian churches? Since the sources of this study are not far-removed in time from
the golden era of Christological schisms and dogmatic speculations, it is even a
little surprising that the metatheologians are free of practically all schismatic
speculation. The discourse, both in its methods and aims, is quite removed from
the Christological questioning and dogmatic theology which had divided the
Church and had therefore been attached to all their members, including our
sources. Consequently, no real disagreements on dogmatic matters arise, and
neither do the ascetics seem to have any need to justify their position as members
of a particular confession.*?’

The same applies to the use of the texts during history. It is typical that
the “Jacobite” copyists adopted “Nestorian” metatheological works as such,
changing only a few names in the texts: the quotations of Theodoret of
Mopsuestia, for example, were allowed to remain in the text but under the name
of St. Cyril of Alexandria.®”® The same tendency took place in the Greek

62% Isaac does not, of course, use the concept of “mystical experience” but discourses

here about “intimacy of the love of Christ with all its extraordinary consequences”,

a good definition of Christian mystical experience. Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 488;
Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 327.

526 Mingana 1934/ Abdiso*, 144a, p. 262 (tr. 149).

527 Yet the leaders of the Church could use theological points as means to justify their

distrust of certain metatheologians (Sahdona, Joseph the Seer and Isaac of Nineveh;

see above, pp. 19-20, 23).

628 Mingana 1934, 74-76. The procedure is a good indication of the fact that the essence of the
disagreements was not in the content but in the persons!
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629
h.

translation of Isaac of Nineve On the other hand, Barhebraeus quotes the

Ladders of John Climacus openly — the wounds perhaps already being healed by

e 630
his time.

2.5.5.2. The Bible

We have already seen examples of how the description of experiences is
conditioned by biblical language. This happens both unconsciously and
consciously; the subjects had read their Bibles and therefore the biblical images
are amongst the most natural modes of expression, and this tendency is
strengthened by the fact that the more biblical a description is, the more
trustworthy it is considered.

But in order to realise and understand the experiential nature of the
language it is essential to point out that the descriptions are not actually derived
from the Bible. In fact the biblical justifications usually appear in other contexts
than in descriptions of the highly mystical experiences. Many common terms like
‘“fire’ or ‘light’ naturally do have parallels in the Bible, but it would be quite
unreasonable to suggest “influences” — i.e. that the authors would not have been
able to employ these concepts if they were not to be found in Sacred Writ.

If we examine more closely the technique applied by the metatheologians
to the interpretation and quotation of the Bible, it seems that all the authors quote
it quite freely (usually probably by heart); sometimes a quotation seems to be
more an exposition of the verse than an actual quotation. A few times even
sayings of unknown origin are introduced by the words “it is written”, as if they
are authoritative. Moreover, the biblical passages are picked up and used without
concern as to their context — in accordance with apostolic and Jewish exegetical
traditions (e.g. St. Paul himself).

As a historical note we may also remark here that when the ascetics
quoted the Bible in an approximately exact way, until the 5t century they often
used the harmonised Gospel, the Diatessaron (ewangelyon damhalleté), when the
more official translation of the Church was already the Old Syriac version of the
Gospels (ewangelyon da-mfarresé), and accordingly, signs of the use of the Old
Syriac version may be found until the gh century, while the Church had long ago
adopted the Peshitta, the “Vulgate of the East”.**' This phenomenon is largely
explained by the tendency to quote by heart, which enabled the old forms to
survive in the kerygmatic tradition.

The interpretation of the Old Testament, especially when the Scripture is
not in line with the principles of the New Covenant, functions in an allegorical

629 See the introductions of Wensinck’s Mystic Treatises (p. xviii) and Ascetical Homilies of Saint
Isaac the Syrian (p. 1xxviii).

9 E g. Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 111 (tr. 96).

1 Vosbus 1951, 44, 97-98, 102-106.
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way. For instance, passages referring to warfare and fighting are commonly taken
as indicators of the inner battle against sinful passions in order to gain spiritual
victories.®*? A certain historical sense, on the other hand, is to be seen in the fact
that the Bible is quoted as “the word of a prophet” or of an apostle (not by a
collective name like “the word of God”).

The dynamic understanding of the Scriptures is also demonstrated by
Isaac of Nineveh’s teaching on the Lord’s Prayer.

Our Lord did not teach us a particular sequence of words here; rather the teaching
He provided in this prayer consists in showing us what we should be focusing our

minds on during the entire course of this life.

In other words, it is the sense that is given, not the precise sequence of words for
recitation. (This aim in fact happens to have been confirmed by the textual history
of the prayer itself, since the original Aramaic wording was, curiously enough, not
preserved in the early Church.**)

A certain independence of metatheological thinking from the biblical
framework is reflected in the fact that the experiences are not made especially
“biblical”, and neither is the discourse categorically forced within the limits
defined by the biblical set of verses. ‘Love of money’,** for example, is not
considered as ‘the root of all evils’, as St. Paul suggests, but the hierarchy of
passions is based rather on an exhaustive survey of a person’s own experience of
his passions, and consequently the love of money is seen more as a consequence
than as a cause.®* It is even a little strange that the apostles’ ecstatic experiences
or charismata are quite seldom referred t0.*” Isaac of Nineveh discusses the
ecstasy of Peter,*® and also refers to the experience of the prophets in a general
way:

Because the prophets were in ecstasy when revelations happened to them, they did
not perceive any of the usual things, not even necessary thoughts under the control

of the will, nor anything perceptible by the senses.*”’

532 B g. the use of Gen. 48:22 by Isaac of Nineveh in Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 9.

53 Brock: Second Part, 14:36 (ed. 68, tr. 78).

631 The existing Aramaic (=Syriac) versions are translations from the Greek. The traces of the
original can be seen behind the differences between the two canonical versions, where the double
meaning of the Aramaic *hawba is rendered ‘sin’ by Luke (11:4) and ‘debt’ by Matthew (6:12).
5351 Tim. 6:1. The Greek original for ‘love of money’ is dtAcpyupla, the Peshitta reads
~ama i,

536 For example, Mingana 1934/Dadigo, 34b, p. 232 (tr. 119). “Love of money [...] does not fight
against anyone who has conquered his belly and is endowed with generosity.”

7 Acts 2:2-4,13 and 1 Cor 12:1, 6-11 and chapter 14.

% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 155, 173; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 105, 117; Acts 10:10.
539 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 155; cf. Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 105.
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The most famous biblical parallel, however, is St. Paul’s heavenly journey (2 Cor.
12:2-4). Isaac of Nineveh classifies Paul’s experience as ‘psychological rapture’
(hetiifya re 'yandaya), and concentrates on discussing the inexpressibility of the
experience recounted by Paul. Isaac argues that everything that it is possible to
hear with one’s ears can be expressed verbally as well.**” And consequently,

Paul did not hear through sensible voices or through material forms but in mental
impulses (zaw ‘e de-tar ita), being snatched away (ba-htufya) from the body, his

will having no share with it.04!

‘AbdiSo’ the Seer even claims that the actual function of the journey was to show
that “things revealed to the mind in the state of perfection cannot be constructed
linguistically”.*** But 4 Letter Sent to a Friend goes even further, albeit in a
different direction, by even revealing the very ‘secret’ that St. Paul left
unexplained, and which has for that reason puzzled Christians in all ages — the
secret is that St. Paul had seen Jesus in his divinity.**

The use of the Old Testament, according to the Eastern Christian
tradition, includes typological elements. The biblical scenes and stories are used
as typological prefigures of the New Covenant. Accordingly, metatheological
authors sometimes use biblical figures to illustrate various aspects of ascetic life.

A suitable example of the mystical experience is to be found in the life of Moses.

As the blessed Moses, when he stood in the cloud six days — which constitute the
number of days in which the world was made by the wise Creator — had no definite
prayer (selota glita), but only spiritual vision and sight (hawra wa-hzdata de-rith) of
the creatures of God the Lord of all, together with communion ( ‘enyana) and
conversation (sewdda) with the greatness of that high and sublime Being whose

name is holy and whose dwelling-place is holy (‘Abdiso* the Seer).***

The three stages of spiritual life are often connected with a biblical framework by
assigning them biblical parallels: the corporeal stage (pagraniitd) is symbolised by
the Exodus from Egypt and the journey in the desert; the psychic stage

(nafSaniita) is parallel to the crossing of Jordan, the fight with the habitants
representing the fight with demons; the spiritual stage (rizhaniita) corresponds to

the entry to the “glorious Zion”.**

9 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 50, 158; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 35, 107.

1 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 50; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 35.

%2 Mingana 1934/°Abdigo®, 152a-152b, pp. 270-271 (tr. 160): (Raxda a0l oar ).
3 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 60 (44%). It is interesting here that both
this letter and the previous reference attributed to “AbdiSo® are considered to have been written by
the same author, Joseph the Seer. Yet the claims are not necessarily in contradiction, for
‘Abdifo’s comment refers to the account of the journey, and the Letter to its actual course.

1 Mingana 1934/° Abdigo*, 146b, p. 265 (tr. 152).

% Brock 1987, 314-315.
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To sum up, the use of biblical images shows that the biblical cases are
employed more as additional illustrative material offering parallels than as a
starting-point to justify the writer’s position; they were not even arranged as
reconstructed starting-points to function as the coulisse for spiritual doctrine. This
also shows us something about the understanding of Holy Scripture which differs
from the Islamic or Jewish conception of the nature of revelation, as well as from
the traditional Protestant understanding of Christianity as sola Scriptura.®*®
Despite the extensive use of the Bible, there was evidently no theological need to
prove all the aspects of thought and practice as being mere derivatives from the
Holy Scriptures. Nevertheless, this does not indicate an arrogant attitude towards
the Bible, which was certainly considered as sacred ‘books’,**” yet not so much as
an authority from outside but as an elementary part of the common tradition —
tradition inspired by God. For example, the writings of Sahdona contain biblical
allusions to the extent that the discourse is like a biblical collage, yet he does not
aim to derive his teachings on prayer and vigil from Holy Writ but explains them
with reference to the practices of the early Church: “This (vigil) is also what the
apostles used to do when they gathered together, spending the entire night in
praise, prayer and addresses to the faithful.”®*® The biblical characters were
understood not only as objects of imitation but also as being “of us”.

It is also to be noted that the symbolism of the biblical images often fits
excellently and fuses naturally with the metatheological discourse: for example,
John of Dalyatha makes an adaptation from Psalm 34:9: “Taste, my brother, see
the sweetness (halyiitd) of our good Father.”®"

The free approach to the use of the Bible is especially typical of monks
and hermits. When Philoxenus, the bishop of Mabbug, identifies the precious
jewels mentioned by Paul in 1 Cor. 3:12, with vocabulary already familiar to us,
as “pure thoughts and holy ideas, a mind that stirs completely in the Spirit, which
bears in its impulses at all times the wonder of God (tahra d-allaha) and
admiration (dummara) for the greatness of His Being, and a spirit (hawna) which
preserves silence trembling before the inexplicable and inexpressible mysteries of
God”,* the approach of his interpretation here is slightly more “biblical” than
that of the other metatheologians, for his presentation is constructed in such a way
that the truths in question are to a greater extent derived from the Bible.

Another interesting topic for a more detailed survey might be to analyse
the use of the concept of ‘mercy’ in metatheological texts. The words for mercy
(rahmd and rehmetd) mean ‘love’ and ‘compassion’ rather than mercy in the
juridical sense, which is illustrated by the fact that the corresponding verb (reham)

546 This is worth pointing out, since the East Syrian tradition has sometimes, in the spirit of

missionary romanticism, been considered a kind of forerunner of Protestantism, ”an anti-papal
pro-scriptural Church of the East”.

7 A& ‘writings’, e.g. Mingana 1934/Simon, 167a, 286 (tr. 16).

% Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles 111, 8:68. (Tr. Brock 1987, 229.)

' xa\, oo mdasla e e na N, Beulay: Lettres, 7:2 (pp. 326-327).

530 philoxenus: Discourses, 8 (tr. 6).
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may have God as its object, and usually the word is in the plural (rahmé) when the
“mercies” are described as proceeding from God, which already indicates that it
concerns the particular influences of Grace. The problem of “juridical
understanding” is caused by traditional Protestant thinking, where human acts of
asceticism are set in opposition to true Christianity based on “grace” in the
juridical sense. Nevertheless, Oriental metatheology sees human purification as
being at the most another side of truth. According to the 9th—century East Syrian
monastic author Thomas of Marga, it is impossible for ascetic practices to possess
any intrinsic spiritual value or automatic merit deserving of reward, for many poor
people actually undergo the same practices merely due to necessity.

For the happiness of that world is not given for the sake of labours, but is bestowed
upon holy men by Divine Grace, for the wages which are laid up there are in
proportion to the righteousness of God, and the [merits of the] labours of holy men
are completely put out of sight by the Grace of God. So then, my beloved, let us

not imagine that the little work which we do [here] can justify us before God.”'

2.5.5.3. Martyrdom

According to Simeon the Graceful, God has implanted in all intelligible natures
something of the divine Goodness so that they may all long for the love of God,
‘Light above all light’.®** The scheme is fulfilled by connecting the notion with

the idea of incarnation:

The one who loved us and came down from the height of His goodness to the
lowliness of our humility, in order to raise us from earthiness to spirituality by

mixing the divinity (helitita d-allahita) that is in us with the Highest Divinity

(résit allahiita).’>

The main point and central topic of Syriac metatheology seems to be the same as
that of “official” dogmatic theology: manhood and divinity. The perspectives,
methods and aims differ fundamentally, however. In metatheology the aim is not
the production of ontological definitions of Christ by human means but the
deification of one’s own humanity by Christ’s means: the basis of Christian
asceticism is in the fact that the glory of resurrection implies death and suffering.
In early Christianity to follow Christ meant to suffer, the possibility of

actual martyrdom being frequently present in a cultural context that was non-

1 Thomas of Marga: Book of Governors 6:14, 377-378 (text), 644 (translation).

62 Mingana 1934/Simon, 167a-167b, pp. 286-287 (tr. 16). The expression may reflect a Pseudo-
Dionysian subtext. ,

63 Mingana 1934/Simon, 167a, p. 286 (tr. 16); Mingana gives ‘intercourse’ for aacm and
‘contemplation” for o .
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Christian and sometimes anti-Christian. Persecutions ceased but the ideals did not
change; they only took different forms. Since Syrian Christianity is largely an
outgrowth of the Antiochene tradition, it is appropriate to quote here Ignatius of
Antioch, who crystallised the ideal of martyrdom in his Letter to the Magnesians
in the solemn words: “unless we willingly choose to die through him in his
passion (TaBos), his life is not in us.”*>* “The bishop of Syria”, as he was wont to
call himself, prepared for his own martyrdom in Rome (c. 110) by writing his
Epistle to the Romans, famous for its yearning for death.

Suffer me to be food for the beasts, through whom I can attain God. I am God’s
wheat, and | am ground by the teeth of the wild beasts that | may be found pure
bread of Christ. Rather entice the wild beasts that they may become my tomb, and
leave nothing of my body, so that when I fall asleep, I may be not burdensome to
anyone. Then shall [ truly be a disciple of Christ, when the world shall not even see

my body. *°

Now | am beginning to be a disciple. May nothing of things seen or unseen envy
me my attaining to Jesus Christ. Let there come on me fire, and the cross, and
struggles with the wild beasts, cutting, and tearing asunder, rackings of bones,
mangling of limbs, crushing of my whole body, cruel tortures of the devil, may I

but attain to Jesus Christ.®*

This ideal remained the primus motor of Oriental Christianity for centuries, and
metatheological thinking was based on this same tradition. Among the sources of
this study it is especially TheBook of the Holy Hierotheos®’ and Isaac of Nineveh
who describe the spiritual progress as ‘ascension on the cross’ (massaqta la-
zqifd), where the body goes through crucifixion and the mind rises to the sphere of
higher experiences.

The greater the sufferings of Christ become in us, the greater is our consolation
(bitya’a) in Christ. Consolation means contemplation (¢&°oryd), which renders
the sight (hezata) of the soul possible. It is not possible that our soul produce
spiritual fruits, unless our heart becomes dead for the world. For the Father
raises the soul that has died the death of Christ, in contemplation of all the

worlds (Isaac of Nineveh).*®

Isaac of Nineveh notes that when the martyrs received a spiritual revelation
concerning the date of their execution, they often used to spend their last night

54 1gn. Magn. 5:2. The Apostolic Fathers, 200-201.

5 Ign. Rom. 4:1-2. The Apostolic Fathers, 230-231. 1 have slightly altered Lake’s translation.
66 Jen. Rom. 5:3. The Apostolic Fathers, 232-233.

7 Marsh: Book of the Holy Hierotheos, 2:21-24; Vobus 1988, 158-159.

5% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 544; cf. Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 365.



182

standing in prayer praising God joyfully without tasting any food, in this way
preparing themselves to receive the crown. Isaac urges his brethren to keep this
preparatory state perpetually. He calls the ascetic pursuit ‘invisible martyrdom’
(sahdita de-la methazya) in order to receive the ‘crown of holiness’ (kelila de-
qaddisiita).®® A Letter Sent to a Friend similarly promises the hermits who live in
solitude and watch their thoughts the crown of glory along with the martyrs.®®
And to complete the perspective on the reality common to both ways of
martyrdom, Isaac also considers martyrs as having participated in the ecstatic
experience by being ‘inebriated’ (ra@wen) with love for their ‘Beloved’ (or Friend,

rahma).*!

2.5.5.4. Humility

We may conclude this section by paying attention to the factor that is basic to
Syrian, and all Eastern Christian, spirituality: that of humility (makkikita). One
might even argue that the understanding of the concept of ‘spirituality’ in the
Eastern Christian tradition comes very close to that of humility. Real spiritual
growth is not measured in the quantity of visions nor in the quality of spiritual
comprehension but in one’s conception of oneself and in one’s attitude towards
others. After all, extraordinary experiences as such are not regarded as aims or
methods but rather as a kind of ”’sight” along the road that one is expected to
travel. Isaac of Nineveh considers constancy to be better than ‘trance’ (Sunnaya),
but when transformations of the state of being must take place, he continues, they
should be for the better.*®

For this reason the position of all the mystical phenomena described
above in a sense belongs on the margins of the structure of metatheological
discourse. Yet for the same reason, humility can be seen as the background from
which the experiences arise, as Simeon the Graceful relates in the following:

The following is the sign that a monk is progressing in the Lord: his heart is
contrite in asceticism and humble in grief over small sins previously committed.
Respect and modesty even with regard to the lowly and the weak reign over him;
his heart is artless and simple, even when bearing the fruits of the Spirit. His face is

illuminated and joyful in his love towards all, and he communes with everybody as

5% Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 242; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 163.

560 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 46 (34%).

56! Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 219-220; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 148-149.

2 Kaar o ,\cﬂm KhaA. N Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 208; Wensinck: Mystic
Treatises, 140. The context refers to angels and their immaterial motion towards the Good, but
the same position also applies to men, for whom the change in question may be painful, because of
the weakness of the flesh.
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if everybody were good. Do not, however, rely on your righteousness, although the

grace has come upon you (Simeon the Graceful).®”

This order of precedence is further clarified by the fact that a visionary experience
of angelic beings is considered demonic if it emanates from vainglory and
pride.***

In A Letter Sent to a Friend the motion of humility working in the soul is
the first sign whereby one can distinguish true experience from the demonic. As
long as the motion of humility is preserved in the soul, ““it burns like a flame of
fire in the heart of man”.°®

The final chapter of Isaac of Nineveh’s discourses forms a subtle tribute
to humility, which seems to be the way to actualise the mystic’s unification with
God. “And (the humble one) is reckoned by everyone as a God, though he is
simple in his words and of mean respect.” **® Moreover, in humility lies the

hidden power of God.

Humility is a mysterious power (hayla razanayda), which the perfect saints receive
when they have reached accomplishment of behaviour. And this power is not
granted except to those who, by the power of Grace (hay! taybiita), have personally
accomplished the whole of excellence, in so far as nature in its domain is able to do

this. For humility is all-comprehending excellence.®®’

Accordingly, humility is for Barhebraeus one of the three main causes of weeping,
the other two being the power of pleasure (hanni ita) present in the mystical
intuitions and the ardent love of God. Humility itself is caused by two factors:
knowledge of one’s own sinfulness, and the remembrance of God’s greatness.*®®

The charismatic character of humility is confirmed by Isaac when he
makes a clear distinction between man’s natural humble characteristics and the
mystical degree of humility granted as a gift. “Not every one who in his nature is
peaceful or quiet or discrete or without blame, has reached the rank of humility
(darga de-makkikiita).”*® Real humility is a permanent state of mind,
independent of any causes or circumstances.

Humility is also the reason behind the projective telling-technique of
Syriac metatheologians. Experiences are described in the third person singular yet
the subject is left unmentioned, which may leave the modern reader with an
insecure feeling: whom is the author writing about? This way of telling, however,

is not unique or even infrequent in the Semitic languages, but in the discourse of

53 Mingana 1934/Simon, 199a, p. 318 (tr. 66-67).

564 Mingana 1934/ Abdiso*, 158a, p. 276 (tr. 168).

535 Olinder: A Letter of Philoxenus of Mabbug to a Friend, 40-41 (30%).
666 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 577; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 386.
87 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 578; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 387.
568 Barhebraeus: Ethikon, 58 (tr. 49-50).

5 Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 578; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 387.
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mystical experiences it serves the author to minimise his own role and to project
his own experiences onto an ideal self (and then perhaps to project the
experiences of the ideal subject back into his own mental reality).

Isaac goes on to present permanent humility as a state necessary for
reception of revelations of divine mysteries that in turn deliver spiritual
knowledge. So we are back where we started in chapter 2.1. — presenting a
constant state as an enabling condition of a particular (peak) condition, i.e.
mystical experience.

In the end, almost all of the metatheological discussion can be seen to
take place in some kind of relation to mystical experience. The symbols open
various possibilities for homiletic discoursing on all aspects of spiritual life. For
example, the symbol of fire is utilised by John of Dalyatha to fulfil the exhortative
function of the discourse by urging his readers to “give material to the fire of
Jesus” so that its purity might catch the soul “if it is not overcome by alien
waters”.®” This may serve as an example of how the mystical experience
penetrates the whole religious discourse.

The components of the metatheological discourse that we have roughly
differentiated according to their logical functions, are ultimately combined and
mingled in the metatheological discourse, where vision, for instance, may be
presented as beauty and likened to food, and the revelation identified with drink.
“My Lord, give me the beauty of your vision to nourishment, and the revelation of
the secrets hidden into the bosom of your Essence to drink.”’' In the mental
reality the various phenomena constitute a single whole, and accordingly, in
Syriac metatheology everything leads to everything, and the decisive category is
that of totality.

670 Beulay: Lettres, 15:8 (pp. 350-351).
' Beulay: Lettres, 4:8 (pp. 318-319).
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3. ECSTATIC READINGS IN SUFISM

The following presentation of Sufi discourse is essentially based on the same
disposition as was used in the analysis of Syriac discourse, but the differences in
the contents and emphasis of the Sufi material bring about some changes in the
arrangement. The general characteristics concerning the nature and limitations of
language also apply to Arabic Sufi discourse, and so unnecessary repetition
concerning these is avoided as much as possible.

3.1. The Enabling Cause

Sufi literature provides plenty of allusions to particular methods. It is noteworthy
that, although usually not very detailed, they are not disparaged either. The Sufi
attitude towards human effort to promote the appearance of ecstasy will be
discussed further in chapter 3.3.2. First we shall take a look at the general enabling
methods that correlate with the experience but not necessarily with actual
causality.

3.1.1. General Methods

The Sufi setting is entirely different from the monastic context of the Syriac
scrolls. Rather than remote hermit cells, the practical context is usually
communal: the participants in Sufi gatherings live in the “world”. The practice of
solitude does exist as a temporary method, but interestingly, the difference (or any
speculation on the relation) between these two radically divergent contexts is not
presented in our corpus in relation with mystical experiences.

The general term for all exertion to produce ecstasy (wajd) is tawajud, a
derivative of the corresponding ecstatic root WJD. According to Hujwiri’s
definition, fawdjud is “taking pains to produce wajd”.! Qusayri defines tawdjud as
“petitioning of ecstasy through some kind of free will”.? Jilani, too, recognises that
‘spiritual ecstasy’ (wajd al-rithaniyya) usually comes by means of exterior
influences and stimuli.?

The other side of the matter, however, is that when ecstasy is an intent of
determined efforts, the outcome is not spontaneous and the subject’s attention may

Y Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 415.
 Quiayri: Risala, 61. Laa¥l o g sl cleanl.
3 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.
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be distracted to various forms at the expense of content. Hujwiri states that a
merely outward tawajud, which is imitation of outer movements and methodical
dance, is “absolutely unlawful”.* Niffari offers striking criticism of the nature of
ecstasy produced by recitation of the Qur’an: “The (divine) word turns into ecstasy
(wajd), but using the word to induce ecstasy turns unto the raptures induced by
words.”

Generally speaking, the ascetic attitude of life is a kind of indirect cause
behind the ecstatic phenomena, but in the textual discourse the causality between
ascetic practices and actual ecstasy is not expressed in very clear terms. This is not
entirely by chance. Hujwiri states as his own view that “although mortifications
are excellent, intoxication and rapture cannot be acquired at all”, the meaning
being that an experience cannot be a product of human effort if it is supposed to
be a real experience.

This provides some elucidation as to why the methods are not explained in
great detail in the present corpus. In literary discourse the stress is placed on the
ideal nature of the experience and on the purity of the motives leading to it. All
actions in the mystical life should take place for the sake of God alone, surely not
for the sake of the activities themselves. Authors who emphasise this, like Niffari,
have a constant “de-methodologising” tendency in their discourse. Niffari’s divine
subject may even exhort: “How could you be with me, when you are (occupied)
between ‘descending’ (nuziil) and ‘ascending’ (su 1d)y”®

The first prerequisite of the experience, in logical order, takes place before
the actual ecstatic methods: one should of course /earn to know what to do and
what kind of obstacles to remove. This is, generally speaking, where Sufi
instruction and discipline is needed. “Who knows the veil, is near to the
unveiling”.” This is connected with a basic requisite mentioned by Niffari: since
the mystical experience takes place in the psychological dimension one must first
know it. “If you do not know who you are, you do not belong to the people of my
mystical knowledge (‘ahl ma rif}).”® Self-knowledge, however, is subjective and
thereby a matter of practice and personal direction, and consequently the textual
corpus does not directly discuss it to a large extent in relation to the mystical
experience. And in any case it is a kind of implicit prerequisite: at the moment of
the experience itself, one’s ‘self-experience’ must be set aside.’

In logical order, the next enabling cause that is required would be
acceptance of the experience. This somewhat obvious aspect is implicitly present
in the discourse. It is not, however, taken as a subject of independent exploration

Y Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 415.

> Niffari: Mawagqif, 34:5 (Arberry’s translation slightly altered).

S Niffari: Mawaqif, 21:6.  ssaally Joodl ow caly paie o588 caus

" Niffari: Mawaqif, 29:2. aash e G,al olaall Giege

8 Niffari: Mawagqif, 14:9; cf. Niffari: Mukhatabat, 14:1.

? Niffari: Mukhatabat, 24:27.  die daal alls oy duay diny

“Between Me and you is your self-experience (wajduka bika): cast it away, and I will veil you from
yourself.”
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in the discourse which, according to what we might call a “Semitic paradigm”,
puts more stress on God’s might than on the individual’s responsibility. Niffari,
however, in his chapter on ‘choice’ (ikhtiyar) portrays this feature as if he was
illuminating it from various perspectives, all the while implicitly, however. "1
have planted at every gate a tree and a spring of cool water, and I have made you
to thirst”'® — what is required is acceptance.

Contemplation, or a contemplative attitude, is certainly an important factor
behind the experience; it is usually implicitly present in the discourse. Junayd,
however, declares boldly that “If a man says allah without first experiencing
contemplation (musahada), he is a liar.”'" Junayd’s idea is that God as an entity,
as an “object”, is so different from all other objects that he must be approached in
a way which is correspondingly unique. This is a basic aspect in ‘contemplation’,
which is, however, a wider phenomenon. A functional way to define it is to state
that in contemplation one sees all things through (one’s conception of) God, or
that one sees God in all and before all. According to Niffari, God has “friends who
do not see except through Him”."? Contemplation (Sahdda), unlike vision, implies
some knowledge."?

3.1.2. Specific Methods

What then is one to do in practice? This question, a most interesting one, is given
relatively little and non-systematic attention in the present texts, partly because the
subject is more a matter of practical instruction. Evidently one is supposed to pray.
Islamic ritual prayer, however, is more a matter of sobriety and hence not
mentioned in our corpus as a cause of mystical experience.'® Yet prayer in the
general sense is counted among the prerequisites. Niffari’s divine subject urges:
“Pray to me with your heart, and I will reveal to you the pleasure in prayer.”"

Yet on the other hand, in the sensitive world of man’s inner dimension,
praying, as a verbal activity, may also be a hindrance to mystical experience.
When the sense of the presence of supernatural power is intense, one should pay
no attention to thoughts that suggest that one should start petitioning, which would
be essentially a pursuit of the state that was already at hand. The position is
described by Kalabadhi in the following story:

God’s nearness (qurb allah) cut me off from the (desire to) petition God (su’al
allah). Then my soul contended with me, that I should petition God, but I heard a

Y Niffari: Mawagif, 50:15.

" Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 75; Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 97.

2 Niffari: Mawagif, 27:10-11.

B Niffari: Mawagif, 36:44; cf. Mukhatabat, 27:1-2.

* On the contrary, we are told that ecstatic states may cease for the time of ritual prayers. Qusayri:
Risdala, 66.

" Niffari: Mukhatabat, 9:2. 3 5Lall 5 cue 353 e ol asl dla, J Juo
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voice saying: “After you have found God, do you petition another than God?””'

For this reason, prayer is not presented as a logical postulate of mystical
experience; it rather belongs to the context from which the experiences arise.

As examples of specific tawajud Hujwiri gives some meditative practices
such as representing to one’s mind the bounties and evidences of God, thinking of
union (ittisal) and of the practices of holy men, and the recitation of the Qur’an."’
The latter is for Sufis even more important than the Psalter for Christian monks,
due to the different understanding of revelation. For Sufis the mere listening to
God’s speech is a sacramental experience, for it is where the transcendent God is
brought near to the human level, and accordingly the one who recites the Qur’an
in a sense becomes a mouthpiece of God through whom His eternal word moves.
The specific methods mentioned by Jilani include recitation of the Qur’an “with a
beautiful voice”, the chanting of poetry and the special Sufi ritual of dhikr.'®

Niffari, on the other hand, seems to be in opposition with his negative
remarks concerning those who want to stay up all night in prayer reciting all the
sections of the Qur’an but do not really pray. Niffari’s point is that the
concentration on the rosaries and verses and other methods that are more or less
separate entities disconnected from the rest of man’s existence are not able to
guarantee genuine mystical experiences.'

The most interesting details on the matter are revealed in the discourse of
Niffari, in spite of the cryptic character of his verses. Among the enabling causes
in the psychological dimension perhaps the most important is concentration,
which may be seen as an outgrowth of meditation, a dynamic culmination of the
contemplative attitude. According to Niffari, one should consider one’s ‘attention’
(hamm) and ‘heart’ (galb) as if they were ‘faces’ (wajh) that one is supposed to
turn wholly towards the experience.”’ The divine subject of Niffari’s discourse
urges one to beware of paying attention to any kind of thought that occurs, not to
mention closer dealings with them. “When you stay before me, everything will
call you: beware of paying attention to it in your heart, for if you pay attention to
it, it is as if you had answered to it.”*' Concentration means that one sets aside
one’s expectations” and does not accept any discursive thoughts during prayer but
rather concentrates on the motion of one’s heart, seeking divine assistance from it,
and continues to recollect God during the sense of his absence so that no other
things might arise to disturb the forthcoming experience.*

1 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 115. Slightly altered from Arberry’s translation (Doctrine of the
Sufis, 153).

Y Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 394-396, 415.

8 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.

¥ Niffari: Mukhatabat, 50:1.

0 Niffari: Mawagqif, 74:21.

2 Niffari: Mawagqif, 24:2.

*2 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 48:1.

» Niffari: Mukhatabat, 4:5,7.
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When knowledge ( i/m) with all its conditions (jawami ") calls you at the time of

. . . 24
prayer, and you answer it, you are separated from me (infasalta ‘anni).”

The process of concentration also applies during the acceptance of the experience
itself: Niffari advises one to ‘summon’ to oneself as many qualities of experience
as possible and resort to those that one experiences as ‘responding’ most forcibly.

Experience the experience (wajd) of presence, in whatever quality the experience
(wajd) may come to you. If the qualities avoid you, summon them, and the things
qualified by them, to your experience. If they respond to you, well; otherwise, flee

to the quality in which you experience the experience of presence. >’

Complete concentration is the logical postulate of the quality of totality present in
the experience. Concentration also means that when the experience is about to
come, unreserved surrender is required. Niffari’s instructions are: “Experience the
experience of presence in whatever quality the ecstasy may come to you.”**

The remembrance of God, dhikr, the Islamic version of mantra practices, is
the most important form of fawajud. The verb dhakara signifies remembering,
recalling, and hence reminding, mentioning. Dhikr has a corresponding double
meaning, concrete mentioning and mental remembering. If these aspects are
understood as separate entities, the inner one is naturally seen as the more
important. According to Qusayri, vocal remembrance or repetition (dhikr al-lisan)
leads to inner remembrance (dhikr al-qalb), which in the widest sense is continual
remembrance, unceasing orientation towards God.?’ Jilani agrees that the dhikr of
language is the first step towards inner states of dhikr.*® The inner dhikr is
credited with the fact that it is not restricted to time or place.”

Kalabadhi differentiates three levels in dhikr depending on whether it deals
with remembering the one remembered, (dhikr al-qalb, ‘recollection of the heart”),
recollecting the attributes of the One remembered, (dhikr awsaf al-madhkiir) or

 Niffari: Mawagqif, 24:3.

P sasl dela Thwe of le Soaadl aay aa

b daay A Wolisese paly ool claall dis,le olo

Spaadl vay Lod dalaay aas ol el D osals Yy dl colanl

The nuances of the verbs used here are noteworthy: ‘summoning’ is expressed with the verb da ‘@
which means to ‘call’, but often in a very causative sense: ‘call forth’, ‘cause’, ‘provoke’;
‘responding’ is expressed with istajaba, stem X of jaba. Niffari: Mawagqif, 72:14.

O Niffari: Mawagif, 72:14. aasll dela Taw ol sle 3anll aay aa

*" Quiayri: Risala, 221-223; Principles of Sufism, 207-209.

?8 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 80-81; Secret of Secrets, 45 (for details, see p. 242). The difference
between inner and outer dhikr is also stepless in practice: the tongue may move but without the
voice, which is often regarded as the third main type of mantra technique alongside the silent one
and the one uttered aloud. It is also to be remembered that the practice of dhikr is not restricted to
mystics alone but is characteristic of Muslims in general.

* Quiayri: Risala, 223 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 209).
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‘contemplation of the One remembered’ (Suhiid al-madhkiir).*
Shadhili gives four meanings for dhikr:

(1) Act of remembering (portion of the common people).

(2) Object of remembrance (punishment or bliss etc.)

(3) Dhikr that evokes one’s remembrance concerning (a) good things from God,
(b) evils due to the lower self, (c) evils due to the Adversary and
(d) evils created by God.

(4) Dhikr that causes one to be remembered by God.”!

The most common phrases in practising dhikr are subhan allah (‘Praise the
Lord’), allahu akbar (‘God is greater’), la-ilaha-illa-llah (‘There is no God but
God’) and al-hamdu lillah (‘Thanks to God’) and the simple invocation allah,
allah. These may be repeated a thousand times a day, for example.*” The twelve
names that are supposed to be invoked in the inner dhikr are la-ilaha-illa-llah,
allah, hi (‘He’), hagq (‘Truth’), hayy (‘Life’), gayyam (‘Self-existing’), gahhar
(‘Subduer’), wahhab (‘Donor’), fattah (‘Opener’), wahid (‘the Only One’), ahad
(‘One’), samad, (‘Eternal’).33

In the practise of dhikr the most important thing is to concentrate one’s
thoughts intensively, so that ultimately dhikr is the only attribute of which one is
aware. “Real recollection consists in forgetting all but the one recollected.”* This
may, according to Hujwiri, lead to a kind of ecstasy in which one speaks
something not resulting from one’s own thought.>> On the other hand, the
repetition of even the best formula (/G-ilaha-illa-llah), according to Sayf al-Din,
does not lead the common people to the highest degrees “even if they have heard
it from a sheikh who is the possessor of governing control” unless it happens out
of an untainted conviction.*

The importance of dhikr has been expressed with maxims like “No one
reaches God except by continual dhikr”,*” “Sufism is dhikr with concentration”

* Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 76; Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 98. Kalabadhi bases the
divisions on the writings of Ibn “Ata.

*! Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 163.

* So Makhluf al-Qaba’ili in Ibn Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 123. Quiayri: Risala, 221 (tr.
Principles of Sufism, 206). Al-Tustari (d. 896) used allahu $ahidi, ‘God is my witness’. (Bowering
1999, 60.)

% Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 108, 115-116; the twelve names are given by Bayrak in Secret of Secrets,
77, 85-86.

* Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 74; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 95; Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib,
254,

** Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 254.

*® Chittick 1992, 147. Chittick also stresses that usually there is nothing unusual about dhikr (p.
173).

" Quiayri: Risala, 221 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 207). The sentence also shows the wide meaning
of dhikr as a general term for orientation towards God.
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(Junayd)®® and justified with a Qur’anic commandment.*® According to Hujwiri’s
explanation derived from (or into!) salvation history, all the prophets had their
own spiritual stations (magam) and that of Muhammad was dhikr.** In this way
dhikr becomes a subject of its own in the Sufi discourse. The importance of the
mantra practice is implicitly connected with the belief in the power of the word,
common in the thought of Semitic religions, in which the world is believed to
have been created by the word (kalima) of God, so that there is a kind of
ontological kinship between speech and the world.*!

The numerous praises of dhikr in Sufi literature, however, encounter a
peculiar but sublime counterbalance in the works of Niffari, who makes somewhat
arrogant remarks about a state where the reiteration of dhikr is no longer
necessary.

The recollection of Me in the vision of Me is an outrage.42

If you recollect Me in vision, you are veiled by your recollection.*’

For Niffari the practice of dhikr is a veil, albeit the most elected thing that God has
manifested.” He prefers a total, existential dhikr: “Remember me in everything,
and I will remember you in everything.”*

However, Niffari does offer some practical advice as well. He urges one to
turn one’s soul (or self, nafs) to an ‘encounter’ (liga’) of God once or twice every
day, casting away all external things, and meeting him alone. This takes place
through guarding one’s heart, which enables one to keep one’s attention under
control, and then turning to God in the ‘endings of prayers’ (adbar al-salawat) or
once a day and once a night.*® One should turn one’s attention from one’s own
practice to the bountiful guidance of God, from cognition ( i/m) to forgiveness
(‘afw).V

The collective application of dhikr, that is sama ", ‘hearing’ is a
phenomenon the nature of which it is impossible to express in a single word. The

*¥ Quiayri: Risala, 281 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 304).

* Qur'an 33:41 (va 'ayvuha-lladhina ‘amani-dhkuri-llaha dhike™ kathir™; literally “O you who
believe, recollect God with a great recollection”.) For example, QuSayri begins his chapter on
dhikr with this sentence. (Yet Abdullah Yusuf Ali translates: “O ye who believe! Celebrate the
praises of Allah, and do this often”.)

Y Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 371. “The station of Adam was repentance (tawbaf) that of Noah was
renunciation (zuhd), that of Abraham was resignation (faslim), that of Moses was contrition
(inabat), that of David was sorrow (fiuzn), that of Jesus was hope (raja), that of John (the Baptist)
was fear (khawf), and that of our Apostle was praise (dhikr).” (Translation Nicholson’s.)

"1 E.g. Burckhardt 1976, 100.

2 Niffari: Mawagqif, 23:6.

 Niffari: Mukhatabat 30:11. True to his all-challenging approach, however, Niffari does state
elsewhere that “the true servant is he who rests in the dhikr of God” (Mukhatabat, 20:3).

M Niffari: Mawagqif, 49:2.

> Niffari: Mawagqif, 33:27.

1° Niffari: Mawagif, 55:42-45.

Y Niffari: Mawagif, 55:42-46.
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basic meaning of the term refers to the hearing of God as the individual’s act, and
as a technical term, general in Sufi use, to a special gathering of ecstatic music, a
Sufi session.

The most detailed description of the ritual sama " is to be found in
Hujwiri’s Kasf al-Mahjiub. The principles of his rules run as follows: Firstly, one
should not practice sama ‘ habitually by custom, but only so seldom that one does
not lose one’s reverence for it. Secondly, sama ‘ should not be set out according to
one’s own will, but instead it should be practised when it comes by itself. Thirdly,
a spiritual director should be present. Fourthly, samda * should not be practised in
the presence of outsiders, “the common people”. Fifthly, the singer should be a
respectable person free of worldly thoughts. Sixthly, the aim of samda " must not be
amusement. All artificial efforts should be put aside, and one should not exceed
the proper bounds until the sama * itself manifests its power. The participant must
have the ability to distinguish strong natural impulses from real ecstasy (wajd),
which is meant to be followed, not repelled. Ecstasy must not be opposed when it
is intensifying; nor should it be revived or stimulated when it is declining. During
ecstasy one is not allowed to expect help from anyone, but if it is offered, it should
not be refused. Seventhly, during the sama " it is forbidden to direct any disturbing
comments, questions, estimations or applause to the singer or to anyone — this
remark obviously applies to those not in an ecstatic state themselves. And lastly,
beginners especially must be careful (even neglect the whole practice, as some
maintain) because of the dangers posed by disturbing elements like women
watching the scene “on the roofs or elsewhere”.**

From sama " we are able to shift smoothly to the most troublesome ecstatic
method, that of dance (rags). Our Sufi sources are somewhat irritated concerning
ragqs, since it is in practice the most famous and best-known method, but from the
theoretical and theological point of view it is a most peripheral aspect. Kalabadhi
and Qusayri do not treat it at all; Hujwiri has a short, somewhat fretful chapter on
dancing. According to him, dancing belongs entirely outside both Islamic law and
Sufism.

Dancing (raqs) has no foundation either in the religious law or in the path. [...]
Since ecstatic movements and the practices of those who endeavour to induce
ecstasy (Pers. ahl-i tawajud) resemble it, some frivolous imitators have indulged in
it immoderately and have made it a religion. [ have met with a number of common
people who adopted Sufism in the belief that it is this (dancing) and nothing

more.49

Jilani has the same position. He lists eleven heretical sects, six of which attempt to
reach ecstasy through dancing, singing, shouting or hand-clapping; some of them
also claim that the state to be reached is beyond the jurisdiction of religious law,

*® Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 418-420.
¥ Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 416.
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and still others practise gazing at beautiful faces, do not see any difference
between the sexes or favour free sexual relations.”

Solitude is not presented as a decisive key to the world of experience, as
the formation of Sufi ecstasy is basically social in character. Even during seclusion
the idea is to participate in the common prayers in a mosque five times a day.”!
The function of concrete methods of retreat (khalwa) and seclusion (‘uzla) is the
inner purification which in turn functions as a prerequisite of the experience,
although logically speaking, it is not an absolutely necessary requirement, due to
the “own coming” of the experience. Seclusion, spiritual exercise (riyada), silence
(samt) and perseverance in dhikr purify the inner being and hence “the repression
of outer sensation opens the inner qualities”.”* An explicit causal connection
between seclusion and mystical experience, however, is very seldom mentioned in
the texts. Niffari’s divine subject does bid: “Go forth to the empty desert, and sit
alone, until I see you.” (Niffari and his admiration of solitary experiences,
however, is a somewhat exceptional case in the present corpus.) Shadhili mentions
as a result of khalwa ‘unveiling’ (kasf al-ghita’), descent of mercy, experience of
true love and veracity (sidg) in speech.”® “Some are provided drink without an
intermediary.”’ Jilani mentions as the advantages of seclusion the enlightening of
the heart and the reformation of the ego, caused by silence and spiritual exercise,
but counterbalances this immediately by stating that the way is not one’s own, but
that of the Prophet and of those who follow him.*

More than seclusion, however, the sources emphasise the necessity of a
spiritual guide (mursid).”” Abu Yazid is reputed as having said: “He who has no
sheikh has Satan for his sheikh.””® The intermediary may be an angel, learned man
or a saint.” The role of the Sufi community, however, appears in the texts mainly
implicitly or indirectly. For example, the ‘circles of remembrance’ (majalis al-
dhikr) are likened to ‘meadows of Paradise’ (riyad al-janna).®® The main line of
Sufism is social in character, and khalwa remains merely a temporal method that

> Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 140-141; Secret of Secrets, 117-118.

*! Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 98; Secret of Secrets, 127. Chapter 21 gives a detailed description of the
midnight prayers that the one in seclusion is supposed to perform. The fixed number of certain
prayers (e.g. 100) intimates the use of the rosary.

32 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 121, 124; cf. Secret of Secrets, 93, 95. According to Qu3ayri, the right
motive for seclusion is not to hide oneself from the evil of the world, but rather to save others from
one’s own evil. Qusayri: Risala, 101-102 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 19-20.) For anecdotes in favour
of khalwa and ‘uzla, see ibid, 101-104 (tr. 19-24) and Kalabadhi, Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf, 111; Arberry,
Doctrine of the Sufis, 147.

> Niffari: Mawagif, 50:10.

> Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 114.

> Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 144.

% Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 124-125; Secret of Secrets, 95.

37 E.g. Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 85, 102, 115, 135; Secret of Secrets, 50, 71, 85, 112.

*® Anonymous Sufi text from the 13™ century. Chittick 1992, 1992, 55.

>® Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 144.

% Qusayri: Risala, 222 (tr. Principles of Sufism, 208).
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belongs primarily to the early stages of the path.®!

It is of course difficult to say anything exact concerning the relationship
between the two ideals. Yet they may be harmonised by stating that the ideal is to
be outwardly with men and distant from them inwardly.> The seventy-one Sufis
introduced by Ibn ‘Arabi include one sitting on the top of a mountain, one who
remained 60 years in his house “without leaving it once” and still another who
withdrew to the wilderness seeking solitude,* but these are mentioned more as
exceptional cases, albeit admired, the main line of Sufism being more collective in
character.

We may also note the ideal of staying awake. Yet the practice, an extreme
one, is very seldom dealt with in the sources of the present study, and when it does
occur, the question is expressed in quite a sophisticated way, based on the
somewhat technical questioning of the literary Sufi discourse. Hujwiri discusses
the question on quite an abstract level: why do other Sufis advise novices to avoid
sleeping as far as possible and would not allow “the lover sleep or rest by day or
night”, but others consider sleep as a gift of God and even encourage their novices
to constrain themselves to sleep?®

However, actual wakefulness is considered to be one of the ideal pursuits,
partly because of the early hour of the Islamic morning prayer. Ibn ‘Arabi, for
example, mentions with reference to a sheikh who was “almost free from sin” that
he “would sometimes sleep the whole night through, which caused me doubts
regarding his spiritual effort.”®> According to Hujwiri, some sheikhs regarded
sleep as a state resembling death, and therefore considered “not permissible for a
novice to sleep except when he is overpowered by slumber”. Others, however,
considered sleep as a state of innocence or even “God’s act towards us” (Junayd),
and thereby held that a novice may sleep at will and even constrain himself to
sleep.®

Finally, we may note here that age does not necessarily set any limitations
to achieving ecstatic states, as is revealed by the following incident:

%1 Some examples in Ibn ‘Arabi’s hagiography show the ideal of modesty in communication. Sufis
who lived in society could, for example, keep “aloof from men and maintain long periods of
silence” (Sufis of Andalus, 124), and another “was never the first to speak and only answered when
it was really necessary” (ibid, 92). Al-Rundi is reported to have “kept to the mountains and coasts
and avoided the inhabited areas for nearly thirty years.” (ibid., 116).

82 Quiayri: Risala, 102; Principles of Sufism, 20.

% Sitting on the mountain was not continual but only one of the practices he was known for. Ibn
‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalus, 118, 87, 126.

% Junayd’s answer is that sleep is to be preferred since it is God’s gift, independent of the human
will, and his acts towards man. On this point Junayd is exceptionally in agreement with the
principles of drunken Sufism. Others consider sleep as a veil since it is not needed in Paradise.
Both views are supported with miscellaneous, mainly apocryphal, anecdotes. Hujwiri: Kashf al-
Mahjib, 352-354.

% Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalus, 111 (for praying in the night, see also p. 140).

% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 351-352.
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He had a daughter under one year of age. So influenced was she by his spiritual
state that when the brethren had attended for the Invocation and had formed a large
circle, she would jump down from her mother’s lap and stand in the middle of the

circle on her legs. At such times ecstasy would overcome her (Ibn ‘Arabi).®’

57 Ibn *Arabi: Sufis of Andalus, 109. However, the end of the story reads: “She died before she was
weaned” (sic).
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3.2. Expression

If one wishes to find descriptions of the experience itself, what it is and what it
feels like, the Sufi sources give surprisingly few “direct” descriptions. The
emphasis of the discourse takes its character from the more theoretical stages
presented below.

As we have seen before, there is no established, permanent vocabulary to
express the ecstatic experience, and the creation of such terminology cannot take
place without theorisation that is inevitably more or less incommensurable. The
problem is definitely comprehended by the Sufis themselves. The following
sayings are attributed to al-Makki:

Ecstasy does not admit of explanation, because it is a secret between God and the
true believers. Let men seek to explain it as they will, their explanation is not that
secret, inasmuch as all human power and effort is divorced from the Divine

e 08
mysteries.

There is no explanation for the nature of ecstasy (kayfiyyat al-wajd), for it is a

secret of God among firm believers (al-mu'minin al-miginin).”

This is even more the case when the non-linguistic experience is silent in its
manifestation and even in its methods. According to Hujwiri, the one who
possesses a state (hal), becomes silent in tongue, and its reality is proclaimed in
his works instead. “To ask about hal is absurd, since hal is the annihilation of
speech.””’

The verbal reality divides the mental reality in a way that may be
misleading or insufficient. Therefore, concentration on the experience itself
diminishes concentration on its expression. Niffari states plainly that “the more
the vision (ru ’ya) increases, the more the expression ( 'ibara) decreases.””' The
sensitivity of the matter is shown by the fact that the character of mystical
experience may be reversed if the subject concentrates on the discursive aspect.
According to Niffari, if the state of concentration takes place on the verbal level, it
is actually separation.”

Moreover, language itself is limited in expressing absolute truths because
of its instability. Niffari expresses this quite modern idea sublimely by stating that

8 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 138.

% Sulami, 202 (§5); Adab al-mulitk, 134.

" Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 369-370.

! Niffari: Mawagqif, 28:2. Ru’ya is for Niffari a wide concept that does not imply actual visual
apparitions.

72 Niffari: Mawagqif, 33:3-4. “How long will you be concentrated by nothing but words (agwal)?
[...] If you are concentrated by other than Me, you are separated so long as you are concentrated.”
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“people of names are people of shadow”.”

But on the other hand, semantic insufficiencies do not put an end to the
discussion, which is allusive in intention. Mystical discourse is essentially non-
reaching by character, always tending to point further. One indicator of this is that
Niffari proceeds to declare that it is not only language (kalam) but also silence
(samt) that can function as a veil during the mystical experience.”*

Mystical language operates in a twofold tension field. On the one hand, it
is bound to be insufficient, due to its operation with unlimited and indefinite
entities, the connotations of which are constituted on a subjective basis. And on
the other hand, the terms are universal in form: they are the same for all users and
recipients, and this common form may easily delude one into thinking that one has
grasped its meaning in its pure or full form. The misleading character of language
is disclosed various times by Niffari in maxims like “expression is a veil” (al-
'ibara sitr)”, “speech is a veil” (al-gawl hijab)’® or “letter is a veil” (al-harf
hijab).”

Entanglement in human language and the outlines produced by it also
support the tendency, psychologically very natural, to project human qualities and
one’s own conceptions onto the mystical reality. Niffari is again well aware of the
danger. His divine subject announces: “My attributes ( ‘awsdfi) which are

supported by expression ( ibara) are in a sense your attributes”.”®

3.2.1. Analytical Expression

The whole Sufi discourse takes place in some kind of relation to the mystical
experience, in the broad sense of the term. In order to find a description in which a
case of actual ecstasy, an actual ecstatic experience, has been designated
analytically, one should first unravel what “ecstasy” is in Arabic, regardless of
Sufism, and then proceed by differentiating the symbolic terms in Sufi
terminology (and there are about a dozen of them’’). This is, however, a very
tricky question. It is in fact doubtful whether there ever was any literal discussion
about “ecstasy” in Arabic before the era of Sufism.

Besides, the whole question is perhaps formulated inaccurately. If the inner
states have no fixed criteria of identity, the hunt for “exact equivalents” will
remain fruitless. And to be more exact: to what one should look for an equivalent?

? Niffari: Mawagif, 67:10. Jkh Jal clawdl Jal

" Niffari: Mawagqif, 28:10. The experience in this case is ‘vision’ (ru ‘ya).

> Niffari: Mawaqif, 28:3. i 3 Lall

7® Niffari: Mawagqif, 20:15.

7 Niffari: Mawagqif, 55:2, 67:2.

78 Niffari: Mawagqif, 55:18.

” These include sukr, wajd, surb, dhawq, ‘adhb, sama’, fana’, ghayba, jadhba, hal, ghalaba,
lum ‘a — depending on the context and the tradition of interpretation.
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Should the starting-point be the Greek ékotacts? Or perhaps the Syriac temha?

If this be the case, we are fortunate to have access to the portions of the
oldest surviving manuscript of the Arabic New Testament, Mt. Sinai Arabic
Codex 151, which dates back to 867 AD, slightly predating our Sufi corpus. The
fact that it was translated from Syriac by a man who could make comparisons with
the Greek original,®” actually provides us with the Arabic equivalent of both
¢ékotaols and temha. Perhaps a little surprisingly, the translator chose to translate
temha (¢kotoois) as sahw, the basic meaning of which is ‘inattentiveness’,
‘absent-mindedness’. But does this choice tell of the equivalence of concepts or of
the difficulty faced by the translator? The usual classical Arabic usage of sahw in
fact refers more to inattention in the sense of negligence than to ecstatic states.
Fortunately, the text is provided with a note, most likely by the translator himself,
where we are given an analytical definition of the mystical experience that is
expressed by ekotaots in Greek, temha in Syriac, and sahw in Arabic:

it makes the person free from his thoughts which generally come to him; and it
gathers all his thought, and snatches his mind, and he sees distant absent matters as
though they are near and present. And this is like the absent-mindedness (sahw)
which fell upon Adam and Abraham. 8l

According to the definition, the experience consists of four characteristic features:
(1) discharge of ordinary discursive mental activity, (2) a concentrating effect, (3)
a sense of the more rapid, smoother motion of consciousness, as I see the basic
idea of being snatched, and (4) the prophetic quality of clairvoyance. The
definition is, of course, focused on the prophetic character of the particular
experience in question (Acts 10:10). It may also be asked whether the giver of the
description really knows of ecstasy from his own experience or whether he
derived the qualities by reasoning (most likely) or from some other source. But in
any case the very decision to attach an explanation is already an indication of the
difficulty faced by the translator here.

The choice of sahw, however, did not gain permanent acceptance in the
Christian tradition, neither did it gain favour in the Sufi parole — even though it
would have provided a nicely rhyming counterpart to sahw, ‘sobriety’. In the later
version of the Arabic Bible® ¢otaots is translated as ghayba, which in its most

% The translator Bidr ibn al-Sirri, an East Syrian, made the translation in Damascus during
Ramadan, 253 AH (867 AD). His knowledge of Greek, as well as his extensive knowledge of
theology, and even of Greek mythology, is apparent from the remarks in the margins, which are
most probably by him.
Uogile Lo coa 3l 5,58 0 Uouie glasY) Luay o) sgeadls on

$ralall Lo,allS LAl saadl oWl oy alies cabiagy o,lS6) pran pans

astsls adl e a3y oM seudls acs aay M2 Sinai Arabic Codex 151 11, 25. (Translation
by Staal, 26.) The same choice (sahw) is also made when ékoTaots occurs in less ecstatic contexts
(Acts 3:10). In 11:5 and 22:17 the concept of ecstasy is omitted, as in the Peshitta.
82 The early history of the Arabic translations of the New Testament is somewhat obscure, but the
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literal sense denotes absence; the most recent translations have ghaybiiba, a word
often translated as ‘trance’, or a whole sentence ghibtu ‘an wa 7, “I went off from
my consciousness”, the closest classical parallel to which in the present classical
corpus is Junayd’s ghayba ‘an hali, literally “absence from my state”, but to be
translated simply ‘ecstasy’.*® The Arabic version of Isaac of Nineveh has a very
good equivalent for temha, the Arabic dhuhiil which signifies ‘perplexity’, ‘daze’,
‘stupor’, ‘amazement’, but this concept does not occur in Sufi vocabulary.**
Moreover, the Oxford Dictionary gives three Arabic equivalents for ecstasy, all
different from the ones above: ibtihaj, the primary meaning of which is literally
‘joy’, tarab, an expression of strong emotion, either joy or sorrow®’, and naswa,
which seems to be the least symbolic and therefore perhaps the most analytical
concept of the three.

However, the Glossary of Sufi Technical Terms by al-Qasani does not
mention any of these! Naswa, in fact, never did become a part of Sufi vocabulary.
This can be illustrated with the example given by E. Homerin. The first verse is an
original secular poem composed by the legendary wine poet Abu Nuwas (d. 813),
and the second version is from Qusayri, who quotes it in the chapter on sahw and
sukr.

[T naswatani wa-lin-nudmani wahidatun

Say 'un khusistu bihi baynahumii wahdi.*

I1 sakratani wa-lin-nudmani wahidatun

Say 'un khusistu bihi baynahumii wahdi.”’

To me two intoxications, to my companions one,

by this [ am marked among them alone.

Therefore, sukr is more technical and as such fits Sufi discourse better than
naswa. However, there is no actual reason to suggest that naswa should be

version edited by Staal was hardly the first one. The documented versions include the 9™ —10™
century Jewish versions of the Old Testament, as well as the 16™-century manuscripts of both
testaments in St. Petersburg, and the Arabic versions included in 17™-century Paris and London
polyglots. The Arabic manuscripts have not been exhaustively investigated since they are not
among the most relevant for textual criticism. The first printed edition of the Arabic Bible was
published in Rome in 1671, followed by Protestant (London, 1822) and Catholic reprints. I have
used a reprint of the 19™-century Protestant edition.

% Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 79; Zachner 1960, 219.

% The translation is a more recent version of Isaac by Ishaq ‘Atallah. The version is abbreviated,
and in fact the most ecstatic points of the discourse are among the sections omitted. Ishaq al-
Suryant: Naskiyyat, 18.

% This peculiar mode of expression is typical of the Semitic languages, especially Arabic,
portraying the intensity of feeling, not its ‘colour’, resulting in two opposite meanings.

8 Abi Nuwas: Diwan, 180. Translated in Homerin 1994, 191.

% Qusayri: Risala, 71. Translation according to Homerin 1994, 191.
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considered as the most exact Arabic equivalent of ecstasy. The whole idea of
having exact signs for indefinite entities, such as ecstasy as a mental phenomenon,
is in fact a logical impossibility. Perhaps the most reasonable solution is to
acknowledge the incommensurability of the signs of the concept of ecstasy and
leave the very possibility of analytical signification in brackets.

As for the practice, the English translations of Sufi texts customarily
translate wajd as ‘ecstasy’, yet it must be borne in mind that its basic meaning is
that of existing and being found. The clearest exception here is Niffari, who often
employs wajd in the more general sense of experiencing oneself or God; Arberry
therefore usually translates it as ‘experience’, but sometimes as ‘ecstasy’. Often
both possibilities would make perfect sense.*® In any case, the fact that wajd is
used as a symbol of ecstasy indicates the notion that in mystical experience the
true nature of existence is encountered. Reality, for Sufis, is existential,89 and
existence is experiential.

The corresponding verb wajada may be used of the emergence of the
relation between the subject and the experience. Consequently, an expression like
yajidina (fi ‘asrarihim karamat wa-mawahib)*° may be understood as a
continuum of the three basic meanings: ‘they find’, ‘they encounter’ and ‘they
experience’ (favours and gifts in their inmost being). But the connotation with
wajd introduces an evident nuance of ecstasy into the expression, that of ecstatic
experience.

Besides wajd, Nicholson also adjoins to the category of terms “more or
less equivalent to ecstasy” ghayba (‘absence’), jadhba (‘attraction’), hal (‘state’,
‘emotion’).”’ The strong ecstatic nuance of jadhba is evident from the use of the
same root in the passive participle (majdhiib) to refer to the possessed and
lunatics. The function of these terms in the discourse, however, is more active in
the category of interpretation. Hal is in fact an analytical term for “state in
general” which could, however, be understood as a symbolic and specific term
when used of a single ecstatic experience (and translated ‘ecstasy’). In principle a
single hal could be expressed by its feminine counterpart hala, but this
grammatical possibility has seldom been utilised in the actual discourse.”?

Curiously enough, one could even suggest that Sufi Arabic lacks an actual
equivalent for ‘ecstasy’, since all the potential candidates seem to have a wider or
more symbolic range of meanings than the English word ‘ecstasy’, and in any case
considerably different from the Greek ékotacis. This, however, is not to deny the

8 Cf. Niffari: Mawagif, 3:4, 7:2, 11:17, 13:7 (here Arberry’s translation ‘ecstasy’ does not really
fit the context), 17:1, 2, 4, 6; 18:13, 68:1.

% «Existential” in the theistic context does not imply alienation but a stress on (the active use of)
free will and personal responsibility, and particularly a tendency to view passionate commitment as
a prerequisite for true existence (as in the case of Kierkegaard in Avslutande ovetenskaplig
efterskrift [Concluding Unscientific Postscript], 2:2-3).

® E.g. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 66.

! Nicholson 1914, 59.

2 E.g. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 62.
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possibility of analytical expression which may take place in two ways: as parlance
that is analytical in intention or as discussion that is analytical in content
(components). In the former case the author intends to describe the experience as
objectively and exactly as he is able, and the latter deserves to be called analytical
due to the disclosure of the psychological characteristics which are after all the
most objective information we have, even though it is often presented through the
elements of symbolic expression. Moreover, the two often overlap in the
discourse.

Since we are dealing with religious and mystical experience, not just any
ecstatic phenomenon, some criteria should be elaborated for the differentiation of
supernatural experiences from other emotional peaks. The Sufi texts and the
Arabic language in general, however, lack the concept of “supernatural”, which
would be useful in this respect.” But does the lack of a sign imply the lack of a
concept? Does the idea of the “supernatural” lie behind the actual expressions?
The discourse may give the impression that the differentiation between the two
things is indeed lacking, and the reader with a “Western” approach should outline
the division from his own presuppositions — in the following quotation the line
between natural emotion and mystical ecstasy would be somewhere between
‘grief” and ‘vision’:

Ecstasy (wajd) is a sensation which encounters the heart, whether it be fear, or
grief, or the vision of some fact of the future life, or the revelation of some state
between man and God (Kalabadhi).”

From Jilani’s analysis of ecstatic experience we may note that it may be by nature
joy (suriir) or sorrow (huzn).”” Moreover, he describes fear (khawy), confusion,
bewilderment (hayra) and shame (ta’assuf) as varieties of ecstasy.”® The quality of
pleasure (qurrat al-‘ayn) is mentioned by Niffari.”” The quality of the joyous
pleasure of ecstasy is also described as irtiyah, ‘satisfaction’, ‘delight’,”® or with
the almost synonymous concept mut a, ‘enjoyment’, ‘pleasure’.”” In other words,
any motion when strong enough may be ecstatic.

Similarly, the mystical influence may make its recipients happy
(as ‘adahum) or wretched (asgahum), and give rise to a sense of intimacy or of

% The lack is at least partly due to the structure of the Semitic languages, which lack prefixes like
super- ot hyper- familiar from the Indo-European languages. The Greek word ‘supernatural’
(Umepduns, utrepduaIKos), a combination of hyper + physin, has an equivalent in Syriac:
a2 \\\ (e.g. Brock: Second Part, 20:1).

* Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.

% Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 118; Secret of Secrets, 89. Here Jilani is quoting Junayd.

% Tilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 92.

" E.g. Niffari: Mukhatabat, 9:2.

® Quiayri: Risala, 331; Principles of Sufism, 345. The meaning of irtiyah is altogether equivalent
to Syriac neyaha: ‘pleasure, relaxation, delight’.

* Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 79, 80.
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despair. Qusayri states that “the varieties of the acts of the Truth cannot be
counted, and details of its acts cannot be explained or recounted.”'" The multiple
number of possible emotional contents for the ecstatic experience is actually the
main reason for the non-existence of a semantically exact sign for ecstasy.

However, the idea of ecstasy surpassing the natural may be found in the
Sufi texts at the points where the discourse indicates that experience is not willed
nor purposed.'’! The aspect of involuntariness is regarded as one of the basic
qualities of the mystical experience, and therefore we may consider the criterion of
the “supernatural” as being constructed in relation to the will of man.

Despite all the problems of analytical expression, it is possible to
differentiate in Sufi texts, if not exact terms, at least descriptions that are
analytical in intention.'” Yet they have a constant tendency to turn into
speculation and drift away from the mechanisms of expression to those of
interpretation.

Often in that condition, one becomes unconscious of sense and mental perceptions

so that one knows neither what is said nor what one says, and that is intoxication
(sukr). (al-Sabbagh)'”

The attestation (§ahid) appears, and the attestations pass away, the senses depart,

and sincerity is abolished. (Yazdaniyar concerning the presence of God)'"!

The analytical descriptions chart the various qualities of the experience, the most
basic of which are present in the discourse more or less implicitly (the most
explicitly expressed qualities are mainly the emotional ones described above),
subject to our meta-interpretation. Since all the basic activity of the human mind is
intentional, one of the main characteristics of ecstasy is correspondingly a certain
vitality. The concept of ecstasy may be seen as an abstraction for the result of the
process that functions as a kind of stimulus for the prevailing content of mind, and
for this reason one of the most analytical signs for ecstasy is that of ‘motion’
(haraka), a functional overall term covering all emotional variants of ecstasy.
“When the spiritual motions (al-harakat al-rithaniyya) prevail in the soul, the
ecstasy (wajd) is true and spiritual.”'®® Jilani divides the ecstatic phenomenon into
ten ‘motions’, the last of which is signified as ‘alteration’ (taghayyur), a term

IOOJS:J YJ C).Ja LM&L‘;L y\’()ml..@_}_k.:&fydm‘l tl\}.'x‘l\,

Qusayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118.

YLE o Jilani’s differentiation of ‘psychic ecstasy’ (al-wajd al-nafsaniyya) and ‘spiritual ecstasy’
(al-wajd al-rithaniyya) in Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.

12 °E o *In that moment you see no above or below, mastership or discipleship, or even yourself,
which is nearer to you than all else’ Rumi: Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 24), 186.

1% Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 145.

1% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 104; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 137.

195 yilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 91.
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which potentially covers most of the field of ecstasy though seldom used.'*

The intensity of experience is shown by the fact that physical control, will
and the ability to make choices disappear in ‘spiritual ecstasy’. Jilani compares the
effects of true ecstasy with ‘fever’ (humma), which keeps the body under its
control so that one cannot avoid physical reactions.'"’

The non-conceptual nature of the experience already implies that one of its
main characteristics is immediacy. Niffari suggests that a genuine experience can
be achieved not by aiming to attain it (i.e. the state which is in the first place a
verbal concept) but only by orientating oneself towards the direct experience (i.e.
God himself). “You desire either me or wagfa, or the shape (hay’a) of wagfa. But
if you want me, you are in wagfa.”'"®

Qusayri has several descriptions of mystical experiences that are analytical
in intention. The quality of totality is expressed in an unequivocal way: “When
effacement (mahw) comes to dominate a person, he has no knowledge, no reason,
no understanding, and no sense.”'” The physical part has no ability to make
choices and is void of power.''" When one is seized (istawla) by the experience,
one does not experience (vashadu) identity (‘ayn)'"!, ‘vestige’ (athar), impression
(rasm) or remains (falal) of oneself or of others, and this happens through the
‘cessation of one’s perception of oneself’ (zawal ihsasihi bi-nafsihi) and of other
beings of this world."" The use of certain verbs also suggests several interesting
features: Qusayri employs the word mukhtatif, from the root KH-T-F, already
familiar to us from Syriac metatheology, to describe one’s disappearance from
among the created as ‘being snatched away’ when ‘overpowered’ (istawld) by a
greater force.'"

Totality, as a total concentration, is in fact also a prerequisite for an
ecstatic mystical experience, which by definition can hardly be only a partial
aspect of consciousness. Niffari expresses this idea in his enigmatic fashion by
stating: “if you see other than Me, you do not see Me”.'"*

One way of signifying the extraordinary character of consciousness during

the ecstatic experience is to employ the quality of ‘rapidity’ (sur‘a), which

19 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; cf. Secret of Secrets, 92. The ten modes of ecstasy (wajd) are 1.
affection of the heart (mayl al-qalb), 2. remembrance of God, 3. reading of the Qur’an, 4. weeping
(bakka’), 5. pain (ta’allum), 6. fear (khawf), 7. sorrow (huzn), 8. shame (fa’assuf) and perplexity
(hayra), 9. isolation (fajarrud) and support (nusra), 10. inner and outer alteration (taghayyur).
197 Yilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119-120; Secret of Secrets, 91.

19 Niffari: Mawagif; 18:1.

1 in Y agd Yy Jae Y ale Wi paall ade il oS 1) LG

Qusayri: Risala, 64.

MO laaty 3743 paall 2o M Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90.

UL gym, literally ‘eye’, is sometimes used in the sense of ‘core’, ‘substance’, ‘self’. The present
case is translated ‘vision’ by Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 120. Also, ‘personality’ or
‘individuality’ might not be out of the question.

12 Quiayri: Risala, 68.

Qusayri: Risala, 66.

" Niffari: Mawagqif, 5:2. 35 oo 2ol o)
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expresses the intoxicating aspect in a very functional way.''> The parlance on the
smooth character of the experience also functions to express the idea that one of
the aspects of the experience is the loss of control of ordinary consciousness. In
mystical experience one is “reconciled with one’s own self, utterly removed from
sensation (ihsds)”.“6 According to Niffari, ‘cause’ (sabab) and ‘relationship’
(nasab) are cut off during the experience — a description indicating the absolute
totality of the ecstasy.'!’

Niffari also discloses the quality of tranquillity by defining the term
sakina as ‘ecstasy in Me’ (al-wajd biyya). Sakina is in both form and in meaning
the Arabic form of the Hebrew i1] * D(D , ‘(divine) presence’. In the psychological
reality this kind of wajd may be sensed as something that ‘establishes’ (athbata)
or ‘effaces’ (maha).'"® Close to this comes the quality of amenity which is opened
in the discourse by the use of the word na Tm (‘bliss’, ‘comfort’, ‘ease’).'"

The aspect of warmth (harara) in the ecstatic experience is emphasised by
Jilani."*® He combines the qualities of warmth and uncontrollability in the
following analytical description:

The psyche (nafs) is unable to obstruct/hinder it, since these motions overpower
the physical motion, like that of fever; and when the fever prevails, the psyche

becomes too weak to control it and it has no choice at that time."'

The intentionality of Sufi ecstasy is evident since the experience may contain an
element of yearning, which may even be regarded as the basic mode of the Sufi
experience. Especially Junayd describes the ecstatic experience as a furious
longing, as a God-given ‘thirst’ (zhama’) for God. “Their (sense of) loss distresses
them, and their (sense of) finding (God) humbles them as they yearn and ache for
him, longing for him in ecstasy.”'?

Sufi ecstasy may also have a consuming, even violent character, since a
“being of flesh cannot endure the appearance” of the power of experience.'” This
quality may be described as pain (fa ‘al/lum) and torment (law ‘a) in the inner heart
(fu’ad), ‘passion’ (gharam) in the innermost conscience (damir), and
‘inconvenience’ (inzi ‘@) in the subconscious (batin).'**

1 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 61; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 79.

16 Quiayri: Risala, 66. sulwaM e LASIL tigale cwmn e lallias

YW Niffari: Mukhatabat, 36:4.

U8 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:1-2. Arberry translates wajd here as ‘experience’.

Y9 Niffari: Mawagif, 67:12-13, where Niffari in fact denies the value of the experience in question.
12 yilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 91.

2! yilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 91.

Pl Taa e e Taswd Lolaa Ll Lolans Lalas a3

adl aa gl 3 &8 4a0. Junayd, Kitab al-fana’, 82; Zaehner 1960, 223.

B Gaall gllale Lyeb aie elas Loaall o, ¥ (Literally “appearance of the Real
Sovereignty ”.) QuSayri: Risala, 62. For the physiological manifestations, see p. 267 ff.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 202; Principles of Sufism, 177; Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets,
92.
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And finally, we may make a remark concerning the relationship between
the mystical experience and sleep. Namely, Niffari hints at the possibility of
continuance of the experience while asleep, which seems to be a somewhat ideal
case. He refers to sleeping “in the vision® of God,'*® vision being for him a general
term for the mystical experience, and in a more cryptic passage, he refers to
sleeping under the divine assistance or while weeping.'?° Niffari also requires

purity of dreams.'?’

3.2.2. Symbolic Expression

When attempting to depict a single experience, one soon ends up using symbols
derived from the sensible world. Symbolic expressions operate in various ways.
Firstly, they may describe the experience itself as if it were a separate object: these
include, for example, the images of flame, wine or cup. Secondly, symbolic
expression may portray the influences of the experience on the subject on an
analogous basis: these include ‘drunkenness’ (sukr) and ‘fever’ (humma). Qusayri
uses the symbol of ‘melting’ (tadhwib) to represent the psychic sense of diffidence
and bashfulness during the experience.'?® Thirdly, the focus may be on the
relation between the subject and the experience, the most important being
‘tasting’ (dhawq), ‘drinking’ (Surb) and ‘hearing’ (sama ). Tasting can be focused
as ‘sweetness’ (‘adhb or hal&wa)lzg, or ecstasy can be signified as ‘nourishment’
(ta‘am) with the aid of analogy."*’ In addition, touching and smelling are
mentioned at least by Hujwiri,"*! and the image of ‘seeing’ is actually the basic
category of mystical apprehension in Niffari’s discourse, where its wide usage
implies that it has little if anything to do with actual visual apparitions.'** And
finally, the symbolic expressions may indicate the contribution of the causa
efficiens behind the experience as, for example, ‘favours’ (karamat) and ‘gifts’
(mawahib)."*® These signs hint at the given nature of the experience and therefore
contain a certain interpretative element.

The expressions concerning the nature and characteristics of the

1% Niffari: Mukhatabat, 30:13.

12 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 13:6.

Y7 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 34:8.

2 Qugayri: Risala, 217.

% Qugayri: Risala, 152, 222; Principles of Sufism, 96, 208. Tirmidhi’s experiences of sweetness
in Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 22, 180.

B9 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120. Genall alab aa sll — “Ecstasy is the meal of lovers (of God)”.

B Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 406. He explains lines from a poem by Abu Nuwas (“Give me drink
to drink and tell me it is wine. Do not give it me in secret, when it can be given openly”) as
follows: Let my eye see it and my hand touch it and my palate taste it and my nose smell it [...]

B2E o Niffari: Mukharabat, 4:11, 7:20.

3 E o Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 66; Junayd: Kitab al-
fana’, 79.
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experience are often analytical in intention but symbolic in content. The aspect of
warmth is expressed with the symbol of fire (nar), one of the most common
symbols.'**

Ecstasy is a flame (/ahib) which springs up in the secret heart (asrar),
and appears out of longing, and at that visitation (warid)

the members are stirred either to joy or grief (al-Nirf)."

Whoever [...] knows the ecstasy (wajd) in Me, and departs from it
and is tranquil in his departing — for him I kindle a solitary fire
(nar mufrada) (Niffari)."

The symbol of light (niir) is referred to by Jilani, the subject of whose narrative
contemplates light with the “two eyes of the heart” and becomes luminous
(niiraniyya) himself and is enlightened (munawwar) in the same light."*” Also, in
Tirmidhi’s experience “the heart is filled with the wonders of lights”. The
symbolic nature'*® of the light in question is illustrated in his statement that those
who receive supernatural speech receive sound as light, “utterances in the form of
light”.'*

The analogy of drinking produces further images such as ‘cups’
(kawwab)."*" According to Qusayri, the experience both ‘gives drink’ (sagad) and
‘makes drunk’ (askara).'*' Drunkenness is a state of mind that is extraordinary in
character, yet not in any sense ultimate. As Qusayri puts it, “a person who is drunk
(sahib al-sukr) can be feeling good (mabsiit) even though he does not attain the
full share of his drunkenness.”'** Drunkenness also makes one forget and lose
one’s will.'** Due to the rich derivative faculties of Arabic, there is a word for the
one whose drunkenness is to some extent self-induced, mutasakir, ‘would-be-
drunk’. In Sufi parlance it has been defined as the one “whose oncoming has not

completely taken him over, so that he still has access to his senses”.'**

1 For instance, the divine subject of Niffari declares: “Who indicates (dalla) the veil (hijab), for
him I have raised the fire of union (nar al-wusal).” Niffari: Mukhatabat, 34:1.

% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.

cf. Smith 34 (cit. Attar: Tadhkirat al-Awliya, ii).

B¢ Niffari: Mawagif, 55:59.

B7E o Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 90; Secret of Secrets, 56.

% The “symbolic nature” here, of course, results from our “empirical” perspective; a mystic whose
world-view is structured from the spiritual dimension would rather present the material light as
metaphorical if compared with the Eternal Divine Light. See al-Ghazali: Miskat al-anwar, 55 (tr.
57).

139 Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 180, 115. The same image functions in both directions: an utterance
can be taken as a symbol of an entity of non-verbal information.

YOE o Niffari: Mukharabat, 1:3.

Y Qugayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118.

Qusayri: Risala, 71.

' Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 184.
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Drink may be identified with love. This is especially true in poetical
language, but also in prose one may partake of the “pure drink of the cup of His
love (wadd).”'* Yahya ibn Mu‘adh claims: “I am drunk from the long draught I
drank from the cup of his love (mahabba).”'*®

The symbols may also be combined in seemingly illogical ways — by
connecting fiery and liquid images, for example. The mystical experience is said
to ‘inflame’ (ahraqa) one’s heart (qalb) so that the subject partakes of the “drink
(Surb) of the cup (ka’s) of His love”.""’

The aspect of uncontrollability in the experience has led to its being signed
with the symbol ghalaba, which literally means ‘conquest’ or ‘victory’. However,
Arberry translates it as ‘overmastery’ and Nicholson as ‘rapture’. According to
Kalabadhi, it means a certain force of fear, shame, reverence or the like which
controls the subject for a short time, after which he returns to his original state.'*®
‘Inspiration’ might function as a dynamic translation.

The consuming quality of the experience may be described on the
symbolic level as a ‘sting’ (ladgha) in the heart or, using the imagery of heat, as
‘fires’ (niran) blazing in the heart.'*’

The quality of tranquillity (sakina) is further developed by Niffari, who
expresses it on the symbolic level with the symbol of a ‘gate’ (bab). “Tranquillity
is that you enter to me through the gate.”"*° The limited duration of the experience
and its dependence on the subject’s choice is expressed as ‘entering’ and
‘departing’ from the gate. In this respect the ‘gate’ refers to the beginning and end
of the experience.””! Likewise, the masters of mystical knowledge who enter with
cognition ( ‘ilm) are called ‘masters of gates’ (ashab al-abwab).">

Symbols, however, are apt to be interpreted in diverse ways, which tends
to direct the emphasis of the discourse towards refinement of the forms of
expression, which more or less means departure from the actual experience in the
mental reality towards even more colourful symbols that may, by gaining inherent
value, occupy an independent position in the discourse. Then the discourse has
moved to the category of interpretation.

Qusayri: Risala, 71; Early Islamic Mysticism, 124-125.

Y5 Quiayri: Risala, 327; Principles of Sufism, 339. soy GulS oo 4sd Lie

The concept of wadd is somewhat wider than mahabba, for it covers the meanings ‘affection’,
‘amity’ and ‘friendship’.

1 Quiayri: Risala, 325; Principles of Sufism, 335. wune olS e casi Lo 3,38 Ge oS
" Qugayri: Risala, 327; Principles of Sufism, 339.

18 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 83-85; Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 108-110; Hujwiri:
Kashf al-Mahjiib, 184. 1t is interesting to note that ghalaba does occur in the Arabic version
of Sahdona, where it is accurately translated by Halleux as ‘la victoire’. Sahdona: Oeuvres
spirituelles IV, p. 104.

9 Qugayri: Risala, 202; Principles of Sufism, 177. The emphasis of the context indicates that fire
does not here represent warmth but painful rapture.

BONiffari: Mawaqif, 54:3. oldl oo ) Jaas of LSl

B Niffari: Mawagif, 54:4, 71:1.

2 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:5.
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Perhaps the most ambiguous concepts in this sense are the expression of
‘annihilation’ (fana’) and all analogous or metaphorical descriptions related to it,
such as ‘iron melting in fire’ or ‘light in light’. As symbolic expressions these are
more forceful than the previous cases — again a feature which leads the discussion
towards the category of interpretation. In principle these expressions may be
understood either as (a) descriptions of experiences of a similar kind, albeit bolder
in the form of expression only, or (b) descriptions of experiences similar in nature
but stronger in effect, or (c) descriptions of experiences that are of an entirely
different character but the difference is not efficiently reflected on the verbal level.
And moreover, in the actual discourse they usually seem to function as theological
statements without actual reference to the subject’s factual experience. Further
reasoning on the question of the relationship between such expressions and
(psychic) reality is prevented by the lack of objective criteria.

Not all symbols necessarily have an analytical quality as their counterpart:
they may be based on a theological function, for example. ‘Shimmer’ (/um ‘a), one
of the most beautiful symbols, may be used either because of the enlightening
quality sensed in the experience or it may be derived from God’s attribute of light,
which in turn may precondition the whole process by causing the mystic to
suppose that the experience of Him is inevitably enlightened or illuminating in
nature. However, Qusayri considers the following statement by “a certain sheikh”
as a description of ‘evident ecstasy’ (wajd zhdahir): “shimmer glimmering with a
language deprived of normal discernment”.'>®

Arabic discourse is often characterised by the tendency to allow the choice
of vocabulary be poetically orientated even in prose parole. Most authors are fond
of choosing terms that rhyme, as with Qusayri’s use of the words istiy ‘ab
(encompassing), istighraq (immersion) and istihlak (extinction) that describe the
relation between the subject and his experience.'>* Moreover, the exact choice of
words is often adjusted by homiletic means as in the case of Qusayri’s hyperbole:
“If I was without ecstasy, I would die of yearning.”'>>

The Sufis discussed the topic of mystical experience from such manifold
aspects that we may also inquire whether they produced signs that are able to
function as negative symbols, expressing the non-experience of ecstasy? And
indeed, there is a symbol arising naturally from the Oriental cultural context, that
of the veil (hijab or sitr), one of the most common symbols in all Sufi discourse,
and therefore a wide field of functions are attributed to it. Principally it may
signify any hindrance between man and God with which one veils oneself from

153 Qugayri: Risala, 316. Von Schlegell translates “tongue of one who is taken away from normal

modes of discernment” (Principles of Sufism, 323). The original, however, is more poetical: /um ‘a
lama at bi-lisan ma'khiidh “an al-tamyiz al-ma"hid.

B Quiayri: Risala, 63, 73.

155 Qugayri: Risala, 223. Von Schlegell actually translates the sentence (kuntu bi-la wajd,, '‘amiitu
min al-hawa) in a more logical way: “Without ecstasy I would a/most have died from love.”
(Principles of Sufism, 209). The original is superior in beauty.
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the divine reality,"® and therefore it may ultimately be anything but God Himself:
even his ‘service’ (ibdda), ‘veneration’ (ta ‘zhim) or ‘vision’ (ru'ya) are veils in
this perspective.”’ Due to this breadth of meaning, however, the image of veiling
may be used even to refer to the quality of totality of the experience. Niffari’s
semantic movements on the symbolic level are at times somewhat cryptic, but in
the following the idea is clear: all sensual experience and rational thought is a veil
over the mystical experience.

Experience (wajd) of what is other than Me is a veil over ecstasy (wajd) in me;
according to the intensity of the veil over experience of Me, the manifestations

(badiyyat) will take hold of you, whether you belong to them or not."”®

According to some maxims, the greatest veil is man’s own personality, his ‘self’
(nafs)." On the other hand, since God in his almightiness is behind all, the veils
may be taken as something prepared and given by Him, which alone justifies the
use of symbols such as ‘veil of light’."®® But the ‘veil’ is also used in a way that
justifies us in considering it as a negative symbol of mystical experience. Niffari
explicitly refers to the veil as the opposite of ecstasy: if one fails to accept the
qualities of genuine experience, one will be ruled by the qualities of the veil.'!
This implies that both realities exist by their qualities — and in them alone, a
modern positivist might add.

Niffari directs the symbolisation further by calling the veil (hijab) in turn
al-bala’, a term which may signify either ‘affliction’, ‘trial’ or ‘visitation’ and
which functions in the discourse on a squared level, as a symbol of a symbol.'®?

When the symbols separate themselves from the clear analogous relation,
the possibilities for their interpretation begin to display dispersion. In the
following quotation from Niffari’s prophetic speech we could take ‘treasures’
(kuniiz), and perhaps also the ‘keys’ (mafatih) leading to them, as signs of mystical
experience, yet the passage is open to other interpretations as well (e.g. it would

also serve as an analogy of man’s spiritual growth in a more static sense).

Your time has come, so gather for Me about yourself my bands. Treasure up my
treasures with my keys which I have given you. And be firm and strong, for you

are close to your manhood. Appear before Me in that in which I manifest you, and

136 See Niffari: Mawagif, 64:1, 26:14, 68:13.

Y7 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:28-29.

18 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:23. Arberry’s translation, which I tend to follow, here gives
‘experience’ for each occurrence of wajd, yet I suggest the possibility of ‘ecstasy’ in the second
case. It is not completely unusual for Niffari to use the same word in the same sentence with two
different references, a kind of word play enjoyed by others as well (e.g. Jilani: Sirr al-asrar, 86).
9E o Quiayri: Risala, 152; Principles of Sufism, 97.

0F o Ghazali: Miskat, chapter 3:3.

1L Niffari: Mawagif, 72:14.

12 Niffari: Mawagif, 26:14.
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recollect Me through my compassionate bounty.'®

In terms of semantic logic this kind of parlance is, albeit grammatically prose,
perhaps closer to poetry in essence.

3.2.3. Poetic Expression'®*

The forms of expression reached their structural and aesthetic peak in Arabic and
especially Persian Sufi poetry, which developed into a most important means of
expression, with the result that finally Sufi ideas and images were adopted by non-
Sufi authors as well. Schimmel makes a distinction between descriptive poems, in
which the aim is to express the experiences, and technical poems with
complicated word plays, puns and allusions,'® but as might be expected, the
division is somewhat indistinct. Since the structure of Persian poetry allows
thematic inconsistency, it was possible to express satirical, didactic and mystical
themes in the same ghazal. The thematic incoherence resulted in variation in
interpretation: even the most erotic verses may be interpreted as mystical
allegories, and this means a quite unique mixture and co-ordination of the sacred
and profane. On the other hand, since poetry does not reveal the poet’s personal
circumstances or conditions, the themes were established into somewhat
impersonal ones.'®

Most themes, images and metaphors (a/-ma ‘ani) are common to all poets.
Does this mean an intentional allusion to a specific subtext, or a conditioned,
somehow automatic process in the state of poetic inspiration? The problem of
creative originality and imitation has been discussed by both Muslim and Western
scholars. Losensky estimates that it is possible to “broadly distinguish between
formulaic or conventional usage and conscious allusion.”"®’

The critic Ibn Rasiq (d. c. 1064-1070) made a distinction between theft
(sarq) and the original inspiration (badi ). He admitted that not one of the poets
can claim to be free of borrowings (sarigaf).'®® He gives ample latitude for
tawarud, ‘unintentional coincidences’ between two texts resulting from similarity
of topic, the demands of metre and rhyme, or from the unconscious. The point is
in the way in which the theft is carried out. A good thief leaves no clues! Without

1% Niffari: Mukhatabat, 57:5.

1 Sufi poetry is an extremely wide field, and very relevant to our topic, so I have here chosen to
approach the subject by using the existing data from outside the actual corpus. The only entirely
poetic work among my sources is Ibn ‘Arabi’s Tarjuman al-A$wag, utilised in the present chapter;
in addition QuSayri and Kalabadhi frequently quote Sufi poetry.

1% Schimmel 1982, 18.

1 Yarshater 1988, 23-28, 147-50, 191. (Ghazal is a monorhyme of approx. 7-14 lines.)

" Losensky 1994, 227.

1% 1 osensky 1994, 227-228.



211

traces of the intended allusion to the original source, the result is a “real and
independent ibtida".'®

The poet may also intentionally activate a subtext by referring to an earlier
text. According to Losensky, “the distinction between systematic repetition and
conscious allusion is fundamental to medieval Arabic discussions of sarigat, but it
is not easy to draw.”'”

The main theme of Sufi poetry is usually considered to be ‘Love’, often
taken as the opposite of legalism and reasoning. The main symbol is that of wine,
the everlasting wine of love, the house of wine (tavern), the cup of wine and the
cup-bearer (who is, for instance, a Christian boy of fourteen). According to a
Persian key of interpretation called Risala-yi Miswag by Muhsin Faid Kasani (17th
century) wine (Sarab) means an enraptured experience of the manifestation of the
true Beloved, which destroys the foundations of rationality, but a ‘jug’ (Pers.
sabit), for example, means the manifestation of God’s names and attributes.'”!

Symbolic usages of various persons, animals, flowers, stones, instruments
and letters of the Arabic alphabet found in Persian mystical poetry have been put
together by Schimmel (1982 and 1984). They all signify various states of the lover
or the Beloved. There are symbols for ecstasy selected from nature and the animal
kingdom, for instance a hawk is able to carry away a feeble pigeon, a daffodil is a
symbol of seeing, and home-sickness is symbolised by a reed-pipe or by an
elephant tugging at its chains. Symbols such as light, fire, embraces and kisses are
widely used.'”

The choice of symbol is usually based on metaphorical or allegorical
correlation. For example, Attar employs of divine experience the functional
symbol reward — which in turn is symbolised with a symbol of a symbol,
swimming towards the dry land."” The choice of words is also guided by
technical requirements; refinement of the forms of expression may mean that the
choice of word is based on its fittingness to the rhyme. Generally, however, even a
more peculiar symbol is not an arbitrary sign chosen at random, but one arising
from the religious cultural context. For example, in Attar’s poetical work Mantig
al-tayr the ‘black cave’, to judge by the context, seems to be a symbol of a certain
experience; it was chosen, according to Davies, on the basis of the story of
Muhammad and Abu Bakr hiding in the cave.'”

1 L osensky 1994, 228.

0 Losensky 1994, 228 (referring to Hasan Ibn Radiq al-Qayrawani: al- 'Umdah fi mahasin al-i'r,
Dar al-Jil, Bayriit 1981).

1 Arberry 1950, chapter 10; Schimmel 1982, 60, 78. See also J. Nurbakhsh: Sufi symbolism: the
Nurbakhsh encyclopedia of Sufi terminology (Farhang-e Nurbakhsh), (Khanigahi-Nimatullahi
Publications, London).

"2 Schimmel 1984, 148; Schimmel 1982, 73-78.

175 Attar: Conference of the Birds, 152.

7% Attar: Conference of the Birds, 30. “Break nature’s frame, be resolute and brave, then rest at
peace in Unity’s black cave.” (Davis adds in a footnote that the episode became a symbol of
withdrawal from the world.)
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One advantage of poetic expression is that it is free to surpass the limits of
the analogy and adopt a more metaphorical function or make use of surreal ideas.
A Sufi poet may boast that “the cup was passed around, and they became drunk,
but my drunkenness comes from the cup-bearer (sukri min al-mudir)”.'”

If we want to know the “right” interpretation of a poem, we should first
select the reference. In historical perspective the right reference would be the
original intention of the author: what did he mean, what did he cogitate? (A
psychoanalytical interpretation would go even further, to the motives and
subconscious aims behind these very cogitations.) Since these are impossible to
trace, we may understand poetry as being an open field for unregulated
interpretations, resulting in an endless variety of meanings. In practice, however,
the religious cultural context usually develops a kind of consensus of the
principles of interpretation, which is based on the most generally accepted ways of
interpretation, and this in turn, psychologically speaking, is based on the human
need to know the “right” meaning, which gives rise to the tendency to seek
authorities. The assigning of a meaning to a verse, therefore, is by no means a
process limited to the authors of poetry alone. Meaning is produced by the reader
as well, the result in this case being a kind of “second-hand Sufi poetry”: secular
poetry with a spiritual interpretation.

Now we may turn to our main sources. It is probably not a serious
exaggeration if we take Ibn ‘Arabi as the ultimate culmination of Sufi symbolism.
And what is even more applicable, his poetic work Tarjuman al-aswagq offers an
indisputable way of entering into the symbolism since he himself wrote a
profound commentary on it. Through his interpretations we are able to find a
variety of miscellaneous symbols to signify ecstatic experiences. These
interpretations by their very nature already represent the mechanisms of
interpretation which we shall deal with in more detail in the next chapter, but on
the other hand, Ibn “Arabi himself claims that some of the interpretations were
“suggested to him in moments of ecstasy” as the reference had remained unclear
to him during the original inspiration'’® — a honest remark indeed.

salamun ‘ala salma wa-man halla bi-I-hima

wa-haqqa li-mithli rigqatan an yusallima 177

Greetings to Salma and to those who dwell in the shelter,

for it behoves one like me to give greetings.

> Quiayri: Risala, 326; Principles of Sufism, 336.

7 Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 7. Tbn ‘Arabi’s style of interpretation exercised a great
influence on later Sufis.

7 Ton *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag 4:1 (p. 16). 1 follow Nicholson’s principle in translating /ala
as ‘ecstasy’, but I deviate from his translation (p. 57): “...who dwell in the preserve, for it behoves
one who loves tenderly like me to give greetings.”
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The female name Salma, according to Ibn ‘Arabi, alludes to ‘Solomonic ecstasy’
(hala sulaymaniyya), a kind of prophetic station; hima means ‘refuge’,
‘protection’, ‘sanctuary’ and symbolises an unattainable station of prophecy, the
gate of which was closed by Muhammad.'”® Salma is a name used generally in
poetry when the true identity of the beloved is intended to be hidden.'”

lama'at la-na bi-1-abragayni buriiqu

qasafat la-ha bayna-I-dulii ‘i ru ‘iidu. 180

Flashes of lightning gleamed to us at al-Abraqan,

and their peals of thunder crashed between the ribs.

Here ‘peals of thunder’ (ru ‘iid) is a Mosaic ecstasy (hala miisawiyya) which is a
divine conversation (mundjat) following from the manifestation of the divine
essence in the visible world. The plural ‘flashes’ indicates that there is variation in
the forms of manifestation. The reference to Moses is derived from the idea that
he first saw the fire and afterwards heard God speak.'®!

For the context of our study we can hardly think of a more interesting
symbol than the following:

bi-dhi salamin wa-I-dayri min hadiri-1-hima
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zhiba un turika-I-Samsa fi suwari-I-duma.

At Dha Salam and the monastery in the abode of al-Hima,

are gazelles who show you the sun in the forms of marble statues.

The ‘monastery’ (dayr), according to Ibn “Arabi, refers to a Syrian ecstasy (hala
suryaniyya). Here we have the temptation to accept the impression that the Syrian
monasteries still enjoyed a kind of “ecstatic” reputation, at least being a potential
context for mystical experience, in the 13" century when Ibn ‘Arabi travelled in
Mosul and other parts of Northern Mesopotamia. The choice of image as such
does not necessarily imply this (more than the idea that all women called Salma
are ecstatic), but the parallelism with the earlier prophets does, at least to some
extent. We might even see a connection between the images in this verse and the
liturgical beauty of the Syrian Church in the fact that Ibn “Arabi explains Dhi
Salam as a station “to which submission is rendered on account of its beauty”, and
‘abode of a/-Hima’ meaning “that which surrounds the most inaccessible veil of
Divine glory. ‘Gazelles’ are forms of divine and prophetic wisdom. The word

7% Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 57.

7% Schimmel 1982, 27-28.

0 Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 9:1 (p. 18).
1 Tbn “Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 63-64.

2 Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag 12:1 (p. 19).
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suwar, here translated as ‘statues’, in fact refers to images and pictorial
representation in general, which could be interpreted as a reference to icons,
objects strictly forbidden in Islam but revered in Orthodox Christianity. These are
explained as being classes of knowledge with no connection with either reason or
lust, which would fit in with the spiritual outlook of iconic presentation.'*®

We may note here that in Persian Sufi literature dayr may metaphorically
represent the universe and the unity of existence, or occasionally the material
world (nasit). In Sufi parlance dayr-e Moghan referred to an assembly of mystics
and saints. The fact that Christian monasteries served as hostelries, providing
temporary lodging for pilgrims and travellers, gave rise to literary uses of the word
dayr, by itself or in constructs, as a metaphor for the transitory life of this world,
comparable to falak (revolving firmament) and cark (the wheel of fortune). Such
examples as dayr-e kaki (earthly), dayr-e sepanji (transient), dayr-e Sesjehati (six-
sided), dayr-e kohan (decrepit), and dayr-e mina (enamel) are listed and explained
in dictionaries (e.g., Dehkoda, s.v. dayr).'®*

Other, and even more peculiar, signs of ecstasy in Tarjuman al-aswagq
include a ‘camel saddled’ for a journey (bazil rahhalii). It is used for the kind of
ecstatic experience that should illuminate the mystery of the Almighty but
becomes an inherent value in itself so that it actually turns into an obstacle
between its subject and God.'® Zard and his sand’ (zariid wa-ramlaha) stands
for elusive types of knowledge which can be reached only in ecstasy.'*®

The process of signification achieves a new level when the symbols of
symbols are introduced. As examples of these second-degree symbols we may

. . 1
note “paradise of refuge’ (jannat al-ma'wa),'®’

which seems to be employed by Ibn
‘Arabi as a symbol of wine, which is elsewhere usually used as a symbol of
spiritual joy, sometimes referring to the divine sciences leading to it, or in contexts

that are ecstatic in some other way. '*® And further, ‘escaping’ (falat) is used as a

%3 Ton Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 70-71. The actual statues were never introduced into the
Churches of the Orient, the only exception being the Uniate churches, which received them as an
import from Rome at a relatively late date (c. 18" century). The connection between church
decoration and the imagery of the poem seems to be confirmed by the following verses (12:2-4)
that contain further images from a Christian context:

“Therefore I watch spheres and serve in a church (b7 a),

and guard a many-coloured meadow in the spring.

And at one time I am called the herdsman of the gazelles in the desert,

and at another time I am called a Christian monk (#a@hib) and an astrologer.

My Beloved is three although He is One,

even as the Persons (of the Trinity) are made one Person in essence.”
Q. Aryan: Dayr. Encyclopaedia Iranica, www.iranica.com (The sources are given as: Bakarz,
pp. 244-45, Mer Gt al- 0$5aq, p. 150; cf. ‘Eraqi, p. 414, Hedayat, p. 39.)
15 Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 30:15, (p. 34, 117, 118).
1% Tbn “Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 21:6 (p. 91, 25).
7 Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 26:8 (p. 28). Nicholson translates ‘The Garden of Eden’ (p.
103).
8 Tbn Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag, 31:10 (p. 118), 26:6-7 (pp. 102-103), 48:12, (p. 136).
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symbol of the yearning of tasting (dhawq)"®’, “killing by a glance’ (gatalat bi-I-
lahzh) as a symbol of immersion in contemplation (al-fana’ fi-l-musahada),"° and
so forth.

In conclusion we may remark that in Sufi poetry represented by Ibn “Arabi
the processes of signification are extended to their uttermost limits. In principle
any sign may be adopted to signify mystical experiences and the processes of
reference may be continued forward. A symbol that is freely chosen, however,
cannot be comprehensible, as Ibn ‘Arabi had to admit: the rarest symbols
demanded a commentary of their own. The very need to find exact meanings for
every particular symbol is especially a problem of religious poetry since the
meanings must be controlled in relation to orthodox doctrine. Secular poetry is
freer to leave more room for open meanings.

Consequently, mystical poetry, because of its extraordinary themes and
syntactic complexity, is often esoteric to the point of being unintelligible. Yet
mystical poems are challenging and fascinating reading, and this is true not only
from the semantic, but also from the syntactic point of view. In one line there may
occur a number of contrasts, paradoxical oppositions, some play with subject-
object relations, and maximal use of transitive allusions, which have great

potential for opening new subtextual associations.'"

‘ajibtu minka minni I am amazed by you, by me
afnaytant bika “‘annit You annihilated me in you from me.
agamtani bi-magqam,, You stood me in a station

zhanantu annaka ant where I supposed that you were me.

(Ibn Jinni)'*

The poetry of Hallaj is reputed to contain “antithesis (tibdq), paronomasia (jinas),
repetition of verbs and an abundance of prepositions in contrast and opposition
within a single verse. The result is a paradox which ruptures the psychological
barriers of space, time, and rationality.”'*® This estimation may be applied largely
to Sufi poetry in general.

% Ton Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag 59:14 (p. 45, 147) li-tuflita min mikhlabi al-tayir, “that she
might escape from the claw of the bird”.

0 Ton *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswag 2:4 (pp. 15, 50).

Y1 For some examples, see Homerin 1994, 193-194.

192 Homerin 1994, 196. The poem is from the end of the 10™ century.

%5 Homerin 1994, 193.
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3.3. Interpretation

The level of interpretation is a wide field where mystical experiences undergo
typification, termification, valuation and speculation as to its causes and effects
and are set in their position in various contexts in theological discussion. On this
level the experiences are no longer treated as single experiences but rather as
general types.

Valuation means estimations as to the importance of the experience in
relation to religious doctrines and values. Any aspect of the experience, for
instance its joyous quality,'®* is certainly not an end in itself but part of a wider
process. The value of the experience is actually determined by its interpretation
concerning its relation to the theological aspects.

But the way in which the discussion actually operates in the Sufi classics,
is somewhat unequalled. The experience is modified into terms and types in a
most circumstantial way.

3.3.1. Classification of Experience: Sufi Taxonomy

The enormous set of technical vocabulary developed for various types of
experience or diverse modes of being, more or less mystical, is certainly one of the
most distinctive characteristics of Sufi literature, the classics of which are largely
based on the presentations of technical terms referring to general types of
experiences, and the whole discourse is structured around them.

The formation of Sufi theory, however, is quite an ambitious endeavour
since the inner states are essentially lacking in actual identifying criteria. In order
to succeed in treating the interpenetrating existential states, imminent to each
other in the mental reality, as independent entities, the semantic fields of the
technical terms referring to them should remain so fixed that no significant
variation occurs among the different authors. In principle this might not be totally
impossible since natural languages are not closed systems but creatively
employable: they grow like living organisms whenever there is an actual need to
express something.'”> On the other hand, all logical reasons indicate that if we
survey what kind of usages the terms have in contextual reading, and what kind of
meanings are generated by these usages, we will find substantial differences. How
then do the Sufis succeed in their pursuit of creating public language for inner
states?

' For instance, Arberry translates Niffari’s enigmatic utterance Sl il @ e o S
as: “Seek refuge with Me from your joy in taking refuge in Me.” Niffari: Mukhatabat, 30:18.
' B.K. Matilal 1992, 149.



217

The aim of the Sufi discourse is to classify and arrange experiences into
different states (hal) along the mystic’s path. Obviously there is much to interpret,
since in principle the whole field of mental phenomena is potentially connected
with mystical and ecstatic experiences. As has already been pointed out, the
mystical influence may manifest itself in various ways: according to the qualities
that are clearly interpretative in nature, it may ‘guide’ (hada) or ‘lead astray’
(adalla), ‘blind’ (a ‘'ma), ‘veil’ (hajama), ‘attract’ (jadhaba), ‘bring into intimate
closeness’ (a 'nasa) or ‘distance’ (ab ‘ada), ‘cause to despair’ (ay ‘asa), ‘honour’
(akrama), ‘uproot from desires’ (astalahum ‘inda rawmihim), ‘awaken’ (ashd),
‘efface’ (maha), ‘bring near’ (qarraba) or ‘make absent’ (ghayyaba), ‘bring close’
(adna), ‘make present’ (ahdara), ‘give wretchedness’ (asga) and ‘alienate’
(akhkhara), “treat cruelly’ (agsd) or ‘abandon’ (hajara).'”®

The states are usually presented in such a way that the state which has a
single aim is shown from two different angles, as though positive and negative.
Most of these could be arranged under the umbrella concepts of ‘negation’ (nafy)
and ‘affirmation’ (ithbat); the former referring to the negation of the attributes of
humanity, and the latter to the affirmation of the power of the Truth. For example,
both ‘violence’ (qahr) and ‘tenderness’ (/utf) may be used as divine methods of
guidance: gahr annihilates human attributes, and /utf signifies God’s help.'”’

In the following I shall compare systematically the most important pairs of
concepts in Kalabadhi’s and Qusayri’s works with some reference to Hujwiri,
Niffari, Ghazali and Qasani. The pairs themselves are not completely identical. It
is noteworthy that even a basic concept like ghayba may have a different pair in
different authors.'®

Kalabadhi Qusayri
sukr (drunkenness) — saftw (sobriety) sukr — sahw
Suhid (witness) — ghayba (absence) hudiur (presence) — ghayba

qurb (nearness) — bu'd (farness)
Jam " (concentration) — tafriga (separation)  jam ' — farg (differentiation)
tajall, (revelation) — istitar (covering) sitr (cover) — tajall;,
kasf (uncovering) — hijab (veil)
fana’ (annihilation) — baga’ (staying) fana’ — baga’
hayba (awe) — 'uns (intimacy)
mahw (effacement) — ithbat (affirmation)
gabd (seizing) — bast (spreading)
badawa (beduism) — hujiim (attack)
talwin (colouring) — tamkin (strengthening)

¢ Qugayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118. To what extent the processes are caused by

mystical experience or are general trends in spiritual growth is a matter open to different
interpretations.

YT Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 377.

% Qugayri: Risala, 58-80.
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The state-pairs can be seen as the mental context of an ecstatic experience, since
in principle any state may grow stronger and therefore become an ecstatic one. Yet
the manner in which Kalabadhi employs these terms implies that almost all
religious emotions are constituted in relation to their opposite pole, carnal
passions, lusts and instincts, and in this approach an ecstatic experience is at most
a passing curiosity. Also, the progression of spiritual states is measured in relation
to passions. For this reason, Kalabadhi’s teaching on drunkenness (sukr) is
strongly connected with choice: a drunk person cannot differentiate between
pleasant and unpleasant. Kalabadhi gives as an example a Sufi in whose eyes
stone and clay were similar to gold and silver. In sobriety (sahw) there is the
ability to differentiate between pleasant and unpleasant — and preferably to choose
the latter. This is a higher state, because adversity has been a conscious choice.'”

Qusayri treats the same terms in different ways. For him they are not moral
standards but states of consciousness. He defines their strength and quality in
relation to each other — “sobriety is the measure of drunkenness” — and with other
terms. He speculates as to how sukr and ghayba interpenetrate: ghayba is more
forceful, yet sukr can intensify to the point that it surpasses ghayba. “Through an
intensification of sukr, the drunk can exceed in ghayba even one who is in the
state of ghayba, or the one who is absent can be more completely absent than the
drunk.”®* The lack of semantic points is shown precisely by the fact that the terms
must be constituted dependent on each other. “The servant in the state of his
drunkenness experiences (yusahidu) a state, and in the state of sobriety he
experiences knowledge ( i/m) [...] sobriety and intoxication come after dhawq and
Surb.*!

According to Hujwiri, the basic feature of sukr is insatiability: “The man
of intoxication is he who drinks all and still desires more.” Sukr may be divided
into two categories with the aid of the symbol of wine: drunkenness with the wine
of affection (mawadda) and with the cup of love (mahabba), the former being
‘caused’ (ma 'lil) but the latter having no cause, since it is based on regarding the
Benefactor, so that one sees all things through Him without seeing oneself at all.
Correspondingly, sobriety is divided into sobriety in heedlessness (ghafla), “the
greatest of veils”, and sobriety in love, the latter being ‘the clearest of revelations’.
But are these divisions arbitrary in relation to the mental reality wherein such
distinctions are far from being precise and their outlines are dim? Hujwiri poses a
brilliant solution to the problem by intersecting the concepts and reversing their
semantic fields: “The sobriety that is connected with heedlessness is really
intoxication, while that which is linked with love, although it be intoxication, is

1 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 85-87; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 110-112.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 71; Early Islamic Mysticism, 125.

Qusayri: Risala, 71-72. Sells translates the verb §ahada (‘see, watch, observe, witness’) in a
slightly different direction: “The servant in the state of his drunkenness is under the sign of the
state. The servant in the state of his waking is under the sign of knowledge” (Early Islamic
Mysticism, 126).

201



219

really sobriety.” Hujwiri explicitly states that ultimately “the boundaries of both
are joined, and the end of the one is the beginning of the other”. The reason given
for this is that ‘beginning’ and ‘end’ are “terms that imply separation, which has
only relative existence.”"?

Kalabadhi’s teaching on absence (ghayba) and presence (suhiid) is an
illustration of the relationship between the subject and passions: in ‘absence’ a
person is not aware of his passions even if they are still present in him. Kalabadhi
gives the example of a man who was told: “We saw your blue-eyed handmaid in
the market”, and he replied: “Is she blue-eyed?” — thereby disclosing indirectly,
according to Kalabadhi, that he still had “a delight for dark-eyed maidens”. In
‘presence’ “man regards his passions as belonging to God”, and therefore the
action does not take place because of pleasure but because of God.””

For Qusayri, however, ghayba is a state related to drunkenness, full of
hope or fear in its emotional content. His definition of ghayba is modelled as
“absence of the heart from knowledge derived from the states of creation”.”** Here
absence applies not only to the passions but to the whole mode of consciousness,
being absence from the human senses (iksds). The difference of approach is also
evident in Qusayri’s examples of ghayba that are instances of varieties of trance
where a person is not at all aware of himself and does not feel his physical organs:
Rab1® ibn Khaytham saw an oven at the blacksmith’s and ‘fainted’ (ghasi),
remembering the people of fire in Gehenna; Abu Hafs put his hand into the fire
and took out the glowing iron with his bare hands without feeling any pain.’ For
some like Abu Yazid, according to Qusayri, the absence may be constant, but
most people return to their senses, i.e. to the presence (hudiir) of creation. Yet the
first, more essential, meaning of hudiir signifies being in the presence of God
(haqq) — through the remembrance of Him — during absence from creation. In this
sense the concepts are dependent on each other and semantically parallel: the more
one is absent, the more one is present.*”

Hujwiri starts with the notion that ghayba and hudﬁrzm are in opposition to
each other only apparently: they rather express the same phenomenon from
different angles, as if a kind of ontological scales. “Absence from one’s self is
presence with God, and vice versa.” Then he proceeds to say what Kalabadhi does
not, namely that it is during ecstasy — Hujwiri here employs the term jadhba — that
both concepts reach their climax. When the heart of the seeker is overpowered by
it, “the absence of his heart becomes equivalent to its presence.” And moreover,
the interpretation becomes even bolder: “partnership (Sirka) and division (gisma)

- 208
disappear.”

22 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 187-188.

% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 87-88; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 112-113.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 69. 3lall Jlsal oo goan la ale Go il Luk o Lokl
Quayri: Risala, 69. )

2% Qusayri: Risala, 70.

297 Hujwiri uses the same pair (ghayba — hudir) as Quiayri.

2% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 248. Hujwiri here expounds the teaching of the Khafifis.
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As for Niffari, he uses ghayba as the opposite of ‘vision’ (ru ya), with the
sublime arrogance characteristic of him. In brief, ghayba means that one does not
see God in anything, ru 'ya that one sees God in everything. Niffari stresses that
petitioning and dhikr belong to the former, which indirectly places most Sufis in
the state of absence of God! Niffari considers ghayba as a ‘veil’ and identifies it
with ‘this world’ (a/-dunya): both are prisons (sijn) of the believer. Ghayba
belongs to the common people, ru ya to the ‘elect’ (khds) only.*"”

In Kalabadhi’s discourse concentration (or ‘union’,”'’ jam ") and
separation (tafriga) are also constituted in relation to the passions. In the former
the choices are concentrated and harmonised in accordance with the will of God
without the subject’s own efforts; in the latter the subject has moved completely
outside his passions (i.e. the passions are defined outside his ego), so that he is
even able to observe them as from outside. “Their knowledge that they exist for
God in his knowledge of them caused them to lose themselves (nafs) during the
period when they came to exist for him: so concentration produced the state of
non-existence (for the passions).”"!

Qusayri has a “subjectual” approach to the terms: jam * is the position in
which the Deity acts in human nature and farq refers to acts of worship carried out
by the human agent. “Farq is what is attributed to you, and jam * what is stripped
from you.” This union is like a ‘sign’ (Sahid) which a person is under when “the
Real allows him to witness what the Real has entrusted to him of His own acts.”
Both states are equally important: without separation there is no worship.2'* To
sum up, Qusayri leaves the semantics of the terms quite open, focusing the
significance, so to say, on the framework, so that the terms signify two categories
of religious activity, which together may include practically almost any actual
form of mental or concrete action.

Qusayri also mentions one more way in which the terms jam ‘ and farg are
used: jam ' is how the Real unites the whole creation by his free ‘disposition’ (or
‘alteration’, tasrif) over them, and farq refers to the separation caused by his
various acts and influences that give rise to different ontological distances in the
spiritual status of the created beings . Thus the discussion of mystical states
diffuses on effects of God’s general action in the creation. Qusayri does give a list
of 24 different modes of farg, but it is difficult to estimate which of these are
meant to describe mystical experiences: most seem to be general characteristics of

Sufi spirituality.?"

2% Niffari: Mawagif, 28:7,29:16, 30:2; Mukhatabat, 24:26, 26:5, 27:8. Niffari hints that
commandments and prohibitions belong to the state of ghayba only (ibid, 29:23). In his
challenging parlance he places the next world in the same category as this world and ghayba,
contrasting both with ru *ya, the actual ‘vision’ (ibid, 30:2).

1% The basic meaning of the word is not so much in the “state-of-being-in-union” than in the
“process-of-becoming-together-in-union”.

21 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 88-89; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 114-116.

212 Quiayri: Risala, 64-65; Early Islamic Mysticism, 116.

21 Quiayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118. For the modes in question, see above, p.
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In Hujwiri’s discourse jam ‘ is in the first place connected with the Islamic
conception of salvation history. The omnipotent God unites all mankind in his call
and separates them by his command. He may control the process by inverse
means: for example, he commanded Abraham to behead Ishmael and Adam not to
eat the corn but in both cases he actually willed the contrary. “The real mystery of
union is the knowledge and will of God, while separation is the manifestation of
that which he commands and forbids.” This indirect prick for the legalistic
interpretation of Islam implies that union is something totally dependent on God,
and that it is far from being an emotional matter. ”Union is that which he unites by
his attributes, and separation is that which he separates by his acts.” In the
personal perspective of an individual jam " means cessation of human volition and
exclusion of personal initiative.”'* In another context, however, Hujwiri presents
jam " as the perfection of a saint, “‘union’ in which one attains such a degree of
rapturous love that one’s intelligence is enraptured in gazing upon the act of God
(fi'l), and one is longing for one’s Maker (fa 'il) on the brink of losing control, but
outwardly one remains in separation (fafriga).”"

In Qasani’s glossary, however, jam * means to “witness Truth in the
absence of creation” (Suhiid al-haqq bi-1a khalg).**° This definition refers directly
to the experience of God that is characteristically total in nature, and is more
suitable for “mystical experience” than the ones above.

Annihilation (fana’) and persistence (baga’) are in Kalabadhi’s
discourse, as one might expect, primarily the last phases in the mortification of the
passions.”'” Fana’ means first of all the disappearance of all ‘pleasures’ (literally
‘portions’, huzhiizh) and ‘personal demand’ (mutalaba) as well as ‘sense of
discrimination’ (famyiz), or to adopt Arberry’s interpretation, the passing-away of
all passions and feelings. This mental emptiness is why the concept is invalid
without haga’, persistence in the properties (huzhiizh) of another, i.e. God. This is
Kalabadhi’s first basic meaning for fana’ and baqa’: to pass away from one’s own
characteristics and persist in those of another. In this perspective, however, fana’
still focuses on the morality of actions. Kalabadhi’s example of the annihilated,
‘Amir ibn ‘Abdillah, obtained this position in the discourse by urging: “I do not
care whether I see a woman or a wall.”>'® This is a phase, according to Kalabadhi,
in which all the inner movements that function for one’s own personal advantage
have ceased to exist; emotions of passion or fear do exist but only in accordance
with the limits decreed by God. This seems to be somewhat similar to the higher

b1

state of ‘absence’, “another ghayba beyond the ordinary ghayba”, in which the

217.

M Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 252-255.

21 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 237-238. The context is a polemical one, and it is directed against
those who consider jam " too easily attainable by anyone.

1% Qagani: Kitab istilahat, § 58.

1t is to be recalled that Kalabadhi represents a collection and synthesis of the views of various
Sufis, with no intention of expressing or describing his own experiences.

% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 92-93; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 120, 122.
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subject is not aware of his own annihilation since “the one in annihilation in the
presence of persistence is no different from the one in persistence”.*'’ In this way
the emphasis on sound action leads Kalabadhi close to the identification of fana’
with baga’.

Another way of defining fana’ operates with an ontological perspective:
“being absent from human qualities in (undertaking) the fearful burden of the
divine qualities”. The absence of human attributes, however, does not imply that
they cease to exist, but that “they are covered by a pleasure (ladhdha) which
supplants the realisation of pain”. One loses every intention directed against the
Divine aim and one’s consciousness (sSuhiid) of inconsistencies (al-mukhalifat)
between oneself and God. To this Kalabadhi adjoins a few somewhat indefinite
references to more extraordinary experiences of an exhausting vision (ru 'ya)
which makes one unconscious of one’s present non-passionate quality. On the
practical level the idea seems to be one of focusing one’s attention away from
oneself and acting without paying attention to the acting or to its nature, so that

. . .o Y
even opposite emotions seem to lose their identities.”*

The believer ( ‘abd) does not attain unification (tawhid), until he feels totally
alienated from his own conscience, in order that the Truth may be manifested to
him (al-Sibl7).”*'

A third way of approaching the interpretation of fana’ is to set the starting-point of
the perspective on the limited scope of human understanding in interpreting one’s
own self. During a mystical moment (wagqf)

he (the mystic) remains without persistence so far as he knows, without passing-
away (fana’) so far as he is conscious, and without moment so far as he can

understand; rather, it is the Creator who knows of his baga’ and fana’.**

This approach of via negativa is surely able to comprise even the most radical
“peak” experiences, and therefore it is applicable to the kind of dynamic fana’ that
manifests itself as ecstatic phenomena, but it also leaves the matter open for all
views. The most crucial disagreement in the Sufi discussion is that concerning the
duration of fana’, whether one returns to one’s own attributes at all. The existence
of disagreement on such a fundamental matter may in fact question the
meaningfulness and sensibleness of the whole discourse on fana’. At least it
shows that the Sufis were adjoining to the concept of fand’ most divergent mental
processes.

To sum up Kalabadhi’s discussion, without becoming entangled in the

1% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 93, 87; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 121, 113.
2 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 94-95; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 122-125.
2! Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 103. Translation mine.

22 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 96; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 126.
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terminology, we could say that in the mystic’s final state the centre of identity has,
as it were, moved from ego towards the Other, the result being that positive
emotions (pleasure) do not feel different from negative ones (displeasure). Yet
Kalabadhi’s underlying aim to produce an orthodox work causes him to
“orthodoxify” his discourse. This makes him very careful with the most ecstatic
experiences, which in turn causes him to stress moral purity in every phase and to
interpret all states in relation to moral purity. The totality of his interpretation
forms a kind of field of inner phenomena which may function as a context for the
ecstatic experience.

Qusayri, too, starts with the moral aspect of fana’, which he defines as
‘shrugging off the blameworthy properties’ (sugiit al-awsaf al-dhamina). He
actually extends the semantic field to cover the whole sphere of religious life: the
servant of God is not in any circumstances free from either fana’ or baga’**
Thereby fana’ applies to and operates in all human attributes: “Whoever passes
away (fani’) from his ignorance, endures through his knowledge. Qusayri also
gives a division of three different dimensions of fana’: (1) fana’ of the self and its
attributes, (2) fana’ from the attributes of the Real, and (3) fana’ from witnessing
one’s own passing away.224

And how are fand’ and ecstatic experience related? As we have seen, fana’
as a concept is so complicated and paradoxical that any discussion is doomed to
drift into very theoretical speculation which is apt to lose all causal relations with
the experienced reality, proceeding as a conceptual play according to certain rules.
We might suggest, however, that one could read into the Sufi interplay an
intersection where fana’ and “ecstasy” are identified in a way that the former is
static, the latter a dynamic aspect of the same reality — in other words, ecstasy as a
culmination of fana’. “Drinking from the cup of union™”** can be taken as a point
of contact with God in the process of unification and annihilation, and in that
sense also the final cause of the experience. This may also apply when fana’ is
understood in an orthopractic sense, i.e. consisting rather of acts and omitted
actions than of somewhat emotional states.

We are united in one respect, but we are separated in another.
Although awe has hidden you from the gladness of mine eye,

ecstasy has made you near to my inmost parts.”®

The most fervent state in Kalabadhi’s discourse is overmastery (ghalaba), to be
translated as ‘inspiration’ as suggested above, yet the discourse around the term
concentrates on ascertaining that during ghalaba “it is permissible to do things not

223

Qusayri: Risala, 67.

22 Quiayri: Risala, 68-69.

2 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 392.

22 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 255 (quotation from a poem by “a certain great Shaykh”).
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allowed in the state of repose (ha!/ al-sukiin).”**" In the eyes of outsiders these
seem to be objectionable. Kalabadhi’s examples include ‘Umar, who in his zeal
for Islam and against pagans opposed even Muhammad himself, and Abt Taybah,
who cupped the prophet Muhammad and then drank his blood, against the law, yet
Muhammad forgave him.?*® For Hujwiri, however, ghalaba seems to be one type
of ecstasy equivalent to sukr, and his main point is to defend its given nature as
the opposite of something acquired or produced by one’s own means.””’

Most of the symbolic expressions of ecstatic experience developed into
technical terms that function in the discourse intrinsically. Especially important in
the “stateological” discussion are surb (drinking) and dhawgq (tasting). According
to Hujwiri, Surb refers to the drinking of spiritual pleasure, which is for the soul as
important as water is for the body, and hence surb is necessary for novices as well.
Dhawgq is used as a somewhat broader concept that includes bitter or painful
1.%° According to Qusayri, dhawq appears before surb, which is
a more powerful experience: “the possessor of dhawgq is pretending to be drunken,
but the possessor of §urb is drunken”.”'

As for Ghazali, he employs dhawgq as the opposite of something acquired

experiences as wel

by scientific learning, and consequently his dhawg as an experience is
characterised by subjectivity and emotionality. Indeed, Watt, in his translation of
Mungidh min al-dalal, gives ‘immediate experience’ for dhawg, and Gairdner in
Miskat al-Anwar translates the adverb dhawgiyy™ ‘experimentally and
subjectively’, meaning the opposite of the scientific (ilmiyy™).*

In Qasani’s definition, however, the basic idea of dhawgq is that it is the
category of beginning: it refers to the “first steps of the vision of Truth” (awwal
darajat suhiid al-haqq). If this vision increases and grows stronger, it is to be
called Surb, and in its final stage it is ‘seeing’ (rayy).” Since Qasani’s interest as
a whole is in the everlasting extension of experienced ‘knowledge’ or “vision’ —
both terms are symbolic here — of God, he interprets practically all terms in
relation to this pursuit.

Also, the standard equivalent to the sign ‘ecstasy’, wajd, is used as a
technical term which adopts diverging tones in different contexts. In Hujwiri’s
discourse wajd adopts the meanings of ‘finding” and ‘uniting’ in the context of hal
and wagt. Both of these states include admittance of the problem of human
understanding in relation to the past and future; these are both abandoned as

¥ Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 85; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 110.

2% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 83-85; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 108-110.

2 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 184.

2% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 392.

Z1 Qudayri: Risala, 72. 1,5 w,adl cale s 5Sluiall Goall cale

B2 Watt 1953, 62, 66; Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 57 (tr. 60).

23 Qagani: Kitab istilahat, § 500. Suhiid means literally ‘witness’, but “vision’ is an appropriate
translation because it culminates in ‘seeing’ (rayy) — although the latter is translated ‘quenching’ by
Safwat, who wants to emphasise its continuity with ‘drinking’!
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‘veils’ in order to devote oneself to God in the present.**

On the other hand, wajd
as a state during sama ‘ signifies sorrow caused by the loss of the Beloved, and
wujiid correspondingly torrent of emotions resulting from finding — but both
“cannot be reached by investigation”.”*

Qasani, however, defines wujiid as “the realisation that the essence of
Truth is in its essence”.?*® The definition is typical of his “existential ontology”,
where the true nature of the existence and the (development of) personal
illumination are combined, and this combination is projected into the definitions
of the terminology.

The endless number of various states is illustratively shown by the
existence of “squared states”, to use a mathematical expression. Qusayri has jam
al-jam ", “union of union” which is ‘beyond union and separation’; in it the subject
is “utterly removed from perceiving any other”, his whole consciousness being
overpowered (istawld) by the Divinity.”” It is hard to see any other function for
the term than indication of a complete and extreme jam ‘, an ultimate
concentration. Qusayri continues even further, beyond jam ‘ al-jam " where there is
a state called ‘second separation’ (farg al-thani):**® this means a sober state to
which one is returned from one’s ecstatic state in order to perform one’s
prescribed duties, i.e. ritual prayers. The obvious benefit of this concept is that
thereby one may prove that the mystic’s apparently normal state is high above the
apparently equivalent normal state of the ordinary people!

When the discourse operates on this more abstract level, with states that
are built on others, the outcome may be states as colourful as talwin, literally
‘colouring’, which seems to mean a fusion of states — a necessary concept indeed
from the point of view of psychological reality. Junayd uses it in the sense of
‘variety’ of states.”’ However, Ernst translates the word as ‘rapture’>*’, Sells as
*241 and Safwat as ‘change’. QaSani explains that falwin is the
“veiling of the properties®** of an exalted mystical state, or stage by the effects**
of a lowly state, or stage”, and quoting Ibn ‘Arabi he even states that it is the most

‘transformation

perfect of all stages, even though “to most others it is an incomplete stage (magam

= e 244
naqis)”.

1 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 367-370.

2 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 413.

% Qagani: Kitab istilahat, no. 87 (p. 26). «la. &l Sadl o) aagy

7 Quiayri: Risala, 65-66.

% Quiayri: Risala, 66.

» Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 82; translated “different modes” by Zaehner (1960, 223).

> Ernst 1985, 49.

" Early Islamic Mysticism, 135; Qu3ayri: Risala, 17. Since the interpretative translations vary
remarkably, I prefer the literal translation ‘colouring’.

2 ahkam, more literally ‘dominions’, ‘regimes’ or ‘authorities’. ‘Properties’ is the translation
given by Sawfat. Qashani § 487 (text 156, tr. 107).

28 atar, literally ‘traces’ or ‘signs. ‘Effects’ is Sawfat’s translation. Qagani: Kitab istilahat, § 487
(text 156, tr. 107).

" Qagani: Kitab istilahat, § 487 (text 156, tr. 107).
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As for Qusayri, he presents talwin with its opposite pair tamkin (‘fixity’),
the ultimate goal being the latter. For talwin he gives a solemn yet quite non-
distinctive definition: “talwin is an attribute of the lords of the states”.**’ The idea
seems to be that ta/win indicates the totality of the uplifting process in which the
various states change constantly by transformation or interpenetration or
otherwise. The essential point, however, is that the mystic is a possessor of ta/win
as long as he is on the path “because he is rising from state to state (hal), changing
from one attribute to another”.**°

We may already make a few concluding remarks. As we have seen above,
the authors are basically, albeit not absolutely, consistent within their own
discourse but not commensurable with each other. This is because the endeavour
to systematise and classify ancient ascetic modes of thinking and acting into
dissimilar types and exact terms has no alternative for being more or less an
artificial pursuit, a language game. This possibility is in essence recognised by
Kalabadhi himself:

Faith which is true, and faith which is merely formal, have outwardly the same
appearance, but their real natures are diverse: on the other hand, annihilation
(fana’) and all the other special stations (magamait), are diverse by their

appearance (suwar), but their true natures (haga’iq) are the same.”"’

Different authors use different terms in different ways. These varied usages give
rise to meanings with different nuances that vary from author to author. This
process reinforces itself: since the meanings are understood to be varied, the terms
are, in turn, used in diverging ways. The varying meanings, however, are usually
not to be understood as exclusive but rather as complementary in character.
Nevertheless, they do demolish the idea of a public language consisting of exact
signs for inner states: ways of application do not match, and hence the meanings
cannot be exact either. This is also why the terms are impossible to understand in
a specific manner when taken out of their context. I have no reason to disagree
with the estimation given by Ernst:

There is sometimes a wide variation in the definitions themselves, from one author
to another; each one seems to have felt a considerable freedom to add or to
subtract from the received definitions, in accordance with personal experience or

the authoritative pronouncement of a teacher.”*®

The endless differentiation of states is connected with, and to some extent
resulting from, the peculiarities of the vocabulary of classical Arabic. For

M ga ¥ Oyl Tie oyl Quiayri: Risala, 78.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 78.

¥ Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 98; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 129.
> Ernst 1992, 187.
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example, musamarat and muhddathat, two states of a perfect Sufi, refer to
different times of day; the former originally signifies something like “silent
nocturnal discussion (between lovers)” and the latter the same in the day-time.**

Sufi speculation concerning terms has developed a construction of
concepts on concepts, the process being in a way analogous to the development of
Western philosophical thought. Concerning the structure of the use of language,
such terms of second degree form a parallel to the symbols of symbols employed
in Sufi poetry (see above, p. 214-215). These new special terms produced in the
discourse can be understood only through the previous terms, for example:
“Muhddarat denotes the presence of the heart in the subtleties of bayan, while
mukasafat denotes the presence of sirr in the domain of iyan.”*° (The basic
thought here is simply that the former has the signs of God in his mind, the latter
the greatness of God.)

The Sufis, however, go still further. They adopt technical usages and
mystical meanings for ordinary words that one perhaps would not expect to
encounter in Islamic mystical vocabulary. For example, ‘name’ (ism) may refer to
the names of God which are His attributes and therefore experiential qualities
through which He may be experienced.”>' And correspondingly, “letters’ (huriif)
are “elementary realities deriving from the Essences”.>>? This phenomenon should
perhaps be seen as the outcome of a mystical attitude rather than of mystical
experience.

The number of various terms for the inner states employed in the books
is in the hundreds, and unknown in the actual practical relationship between
master and disciple. For the practisers of Sufism the richness of Sufi language,
particularly the contemplative and enigmatic character of the definitions of
technical terms, means that the mystical experience is not restricted by too
inflexible a linguistic system: instead, the process of conditioning may take place
in various ways, through boundless possibilities.

On the other hand, the complexity of discourse produced by the over-
specification may also give it a certain arbitrary taste. This cannot avoid causing a
certain counter-reaction among the mystics themselves. One of the constantly
present tendencies in Niffari’s discourse is to leave the concentration on various
states and turn towards the essence of the matter instead. “Leave nearness (qurb),
and you will see God”, he courageously declares.”® The words, the verbal level,
are for mystics only a means, not a goal, and therefore the lack of exactness is a
problem only for outsiders.

¥ Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 380-381.

»% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 373. Nicholson gives ‘demonstration’ for bayan, “spirit’ for sirr and
‘vision’ for ‘iyan.

21 1t is not the utterance of the Name which matters, but rather the essence of the thing named.”
Qashani: Kitab istilahat, § 12; Ernst 1992, 189.

2 Qashani: Kitab istilahat, § 117, ole¥ oa asuddl gslaadl (‘Name’ and ‘letter’ happen to be
crucial concepts in Jewish mysticism.)

3 Niffari: Mawagif, 67:61.
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3.3.2. Causa Efficiens

If we were to build our discussion on the ontological structure of discourse as seen
by the Sufis themselves, the effective cause of experience would be a logical
starting-point. In an objective analysis, however, the problem of the external cause
behind the experience belongs within the category of interpretation.

In the Sufi perspective, the very ecstatic quality of the experience itself
results from the existence of an outer cause and from its confrontation with man’s
physical capacity. If the effect is forceful enough, human “reason and natural
faculties are too weak to sustain its rapture and intensity”,”>* and for this reason it
manifests itself as an ecstatic phenomenon.

Junayd states explicitly that the experience “does not result from their own
striving or from any perception or imagination” but from the fact that God exists
and is at work in them (a/-haqq bihim).”>> Qusayri depicts the given nature of
experience as follows:

(Sufis’) realities (haqga’ig) are not collected by any sort of effort (takalluf)
nor gained by any kind of action (tasarruf); rather, they are meanings (ma ‘an)

that God has promised to the hearts of a people.”®

According to the Sufi authors, the effective cause, as might be expected, is God
(allah): “The state (hal) descends from God into a man’s heart.”*” Most often,
however, this is expressed by referring to some of God’s epithets like ‘gentleness’
(lu.tf).258 The most common of these is the Truth, al-haqq. “Ecstasy is the glad
tidings sent by the Truth (basarat al-haqq) of the mystic’s promotion to the
stations of His contemplation (magamat musahidatihi).”*° Junayd presents as
causa efficiens ‘the lights of His Essence’ (anwar huwiyyatihi — literally ‘He-
ness’).”*" Jilani employs ‘power of the Spirit’ (quwwat al-rith) as the cause of the
ecstatic experience which comes in ‘intoxicating power’ (bi-quwwat al-
Jjadhdhaba).*"!

However, even on this basic point Niffari’s daring expressions move in
their own categories, for according to him ecstasy (wajd) means to be in God,

2 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 254.

% 153 aa,saa Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 80; Zachner 1960, 220.

#® Quiayri: Risala, 53. (Translation according to Ernst 1992, 188.) The term haqa’ig, ‘truths’,
here signifies the mystical states by emphasising their (ultimate) reality. It is also an esoteric
expression since the truth (iagq) of a state is beyond the ordinary explanations of the terms
referring to it.

> Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 181. The idea is in fact so obvious that it is quite seldom mentioned.
** Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 95.

¥ Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 83. Arberry (Doctrine of the Sufis, 107) translates ‘sent by God’.
2 Quiayri: Risala, 327; Principles of Sufism, 339.

26! Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119-120; Secret of Secrets, 90-91.
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which in turn is a result of seeing God:

Oh servant! The one who sees me, stays with me, and the one who stays with me,

. . . . 262
remains in ecstasy (wajd) in me.

The very existence of causa efficiens outside the subject of the experience is
shown most apparently by the references of its autonomous coming.”** The notion
also implies a distinction between real ecstasy and the product of a person’s own
psychological process. Hujwiri differentiates between ecstasy (wajd) effected by
God and the natural impulses sensitised by music.*** Shadhili recommends
discernment when watching over one’s heart: “If any good comes upon you from
God, you accept it; and if the contrary comes upon you, you disapprove it, having
recourse to God with respect to averting and procuring.”*®’

Qusayri defines ecstasy (wajd) as what happens to one’s heart and comes
upon one without intention (ta ‘ammud) or effort (takalluf). He proceeds to state
uncompromisingly that “any ecstasy which contains anything of its possessor is
not ecstasy”.”®® The use of the verb Sahada (‘to witness’) to mark the mystic’s
relation to the experience is also illustrative in this respect: in that state (hala) the
servant “witnesses the one who originates through his divine power his own
identity and essence.”*®’

The existence of a causa efficiens is also used as a criterion behind the
standard Sufi classification of experiences into states (hal) and stations (magam).
According to Qusayri, “States are bestowed; stations are attained. States come
freely given while stations are gained with effort (majhiid).”*® Similarly, a state,
unlike a station, can also be taken away from a person. Whether the states are
really only momentary, is a debated question. Some claim, Qusayri agreeing with
them, that the true states are continuous although there may be variation in their
intensity at different times.”®” The very existence of disagreement on such a basic
matter once more shows the difficulty of using a public language for objects that
are inner and private in essence. Kalabadhi’s solution here is to relate the items so
that they overlap: “every station has a beginning and an end, and between these
are the various states”.*’’

The description of the quality of tranquillity, which was expressed by

Niffari on the symbolic level as a ‘gate’, is completed on the level of interpretation

292 Niffari: Mukhatabat 12:6. Arberry (p. 143) translates: “Whoso sees Me, abides for me; and
whoso abides for me, abides in the experience of Me.”

29 E o Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 418 (sama’).

2" Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 419.

2% Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 109.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 62.

Qusayri: Risala, 66; Early Islamic Mysticism, 118. a3 a5, acy 4315 Tora agde

Qusayri: Risala, 57. (Translation according to M.A. Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 104.)
% Quiayri: Risala, 57-58.

7 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 59; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 76.
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by portraying it as ‘entering unto God’; the gate is opened and kept open by God,
and finally it leads to the seeing of God: “when you entered to me, you saw
me”.>”" And moreover, the gate is used from the other side by the ‘self-revelation’
(ta‘arruf) of God that enters through it to the subject of the experience.”’?

The consuming quality of the experience may be portrayed on the
interpretative level as love-sickness, infatuation, passionate yearning, and ardent
desire for God. It seems that the quality derives its vitality from two directions:
from the psychological passion of longing and yearning for God on the one hand,
and from the burning divine presence on the other. The discussion on the subject
takes place under the concept of irada, ‘desire’.””

Jilani differentiates real ecstasy from artificial or self-produced ecstasy by
the fact that ‘physical-psychological ecstasy’ (wajd al-jismaniyya al-nafsaniyya) is
outward and under the control of the will, and therefore hypocritical and
worthless, whereas in ‘spiritual compassionate ecstasy’ (wajd al-rithaniyya al-
rahmaniyya) the body has no choice, which indicates that spiritual ecstasy is
uncontrolled.””*

The difference between sound ecstasy and artificial ecstasy is an important
yet difficult topic. It has been perhaps somewhat avoided by many of the Sufi
authors, however. Kalabadhi, for example, does not comment on it at all. This
negligence is very understandable, for the problem is common to all religions: if
one applied to one’s own (or to one’s tradition’s) religious experience the same
degree of criticality and rationality as one does to that of heretics, evidently the
whole experience would be in danger of being lost in the category of psychic
phenomena.

There is, however, an analysis given by Qusayri concerning the source of
khawatir, a broad concept including all kinds of ideas, thoughts, desires and
inclinations that rise to the mind more or less unannounced. They may have four
different kinds of origin. (1) Those caused by angels are called ‘inspiration’
(ilham). (2) Those caused by the self (nafs) are called ‘ideas’ (hawajis); these are
usually connected with carnal desire or pride. (3) Those caused by Satan (Saytan)
are called ‘temptations’ (wasawis, literally ‘whisperings’), these usually entice a
person to commit acts of disobedience. (4) And finally, those caused by God are
‘true ideas’ (khatir haqq).275 These four are the basic varieties of causa efficiens of
mystical experiences, three of them transcendent.

Niffari discloses two basic principles concerning the recognition of the
causa efficiens, the first actually leading to the causa finalis. It is possible to
recognise the cause from the effects: if the experience separates the subject from

M Niffari: Mawagqif, 54:3-4, 8. aai,s Ll adas 13l

2 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:3.

* E.g. Quiayri: Risala, 202; Principles of Sufism, 177.

M Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 118-119; Secret of Secrets, 89-90.

" Quiayri: Risala, 84. In Kitab al-Ta'arruf (p. 62) Kalabadhi makes the same division, except for
‘enemy’ (‘adiw) instead of Satan.
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the things that separate him from God, it is divine.?”® Another principle is that
even if the experience starts to function in the right way but too early, before he
has been “severed”, the subject should be afraid of deception (makr).>”” True
illumination does not come before purification, to use a Christian expression.

The role of Satan (Saytan, iblis) in the analysis of Sufi experience is very
limited in character. According to Jilani, the devil cannot assume the form of
Muhammad or any of his followers even in a dream. The devil may pretend to be
God only with respect to anger and wrath, by assuming the attributes of God’s
delusion or anger. “The devil cannot appear with the character of any divine
attribute in which there is a trace of guidance.””’® However, Jilani admits the
existence of a satanic (Saytaniyya) ecstasy (wajd) which is distinguishable from
the lack of light (nir, a divine attribute) and infidelity (kufi).2” In this phase the
position of the decisive criterion is left to Islamic law. According to Qusayri’s
instruction, the differentiation between demonic and angelic inspiration can be
made only by those who do not eat forbidden food.”*

Among things mentioned as effective causes of ecstasy there are also a few
curiosities. Jilani mentions the singing of birds, the sighing of lovers and melodies
of songs as movers of spiritual energy, and “evil and the ego have no share” in
them.”' These profane sources of inspiration seem to be in contradiction with the
non-psychological origin of the spiritual experience. (The analytically orientated
prosaic context does not support symbolic interpretation here.) Jilani’s idea is
probably that the three causes belong to the luminous spiritual realm and not to the
dark side since they all are part of God’s creation.

Qusayri also mentions the aspect of ‘beauty’ (jamal) as an effective cause
behind the experience: “If the attribute of beauty is unveiled to the servant, he
attains drunkenness, his spirit is transported and his heart is wander-lost.”***
According to Niffari, however, beauty (husn) does not affect those who are on the
highest spiritual level **’

Perhaps surprisingly, ‘love’ is hardly ever explicitly mentioned as the
causa efficiens in the prose works that form the corpus of the study; Qusayri does

state that “When a person’s love is strengthened, his drink becomes endless.”™*

278 Niffari: Mawagif, 30:7.

T Ko cand elakd Ju3 claeas Jawmls ol 1o LIS “Whatever thing appears to you, and begins
to concentrate you before you have been severed, fear its deception.” Niffari: Mawagqif, 30:8.

28 Tilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 133; Secret of Secrets, 109-110.

P Tilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 133; Secret of Secrets, 109-110.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 84.

! Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; Secret of Secrets, 90 (wherein the words alhan al-aghan, ‘melodies
of songs’ are neglected.)
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Qusayri: Risala, 71. The beauty of God as a profit (vibht) in Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 60 (cf. Secret of
Secrets, 23).

¥ Niffari: Mawagif, 8:39. The statements are not in complete contradiction, not only because they
seem to refer to people of different ranks but also because fiusn is a broader concept than jamal.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 72. wos de,ead dun o3 ey
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The Sufis also discussed the possibility of receiving two divergent
influences from God. (Actually, the problem has been present in Islamic thinking
since the case of “satanic verses” during Muhammad’s early career.) Qusayri puts
forward three opinions: Junayd considered the first of these the strongest “because
when it endures, its possessor returns to contemplation (fa ‘ammul)”, Ibn ‘Ata’
preferred the second “because it builds upon the power of the first”, and the third
opinion is that they are equal “because both are from the Real one (al-haqq)”.285

Another aspect of Sufi criticality is directed towards the methods adopted.
The dilemma is that the mystic’s life largely consists of his mystical exercises, yet
these are not supposed to produce genuine experiences. The problem is
acknowledged, the artificial experiences are condemned by the authors, yet the
dilemma remains. “Raptures (mawajid) induced by words (mugawalat) are an
infidelity (kafi’) by definition.”**

The fact that the existence of causa finalis and the actuality of particular
methods behind the experience do not necessarily exclude each other, has an
additional argument behind it in the Islamic context: the possibility of appealing to
the idea of predestination so that the methods themselves may be viewed as being
ultimately caused by God. This may be concluded from the predestining actions of
God, or the single methods may be seen as having taken their rise from God’s
action. For instance, contemplation may be interpreted as being caused by God.?’

Finally, we may point out that the confident parlance concerning the
effectual cause does not imply that the Sufis were somehow blind to the human
aspects of the phenomenon. The mystical experience takes place in the mental
reality, and for that reason it is also fully dependent on the subject’s psychological
condition. Qusayri expresses this idea by stating that the purity — and he does not
say ‘quantity’ — of the mystical states (ahwal) follows the purity of acts (a ‘mal).”*

The Sufis also recognised that the subjective aspect of the experience
makes it relative: the subject’s awareness and consciousness of the experience (or
state) may disturb the act of experiencing so that the attention is focused on the
more psychological dimensions that are inevitably less essential. Qusayri
expresses it compactly in a poetic fashion: “the vision of nearness is a veil over
nearness”, i.e. to realise that one is close to God does not help one to come closer
to him.”*

The principle of relativity is reflected on the linguistic level as well. What
this means concerning the discourse is brilliantly expressed by Niffari: “In
everything there is a trace of me. If you speak of it, you change it.”**° This
crystallises the notion that language does not describe the outside world

2 Quiayri: Risala, 84-85; Early Islamic Mysticism, 145.

% Niffari: Mawagif, 34:6.

27 Niffari: Mawagif, 19:4. This is implied simply by the use of the causative ashada.
2 Quiayri: Risala, 67; Early Islamic Mysticism, 120.

Qusayri: Risala, 82; Early Islamic Mysticism, 140. < a0l ;e olaa ool 3435,
% Niffari: Mawagif, 5:6.
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objectively but reshapes the reality by forcing it into categories, as well as by
supplying the semantic keys to all its users. When the mystical experience is
portrayed verbally, its signs (both symbolic and analytical) become parts of
discourse in which the meanings are reproduced in a process dominated by
subjective significances.

3.3.3. Causa Finalis

What is the function of the experience? For Sufis the only inherent value is God
Himself, and any other functions or effects of the mere experience are essentially
misunderstandings and for that reason not widely discussed in a direct way. If we
disregard God here as a feature of “theological interpretation”, there are only
occasional references to the causa finalis.

Firstly, in the mental reality the mystical experience effects certain
rearrangements in the emotional field. This may mean feelings of joy produced by
participation in the experience, for example: “Your joy (farah) for that which I
give you is better than your sorrow for that which I do not give you.”*’! This joy
is in principle different by its position in the discourse from the joyous quality in
the experience itself (described in chapter 3.2.2). Or it may mean a certain
balancing effect. “When you see me, security and fear become equal.”** This
sense of the causa finalis infuses with the whole discourse where the control of
the emotions is a basic motive constantly present in one way or another. However,
in most contexts it is difficult — and artificial — to see or make differentiations
between the emotional qualities present in the experience itself and those
produced by it.

Secondly, there is the eschatological function. We may conclude from the
discourse of Kalabadhi that mystical experiences function with a twofold relation
to salvation. On the one hand, they function as the causa efficiens of salvation, and
on the other, they are signs that indicate that their possessor will inherit salvation.
Namely, in the Sufi perspective spiritual superiority is after all not based on
religious practices such as prayer and fasting, but on the favours (karamat) and
gifts (mawahib) that are experienced in the inner heart and on the spiritual states
(ahwal) that are signs (a lam) of God’s friendship (wildya).*?

Niffari expresses the same idea in a slightly different way, indicating that
the experiential states are a kind of participation in the existential state of the
world to come. He proclaims: “Your body after death is in the place where your
heart is before death.”™* And moreover, Niffari adds one more perspective to the

1 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 25:10.

2 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 4:11.

% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 50-51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 65-66.
1 Niffari: Mawagif, 24:7.
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same theme by hinting that the mystical states follow one after death: “As you
enter to me in prayer, so you will enter to me in your grave.”*”

Unlike many mystics, however, Niffari is not too confident concerning the
world to come: “Fear is the sign of him who knows his end: hope is the sign of
him who is ignorant of his end.”*” The notion may be simply due to the fact that
Niffari is constantly willing to set himself in opposition to other Sufis, if at all
possible. As a drunken one he is above the sober speculators, and as a divine
oracle he is above the drunken ones who are not concerned about salvation
because they have identified themselves with God while on earth. Niffari’s subtle
discourse reprehends mystics who are high in wisdom but low in fear, and who
thereby end up with mockery.”’

% Niffari: Mawagif, 12:8. The sentence, however, is open to other kinds of interpretation as well.
8 Niffari: Mawagif, 15:21.
#7 Niffari: Mawagif, 15:28.
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3.4. Theoretical Context

3.4.1. Speculation on the States

As we have already glimpsed, the Sufis do not contend themselves with working
up emotional states and impulsive moments into general types and adapting them
into technical terms, but they enthusiastically proceed to speculate on the
relationships between them as well. In this discursive “game” the states may be
arranged into contrasting or consecutive series.

3.4.1.1. Contrasting Comparison

One of the surprising features of Sufi literature is the emphasis given to the
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question of superiority of one state in comparison with its counterpart.
noted above, the states are often arranged and presented in polar pairs. In principle
they may be opposites of various kinds: directional opposites (jam — tafriga),
antipodal opposites (hudiir — ghayba), counterparts (qurb — bu 'd), reversives (kasf
— hijab). Yet in practice any pair, especially the most abstract ones like fanad’ —
baqa’, may be understood as belonging in various categories of oppositions; this is
largely due to the semantic structure of the Arabic noun, which often means both
being in the state of X and becoming (more and more) the state of X.*** When the
contents of these states are contrasted and their relationship discussed in great
detail, the discourse often proceeds by means of negations so that the presentation
of state X does not necessarily contain much more than speculation on its relation,
usually superiority, to its opposite (-X).

The discussion on sobriety (sahw) and drunkenness (sukr) is one of the
most famous features of classical Sufism, and as we have seen, of our sources
Kalabadhi and Qusayri in particular represent the definitive works of sober
Sufism. Niffari’s discourse, on the other hand, is above the whole questioning, and
his terminology does not even contain the problematic pair at all.

According to Hujwiri, the ultimate state is that of sobriety, perhaps the
most peculiar argument being that the prophets used to perform miracles in
sobriety but the saints are able to perform them only in drunkenness. Yet he does
also present the confronting view in great detail; the superiority of drunkenness is
argued from the fact that the greatest veil between man and God is composed by
the human attributes, and these are at their strongest in sobriety. This is in turn

% Contrasting pairs (fazadd) are also famous in Persian poetry. Schimmel 1982, 59.
*% On opposites, see Cruse 1986, 223-231.
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opposed by the view that man should become continually more sober in order to
comprehend the true Reality and in order to be released from entanglement in
superficial phenomena; as the drunken person supposes that he has been
annihilated, even though the attributes have not really disappeared, which is a
more serious veil than any other. This notion indicates that there is no valid
criterion for annihilation on a subjective basis. However, there is “agreement” on
the fact that even if the attributes be successfully annihilated, the speculation goes
on: there is an equal diversity concerning the superiority of the next stages as
well.>%

When Hujwiri treats the controversy between ‘absence’ (ghayba) and
‘presence’ (hudiir), he recognises that it is essentially the same problem as the
basic debate on drunkenness and sobriety. He even admits explicitly that the
whole distinction is “merely verbal, for they seem to be approximately the same”.
Nevertheless, there are numerous Sufis who prefer ghayba®®' and others who
prefer hudﬁr302 . The former argue that man’s self is the greatest veil between God
and man, and when one becomes absent from oneself, one’s evils are annihilated
as though as they are “consumed by the flame of proximity (qurba) to God”. The
latter argue that the value of ‘absence’ depends on the ‘presence’, ‘absence’ being
only a means that leads to ‘presence’, for ‘absence’ involves the sorrow of being
veiled, while ‘presence’ involves joy.*”

The notions on the status of the states appearing during sama ' — namely,
wajd and wujid — vary according to the same pattern. Wujiid, according to its
supporters, is superior because it is the state of love and of lovers. Those
preferring wajd, on the other hand, consider wujiid to be a state of novices: they
argue that since God is infinite, even the experiences of wujiid cannot be more
than emotions (Pers. masrabi). Yet there is agreement on the fact that the “power
of knowledge should be greater than the power of wajd, since, if wajd be more
powerful, the person affected by it is in a dangerous position”.*** This remark
reveals a certain distrust, as if an experience given by God could lead one into
danger (in relation to the revelation and to one’s own self). The explanation is that
one overcome by wajd is deprived of the ability of discrimination (khitab), and
cannot be recompensed or punished, for he is in the “predicament of madmen”.**

In Qusayri’s discourse wujitd comes after one rises beyond wajd. “Wujiid

% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 118, 151-152, 184-187, 226, 248-249.

"1 E g al-Hallaj, Ibn ‘Ata, Abu Hamza “and numerous sheikhs of Iraq”. Hujwiri: Kashf al-
Mahjib, 249.

2 E.g. al-Muhasibi, Junayd, Sahl ibn ‘Abdallah, Abu Ja“far Haddad and Muhammad ibn Khafif;
to whom Hujwiri attributes the authorship of the doctrine in question; Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib,
249,

% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 248-251. Undoubtedly the choice of preferred terminology is
largely a question of mentality: personalities with a tendency towards radicalism like bolder
concepts, and those of a moderate temper find the positive concepts more pleasant.

M Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 414.

% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 413-416.
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is an end, and ecstasy (wajd) is an intermediary between the beginning and the
end.”%

The question of the duration of fana’ belongs to the same theme.
Kalabadhi takes the view of those who consider this state permanent (Junayd, al-
Kharraz etc.); his arguments, however, do not seem to be more convincing than
those of his opponents: the use of the Qur’an on both sides appears a little
arbitrary. Those in favour of permanence and stability, in their own opinion,
represent a more genuine experience, since they stress the given nature of
experience setting it in opposition to that acquired by human effort.

There appears to him a revelation of God’s power, and shows him his desire of
God departing in reverence to God; then there appears to him a revelation of God,
and shows him the departing of his desire of the vision of the departing of his
desire; and there remains the vision of what was of God for God, and the One and
Eternal is alone in His Oneness; and with God there is not for other than God

either passing-away (fana’) or persistence (baga’) (al-Kharraz).*”’

The formation of theoretical speculation unavoidably has the potential to develop
intrinsic values out of abstractions. If this be the case, the result is a variety of
speculations on the states that always seem to be almost as unique and ultimate as
the one following it.

If the state of discrimination (halat al-tamyiz) even causes me to be aware only of
what is God’s, and to lose sense of what is mine, what will the state of intoxication

(halat al-sukr) be like, a state in which discrimination passes away?
(Kalabadhi)**®

The basic disposition behind the discussion concerning the superiority of any
particular state regularly functions according to the same pattern. Once the
experience has been attained, one can either place stress on its decisive character
and hence its finality and base one’s conclusions as to its value on its divine
origin, or one may recognise the casual quantity and subjective quality of the
experience and use these facts as a basis for further conclusions. In other words,
the problem is the value of subjective infallibility; even if one has attained perfect
certainty one may still admit that the sense of certainty is not a universal proof. On
the other hand, the question is also one of authority: who is able to define the truth
on the Islamic status of the “enlightened” from a lower state? Moreover, it is
possible that the masters of discourse may define more judgements on the matter
than their personal experience of mystical experiences would allow. In the words
of Ibn al-Farghani: “Who knows the form (rasm) becomes proud, and who knows

% Quiayri: Risala, 62-63.
*7 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 94; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 123.
*% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 87; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 112.
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the content (wasm) becomes bewildered.”"

The same juxtaposition is reflected in the discussion of the value of the
Sufi session, sama ", ‘listening’. Others estimate it as belonging to beginners who
still need to listen to God, “the Other”. And according to others, sama " is presence
with God and staying with the Beloved; listening is for the ear the same as service
is for the body, union for the spirit, contemplation for the subconscious (sirr),>"
love for the heart (Pers. dil), or seeing to the eye.’'!

Also, a state that is seemingly sound may contain a built-in opposition.
The fact that the consuming quality of the experience functions, according to the
perspective chosen for the interpretation, as both causa efficiens and causa finalis,
produces a discussion on the juxtaposition of those who desire God (murid) and
those who are desired (murdad) by Him, the result being that “every murad is a
murid”’, and vice versa: both concepts have the same reference but from opposite
angles. However, according to those Sufis that use these concepts with divergent
meanings, a murid is a beginner and a labourer controlled by rules and regulations
but a murad is at the highest degree, being controlled by the care and protection of
God. Junayd puts this in brief: ‘The murid walks; the murad flies.”*"?

The principle of the very existence of antithetical pairs, however, may have
a great deal more significance than a mere verbal play. It introduces to Islamic
thinking the category of paradox which is behind all the main doctrines of
Christianity but not present in the basic doctrines of Islam. Yet paradoxes have
always been a basic feature of mystical thought, due to their ability to test and
extend the limits of common thought. The speech of Niffari’s divine subject
proclaims explicitly: “If you do not see Me behind every pair of opposites
(diddiyya) with a single vision, you do not know Me.!?

Another good example of this “psychedelic function” of mystical language
is also given by Niffari, who displays a paradoxical way of expressing the
proximity of God who is so close to man that He is actually between Himself and
man. “When you see me, and (when) you see the one who sees me, I am between
both, listening and answering.”"*

On the other hand, the value of the whole system of multiple states can be
questioned as well. Since the states as denominations are part of a complex that is
ultimately verbal in nature, they are far from being intrinsic in comparison with
the actual experienced dimension. Niffari disputes the value of state-concepts by

*% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta‘arruf, 102; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 134. (Translation slightly
altered.)

319 Sirr, literally “secret’, refers to the undermost hidden part of the soul, so it is often a very
functional solution to translate it as ‘subconscious’, albeit a somewhat a modern expression. Here
Nicholson’s ‘soul” would also do.

" Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 405-407.

12 E.g. Quiayri: Risala, 203-205; Principles of Sufism, 179-181.

13 Niffari: Mawagif, 19:7. The use of the root ‘RF of ‘knowing’ (fa ifu7) implies that it is

ma 'rifa rather than ‘i/m that is referred to. Arberry translates the end “thou hast no gnosis of me”.
M Niffari: Mawagif, 25:17.
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setting even wagfa, his own preferred state, in opposition to the actual experience,
which does not deal with concepts but with God himself. “You desire either me or
wagfa”, proclaims Niffari’s divine subject.’’

This may be the main reason for interpreting a state as deceit, a possibility
that has also produced a technical term of its own. Namely, a state might be

designated as ‘fraud’ (makr),’'® defined by Qasani as follows:

This is following up blessings with misdeeds, sustaining mystical states without
regard for propriety, and divulging signs and miracles without authority or

. ¢ 317
restraint.

3.4.1.2. Consecutive Comparison

The discursive play with states can operate in another, more harmonious way
where the aim is to compare the states in order to arrange them not in antithesis
but in succession, as a consecutive series, which may produce images of a path to
be travelled or a ladder to be ascended. This applies to the whole system of states
and to the other concepts connected with them, and in that way it also sets the
ecstatic experiences in a new perspective.

For example, Ibn “Arabi grades the states from the faintest to the strongest,
the order being ‘tasting’ (dhawgq) — ‘drinking’ (Surb) — ‘quenching’ (riyy) —
‘intoxication’ (sukr).>'® Qusayri starts in like manner but has a slightly different
arrangement: ‘tasting’ — ‘drinking’ — ‘quenching’ (irfiwa’).>'® The idea of the
latter division is that a person may become accustomed to the ecstatic states so
that “drink no longer makes him drunk’*° and he reaches the final state of
intoxication, a kind of sober serenity where he is unaffected by what he encounters
and is incapable of being moved emotionally.*!

The position of ecstatic experience in Sufism has also been set in its proper
context in a series of consecutive comparisons representing a broader perspective
on the phenomenon. Ecstasy, characterised by its quality of ‘rapidity’ (sur ‘a), is

presented as one of the ten basic elements (arkan) of Sufism.***

1 Niffari: Mawagif, 18:1.

*16 Cf. Massignon 1954, 368 (45-46), 375 (72).

*17 Qagani: Kitab istilahat, § 224.

*18 Tbn *Arabi: Tarjuman al-Aswagq, 75

1% Quiayri: Risala, 72.

Quiayri: Risala, 72. 1,5 <all &5 ol

*2! The procedure, according to Sells, is parallel to the conception of drunkenness in classical
poetry where one drinks wine in order to forget one’s beloved, yet the wine makes one remember
her all the more. (Early Islamic Mysticism, 126).

22 A quotation from al-Farisi; Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta‘arruf, 61; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis,
79.
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. Isolation of unification (tajrid al-tawhid)
. Understanding of audition (fihm al-sama")
. Good fellowship (husn al- ‘isra)

. Preference for preferring (ithar al-ithar)

1
2
3
4
5. Yielding up of personal choice (tark al-ikhtiyar)
6. Rapidity of ecstasy (sur'at al-wajd)

7. Revelation of thoughts (kasf ‘an al-khawatir)

8. Abundant journeying (kathrat al-asfar)

9. Yielding up of earning (tark al-iktisab)

10. Refusal to hoard (tahrim al-iddikhar)

Qusayri displays the most crucial ecstatic terms according to their ontological
effects: tawhid entails the encompassing (istiy ‘ab) of the servant, wajd entails the
immersion (istighrdq) of the servant, and wujiid entails the extinction (istihlak) of
the servant. **

Niffari gives an interesting structure of states that start from wagfa,
Niffari’s highest mode of knowledge, and ascend towards the solemn attributes of
God. When reversed, this somewhat panentheistic ladder looks like this:

. Essentiality (dhatiyya)

. Oneness (wahdaniyya)

. Might (‘izza)

. Impermeability (sumiid)
. Majesty (kibriya’)

. Splendour (baha’)

. Dignity (wagar)
. Staying (waqfa)

0 3 N AW N —
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These states, moreover, are displayed in the discourse so that the lower one is
always “only one of the qualities” of the one above, which implies a pyramid-like
structure of states that are almost endless in number. This fits well with the
principles of mystical discourse, which aims to keep perspectives open forwards
and avoids setting any limits.

When intrinsic merit is attributed to a series, the result is an objective (i.e.
independent of the subject) field in the mystical dimension. Tirmidhi, whose

terminology frequently differs somewhat from the main stream of Sufism,**

* The tripartite division is derived from al-Daqqaq; Qusayri: Risala, 63. Translation according to
M.A. Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 114).

* Niffari: Mawagif, 18:2.

** For example, al-Tirmidhi (in the translation by Radtke & O'Kane 1996) apparently manages to
treat the whole subject of ’sainthood’ without many of the basic concepts of classical Sufism (such
as wajd, fana’, baqa’). And on the other hand, he has some quite original speculations about
’supernatural speech’ (hadith) and the ’seal of the Friendship with God’ (khatm al-wilaya).
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presents the states as various ‘domains’ or ‘dominions’ (mulk), a kind of cosmic
field for the mystic sojourner, that all have their own functions in the experience.
The terms function as a cosmological macrocosm that is realised in the subjective

microcosm.>2°

mulk al-jabariit makes upright

mulk al-sultan refines

mulk al-jalal disciplines

mulk al-jamal purifies

mulk al-baha' renders sweet-smelling

mulk al-bahja broadens

mulk al-hayba educates

mulk al-rahma refreshes, strengthens, promotes
mulk al-fardiyya nourishes

When these kinds of consecutive series are connected with a Gnostic or
neo-Platonic vision of creation, the result is a set of aspects of emanation which
the subject is supposed to return backwards and upwards towards its original
source. This is presented by Jilani so that the first realm of the emanation from the
Essence of the Creator is the realm of the world of divinity (‘@lam al-lahit) in
which was created the ‘holy spirit’ (al-rith al-qudst) which descended through the
realms of ‘omnipotence’ (jabariit), ‘kingdom’ (malakiit),”” ‘power’ (mulk), being
clothed with the garment of each realm and renamed first as ‘the sovereign spirit’
(rith sultaniyya), then as ‘moving spirit’ (rith siraniyya), and finally the holy spirit
to enter the world of matter as ‘bodily spirit’ (rith jismaniyya). God ordered the
spirits to enter the bodies prepared for them. The macrocosm of the realms of
spirits are in turn reflected in man where the spirit has various ‘taverns’ (haniit) in
his body: the physical aspect of the extreme limbs (badan ma " al-jawarih al-
zhahira), the psychological aspect of the heart (galb), an inner heart (fu'ad) and
the subconscious secret part (sirr). The task of man is to ascend in the knowledge
of names towards the Divine unity.>**

The principle of consecutive series operates on all levels of the discourse.
The symbol of the veil is categorised by Niffari in five grades as veils of
‘essences’ (a yan), referring to the whole creation, ‘sciences’ (‘uliim), ‘letters’
(hurif), ‘names’ (‘asma’) and ‘ignorance’ (jahl).>* Even the category of methods
has been enumerated with progressive divisions. Jilani gives seven stages for the

326 Radtke & O'Kane 1996, 94.

7 1t is also possible to derive malakiit from malak, *angel’, and translate it accordingly as ’angelic
realm’.

B8 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 55-60; Secret of Secrets, 18-22.

32 Niffari: Mawagqif, 64:2.
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dhikr, one outward and six inner ones, which become progressively deeper:

1. Tongue (dhikr al-lisan) — demonstrating that the heart has not forgotten
remembrance

2. Soul (dhikr al-nafs) — inner emotional movement

3. Heart (dhikr al-gqalb) — sensing the divine splendour (jalal) and beauty (jamal)
4. Spirit (dhikr al-riith) — enlightenment through perceiving the lights of attributes
5. Secret (dhikr al-sirr) — revelation of divine secrets

6. Hidden (dhikr al-khafiy) — “lights of the beauty of Essence” (anwar jamal
al-dhat)

7. The most hidden of the hidden (dhikr akhfa al-khafiy) — beholding the ultimate
Essence of Absolute Truth.

The arrangement of states easily becomes a mere verbal exercise, even
competition, as the anecdotes embedded in the Sufi classics reveal. When
someone declares that he has “drunk from the cup of love, after which there is no
thirst”, another may marvel at the weakness of his state, boasting: “Here is one

who has drunk up the seas of creation”.>*!

3.4.1.3. Ecstasy and Time

All mystical and ecstatic experiences take place in the category of time. This
somewhat self-evident aspect has been discussed by the Sufis from various
viewpoints.

First, the time dimension can be used to settle some unsolved dilemmas in
the interpretation. Qusayri manages to harmonise the dispute over ‘states’ and
‘stations’ by setting the experience in the category of chronological change. For
example, the mental condition of ‘satisfaction’ (rida’) is both attained by human
effort and bestowed by God: attained in the beginning and bestowed in the end,
and in that sense it is both state and station.**

Most of the Sufi discussion on time, however, takes place under the
concept of wagt, literally signifying both ‘time’ and ‘moment’, which in its widest
sense in the Sufi parole refers to the present moment that is between past and
future. The more specific usage of wagt is one of the most common signs of the
mystical experience and due to its basic meaning, it operates especially in the
chronological dimension, signifying the moment during which the subject is under
the influence of a mystical-ecstatic experience, and thereby distinguishing an
actual (emotional) peak from abstract concepts in a very functional way. Wagt is

9 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 80-81; Secret of Secrets, 45-46. Bayrak interprets the seventh stage as
“annihilation of the self and unification with the truth” (al-nazhar ila hagiqa al-haqq al-yagin).
1 Quiayri: Risala, 73; Early Islamic Mysticism, 127.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 193; Principles of Sufism, 163.
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used as a technical term of the mystical experience-in-general of any emotional
content, and therefore wagt may signify anything that dominates a person
completely yet transitorily. Qasani defines wagt as “whatever becomes present to
you in the (ecstatic) state (hal)”.*** According to Qusayri, it is what happens to
Sufis “through the dispositions of the Real that come upon them without any
choice on their part”.>** But on the other hand, even if the mere wagqt was
temporary, its effects may remain constant because of the state (hal) granted
during it.*** In these definitions Qagani and Qusayri seem to employ the concepts
of hal and wagt in a somewhat reverse way.

Some of the emotional modes of experience are intentional in character in
the sense that they refer to the future, like ‘fear’ and ‘hope’, the others being more
immediate and self-fulfilling. Examples of the latter include states like
‘constriction’ (gabd) and ‘expansion’ (bast) whose mode of consciousness “occur
in the present moment”.>*® “Constriction’ operates like fear, but in the present
moment only, not intentionally.

Qasani points out that concentration on either the past or the future is
actually a waste of time (tadyi " al-waqt), since a Sufi should be ibn wagqtihi and
concentrate on the present moment only.>*’

In the existentialist perspective, time is attributed a somewhat unmerciful
character caused by the uniqueness and transitoriness of the present moment. The
uniqueness of the wagt is the reason why there can be no general rules to guide
one’s actions during the mystical moment: every wagt must be encountered
casually, sometimes resorting to invocation, sometimes to maintaining silence, as
Qusayri instructs.**® The mystical moment is even more unyielding, however, due
to the consuming force of the experience. Sufis also express this idea by using of
wagqt the symbol ‘sword’.

As the sword is cutting, so the moment prevails in what the Real (al-hagq) brings
to pass and completes. It is said: “The sword is gentle to the touch, but its edge
cuts. Whoever handles it gently is unharmed. Whoever treats it roughly is cut.
Similarly for the moment, whoever submits to its decree (istaslama li-hukmihi) is
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saved, and whoever opposes it is thrown over and destroyed.

Consequently, the ‘moment’ (wagt) itself may also be favourable or opposing.®*°
From this perspective wagt may be interpreted as consisting of ‘effacement’
(mahw) and ‘confirmation’ (ithbat), one more pair of states describing the same

333

Qasani: Kitab istilahat, no. 101 (p. 32). Jlall & daan

Qudayri: Risala, 55. aqgun¥ o55bas L o0 agd 3adl Grusuad Go agdolan L
** Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 367-370.

¢ Quiayri: Risala, 58. bl Sy =340l 5 Juals el jaml Ll

37 Qagani: Kitab istilahat, no. 101 (p. 32-33).

% Quiayri: Risala, 265; The Principles of Sufism, 277.

% Quiayri: Risala, 55; Early Islamic Mysticism, 100-101.

Qusayri: Risala, 56; Early Islamic Mysticism, 101.
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phenomenon from opposite angles. This pair portrays the divine action in man as
an interplay of two complementary tendencies: “mahw is what the Real (al-haqq)
veils and purifies, izhbat is what it manifests and discloses”.**! Qusayri divides
mahw into three categories the meanings of which he aims to elucidate, even
though his exposition almost yields itself up to the stream of words in his appetite
for using rhyming concepts: the first is “effacement of any lapse in performance of
exterior duties” (mahw al-zalla ‘an al-zhawahir), the second “effacement of any
negligence in the inner mind” (mahw al-ghafla ‘an al-dama’ir) , and the third
“effacement of any defect in the secret part of man” (mahw al-"illa ‘an al-sard’ir).
Similarly, the first is the ‘confirmation of good conduct’ (ithbat al-mu ‘amalat),
the second the ‘confirmation of the encounters’ (ithbat al-mundazalat), and the
third the ‘affirmation of the intimacies’ (ithbat al—muwdsaldt).3 42

Hujwiri makes a corresponding division but using different vocabulary.
Wagqt as a specific term refers to two kinds of moments given by God, firstly
‘losing’ or ‘departing’ (fagd) and secondly, ‘finding’ or ‘uniting’ (wajd). In the
latter case the effect given by God descends into the soul and gathers it together
from the distraction caused by the tension between past and present.**

Sufism has been given multiple definitions, the most remarkable of which
is undoubtedly Junayd’s: “Sufism is the preservation of the moments (awgar)”.>**
The fruitfulness of the definition is not only in its quest for continuous experience
but also in its aim to surpass the fleeting nature of time and the uniqueness of the
present moment. The experience may certainly surpass time subjectively, in the
sense that the subject loses the sense of time during it. Niffari suggests that during
the moment, of which he uses the term migat, derived from the same root WQT,
one may attain an experience of eternity beyond time, even though the moment is
an external phenomenon as well: “The hearts of those who know see eternity
(abad) and their eyes see the moments (mawdgit)* Eternity is an attribute of
God, and it may be experienced in a way analogous to seeing — but not expressed
exactly.**°

The experience of a timeless, eternal state is only one result of the intensity
of the experience: if one is deprived of all ordinary sensing due to the all-filling
nature of the ecstatic experience, inevitably one does not pay attention to the
passing of time either, somewhat like a person who falls asleep and loses his
awareness of time. Sufis do not express the idea precisely, perhaps because time
itself was not understood in such an exact fashion as in modern times with our

clocks and timers. Nevertheless, Qusayri describes ibn wagtihi, ‘man of his

gy 3ol eoekl Lo cla¥ly « oling gadl o,iw Lo saalls

Qusayri: Risala, 73; Early Islamic Mysticism, 128.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 73; Early Islamic Mysticism, 128.

* Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 367-370.

*M Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta arruf, 62.

* Niffari: Mawagif, 57:17.

ML sl Yy ¥ cul, —“You have seen eternity, but there is no means of expressing
eternity.” Niffari: Mawagif, 60:3-4.



245

moment’ as one for whom the future does not exist so that he has no fear or
sorrow, and no concern either for the past or for the moment to come.>*’ Naturally
it is the capacity of the subject which largely determines how quickly and how
completely he is filled by an experience, and his will may to a large extent
determine whether he retains the discursive reasoning during it.

The possibility of experiencing a state beyond time led some Sufis to reach
the conclusion that since the only timeless entity is God, the one who has passed
beyond time consequently has a good reason to declare his ultimate identity with
God. The logical “mistakes” here — even if the experience is considered real — are
that the mere losing of the sense of time is regarded as surpassing its limits, and
secondly, even if one actually surpassed time, which is in fact true in the
subjective sense, there is still an incoherent supposition that if the soul proceeds
beyond time it cannot be a soul anymore, as if its identity was dependent on time
and lost with it.>**

3.4.1.4. Special Cases of “Stateology”

In the discussion on ecstatic experience there are also several curiosities connected
with the problems of various states. The one we must not miss is Hujwiri’s
chapter on the ‘rending of garments’ (kharg), which is undoubtedly among the
most bizarre religious regulations ever written down. The reading is characterised
by a peculiar tension between the rational approach and its insane subject, inspired
behaviour.

Hujwiri notes in the beginning that the one who is in full command of his
senses must not rend his garments, since this has “no foundation in Sufism”. Yet
rending one’s clothes may be a blissful act depending on one’s motives and
circumstances. One is firstly allowed to rend one’s garments in rapture caused by
sama ', and secondly, others are allowed to rend their garments at the command of
a spiritual director; and thirdly, they do this in the intoxication of ecstasy. The
most difficult problem seems to be the treatment of the intact garments thrown off
and torn during sama ', for the ascertaining of their destination implies
clarification of the thrower’s motives at the moment of throwing. The garment
may be delivered to the spiritual leader or to the singer, or it may be divided
among the party, depending on the thrower’s intention and on the nature of his
ecstatic state. For the sake of clarity it is recommended in many cases that “all
should throw off their garments in sympathy”.**’

When treating the perception of esoteric knowledge (sama"),>>°

Hujwiri
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Qusayri: Risala, 55; Early Islamic Mysticism, 100.

38 Gee the discussion in Zaehner 1960, 90, 123.

* Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 417-418.

% Here sama ‘ means ‘reception of knowledge’. Besides ‘hearing’ and ‘Sufi ritual’ there is one
more separate meaning: Ibn “Arabi, for example, “gave certificates of authenticity (sama ) for his
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starts with ordinary perception through the five senses. Of these, hearing is the
most important, since it is crucial when embracing the religion. Similarly, the use
of the sense of hearing involves more problems: Hujwiri gives a long analysis of
characteristics and qualities of different types of hearing according to various
schools. This was necessary because the use of music to achieve ecstasy had
greatly increased among the Sufis, which in turn had divided opinions into various
camps. According to one theory the temperaments of all living beings consist of
sounds and melodies blended and harmonised. Therefore, for example, deer could
be hunted by encircling them, “and sing until the deer are lulled to sleep by the
delightful melody”. On the other hand, this indicates universal musicality: “he
who finds no pleasure in sounds and melodies [...] is outside of the category of
men and beasts.” Paradise is full of auditory enjoyment, for there is a different
voice and melody coming from every tree.*>!

Hujwiri recognises that since the temperaments vary, it would be tyranny
to pursue one law for all. The same sound can be heard outwardly in a material
way or in a spiritual way, with understanding. If listening to music seems to
strengthen the passions, the problem is in the way in which the audition is
performed: it does not correspond to reality. Sama ‘ is proper to strengthen the
tendencies that already exist in the soul, whether good or bad, not so much to
change them. A participant may, in accordance with his grade, receive
supernatural influence, which may cause him to lose control of his senses, or even
lead to death. The main purpose, however, is the transportation of the novice by
audition to “such an extent that his audition shall deliver the wicked from their

wickedness”.>>

3.4.2. Ecstasy and Theology

The speculation concerning ecstasy inevitably leads from a comparison of the
states to a discussion of the evaluation of the experience in the wider Islamic
context. What is the relation between ecstatic experience and Islamic systematic
theology? The divine cause of ecstasy raises questions as to its evaluation: does it
give authority somehow comparable with the Divine revelation, Sunna or sari ‘a,
Islamic law?

The basic Sufi answer is simple: the inspiration of genuine experience is in
principle the same and therefore as sure as the inspiration of the Qur’an, and for
this very reason such experience cannot contradict but only support the truths of
revelation.>> Nevertheless, Niffari’s answer, [ assume, would assign the

works. (Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, Austin’s Introduction, 43).
! Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 393-413.

2 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 402-403, 406-410.

>3 Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 117.
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revelation of the Qur’an, as far as it is verbal, to the dimension of the creation, but
sound mystical experience, as far as it is immanent, is above the divine parole
subdued to human language.*®* Even if the meanings of the words of the Qur’an
were divine in reference, they are surely human in significance.

A closer appraisal of the topic, however, is impeded by the esoteric
principle prevalent in Sufism, according to which people should be approached
according to their ability to comprehend and secrets should be guarded from the
“common folk”.**> The position could be described with a linguistic term such as
‘situational acceptability’: what is appropriate depends on the current context.
Hallaj, for example, is reputed to have acted as a member of every particular sect
he happened to encounter — yet in the end his sin, from the Sufi point of view, was
the very disclosing of secrets.**®

The esoteric principle is one result of the recognition of the limitations of
language in describing inner realities that lack objective criteria of identity.
According to Kalabadhi,

if a man discoursing does not take account of the spiritual conditions (ahwal) of
his hearers, but expounding a certain station (magam) denies and affirms, it is
possible that there may be in his audience one who has never dwelt in that station:
what he denies may be affirmed in the station of the hearer, so that he will imagine
that the speaker had denied something which knowledge ( "ilm) affirms, and that he
has either made a mistake, or fallen into heresy, or even perhaps relapsed into
unbelief.*”’

This twofold intention is one of the basic characteristics of Sufi discourse. It
means that the terms may function to facilitate the understanding of the topic for
Sufis and to make it perplexing for outsiders. Qusayri states in the preface to his
dictionary of Sufi vocabulary:

The Sufis employ terms (alfazh) on matters they share, through which they intend
to reveal (kasf) their meanings to themselves, and to veil (sitr) from those who
disagree with them in their path (fariga) so that the meanings of their terms may be

a mystery for outsiders, out of jealousy toward them for their secrets. **

Also, the sources of the present study set themselves explicitly behind the Qur’an
and Sunna, and within their orthodox interpretation, when the question is under
discussion, but indeed outside these settings the discourse often seems to be quite

1 P. Nwyia even states that “il a démasqué I’idolatrie du harf” (Nwyia 1970, 370).

> For instance, Quiayri has a division of four groups of people: the masses ('amma), the elect
(khassa, literally ‘special’), saints (aw/iya’, often translated ‘friends of God’) and prophets
(anbiya’). Risala, 108; Principles of Sufism, 29.

3% Ernst 1985, 124-125, 131.

7 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 60; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 77.

% Quiayri: Risala, 53. (Translation mine, cf. Ernst 1992, 184.)
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independent of them. This is clearly illustrated in the way the Sufis use the
Qur’an.

3.4.2.1. Ecstasy and the Qur’an

The main line of Sufism determinedly underlines its substantial unity and
historical continuity with Muhammad and his revelation. The Qur’an is therefore
the main subtext for all Sufi discourse, which is no wonder since many Sufis had
learnt the whole book by heart. Even the discourse of such an esoteric and original
thinker as Ibn “Arabi is full of Qur’anic allusions and quotations.*”

This means that the expression of the mystical experience is potentially
influenced by the preconditioning effect of the Qur’anic subtext. This applies both
to the reference and to the significance of the expression. For example, all
references to light have a Qur’anic connotation, since ‘light’ is a divine attribute in
the famous light verse.*® Jilani states that ecstasy is the conjunction of human

361 When the awareness of the subtext

light with the divine light (al-nir ila al-nir).
is present in the subject, any emotion interpreted as Divine proximity will
potentially be signed by the subject with the symbol of ‘light’. In the present
corpus this possibility has been especially utilised by Jilani and Ghazali.***

What is more remarkable, however, is the fact that the Qur’an is repeatedly
used as a source where justification for Sufi doctrine is sought. This has often
been accomplished by reading into the text new meanings in a way that may
appear somewhat arbitrary. Perhaps the grammatical and graphemic structure of
the Semitic languages — e.g. the root consonants and their derivatives in the
unvocalised consonantal script — is especially favourable for the development of
the practice of loading the old text with new meanings?*®

The outcome of the position is that almost any mystical state may be
described as Qur’anic by isolating a phrase from the Qur’an and reconstructing it
as the starting-point of the doctrine in question, at least if the root in question
occurs in the Qur’an. For example, Shadhili employs the verse kullu man ‘alayha
fan;, from the Surat al-rahman (55:26) as the basis of his doctrine on fana’,
although the verse in its context only emphasises the mortality of man.*** Jilani

% Chodkiewicz 1993, 20-21.

%% “God is the light of the heaven and earth...” (Qur’an 24:35).

%% Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119; 1 follow the interpretation of Bayrak in Secret of Secrets, 90.

2 E.g. Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 108; Secret of Secrets, 17; Ghazali’s Miskat al-anwar is thoroughly
based on the idea.

%% The phenomenon can be compared with the development of the thirty-two methods of
interpretation employed in Rabbinical Judaism. It is useful to remark here that the appearance of
the Qur’an was still in the early tenth century AD somewhat different from the present standard.
The vowels and the diacritical points were gradually added, when considered necessary, after c.
700 AD, but the process was not completed before 934 AD. (Hameen-Anttila 1997, 80-81.)

3% Shadhili: Qawanin hikam al-Israg, 70. The translation to be expected for 55:26 is “All that is
on earth will perish”.
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points to verse 23 from Sirat al-zumar, where “the skins of those who fear their
Lord tremble”,*® and considers it as an account of the ecstatic state, and thereby
presents it as the basis and starting-point of his teaching. As for Kalabadhi, he
justifies fana’ by explaining how the women who were admiring Joseph cut their

366 %o
d”.” Qusayri, however,

hands because “their attributes (awsaf) had disappeare
uses the same verse to illustrate human fallibility in the estimation of spiritual
realities, not to mention in the case of Divine qualities.’®” The teaching on
‘drunkenness’ Qusayri flavours with the verse “When the Lord manifested at the
mountain, he caused it to shatter. And Moses fell down in a swoon™%® —
undoubtedly one of the most fruitful verses for ecstatic purposes.

Are there arguments to consider this kind of interpretation “right” or
“wrong”? The choice of the way of interpretation is a philosophical question that
concerns the whole paradigm of religious thought, and as such it cannot be solved
within Holy Writ: the principles of interpretation cannot be deduced from the
reading of the Qur’an. In any case, it is obvious that the esoteric way of
interpretation makes the meaning of the sacred text relative, and this de facto
moves the authority from the text to its interpreter.

Due to the abstract and “open” nature of the various states and stations, it
is not impossible to find in the Qur’an indirect allusions that might be associated
with them. The custom of presenting the states in pairs opens the possibility of
making use of parallel structures employed in the Qur’an. For example, Qusayri
takes verse 1:5 and divides it into two, explaining the first part “You do we
worship” as referring to ‘separation’ (farq), and its sequel “and your aid we seek”
to ‘union’ (jam ').3 69

In spite of the frequent use of quotations and subtextual allusions, it is easy
to agree with Ernst’s assessment that the “Sufi authors are unanimous in agreeing
that the real source of their terminology is mystical experience [...] Occasionally,
verses from the Qur’an are cited as illustrations.”’° The definitive bulk of the
material in Qusayri’s and Kalabadhi’s discourse consists of quotations from
authoritative Sufis, and often even poetic testimonies of non-Qur’anic origin
appear more frequently.

However, one must also admire the skilfulness and subtlety of Sufi
interpretation. The ‘inner sense’ is a dimension which is able to contribute

3% The verse o Osdig Gedl asla aie asss (Qur'an 39:23) is employed by Jilani in Sirr
al-Asrar, 118 (tr. Secret of Secrets, 89), as well as by Niffari, the most original mind in our corpus,
who entitled one of his mystical stations (Mawqif 73) as ‘standing of the trembling of skins’
(aslatl [l,an3) S ye).

%% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 95; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 125.

*%7 Quiayri: Risala, 67.

3 Quiayri: Risala, 72; Qur'an T:143 (Giao wse >as S alaa Juall 4, a3 Lals). My
translation of the verse is a compromise between Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s (The Holy Qur’an 1934)
and that of M.-A. Sells in Early Islamic Mysticism, 126.

% Quiayri: Risala, 65; Qur'an 115 ( geaius ol 5 aeas ) ).

7 Ernst 1992, 187.
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interesting projections to the basic meaning, and thereby increase the value of
Holy Writ. The phenomenon produced further speculations on the matter. Jilani,
for example, divides the Qur’anic information into three dimensions that are
assigned to different groups: (1) the kernel (¢isr) is the ‘science of mystical states’
('ilm al-hal), given to ‘real men’ (rijal), (2) the husk of the kernel (gisr al-lubb) is
given to the ‘ulama’ and it deals with external matters, the good and the
forbidden, and (3) the husk of the husk (gisr al-gisr) is political wisdom dealing
with justice and given to those in authority.’”" The fullest development of the
inner dimension (bdtin), however, was attained in the texts of the more
philosophical schools of theosophic Sufism that are beyond the scope of this
study.

Finally, it is to be noted also that Sufis, in principle at least, do not mean
the divergent dimensions of meanings to compete with or oppose but rather to
fulfil each other in one totality. Sometimes, however, semantic confrontation may
be difficult to avoid; for instance, in Jilani’s ‘paradise of intimacy’ (jannat al-
qurba) there is neither milk and honey nor dark-eyed maidens, for “man should
know his worth”.*”* In such cases there is an evident possibility that the
significance surpassed the reference.

3.4.2.2. Ecstasy and Sari‘a

The Sufis explicitly committed themselves to the tradition and practices of the
Prophet and his companions, claiming these to be ecstatics (ahl al-jadhba)’™
themselves. Nevertheless, the Sufis’ own practices were at least occasionally more
or less in contradiction with the customs of orthodox Islam. The very development
of technical terms, for example, irritated orthodox jurists, since the Sufi
definitions were in fact different from the way in which Muhammad and his
followers had used the same vocabulary.’”* This tension reflects the position
already referred to: the authors commit themselves to orthodox doctrine in plain
words, yet the intention of the discourse occasionally seems to observe divergent
principles.

As we have seen, Kalabadhi interprets all states in relation to moral
choices, and his path certainly does not culminate in trances or any ecstatic
phenomena. We might even say that in Kalabadhi’s fand’ and baga’ everything
contrary to Sari‘a is lost. Kalabadhi avoids even mentioning the name of Hallaj;
instead he uses the periphrasis ‘one of the great ones’ (ba 'd al-kubbar).

Kalabadhi, in stressing constant human responsibility, makes polemical comments

M Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 73; Secret of Secrets, 38. It is interesting to note that the “political” aspect
of Islam is not excluded or underrated even in the discourse of a “spiritual” author.

372 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 60; Secret of Secrets, 29.

378 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 141; Secret of Secrets, 119.

7 Ernst 1985, 123.
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concerning the malamatiyya sect, unlike Hujwiri, who praises the attitude of
malama.’”® A weak ecstasy, according to Kalabadhi, is when a man cannot control
himself but discloses it; whereas when the ecstasy is strong, he controls himself
and remains passive.’’® Unfortunately, he does not try to argue this opinion in any
way, but the appeal to the concept of strength does not attach a very emotional
character to the ecstasy in question. Moreover, he undervalues ecstatic experiences
in relation to permanent things, i.e. states or knowledge that are really worthy of
endeavour.

Ecstasy (wajd) is akin to passing-away (zawal),

while knowledge (ma ‘rifa) is stable and does not pass away.””’

It is also remarkable that a considerable portion of Kalabadhi’s chapter on
‘ecstasy’ (wajd) consists of poetic quotations stressing the relativity of ecstasy in
relation to the Truth.

In ecstasy delights he who finds in it his rest:

But when Truth comes, ecstasy itself is dispossessed (Junayd).””®

I hold that ecstasy is doubt

If it spring not of witnessing (Al-Shibli).””

Hujwiri, too, emphasises that even the most sanctified Sufi must obey the law of
Islam, and therefore statements made in a state of intoxication do not represent
ultimate wisdom but are rather a transient phase: “He who says: ‘I have arrived’
has gone astray”.**” For the same reason, Hujwiri argues, a character like Hallaj
should not be taken as an ideal example, for “his experiences are largely mixed
with error”. On the other hand, Hujwiri does mediate and arbitrate by explaining
that Hallaj’s words are pantheistic only in appearance, for “no Muslim can be a
witch”.*®!

Jilani follows the same line. He sees it as necessary to disregard miracles
as no more than the first of the thousands of stages leading towards God. Jilani
calls miracles ‘menstruation of men’ (hayd al-rijal).*** His view on the position of
the religious is strict and unambiguous.

" Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 63; Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta‘arruf, 83; Arberry: Doctrine of the
Sufis, 107, see also 121, 112, 170-71.

*76 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.

*7 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.

*” Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 82; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 106.

*” Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf 83; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 107.

¥ Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 118.

1 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 151-152, 184-187, 248-249.

382 Yilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 54; Secret of Secrets, 17. The reference to men is not incidental but
characteristic of Sufism, which was basically a masculine pursuit.
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On the way to God the body (jism) must follow the straight way

(by obeying) the precepts of sari‘a day and night.*®

According to Shadhili, impulses that resemble knowledge ( i/m) arising from
inspiration (i/ham) or unveiling (kasf), inasmuch as they are products of the
imagination (tawahhum), must be rejected by returning to the decisive truth of
Scripture or Sunna.*® According to a 13™-century Sufi author, whenever
something is “shining down from the horizon of the dominion upon the tablet of
his heart, he must compare it with the Book of God. If it agrees with the Book, he
should accept it; if not, he should pay no attention to it.” After this the matter
should still be compared with the Sunna, with the consensus of ulama’, and with
the consensus of the sheikhs of the community.*® Individualism or freedom of
thought are certainly not among the virtues of classical Sufism!

According to Qusayri, one should adopt one’s behaviour in relation to
one’s mystical moment (wagqt?): “If his moment is sobriety (sahw), his

performance®®® is of the $ari'a, and if his moment is effacement (mahw), the rules

of Reality (ahkam al-hagiga) prevail upon him.”*®’

Qusayri tells a story where a
man went out of his mind when realising that people are starving as a result of
famine, when there was plenty of wheat in his own house. “His mind become
disordered (khiilita fi ‘aqlihi) and he did not come to consciousness (/@ yufiqu)
after that except for the times of prayer.”**® By the last remark Qusayri wants to
show how the ‘people of the Reality’ (ahl al-haqiqa) are protected wondrously so
that their experiences do not lead them to disobey the Sar ‘a. Elsewhere he states
explicitly that the servant in a state of drunkenness is protected, yet not through
his own intentional efforts.**’

The discussion of the value of ecstasy has surely divided opinions more
than it may appear from the readings of the mouthpieces of sober Sufism
described above. As the authoritative authors of basic classical works of sober
Sufism they are in fact sober Sufism. In the sources of the present study it is
Niffari alone who seems to be in actual opposition towards those who
unconditionally submit to the Qur’an, Sunna and Sari ‘a. This is most clearly
realised in his way of presentation: the speech of God in the first person, which in
terms of logic de facto sets itself on the same level as the Qur’an itself. Niffari,
moreover, does not even try to reach harmonious compromises. He states plainly
that the one in wagfa is “not approved by theologians (‘ulama’), and the
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Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 82. (Translation mine.)

¥ Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 113-114.
*%> The author may be al-Qunawi. Chittick 1992, 55.

%8 or ‘subsistence’ (giyam).

*¥7 Quiayri: Risala, 55.

Qusayri: Risala, 64.

Qu3ayri: Risala, 72. aalSay ¥ Lyans 5,80 Jla b«
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theologians are not approved by him”.>*°

3.4.2.3. Ecstasy and tawhid

Ecstatic experience poses a special problem for Islamic theology mainly because
almost all the images used of it refer to some kind of unification with God. Since
even to set something beside God is the worst possible heresy, it is clear that
unification is a concept that causes counter-reactions among the Sufis themselves,
not to mention Sunnite orthodoxy. Any possibility of “God being in the created”
was judged in Orthodox dogmatics as an impossibility because it would imply
three mistaken conclusions: (1) God would no longer be an absolute existent, (2)
there would be two eternal beings, and (3) mixing with a concrete being would
introduce separation in God. Huliliyya, ‘incarnationism’, became a general term
that has been used to label various dubious parties and groups.*”!

Hujwiri states explicitly that it is impossible for God to become incarnate
(hulil), mix (imtizaj), unite (ittihad) or join (wusi/) with man. According to him,
wusiil means only that God appreciates men, and even ‘nearness’ (qurb) or
‘neighbourhood’ are not appropriate concepts to be applied to God. Nevertheless,
in other contexts he does use qurb without problems or criticism.>

Ghazali, too, argues in Mungidh min al-dalal that images like huliil
(incarnation, befalling), ittihad (unification) and wusiil (joining) are clearly
erroneous. Instead he would prefer to talk about the nearness (qurb) of God.>”
However, in his latter work Miskat al-anwar, certainly intended for smaller
circles, he does consider it possible to use ittihad metaphorically — and tawhid
even de facto!*®* Here we again face the lack of a “scholastic skeleton” resulting
from the esoteric aspect of Sufism. If this be the case, it is hardly surprising that
Niffari, uncompromising as ever, does not have the slightest hesitation in using

the term wusil.>”

3.4.2.4. Visions

The Sufi discussion of visions operates in a wide field which contains (a) general
visionary insight, (b) actual visions, visionary revelations and (c) dreams. The first
case is actually what we have encountered before as the “symbolical expression of
the mystical experience”: some indefinite inner enlightenment that is expressed

% Niffari: Mawagif, 8:32.

**! Ernst 1985, 122.

% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 118-119, 254, 260, cf. 226-227, 238-239.

% Ghazali: Mungidh 85; Watt: Faith and Practice, 61 (where huliil is translated ‘inherence”).
9 Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 58 (tr. 61)

% Niffari: Mawagqif, 57:13, 64:18 etc.
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with images of seeing in the analogous sense.

Reports of actual visions, visual apparitions, are rare or non-existent in
Kalabadhi’s and Qusayri’s discourse where they occur in more or less trustworthy
anecdotes to fulfil a homiletic function.**® Hallucinatory visions are attributed
mainly to heretical Sufis who were reputed even to have had sexual intercourse
with the fanciful ‘dark-eyed maidens’ (hiir) during their ecstasy.>’

The theological problem of visionary experiences is in the nature and
possibility of the vision of God. Due to the strong preconditioning effect of the
Islamic context, the questioning in Sufi discourse is not in the description of actual
particular visions but concerns the limits of what is appropriate to be said of any
visions of God in general. Even Muhammad, according to “most Sufis”, did not
see God during his heavenly journey.*”® Kalabadhi, however, puts forward as the
general Sufi view that in the next world God will be seen ‘with eyesights’ (bi-I-
absar) but in this world not even with the heart (bi-I-quliib), and the vision (ru ’ya)
is possible through the intellect ( ‘ag/).>*” The vision in question is better seen as a
general mental orientation towards God and realisation of his presence, being and
acting as if seeing him. This kind of conception of the “vision” may apply to other
heavenly subjects as well: “(It was) as though I beheld (ka-anni anzhuru) the
throne of my Lord coming forth.”*"

As might be expected, Niffari is also in this respect bolder than other
authors, claiming to have literally seen Paradise and even the Lord (al-rabb) both
without His servants and with His servants.*’! Whether the difference between
Niffari and others is in his experience or in his parlance, is beyond our knowledge.
However, this somewhat rare description of a literal vision must be kept apart
from what Niffari means by the concept of ‘vision’ (ru ’ya), which for him is a
technical term of the relationship with God based on the imminent awareness of
him, “seeing God in everything”. In this sense Niffari dares to state that whoever
does not see God in this world, will not see Him in the world to come. 402

The visions that are seen in sleep clearly constitute a definite category of
their own within the field of visionary experiences. Kalabadhi, for example,
discusses dreams under the title of “visions’ (ru ’ya).*”® Dreams are actually
outside our topic, mystical and ecstatic experiences, although as a hallucinatory
way of sensing they are in fact separated from what is considered “mystical” only

*% For example, two apparitions of a mystic man to a Sufi in Kalabadhi (Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf, 117,

Arberry, Doctrine of the Sufis, 155) can in principle be interpreted as an encounter with an actual
human being as well.

37 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 141; Secret of Secrets, 118.

% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 22; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 26.

%% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 20; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 24.

19 K alabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 91; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 117.

Y9 Niffari: Mawagif, 21:1; “I saw the Lord without any servant... I saw the Lord in the midst of
his servants” (ibid, 47:25-26).

192 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 26:5, 14:4.

193 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 119-120, 123; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 157-159, 161.
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by their general frequency! However, it is worth noticing that in their dreams Sufis
have actually seen the Prophet Muhammad and even God Himself.*** In the
thought-world of the Sufis and their contemporaries major epistemological
authority used to be attributed to dreams since they were considered to be
expressions of reality and a true dream (ru 'ya sddiqa) as a part of prophecy. 405
Jilani states that “when the body is asleep, the heart finds an opportunity to depart
to its original homeland”**® and to become able to bring information when
returning, for in the worship of God being asleep or awake are of equal worth.

Jilani divides dreams into ‘subjective’ (anfasi) and ‘extrinsic’ (afagi). The
category of benign (hamida) subjective dreams operates in connection with the
heart (galb) and these contain several Islamic archetypes such as the desert in
white light, dark-eyed maidens, castles, young servants, the sun, moon and stars.
Unfavourable (dhamima) subjective dreams are connected with the lower soul and
they comprise edible animals and birds, camels symbolising outer and inner
pilgrimage, horses symbolising the two jihdds, and mules representing the lowest
state of tranquillity. The extrinsic dreams also contain animals that have symbolic
functions: tiger — pride, lion — arrogance, bear — anger, wolf — gluttony, swine —
envy, malice and lust, snake — verbal sin, and so forth.*"

3.4.3. Ecstasy and Epistemology

Epistemology as such is one of the most complicated and unfinished arts, and
evidently the epistemology of mystical discourse is no less delusive a field.
Cosmic knowledge, gnosis, is by definition indefinable and therefore
unanalysable. Since the Sufis do present ecstasy and this knowledge (ma rifa) in
imminent relationship, we may take a look at Sufi epistemology and outline
several features of the relationship between knowledge and ecstatic experience in
the Sufi discourse.

Firstly, a few general remarks. The Sufi exposition of epistemology is
based on a methodological approach. Ghazali presents four classes of seekers of
truth: scholastics (mutakallimiin) who claim to be “men of independent reasoning
(ra’y) and intellectual speculation (nazhar)”, esoterics (batiniyya) who “claim to
be the unique possessors of instruction (¢a ‘lim) and the privileged recipients of
knowledge acquired from the infallible Imam”, philosophers (falasifa), divided
into further classes, who claim to be “possessors of logic (mantig) and apodeictic

19 Quiayri: Risala, 206, 102; Principles of Sufism, 184, 21.

Y Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 132; Secret of Secrets, 108; Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 9. For more Sufi
discussion on dreams, see Tirmidhi’s teaching in Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 18-36, 136-139, 236.
19 JTilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 62,98; Secret of Secrets, 26, 65-66. Cf. Tirmidhi’s tripartite concept of
knowledge: external knowledge (al- ‘ilm al-zhahir) [of the jurists], interior knowledge (a/- ‘ilm al-
batin) and knowledge of God (al- ‘ilm billah). Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 42.

Y7 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 121-126; Secret of Secrets, 108-115.
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demonstration (burhan)”, and Sufis. It is noteworthy that there is no empiricist
school at all.*®

According to Ghazali, the Sufis are distinguished by their access to the
Divine Presence (hadra) and their ability of contemplation (musahada) and
illumination (mukasafa).*”® Their knowledge surpasses the limits of reasoning and
is in fact the same phenomenon as ‘prophecy’ (nubuwiyya). This knowledge is
received with the ‘eye of the heart’ (‘ayn al-qalb); it is immediate and direct
‘presential knowledge’ (ilm hudiiri). Why then, if everyone has this inner eye, is
mystical knowledge so uncommon? Simply because it is not a separate
phenomenon from the transformation of the knower’s being which is veiled by
passion. Therefore, mystical knowledge implies remembrance (dhikr) and
annihilation (fana’) which function as its enabling causes.*"

Jilani presents Sufi epistemology in quadripartite arrangement. ‘Science of
the law’ ('ilm al-sari'a) deals with the external aspects of the life of this world
and their rules, ‘science of the path’ ('ilm al-tariga) deals with the meanings,
causes and effects of the external aspects. ‘Science of the knowledge’ (Ilm al-
ma 'rifa) concerns their spiritual essence and thereby the divine, and ‘science of
the truth’ ('ilm al-haqiqa) the Truth itself. We might name the four as empirical
sciences, philosophy, theology and mysticism. It is to be noted that the field of
Sart'a seems to reach only the lowest quarter of the knowable. Correspondingly,
there are four worlds that are analogous with the four sciences: ‘alam al-mulk is
the world of matter (earth, water, fire and ether); ‘@lam al-malakiit the world of
spiritual entities (angels, jinns, dreams, death, eight paradises and seven hells),
‘alam al-jabariit the world of the names of God’s attributes, and ‘alam al-haqiqa,
the world of God’s pure Essence, known to no-one but God himself.*"!

Qasani’s glossary of Sufi vocabulary is sublime enough to leave the
concept of ma rifa totally unexplained; Shadhili classifies knowledge into two:
bestowed (mawahib) by God and acquired (makasib), which in turn is divided into
that learned by instruction and that developed by speculation (nazhar).*"

Kalabadhi discusses ma rifa on the basis of predestination. He starts with
the notion that the human intellect is too limited to reach the Truth itself, and
ma rifa is first of all God’s act consisting of Self-revelation (ta ‘arruf) and
instruction (za 7if). In the former God causes man to know Him and to know
things through Him, and the latter functions in the creation in a way that

corresponds to the natural revelation of Christian theology.*'?

1% Ghazali: Mungidh, 47. The same division is to be found in Ghazali’s contemporary Omar
Khayyam and seems to have become quite widely accepted among Sufi thinkers. For further
discussion, see Bakar 1998, 181-197, whose translations are used in the expressions above (except
that Bakar gives ‘Ta‘limites’ for batiniyya.)

Y Ghazali: Mungidh, 47.

19 Bakar 1998, 194-195.

M Tilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 52; cf. the interpretation in Secret of Secrets, 14.

112 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-asrar), 108.

13 The division is from Junayd. Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 37-39; Arberry: Doctrine of the
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For Qusayri ma rifa means knowledge of God’s attributes, purification
from wicked qualities, withdrawal of the heart from earthly matters and enjoyment
of the nearness of God. What is even more important, Qusayri explicitly attributes
the same qualities to ma rifa as those we have encountered with the mystical
experience (awe, tranquillity) and stresses that any feeling of attainment does not
belong to it.*'* Therefore, we would be justified in considering ma ‘rifa as a sign
which signifies mystical experience in a general way without referring to any of its
particular characteristics. And in another perspective it is also possible to classify
the contents of the mystical experience as knowledge, the object of which may be
the transcendent Truth or created reality."

Also, the kind of experience that is expressly ecstatic in character is
explicitly connected with epistemology: “Drink unceasingly of its full cup with
intoxication (sukr) and sobriety (sahw) [...] The cup is mystical knowledge of
God.”*'® “He who has access to the divine realities is drawn away in rapture.”!”

Niffari in one place identifies ecstatic experience (wajd) and knowledge
(‘ilm) of the Divine;"'® elsewhere he presents ecstasy as a consequence of the
ma 'rifa.*"’ He also suggests that ecstatic experiences imply mystical knowledge:
“When the gnoses (ma ‘arif) of a thing fail, the experience (wajd) of it fails
also.”*** And on the other hand, ma 'rifa may also have a certain ecstatic quality
since one of its prerequisites is given as al-wajd biyya, ‘experience of me’ or
‘ecstasy in me’.**' And true to his challenging approach, he finally denies the
value of ecstatic experience in comparison to ma rifa:

Pure bliss knows me not [...] if bliss knew me,

it would be stopped from enrapturing by my ma ‘rifa.***

Sufi literature contains numerous definitions of ma rifa; these are seldom less

Sufis, 46-50.

M Quiayri: Risala, 311-317. (Chapter 45 in the Arabic original, 41 in von Schlegell’s translation).
1% The latter definition is to be found in Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 101; Arberry: Doctrine of
the Sufis, 132.

1% Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 143-144.

7 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 108.

1% «you will see his knowledge of that to be his wajd, and his wajd of that to be his knowledge.”
(Niffari: Mawagqif, 59:2.) In this kind of sentence, however, all the various tones of wajd —
‘ecstasy’, ‘experience’ and even ‘finding’ — would do in translation. Sells translates “its knowing is
its experience and its experience is its knowing.” (Early Islamic Mysticism, 290.)

Y9 Niffari: Mawagif, 57:4.

20 Niffari: Mawagif, 18:13.

2 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 4:1.

. pericll e (e phml aadl Sise o ] Sdsa ¥ WS sl

Niffari: Mawagif, 67:12-13. My translation is a compromise between Arberry’s ( “If bliss knew
me, it would be cut off by My gnosis from blessing™) and that of Sells (“If bliss knew me, it would
no longer enrapture” in Early Islamic Mysticism, 290.) The fact that na 7m refers to the mystical
experience and not to worldly ‘pleasure’ is shown by the context where it is paralleled with divine
punishment.
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intuitive than its mysterious contents and quality. Their reference is left open in
many directions, so that the production of significances remains a vital process
where no ends or semantic points are reached, and this position demands of the
reader a certain contemplative approach. The maxims below portray the various
aspects of ma rifa from different angles: the first one presents ma rifa as a
reconstructed causa efficiens of spiritual growth, the second as mastery of
paradoxical thought, the third as reflective contemplation, the fourth shows its
enabling causes and so forth:

Ma 'rifa is that which has severed you from everything except God
and brought you back to Him (Shadhili).*

Ma 'rifa consists in knowing that, whatever may be imaged in the heart,

God is the opposite of it (Junayd)."*!

Ma 'rifa is the mirror of the knower. When he gazes in it,

. . 425
his master is shown (Ruwaym).

Ma 'rifa is built on three pillars: awe (hayba), shame (haya’) and intimacy (uns)
(Tbn “Ata')."*®

Ma 'rifa is the attribute of one who knows God (hagq) — may He be exalted — by
His names and attributes and is truthful toward God by his deeds, who then
purifies himself of base qualities and defects, who stands long at the door, and who

withdraws his heart continually (Qusayri).*’

Ma rifa is the tongue of singleness (/isan al-fardaniyya). When it speaks, it
destroys all beside it; and when it is silent, it destroys what makes itself known
(Niffari).*®

Ma rifa is an insight (basira) limited by My infused contemplation (ishdd)
(Niffari).*”

Ma 'rifa is a fire devouring love, because it reveals to you

the reality of self-independence (haqiga al-ghina) (Niffari).*’

2 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 137.

1 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 101; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 133.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 314; Principles of Sufism, 319. Von Schlegell translates ma ‘rifa — Gnosis,
‘arif — Gnostic.

2% Quiayri: Risala, 315; Principles of Sufism, 321.

7 Quiayri: Risala, 311-312; Principles of Sufism, 316-317.

28 Niffari: Mawagif, 9:11.

2 Niffari: Mawagif, 17:14.

B0 Niffari: Mawagif, 37:18. And wagfa is a fire devouring ma 'rifa (ibid, 37:18).
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The ways of receiving ma 7ifa are depicted by al-Sabbagh as twofold: firstly, from
the ‘source of generosity’ (‘ayn al-jiid) or by the ‘great endeavour’ (badhl al-
majhiid).*®" These two aspects, one from God to man, and another from man to
God, are present on most levels of the discourse. Qusayri says of the former, “He
who has no union, has no knowledge”.**

The function of ma rifa is in the first place to fulfil religious understanding
and spiritual growth. Whenever a believer encounters a feeling of contraction
coming over him, according to the words of Shadhili, illumination is provided by
the stars of the knowledge of faith, the moon of unity (tawhid), and the sun of

knowledge (ma rifa).*’

When ma rifa comes down to the heart (sirr), the heart has not the means to bear
it: it is as the sun, whose rays prevent the beholder from perceiving its limit and

essence. (Kalabadhi) ***

When the Truth (al-haqq) gives him the knowledge (ma rifa) of himself, he so
stays his ma rifa that he feels neither love, nor fear, nor hope, nor poverty, nor
wealth; for all these are short of the goals, and the Truth is beyond all ends.
(Kalabadhi) **°

If one wishes to find more concrete manifestations and results of ma rifa and the
world-view filled by it, it is actually the whole Sufi discourse that should be taken
into consideration, due to the indefinite and multidimensional character of ma ‘rifa
as both knowledge and a way of knowing. Even anecdotes in hagiographies should
not be excluded, even though there was no explicitly shown causal direction
between the acts related and a mystical experience. Feelings of cosmic unity may
be found, as in the case of Al-Qaba’ili, in supplications that embrace “all things in
heaven and earth, even the fishes of the sea”.**® On the practical level ma Fifa may
be manifested also as foreknowledge of future events. Ibn “Arabi, for example,
notes that a certain al-Sarafi “used to tell me of things before they occurred and
they would always happen as he had said”.**” Some Sufis are reported to have had
the ability to recognise other people’s spiritual state without knowing them or

1 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-.Asrar), 107. Badhl literally means ‘giving away’,
‘sacrifice’.

2 Quiayri: Risala, 65. o Tyae ¥ gan al ¥ oo

33 Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 120.

1 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 101-102; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 133-34. Kalabadhi is
here quoting “one of the Sufis”.

% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 102. Arberry has ‘God’ for hagq (Doctrine of the Sufis, 134).
Again a quotation from “one of the great Sufis”.

¢ Ibn “ Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 123.

7 1bn “ Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 77. Tbn ‘ Arabi also happens to make an interesting remark
hinting at the possible source of al-Sarafi’s inspiration: “This sheikh made his living from the sale
of opium.”
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discussing with them.**

So far we have dealt with the epistemological conceptions of sober Sufism.
The closest that we can reach to a “drunken epistemology” is certainly the one that
can be deduced from Niffari’s opaque parlance. His epistemology is basically
tripartite. Firstly, there is what we should call empirical knowledge ( i/m),
secondly what we might designate ‘mystical knowledge’ or perhaps ‘spiritual
understanding’ (ma 'rifa), and thirdly, an epistemological mode called wagfa,
Niffari’s own contribution to Sufi discourse.”* In relation to each other they are,
logically speaking, one within the other so that the minor is not able to bear the
higher one. The one who is in wagfa comprehends ma rifa likewise, and the one
in ma ‘rifa comprehends ‘ilm, so that every possessor of wagfa is inevitably a
possessor of ma ‘rifa as well.** The concepts are related to other mystical terms so
that ‘ilm belongs to the sphere of ‘farness’ (bu ‘d), and ma rifa to that of ‘nearness’
(qurb) but wagfa is beyond both, dealing with God Himself.**!

All three modes of knowing function as a way of self-presentation of God:
ilm 1s his “veil’ (hijab), i.e. knowledge relating to the other, ma rifa is his
‘speech’ (khitab), i.e. knowledge of the divine attributes, but wagfa is his actual
‘presence’ (hadra).*** Correspondingly, the authority (hukiima) of the knower of
ilm, empirically based knowledge, is in the knowledge itself, in its inner logic and
coherence; the authority of the possessor of ma 7ifa is in the ‘pronounced speech’
(nutq), but the authority of the possessor of wagfa is in his silence (gamf).443

Niffari’s enigmatic utterances, however, are extremely problematic for a
brief general outline. Nevertheless, it seems evident that ma 7ifa has various
modes. (If this goes unnoticed, much of Niffari’s discourse in fact remains
incomprehensible.) In the widest sense ma rifa is anything experienced in a
mystical or contemplative way.*** This ma 'rifa is non-composite and thereby non-
resolvable. For example, Niffari declares that if one asks about ma rifa, one does
not know God, and the sign of ma rifa is that one does not ask concerning it, nor
does the master of ma 'rifa pass on information about it to others.*** Since there
does not seem to be any actual discursive content in ma rifa, it might be
concluded that in this sense ma rifa is more a way of knowing than information to
be known. The most interesting feature in this respect is the actual function of
ma 'rifa: Niffari may indicate that it harmonises various dimensions of knowledge
and enables one to comprehend the unity of discursive thought and mystical

B¥E g Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 153. A sheikh surprised Ibn “Arabi, who on a visit to Tunis
was standing in an “unlawful place”, by saying: “The likes of you does not stand in a place like
that”.

9 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:91.

MO Niffari: Mawagif, 8:43, 91.

W Niffari: Mawagif, 8:82, 90.

M2 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:92.

3 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:94.

M E.g. Niffari: Mawagif, 8:95. “Ma rifa is what you experience (encounter).” — iaa y Lo 3 aall
W3 Niffari: Mawagif, 57:1-3, 5.
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wisdom.*4

More often, however, Niffari uses the concept of ma 7ifa in another sense
that refers to the theological knowledge based on the revelation — it is important to
note that here ma rifa is still verbal or, to be exact, it is the ‘end of the
utterable’.**” In addition, it may be the apprehension of the inner dimension of
ordinary knowledge ( i/m), since the possessor of ma rifa comprehends ‘ilm. And
finally, God Himself is the mystic’s ma rifa. **® Niffari also discovers that ma rifa,
in some sense at least, is transient — which is logical since a good portion of it
deals with the perishable world.**

Nevertheless, ma Fifa is not in the least dependent on human reasoning,
since it must take place for the sake of God alone: “If you heed anything on its
own account or on your own account, it is not ma ‘rifa, and you have no part of
ma 'rifa.”*° The relation between ma ‘rifa and the mystical or ecstatic experience
is supportive: the culmination of ma rifa is the preservation of one’s (ecstatic)
state (hdb.451

Ma 'rifa is also a divine perspective to one’s self. Namely, it contains the
knowledge of what the knower is in God’s opinion.** This indicates the notion
that ma 'rifa is a divine favour caused by grace (marhama).*

Like the mystical language itself, and indeed all mysticism, ma 7ifa is by
nature intentional and orienting, always aiming forward, never reaching a
complete fulfilment.** For this reason we are told that ma ‘rifa always contains
ignorance (/'ahl).455
as vitality,*°
sleep, and sleep further to deat

And correspondingly, Niffari may sometimes present ma rifa
whereby it is contrasted with a verbal expression that is compared to
1457

Niffari also presents a squared dimension of ma rifa, called ma rifa al-
ma ‘arif, ‘gnosis of gnoses’, which is ‘true ignorance’ (al-jahl al-haqiqi) of
everything through God.*® It may concern all created beings: “every dominion
(mulk) and kingdom, every sky and earth, land and sea, night and day, prophet and
angel, ilm and ma rifa, and words and names, and all that is in that, and all that is

g casas Tsae S s al o) ale Guny dlin (Shsae call 13

Niffari: Mawagif, 57:4. Arberry translates: “When my gnosis combines between thee and science,
or name, or letter, or gnosis, and thou proceedest by it...”

7 Niffari: Mawaqif, 8:95. Jlay Lo jeiie i anll

8 Niffari: Mawaqif, 16:5. dzs e Gl

W Niffari: Mawagif, 16:3.

0 Niffari: Mawagif, 9:5.

BINiffari: Mawaqif, 9:4. dila las Gaall Lol

2 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:9.

3 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:1.

1 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 7:13

% Niffari expresses this in his own way: “Ma 'rifa in which there is no ignorance is ma ‘rifa in
which there is no ma rifa.” Niffari: Mawagqif, 36:27.

8 Niffari: Mawagif, 53:4.

7 Niffari: Mawagif, 55:19.

8 Niffari: Mawagif, 11:1.
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between that”.*>” This supra-gnosis seems to be derived from (or perceived in)
both the rational and emotional dimensions of mentality, for it has ‘two springing
sources’ of inspiration: ‘spring of knowledge’ (‘ayn al- 'ilm) and ‘spring of

5460

wisdom’™" (‘ayn al-hukm). In Niffari’s paradoxical discourse, however, these are

somewhat reversed: the ‘spring of knowledge’ flows from ‘real ignorance’ and the
‘spring of wisdom’ flows from the ‘spring of that knowledge ( ‘ilm)’.*°' Moreover,
as the principles of mystical discourse indicate, all modes of achieving are
avoided: even the ‘gnosis of gnoses’ is only ‘one of his lights’ (niir min
anwarihi).*®® The function of this kind of parole is “psychedelic”, mind-
expanding, in the sense that it aims to open up further perspectives: first the reader
is led with verbal concepts into a new phase of understanding, then he is again
shown an additional dimension in the mystical world-view.

The dimension beyond ma rifa, as noted above, is called wagfa, which is
“the spirit of ma 'rifa, just as ma 'rifa is the spirit of life”.*®® Niffari’s idea seems to
be that ma 'rifa is here used in the sense that it concerns the knowledge of God’s
attributes, hence dealing with otherness, but wagfa is related to God Himself.
Perhaps ma ‘rifa as a term had undergone a certain inflation in Sufi circles, and
Niffari as a lofty spirit needed an unused and more unusual term to express his
sense of superiority to an average Sufi.

There are certain features that indicate that we are justified in considering
wagfa as an ecstatic state. (Or to be more precise, that an ecstatic state may be
described as wagfa.) Ma 'rifa is relative in character and its possessor
comprehends the limits of his knowledge, but wagfa seems to be a total state
which is not hindered by reasoning or discerning. The one in it (wagif) is “beyond

4% and he is not to be moved by desires.*® It is the only level from
466

every limit
which one may see the (divine) reality.
Niffari also seems to indicate that each Sufi should be faithful to his own
mode of knowledge and persist in it, without aiming higher than his capacity
admits.*®” Behind this estimation is probably Niffari’s twofold division of
mankind into the ‘elect’ (khas) and ‘common’ (‘am).*®®

Finally we may note that both ignorance and knowledge ( ilm) are,

9 Niffari: Mawagif, 11:2, 5.

10 Arberry translates /uukm ‘condition’ which makes better sense in the context.

%1 Niffari: Mawagif 11:2, 5.

192 Niffari: Mawagif 11:15.

193 Niffari: Mawagif 8:42; see introduction, pp. 14-16.

%1 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:83.

9% Niffari: Mawagif, 8:93.

198 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:81.

%7 Niffari: Mawagif, 8:86, 90.

1% E o Niffari: Mawagif, 29:4-10. Both groups seem to have their own standard of salvation: ‘i/m
is “almost enough” for the common people, but the elect one perishes unless he acts on the
principle that he is elect. The categories are not predestined but one may become elect by turning
towards God. The doctrine resembles some works of Syriac spirituality, especially Liber Graduum.
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according to Niffari, ‘veils’ (hijab) in relation to the experience itself.*” In his
thought knowledge ( i/m) is more harmful than ignorance (jah!) for those who ‘see
God’.*”" In this way the dimensions of empirical and mystical knowledge are
sharply separated, which once more shows that the latter is not a matter of
discursive knowing.

3.4.4. Some Remarks on the Philosophical Postulates

Interpretations concerning the function of the experience have a latent capacity to
link themselves with manifold problems in the whole field of theological thought.
For instance, whether one understands one’s experience as an indicator of
forgiveness granted by God, and in what way one relates it to one’s own
sinfulness, lead to questions of freewill and predestination.

Some Sufis held that fawba means “that you do not forget your sin”, while
Junayd maintained that tawba means “that you forget your sin” and concentrate on
God instead.*’! According to the Mu‘tazili view, God, because of His justice, is
bound to accept sincere repentance, as the Ash‘ari view emphasised that the
Almighty has absolute freedom to grant or refuse forgiveness.*’?

Sufis are basically in line with the Sunna doctrines on predestination.
Kalabadhi presents as the Sufi view the deduction that God is the Creator of all
things, and since man’s actions and motions are things, God is the Creator of them
as well. Consequently, happiness (sa ‘dda) and unhappiness (Sagawa), for
instance, are not caused by acts but prescribed by the will of God.*”

During the time of our sources (around the 10" century) the prevailing
poetical, philosophical and theological modes of expression were already
internalised by the authors. This means that the ecstatic discourse is conditioned
by the religious cultural context, and the expressions tend to be steered into the
forms described above, and this is in fact the point where the discourse adopts its
nature as Islamic discourse: if the expressions diverged too much from the Qur’an
and Sunna, the discourse would no longer be Islamic.

The “philosophical” conditioning in the case of Sufism is a complicated
matter, however, and much more sophisticated than in the case of Syriac literature,
since philosophical ideas penetrated into Sufism in a more profound way,
producing actual schools of speculative mysticism of a Gnostic nature (outside our
corpus). We must content ourselves with quoting a few remarks from the authors
of this study, the most scholastic of whom is Kalabadhi, who employs

199 Niffari: Mawagif, 29:1. The experience in this case is called ‘vision’ (ru ’ya).

70 Niffari: Mawagif, 25:1.

7 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 64.

172 Bowering 1999, 45.

73 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 23-24, 35; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 28-29, 44.
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philosophical reasoning mainly in the beginning of his work, where he discusses
basic theological matters.

The main dilemma in mystical language is how to portray the final state so
that there is nothing more to improve in the mystic’s path towards God, but on the
other hand the outcome should not be a nirvana-like essential oneness between
man and God either. This boundary between the common identity of will and the
identity of essence seems to have been surpassed by the bold teaching of Abu
Yazid.

As an example of philosophical conditioning we may note the manner in
which the climax of the mystical experience, that of fana’, is explained as
disappearance of the accidents ( ‘arad), or attributes (sifa), of man and persistence
of his substance — a derivation of one of the basic differentiations in Greek
philosophy not present in traditional Semitic thought (e.g. the Old Testament).

Correspondingly, unification with God has customarily been divided as
unification with the name of God’s essence and unification with His Essence.*”*
This may be applied to all description of experiences interpreted as having a
relation to God. For example, the experiences connected with the symbol of light,
revealed by Jilani, are further interpreted by specifying them into the experiences
of the “light of names and attributes” (nitr al-asma’ wa-I-sifat) of God and those
of the “manifestation of the lights of the Essence” (tajalli anwar al-dhat) of
God.*” The parole is apt to be taken as a description that refers to a static
transformation rather than to an emotional peak.

In the same way Hujwiri’s fand’ does not reach a pantheistic extent: it is
likened to fire which transmutes the qualities by its burning but leaves their
‘essence’ unchanged. In other words, essences are not capable of annihilation, but
attributes are.*’® This is the way in which it was possible to explain how an
experience that is interpreted as unity with the Divine was, on the one hand, final
and ultimate, but on the other hand man was not one where man lost his humanity.
(The interpretation, however, is now in a sense out of date, since modern
analytical philosophy has actually abandoned the whole concept of substance: an
entity is not considered anything else but its properties.)

If the disposition of the will as an attribute of the essence seems too
obvious, it is good to note that man’s essence and properties can be constituted in
reverse order as well. The concept of “everlasting essence (of man) with
disappearing attributes” implies a non-pantheistic cosmology, yet there are more
pantheistic or metaphysical systems of philosophical thought in both East and
West that offer alternatives. Perhaps the most sophisticated is that of
Schopenhauer in whose philosophy even man is an accidental cover for the basic
principle of the universe, Ding an sich, which is Will, the only thing beyond the

7 Morewedge 1992, 215 (quoting Najm al-Din).
Y E.g. Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 90-91; Secret of Secrets, 56.
178 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 171, xii-xiii (Nicholson).
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structure of subject—object.'”” This may be illustrated as follows:

Hujwiri's monotheism Schopenhauer's philosophy

will ete. man ete.

In historical perspective the identification of fand’ and ecstasy is a parallel for, and
continuation of, Plotinus’ neo-Platonic mystical theology in which ecstasy is a
direct and immediate expression of return and unification to the first principle.*’®

Ecstasy and unification also appear together in poetical language: Rumi makes his
lover and Beloved be “united in ecstasy”.*”

One solution is to adapt the myth of the original existence of souls,
corresponding to the neo-Platonic true identity in primaeval Reason, which has
slender support in the Qur’an (7:172). According to “Amr ibn ‘Uthman Makki,
God first created the hearts of men and kept them in a state of “union’ (was/), then
after another 7000 years he created the spirits (Pers. janha) and kept them in the
degree of intimacy (uns) for 7000 years, then he created the souls (Pers. dilha) in
the station of proximity (qurb) and again after 7000 years he finally created the
bodies. Then God “imprisoned the heart in the spirit and the spirit in the soul and
the soul in the body; then he mingled reason (‘ag/) with them, and sent prophets
and gave commands; then each of them began to seek its original station.”*®

Niffari refers to the same doctrine mostly in an indirect way. The ecstatic
‘gate’ of Niffari opens to consideration of that from which the one who enters is
created.”® The divine subject of his discourse exhorts: “I manifested creation, and
divided it into classes: and I appointed for them hearts,”*** and urges one not to
forget one’s creation.*® According to Kalabadhi, God operates with an
annihilating mystic (fani’) as follows:

God [...] makes him unconscious of the vision of his own attribute, that is, the

vision of the departing of his desire. There then remains in him only what proceeds

Y7 E.g. Schopenhauer 1991, 61-70.

17 Morewedge 1992, 66; Plotinus, Enneads V1, 9:3.

7 Yarshater 1988, 193. (T.S. Halman’s translation.)

0 Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 309.

81 Niffari: Mawagif, 54:7. For the ‘gate’ in question, see above p. 207 and 230.
82 Niffari: Mawagif, 53:2.

% Niffari: Mawagif, 20:21.
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from God to him, and what proceeds from him to God passes away from him. So
he becomes as he was when he existed in God’s knowledge, before God brought
him into being, and when that which came to him from God came without any act

on his part.”*!

Similarly, the end of the individual is to be “as he was where he was before he
was”.*® In Sufism this pre-existential vision is effortlessly combined with a
doctrine familiar from Pythagoras and Plato, according to which the memory of
pre-existent Paradise is awakened in the soul by music.

Around the speculations on the return to the primordial state there
gradually developed a whole neo-Platonic branch of Sufism (Suhrawardi, Ikhwan
al-safa’, Najm al-Din etc.) which is beyond the scope of this study.**®

¥ Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 95; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 124.
% Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 105; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 138.
1% See Morewedge 1992, 212-213.
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3.5. Manifestation

3.5.1. Physiological Manifestation

Sufi sources, at least those of the present study, are quite sparing in providing any
information on the outward forms of the manifestation of the experience. For the
authors themselves these may have been self-evident and for the reader somewhat
repulsive — it is to be recalled that the Sufi classics were intended mainly for a
general audience.

How the discourse directed itself towards abstractions, may be
demonstrated with the following beginning of Muhasibi’s answer when he was
asked for the signs of attaining ecstasy (‘alamat wujiid galbihi):

The hearts of such lovers are held captive in the hidden shrine of the Divine
loving-kindness, they are marked out by their knowledge of the revelation of the
Divine Majesty, being transformed by the joy of the Vision, in contemplation of
the Invisible, and the enveloping Glory of God, and from them all hindrances are
removed, for they tread the path of friendship with God, and are transported into
the Garden of Vision and their hearts dwell in that region, where they see without
eyes, and are in the company of the Beloved without looking upon him, and

. . 487
converse with an unseen Friend. [...]

Nevertheless, experiences are manifested empirically as well. Firstly, indicators of
natural reactions like sighing are occasionally mentioned.**® Hujwiri discloses
stronger effects by reporting how the body firstly opposes the ‘divine influence’
descending on it — by crying out, for example — but when the body becomes
accustomed to the continual influences, it is able to stand them quietly.*® Najm
al-Din, too, mentions ‘screams and shrieks’ as signs of union (ittisal) with the
Most High Name (ism al-a ‘zham).*° This may be the reason why Jilani refers to
the shame connected with dhikr.*"

Jilani discloses several ways of the manifestation of ecstasy (harakat al-

87 Smith 1935, 247 (cit. Hilyat al-Awliya fol. 238a).

1% «Someone said to Rumi: ‘When you sighed a moment ago, the ecstasy departed. Do not sigh, so
the ecstasy will not leave.” Rumi answered: ‘Sometimes that ecstasy departs if you do not sigh.””
Rumi, Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 41), 277.

" Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 407-408. A sudden ecstatic cry in Rumi’s Fiki-ma-Fihi (discourse
10), 78.

¥ Morewedge 1992, 216 (D. Martin, cit.: Najm al-Din al-Kubra, Die Fawa'ih al-G'amal wa
Fawatih al-G'alal [Wiesbaden 1957] 145, 147).

Pl ,Ss e s,ually el Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 120; Secret of Secrets, 92. Bayrak here
interprets freely: “shame for one’s moments of unconsciousness”.
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wajd).** These include symptoms of fever — shaking, trembling and moaning.
Jilani uses the analogy between spiritual ecstasy and high fever because in both
cases it is impossible to control the physical reactions — to prevent oneself from
shaking, trembling and stiffening. The equivalent movements, however, are not
legitimate if they take place under the control of the will. He also mentions
weeping (bakka ) as a sign of ecstasy.*”

Ibn “Arabi’s Sufi hagiographies include allusions to physical changes in
the mystic. The phenomena include strengthening of the heartbeat *** and even a
case of transfiguration of the body with bright light.*”® Weeping is usually
connected with sorrow for one’s soul.*® The ideal of weeping is mentioned more
often than one might expect on grounds of the classical works of Sufism, where
the context of tears often suggests a homiletic hyperbole rather than analytical
description. Sometimes weeping is mentioned with reference to a saying from the
Prophet Muhammad’s tradition, as if to offer a certain justification. As the cause
of the flow of tears we are given dhikr and especially the recitation of the
Qur’an.*”’ Ibn ‘Arabi tells how one Sufi was unable to restrain his tears whenever
he heard Holy Writ recited, the result being that his eyes had become ulcerous
from his frequent weeping.**® Junayd considers weeping (bakka’) to be a result of
joy and ecstasy (wajd) due to meeting the Beloved after passionate longing for
Him.*”

Tirmidhi sheds some light on the feature of crying by setting it at the point
when the ecstasy is already fading. He compares the phenomenon with a child that
has lost its mother. The verbal picture painted by Tirmidhi is beautiful: “a remnant
of intoxication, however, still remains in him, namely his heart feels itself to be a

2 Literally ‘movements of ecstasy’; Bayrak translates as ‘manifestations’.

3 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 119-120; Secret of Secrets, 91-92. Bayrak here interprets the qualities of
‘freedom’ (tajarrud) and ‘victory’ (nusra) as indicators of the change of colour on one’s face: “one
grows pale, or the face flushes”.

1 Tbn “ Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 92. “So much was he dominated by the fear of God that the
beating of his heart during prayer could be heard from a distance.”

% Tbn “ Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 118. “A man was on a mountain and saw a shimmering pillar of
light so bright that he could not look at it. When he approached he found that it was al-Rundi
standing in prayer.” See also Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta arruf, 75-76; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis,
97.

% When al-Sarafi prayed “the tears would fall down his face on to his beard like pearls” (Ibn
Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 77); Abu Abdallah “wept much and kept long periods of silence” (ibid,
92); Al-Sakkaz “put down a new mat to pray on and, as he prayed, tears fell upon that mat.”
Afterwards “the spot where his tears had fallen had begun to rot” (ibid, 97). Al-Baghi al-Sakkaz
was usually “in a sad and tearful state” (ibid, 110); Al-Rundi’s “ecstasy was intense and his tears
copious” (ibid, 116); Al-Qaba’ili “was also much given to weeping” (ibid, 123); Ahmad ibn
Hammam “wept for his soul like a mother who has lost her only son” (ibid. 126-127); al-Salawi
“was much given to weeping” (ibid, 127). An ecstatic weeping by non-Muslim ‘unbelievers’ is
mentioned in Rumi’s Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 23), 174.

¥TE.g. Quayri: Risala, 193; Principles of Sufism, 169; Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta arruf, 106;
Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 140.

% Tbn “ Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 133.

¥ Quiayri: Risala, 333; Principles of Sufism, 348.
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stranger in the wastelands of bewilderment, isolated in that Singleness (fardiyya).
He experiences the scent of kindness in his heart and raises a cry to the Possessor
of kindness”.”"

Concerning the duration of a genuine experience Shadhili notes: “If that
continues for anyone for an hour or two, he is the drinker in truth.”**! Hujwiri
mentions a dervish who during sama ‘ kept his lips shut and was quiet “until every
pore in his body opened; then he lost consciousness, and remained in that state for
a whole day.”"?

The practice of dhikr may become so earnestly conditioned that it is no
longer dependent on active consciousness. Ibn Arabi mentions a Sufi who was
known for the fact that he used to continue the invocation while asleep. This could
be recognised from the motion of his tongue, which Ibn “Arabi himself witnessed
many times.”*

Sufi anecdotes include cases of a trance-like state where the subject seems
to be really “absent”. These may offer an entirely new kind of perspective on the
state of ghayba. Al-Maghribi visited a sheikh, and they exchanged greetings
according to the Arabic idiom. Since the sheikh, however, was “as if he did not
see me at all, I repeated the greeting more than once until I realised that the man
was absent. Then I left him and departed from the house.”"*

A great emotional charge present in the concentration on prayer is reported
to have been manifested in various ways. One Sufi did “groan and mutter so that
no one could understand what he was saying”.’”’ The climax of the ideal of
intensive concentration seems to have been attained by a Sufi who had gangrene
in his feet: once when he was finishing his prayers, he found out that his foot had
been amputated by the doctors without him noticing anything!*® The function of
the story is clear: ecstasy concentrates one’s awareness and consciousness
completely on the non-physiological dimension.

Moreover, during the ecstatic state one may become immune to fire, being
unaware of what is happening and unable to relate it afterwards. Ibn “Arabi
witnessed many times how “a spiritual state overcame (Ahmad al-Sarisi) and he
fell into a fire, but the fire did not harm him.”.>"

Among the physiological manifestations of Sufi ecstasy we may include
various unconventional manoeuvres like the rending of garments or throwing

them away, as mentioned above; some of the heretical groups reprehended by

> Radtke & O’Kane 1996, 185.

> Sabbagh: Mystical Teachings (Durrat al-Asrar), 145.

> Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 407-408. Another example of losing consciousness on p. 410.

°% Tbn * Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 68.

Y Early Islamic Mysticism, 115. The story appears in chapter 6 (entitled al-tawajud wa-I-wajd
wa-l-wujiid) of Quiayri’s Risala but is absent from the 1990 Beirut edition.

> Tbn * Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 73.

> Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 304.

*7 Ibn * Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 149.
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Jilani threw away their clothing and were naked during their ecstasy.’” The
anecdotes of the deranged actions are charming. Al-Hawari threw all his books
into the sea, declaring: “A guide is needed only so long as the disciple is on the
road; when the shrine comes into sight the road and the gate are worthless.” Sibli
threw 400 dinars into the Tigris, for “stones are better in the water.”"

As might be expected, the hagiographic literature contains a multitude of
stories concerning the miracles performed by the Sufis, and a good portion of the
anecdotes are imbedded in our sources as well. The frequent topics include
healings®'” and clairvoyance, which may be based on hearing inner voices (hatif)
or intuitive insight (firasat), or occurring thoughts (khawatir).”"' (The boundary
between the latter two may be more or less arbitrary.) In addition to these we may
encounter even more curious cases such as levitation,’'? the power to walk on
water,” ! the ability to make fire without incendiaries, flying in the air,”"*
disappearance (fayy al-makan),”"” magic (i.e. affecting other people’s thoughts or
causing things to take place from a distance), turning of urea into water for ritual
purification and even an instance of “open sesame”.'° It is noteworthy that Ibn
‘Arabi, a brilliant mind, took these as evident facts and strongly criticised those
(jurists) who did not believe in the existence of the spiritual degrees and miracles
but instead assumed that all claims to this were fabrications and superstition.”'’
Kalabadhi also mentions talking with beasts and a case of “apport mediumship”
(production of an object in another place) in his chapter on miracles, where he
utilises a few authoritative miraculous traditions of the Prophet and other saints of
old, and discusses the functions of miracles in the divine economy.'®

The consuming character of the experience may manifest itself in various
ways. Kalabadhi reports an incident in which a man was giving an exhortation in a
mosque when he suddenly fainted (ghusiva ‘alayhi), by the divine action, and did

not until before the following day.”"®

8 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 141; Secret of Secrets, 118.

% Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjib, 118, 417, 228.

19E o Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 81-82, 137. In the latter case a man reads a book that
condemns Ghazali. Suddenly he becomes blind, which makes him prostrate himself and swear that
he would never read it again, and then his sight is restored.

I E ¢ anecdotes by Kalabadhi (Kitab al-Ta ‘arruf, chapters 67-68), Quiayri (Risala, chapter 32)
and Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 118 and 158 in which, for instance, a certain Abd al-Haqq
visited Jerusalem with his wife, who refused to leave the city. Abd al-Haqq “told her that the
Franks would come and take over Jerusalem and take her captive. Then she would go to Acre, but
she would return to Jerusalem where she would die. Everything happened exactly as he had
foretold.”

*12E.g. Quiayri: Risala, 154; Principles of Sufism, 99.

313 ilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 57; Secret of Secrets, 21.

S Filani: Sirr al-Asrar, 57-58; Secret of Secrets, 21.

15 Tilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 58; Secret of Secrets, 21.

*18 Tbn * Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 83, 119, 153, 155, 103-104, 150, 132.

>7 Tbn * Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 106-107.

*18 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf 44-51; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 57-66.

1 E ¢ Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 118; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 156. The function of
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Sufi literature, oddly enough, does contain even the most absolute possible
culmination for the category of manifestations, namely that of dying. Hujwiri
presents several cases where the subject of the experience did actually die during
his ecstasy. Even more odd is the fact that such an objective thinker as Hujwiri
neither considers it necessary to judge this phenomenon nor tries to justify it in

2
any way. >

A man cried out during sama . His spiritual director bade him be quiet. He laid his
head on his knee, and when they looked he was dead.

Some one laid his hand on the head of a dervish who was agitated during sama"

and told him to sit down: he sat down and died on the spot.

the incident in its context is to teach one to guard one’s own inner state before judging others.
> Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 408-410. See also Schimmel 1982, 24, 220, and the discussion in
Kitab al-luma’', 267-299.
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3.5.2. Verbal Manifestation

One of the most famous characteristics of Sufism, and perhaps its most unique
feature overall, is to be found in the category of verbal manifestation. Ecstatic
utterances (Sath, pl. Sathiydr) indicate sayings given during the ecstatic state, but
in most cases they appear to be given in a state of mind that does not seem in any
way extraordinary — often as an answer to a question, sometimes even literally.?*'
Since there can hardly be any reasonable criteria to differentiate such utterances
according to the quality of the ecstasy behind them, and since they are generally
considered ecstatic in the broad sense of the term, it is absolutely appropriate to
take a closer look at the ecstatic utterances, their various types and their
interpretations.

In the following I shall give a systematic presentation of the most
important and best-known ecstatic utterances. I have arranged them into five main
types according to their logical structure.’*

The first type is to be called “I-God”. It consists of self-esteem given as
with the mouth of God. The human subject here acts as a divine subject (or vice
versa) concretely representing the divine in the world.

1. “I'am I, and there is no God but me, therefore worship me.”%
— Abu Yazid Bistami (i.e. Bayazid) addressing the congregation in a mosque
2. “I am the Truth.” (ana al-haqq) ***
— Hallaj
3. “Praise to me! How mighty am I” (subhani, ma a ‘zhama Sa'niy’>
— Abu Yazid

Cases two and three are the most famous: there are few books on Sufism, classical
or modern, that leave them without comment. (Kalabadhi is one of the
exceptions.) Hallaj has been considered as a kind of paradigmatic and normative
ecstatic in whose utterances Islamic ecstaticism and the whole of Sufism in a

>*! Ernst 1985, 48.

>22 Niffari is a special case counted outside those who give ecstatic utterances, since his works
would constitute a separate (and massive) category of ecstatic utterances.

>> Ernst 1985, 45. (Badawi: Shatahat al-Sufiyah 1, 122.)

> 4na al-haqq, though simple in structure, has extraordinarily divergent equivalents when
translated into Western languages: “I am the truth” (Arberry 1950, 59), “I am the Divine Truth”
(Schimmel 1982, 92), “I am the Ultimate Reality” (Watt 1953, 14), “I am God” (Nicholson 1914,
150), “I am the ONE REAL!” (Gairdner in Ghazali's Mishkat al-anwar, 60), “Je, c'est la Vérité
Créatrice” (Massignon 1954, 38), “Ich bin die Absolute Wahrheit” (Schimmel 1984, 115).

32 Al-Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 57; Jilani: Sirr al-asrar, 136; Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 254;
Ernst 1985, 10-11; Arberry: Sufism/Handbuch der Orientalistik 455 etc.
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: 526
sense culminates.

The second type “I-He” consists of like sayings that are not uttered in the
character of the Divine subject but connected with the third person singular. The
unity is just as evidently present, the result being a kind of bi-personal human
estimation of one’s own “divine unity”.

4. “Behold, T am He!”*’
— Hallaj

5. “l am the one I love, and the one I love is me.”
(anda man ahwa wa man ahwa and.)’®

— Hallaj

6. “I am my highest Lord.” **
— Abu Yazid

7. “There is nothing under the cloak but God.” (ma fi-I-jubba illa-llah)**°
— Abu Yazid

8. “My ‘am’ is not ‘am’, since I am He and I am ‘he is He’ (huwa huwa).” >’

— Abu Yazid

9. “I shed my self (nafs) as a snake sheds its skin, then I looked at myself,
and behold! I was He (ana huwa) .>>*

— Abu Yazid

The third type, I-Thou is an application of the preceding case in the second
person, which gives a slightly more emotional impression — especially so, if we
allow ourselves a Buberian subtext. In fact this type functions as the ultimate form
of Martin Buber’s famous I-Thou relation, which refers to an intimate encounter
with the Other; here the logical deep-structure of the relation goes a phase deeper
in intimacy and identity.

>2% History seldom follows logic: the very same sentence was uttered by Abu Yazid decades before
Hallaj without receiving hardly any attention (Ernst 1985, 43).

>?7 Shadhili: Qawanin hikam al-israg, 72.

>2% Schimmel 1982, 32 (Cit. Massignon [ed.]: Diwan, mugatta‘a no. 57).

> Ernst 1985, 51 (Cit. Badawi: Shatahat al-Sufiyah 1, 103, 68.)

> Jilani: Sirr al-asrar, 136; Ghazali: Mishkat al-Anwar,57 (tr. 60).

>! Ernst 1985, 26 (Cit. Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 76.)

2 Ernst 1985, 27 (Cit. Badawi: Shatahat al-Sufiyah 1, 77.)
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10. “I saw my Lord with the eye of the heart and I asked:
“Who are you?’ (man anta) He answered: “You’ (anta).”>>

—Hallaj

11. “My spirit mixes with your spirit, in nearness and in distance,
so that I am you, just as you are 1.”>**
— Hallaj

The fourth type, which we may name as God in nature consists of the cases of a
kind of “local pantheism”, i.e. applications of God’s particular manifestations:

12. ”Here am I, Lord!” (labbayk)™

— Nuri when hearing a dog barking

13. ”One morning I went out, and God came before me.
He wrestled with me and I wrestled with him. I continued
wrestling with him until he threw me down.”>*

— Hasan al-Kharaqani

14. ”Praise be to him whose humanity manifested the secret
of the splendour of his radiant divinity, and who then appeared
openly to his people, in the form of one who eats and drinks!”*’’

— Hallaj

And finally I should like to add one more category based on the function of certain

utterances: the category of provocation. A certain “teasing” aspect is always

present in the ecstatic utterances, but some of them, it seems, do not necessarily

have any other function or meaning than provoking the audience by exaggerating

remarks that aim to break the barriers of conventionality in ever-renewing ways.
15. “I am greater than He.””*®

— Abu Yazid as a response to the prayer call Allahu akbar, God is great.

> Schimmel 1982, 32 (Cit. Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, ed. Massignon, mugatta'a no. 10.)

>4 Ernst 1985, 27 (Cit. Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, ed. Massignon, 82.)

> Ernst 1985, 37. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 96.) In this case the conventional Sufi use of the
expression is to be found in Niffari, whose divine subject urges one to say labbayka rabbi in every
mystical state (ial). Niffari: Mukhatabat, 7:3 (cf. 33:1).

% Ernst 1985, 38. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 182.) cf. Gen. 32:23-32.

>7 Ernst 1985, 27. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 267.)

>% Ernst 1985, 38. (Ruzbihan: Sharh, chapter 53.)
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To this category we may count remarks that challenge and question common
Islamic presuppositions. For example, Abu Yazid said when passing a Jewish
cemetery, “They are pardoned”, but when passing a Muslim cemetery he said:
“They are duped.”* The function of this kind of utterance is to show his
contempt for all organised religion and belief in the worthiness of all spiritual
religion. By this overstatement he perhaps aimed to create some balance between
somewhat arrogant Islamic presuppositions and his own exaggeration.

Finally we may note that Niffari’s discourse, written in the form of divine
speech, constitutes a type of its own: his opaque treatises are a kind of divine
oracle. Due to his method of presenting his discourses in the 1*' person singular as
from God Himself, they contain a multitude of sayings that, when taken
separately, would do well as instances of ecstatic utterances of extraordinary
boldness:

I am God. (ana allah)’™*’

I am the Almighty, the Compassionate. (and al-"aziz al-rahim)™"'
I am the Merciful (raif).”"

I am God: none may enter to me in the body.’*
I am the Mighty (ana al-'azhim) whose mighty can bear no other than He.>**
I am the Manifest (al-zhahir) without veil, and I am the Hidden (al-batin)
without unveiling.”*

Obey me for that I am God, and there is no God except me.**

The time has come for me to unveil my face and manifest my splendour.>’

Curiously enough, the divine subject of Niffari’s discourse requires to be
addressed “You, you’ by those in the state of vision (ru ya), but ‘I, I’ by those in
the state of absence (ghayba).”*® This may be a pointed rebuke to those who utter
ecstatic utterances without full inspiration (compared with Niffari’s own, of
course).

> Zachner 1960, 108. (Cit. Sarraj: Kitab al-luma", 138).
> Niffari: Mukhatabat, 19:22-24.

> Niffari: Mawagif, 5:8.

2 Niffari: Mawagqif, 47:26.

> Niffari: Mawagif, 13:4.

M Niffari: Mawagif, 54:5.

¥ Niffari: Mawagif, 29:1. (cf. 48:6.)

>18 Niffari: Mawagif, 33:12.

> Niffari: Mawagif, 5:8.

> Niffari: Mukhatabat, 47:9.
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3.5.3. Interpretation of Verbal Manifestation

A theoretical basis for the interpretation of ecstatic utterances was developed by
Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d.765), the sixth imam of the Shiites, who produced a theory of
divine speech. It is based on the exegesis of the phrase inni ana spoken by God to
Moses, and explained by God Himself: “I am He who speaks and He who is
spoken to, and you are a phantom (Sabah) between the two, in which (khitab)
takes place.”* Nwyia (1970) and Ernst (1985) agree that this is a precise
explanation for Sufi ecstatic utterances.’>’

Junayd (d. 910) wrote a commentary on ecstatic utterances (7afsir al-
Sathiyat), in which he seems to estimate that Abu Yazid’s utterances do not
emanate from the highest mystical experiences. Junayd preferred not to talk
openly about such experiences.”®' According to Sarraj (d. 988), too, the ecstatic
utterances belong to the beginning of the path rather than being intended for the
advanced; he even avoids mentioning Hallaj’s ana al-haqq. Yet both of them
considered ecstatic utterances worthy of tafsir.”>
Hujwiri explains the utterance given by Abt Yazid during his ecstatic

moment by shifting the subject of the clause from the created being to the Creator.

These words were the outward sign of his speech, but the speaker was God. [...]
When the divine omnipotence manifests its dominion over humanity, it transports
a man out of his own being, so that his speech becomes the speech of God. But it is
impossible that God should be mingled (imtizaj) with created beings or made one
(ittihad) with his works or become incarnate (hall) in things: God is exalted far

above that, and far above that which the heretics ascribe to him.*>

This choice of words is one way to unite the transcendent Islamic God and a
mystic speaking as his mouth so that they are not united; man’s psychic faculty is
somehow turned “off” during the experience and the functioning subject is God.
Ghazali, in his classical work 7hya' ‘uliim al-din, distinguishes between
two kinds of ecstatic utterances: (1) extravagant, exaggerated claims and (2)
unintelligible babbling or otherwise misarticulated voices. Neither should be
displayed in public, for the danger of misunderstanding is inevitable, and common
folk would be misled by weird sayings. For that reason he even declares that “the
killing of him who utters something of this kind is better in the religion of God

than the resurrection of ten others.”>>*

349 Nwyia 1970, 179; English translation according to Ernst 1985, 10; Massignon 1954, 201-205.
> Ernst 1985, 11.

> Schimmel 1975, chapter 2.

> Ernst 1985, 11-13.

> Hujwiri: Kashf al-Mahjiib, 254

> Ghazali: Thya’, I:1; translation according to Ernst 1985, 14. (Ernst’s views on Ghazali’s ideas
remain somewhat limited, for they are based on 7hya' alone.)
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In his more esoteric book, Miskat al-Anwar, however, Ghazali displays a
much more positive attitude towards ecstatic utterances. He places them in the
same category with those anthropomorphic traditions and Suras in which God

»333 or otherwise acts in human terms.”*® When treating

“sits down on the throne
utterances Subhani and Ana al-haqq Ghazali places stress on the fact that a subject
is always bound with a perspective: any state exists in relation to its subject (bi-/-
idafa ild Sahib al-hala) who does not necessarily comprehend the phenomenon in
its all totality.”’ “In that state he is unconscious of his own self, and unconscious
of his own unconsciousness.”>® This state may be called metaphorically
“unification’ (bi-lisan al-majaz ittihad) and in the language of reality “unity’ (bi-
lisan al-haqiqa tawhz'd).559 This bold use of fawhid probably indicates here, as
Zachner puts it, “affirmation of the divine unity”.’® After such a choice of words
even Ghazali has to calm down: “beyond these verities there are also
secrets/mysteries, the treatment of which would take us too far.”>®' Elsewhere he
states: “The words of passionate lovers in the state of intoxication are for hiding,
not for discussing.”®

What, then, does Ghazali leave unsaid here? In his Persian commentary on
Miskat al-anwar he finally argues that since two different things can never
become one, “perfect tawhid means that nothing exists except the One”.”® This is
the secret which may be labelled ‘pantheism’ or ‘monism’, or it might be
explained in terms of the concepts of Atman and Brahman — in any case it
unquestionably surpasses traditional orthodox Islamic thought.

Various interpretations ultimately deal with the limits of the ego: has the
(God of) experience filled the consciousness completely or has the subject
surpassed the limits of his ego? In the previous case the subject itself will
inevitably give an exaggerated interpretation: God is all and/or he is God. The
second possibility is illogical and paradoxical itself: how could a subject surpass
his own consciousness? (Wherever the subject goes to or is in, there is also his
consciousness, by definition.)

According to Rumi’s mystical explanation, well in line with the position of

> Our'an 32:4. Abdullah Yusuf Ali translates the phrase (istawa ald-I- arsi) in Targumic style

“established Himself on the Throne”.

¢ Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 61-62 (tr. 64-65).
7 Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 57 (tr. 61).

PP ian sogad paan ¥y Jladl Wl B daals ey gud @)
Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 57 (tr. 61).

> Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 58 (tr. 61). Gairdner translates ittihad as ‘identity’, and tawhid as
‘unification’.

> Zaehner 1960, 166.

s gasall sk Llowl Loyl galasll siaa o), Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 58 (tr. 61)
Gairdner translates “... mysteries which we are not at liberty to discuss”, the basic meaning of rala
is no more than ‘to be long’, ‘lengthen’.

262 Sau Yy gk LSl Jla b slasdl W3S Ghazali: Miskat al-Anwar, 57 (my translation).
> Quoted from Zachner 1960, 166. Original in Fada’il al-anam (ed. M. Sabiti, Tehran 1333
AH.), 24.
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Ja‘far al-Sadiq described above, Hallaj represented extreme humility by saying
and al-haqgq, for by calling himself God he made himself non-existent and
recognised only one true Existent, God.”** Nevertheless, Rumi also states that “the
mouth of a drunken camel must be tied”, in other words: experiences should not
be divulged in public.’®

The art of commentating on the ecstatic utterances reached its peak in the
Persian work called Sarh-i Sathiyat by Ruzbihan Bagli (d. 1209), which consists
of 192 different ecstatic utterances by 45 Sufis. This exhaustive work also aimed
at restoring the reputation of Hallaj. Ruzbihan describes beautifully the journey of
the soul in the world of beauty and how it reaches various states that may
“overflow” and hence be manifested to outsiders as ecstatic utterances. Ecstatic
utterances are symbolic (mutasabih) expressions of divine secrets, just as certain
secrets are expressed in the Qur’an symbolically as anthropomorphic attributes, or
in hadith as actions. The object that sath symbolises is, according to Ruzbihan,
firstly ‘ayn al-jam " (Pers. ‘ayn-i jam "), which is translated by Ernst as ‘essential
union’ and secondly, ‘clothing’ (iltibas) which represents how man is clothed in
the divine.”®

According to Ernst, Ibn “Arabi considered ecstatic utterances as
vainglorious acts that merely indicate pride, and this actually became the final
reason that resulted in the general devaluation and gradual disappearance of
ecstatic utterances, since it was his school that occupied an eminent position in
Sufism. Yet Ibn ‘Arabi’s own doctrine of wajd al-wujid finally led towards
similar formulations, though as if via another route.’®’ For example, he himself
said after being saved from danger, “How may the one be imprisoned in whose

humanity divinity resides?”°®

> Rumi: Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 52), 349; Igbal 1956, 97.

*%% Schimmel 1982, 97.

>% Ernst 1985, 15-20. Sharh-i Shathiyat has been edited by H. Corbin in the series Bibliothéque
Iranienne 12 (Teheran 1966.) Ernst gives several long quotations.

>7 Ernst 1985, 22, 24 (Ibn ‘Arabi: Futuhat al-makkiyya 11:2, 238).

>%% Austin’s introduction in Ibn ‘Arabi: Sufis of Andalusia, 39. (Cit. Futihat al-Makkiyya IV, 560.)
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3.6. Some Remarks in Conclusion:
Mystical Language and Mystical Experience

Sufi discourse is largely discussion about words. This makes an outsider wonder
whether there is anything to be discovered about the mystical conditions
themselves. The problem is recognised by Sufis as well, most profoundly by
Niffari, who makes remarks on the introspectiveness of (Sufi) parlance and its
“letter that speaks about letter”. As we have already seen, he also distances
himself from the standard discourse by refraining from the usual classifications of
states and their comparison.

One may also wonder whether, or to what extent, the spiritual phenomena
are intended to be uncovered or concealed in the Sufi classics. Often the primary
purpose of the discourse does not seem to be spiritual instruction but a certain
intellectual, albeit not exactly rationalistic, discussion of the various ways of
perceiving and arranging the inner states in spite of their imprecise and inexact
nature. Perhaps we could call this a “metaspiritual” way of discoursing. One
reason for this is that in Sufism, as in other mystical traditions, mystical literature
is clearly secondary to practice. This is explicitly stated in the textual discourse
itself. For instance, after a long discussion on various states, Qusayri gives a
division of three phases: (1) the master of the moment (wagt) is a beginner, (2)
master of the states (ahwal) is in between, but (3) the master of the breaths (anfas)

is an end.®’

One way of interpreting this is that anyone can have individual
experiences, and the ability to control their totality in linguistic discourse is
reached by some, but only the one who practises it constantly — by recollecting
God in every breath — has reached the point.

Yet on the other hand, mystical language is not a purposeless veil but an
important means of mystical growth; a ‘letter’ is not only a ‘veil’ but a ‘treasury’
(khizana) and “fire’ (nar) as well.””° Nor can genuine mystical language be
independent of the experience. The primary function of mystical discourse is to
direct one towards the experience: to make the reference and significance come

together by the recipient’s participation in the same reality.

The true saying of every speaker is that which establishes you in the experience of
Me (al-wajd biyya). Therefore, interpret (i tabir) the sayings in the light of your
ecstasy in Me (bi-wajdika biyya), and interpret your experience of Me in the light

of your turning away from other than Me (Niffari).””’

The second function of mystical language is to extend the limitations of human
thought and widen the subject’s perspectives towards the whole creation by
opening new trails of thought for the mind. The function could be called

> Quiayri: Risala, 83; Early Islamic Mysticism, 142.

> Niffari: Mukhatabat, 23:6, 53:1.
"I Niffari: Mukhatabat, 19:27.



280

“psychedelic”: it reaches for the verbal and conceptual limits and aims to move
them farther. Niffari’s divine subject promises:

Be through Me, and you shall see knowledge and ignorance as limits, and speech
and silence in them as limits. You shall see every limitation veiled from Me by its
limitation, and you shall see the servants to be in knowledge, and its inner part

: 572
1gnorance.

The main factor in this respect is the paradoxicality of expression in various
forms. The semantic openness of mystical language is revealed illustratively by
the sentences that are absolute paradoxes in their formal structure. The logical
structure of a sentence like “my speech is not speech (ma nutgi al-nutq)™"
implies that the same sign is used in two different senses: nutq, refers to the
boundless expression of imperceptible thought, the significance of which is
dependent on the recipient’s capacity of comprehension, and nutg, to the ordinary
expression in natural language. The same principle of twofold meaning can be
applied to any crucial term like was!/ or ittihdd. Paradoxical sentences like “their
presence is absence™ " shows that the reference is not bound to the verbal form —
and not to the significance, we might add.

Consequently, a mystic like Niffari is not afraid of language (which may
be seen as an indirect proof of the genuineness of his mystical experience that
caused him to rise above the discursive level and above religious language
games.) In his approach there is no force with the ability to veil or unite as such:
the qualities and attributes are ‘paths’ in the created dimension but no more; God
is not known by the letter, nor by that which is of the letter, nor in the letter.””
This “supra-linguistic” approach to reality is the one that the mystical language, in
an analogous or metaphorical way, is all about. As uttered by a Sufi poet:

So Truth is known in ecstasy,
For truth will everywhere prevail;
And even the greatest mind must fail

To comprehend this mystery.”

> Niffari: Mukhatabat, 14:8.

> Niffari: Mukhatabat, 1:4.

7 153 aa,gan Junayd: Kitab al-fana’, 80; Zachner 1960, 221.

°" Niffari: Mukhatabat, 56:6; Mawagif, 67:10.

°76 Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf. 104; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 137.
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4. COMPARATIVE CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER DISCUSSION

In this chapter I shall discuss first the most crucial parts of the study (analytical
and symbolical expression, and the question of methods) on a comparative basis,
and then I shall outline the most important common features and differences
between the discourses of the two traditions. Since my corpus is rich in details, I
shall here avoid the repetition of quotations given in the previous chapters, and
therefore some conclusions may be argued and explained with “unused” citations
whenever they are more illustrative.

Instead of presenting quantitative results, I shall concentrate mainly on
qualitative observations. This does more justice to the source material where the
aim has not been to cover the subject systematically in a logical order: what is
said and what is left unsaid in the corpora is to some extent an incidental matter,
and this is one reason why conclusions of the type “tradition X lacks thought Y”
should be reached with extreme caution, especially since some features may have
been omitted from the discussion because of their self-evident character.
Therefore, my main aim is not to draw conclusions as to the existence or lack of
details but to understand the discourses as totalities.

But on the other hand, when inquiring as to the mechanisms of
expression, a single innovative description is more valuable than frequently
occurring repetitions of conventional expressions. For this reason the
presentations of the expression of experience (chapters 2 and 3) concentrate on the
most illustrative expressions, regardless of their frequency. But my aim here is to
outline some general trends in the discourses of the two traditions, yet admitting a
certain variation within each discourse.

The Syriac corpus does constitute a reasonable and sound totality. The
differences of expression are largely matters of style or unavoidable variations in
the use of terminology. The only exceptional case, The Book of the Holy
Hierotheos, received little attention in the above presentation.

The Sufi corpus is more problematic. The position within Sufism of
perhaps the most outstanding author, Niffari, is at best insecure, and his extreme
views also cause some noteworthy variation in the present Sufi corpus. The
fundamental problem, however, is the position of the whole corpus in relation to
“Sufism” itself. It is a matter of consideration how well the corpus actually
represents “Sufism”, since it consists mainly of the authors who present “official”
sober Sufism as a kind of everyman’s version of its general doctrine. Some of the
most interesting remarks in the corpus are actually made by those considered
heretics by the authors themselves. Yet I would prefer to favour a broad
interpretation of Sufism, covering all the different movements under the umbrella
concept of tasawwuf, some closer to Sunnite orthodoxy, some far from it. This is
the unavoidable difficulty which all studies of “Sufism” have to face.
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4.1. Comparative Observations

4.1.1. Analytical Expression

Mystical-ecstatic experience is an extraordinary state of mind in which the psyche
functions in a limited way, being perhaps only partly conscious, or to use another
mode of expression: the consciousness functions in an exceptionally smooth and
“rapid” way and the subject is unable to receive information in the normal way.
This all has been more or less explicitly stated in the discourses of both traditions.
The psychological and emotional characteristics of the experience may vary,
however, and their linguistic presentations even more so.

We may recall here the qualities of the experience, according to the
analytical mode of expression, as they have appeared above:'

SYRIAC METATHEOLOGY SUFISM

— Totality — Totality, intensity

— Involuntariness — Involuntariness

— Restfulness, tranquillity — Emotional content: joy, sorrow, fear,
— A stunning and dazing quality confusion, bewilderment or shame

— A feeling of joy or delight — Immediacy

— A sense of refreshment — Tranquillity

— Warmth — Amenity

— Intentionality: yearning

— Consuming character

L If one had a presupposition or hypothesis as to the essential consubstantiality of the experience in
the two traditions, it would be possible to force the wording into (more) similar categories in both
traditions when reading the material. Now, however, the minor differences between the two
traditions in the wordings arose when reading the original sources, and I have preferred not to
harmonise the qualities too much. The details concerning these qualities were set out on pp. 85-90
and 201-204.
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These rosters, however, are not absolute truths. Firstly, the results of our study are
determined by the demarcation of the corpus: the greater the number and variety
of sources, the greater the number of aspects to be encountered — and the fewer
the differences between the traditions, as I realised when analysing the sources.
This is the reason why, when comparing the two traditions, the results must not be
looked for in the details of the discourse but in its general emphases; the
differences must not be seen in details but in the things stressed. And secondly,
the presentation and arrangement of the basic qualities shown above is certainly
not the only one that can be derived from the complex textual material. None of
the qualities above is “given” but they have resulted from my own meta-
interpretation. This means that we must content ourselves with the most relevant
qualitative observations.

The content, the psychological qualities, of the mystical experience
seems largely similar in the two traditions. It is total and involuntary, delightful
and tranquil. Totality is such a general concept that it in fact includes or is the
cause of several other qualities such as intensity or stunning and dazing qualities.

The fact that the qualities appear largely similar, however, should not
surprise us, for we noted in the introduction that the psychological qualities of the
experience are largely similar even if we compare the mystical-experience-in-
general with the aesthetic experience.

Nevertheless, there are some obvious differences of emphasis as well.
Apparently the emotional content of the mystical experience has a remarkably
greater variety in Sufism, which is characterised by the possibility of ecstasy with
the negative emotions of sorrow, fear, confusion or shame. The emphasis on the
consuming quality is closely connected with, or produced by this variety of
negative qualities. The Syrian peculiarity, on the other hand, is that they seem to
put more stress on the aspect of warmth, images of burning being abundant.

There may be no obvious explanation for the existence of negative
feelings in the Sufi experience, but it seems reasonable to suggest that in one way
or another they are connected with the social character of Sufism, which is a
potential cause of restlessness and pessimism. Secondly, they may also reflect the
influence of the Islamic theological position: the lack of dualistic tendencies and
the fatalistic tendency to see one and the same God behind all — in this case, all
emotions.

The fact that Syriac metatheology does not present the qualities of
immediacy and intentionality as explicitly as Sufi works do, of course does not
indicate that these features were somehow deficient in the mental reality; the
difference is rather due to the more modest amount of abstraction in the Syriac
authors’ thought, in other words: to an insufficiency in expression. It is also a
question of our meta-interpretation: what we decide to accept as indicators of
“immediacy” in the textual material. As pointed out in the introduction, the notion
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of inexpressibility means either ineffability or inability of expression. The Syriac
authors seem to show a certain inability at this point, as Sufi analytical expression
in general seems to be hindered by unwillingness, which in turn is caused by the
aim of the authors to produce presentations for general use.

However, as a general overall observation it is to be pointed out that the
aspect of yearning is a very characteristic Sufi feature, as the Syrians see their
experience rather as the fulfilment of all yearning.” This in turn is undoubtedly in
many cases due to the preconditioning of the context of discourse, yearning
having become a standard topos in Sufi parole, but it is likely that there were
differences in the experience itself as well, not least because such differences may
actually be produced in the psychological reality by such preconditioned
expectations. And moreover, there must also exist reasons for the origin and
growth of the particular prevailing preconditioning context — in this case most
probably the transcendent nature of the Islamic God, which caused the Sufis to
approach Him in perhaps a slightly pessimistic mood, and the sources seem to
imply that the prevailing emotion present during the “arrival” of the mystical
experience may intensify to become ecstatic itself, and in that sense constitute the
emotional character of the experience.

4.1.2. Symbolic Expression

If the qualities behind the analytical descriptions are largely similar, the modes of
symbolic expression show perhaps even less variation, which may seem
somewhat surprising. However, the analogies of the ordinary natural senses are
used in both traditions: taste, hear, smell and sight.’ Moreover, the analogy of
tasting leads in both traditions to equivalent images of ‘nourishment’ (Syr.
saybartd, Ar. ta‘am), ‘sweetness’ (Syr. halyiitda, Ar. halawa, “adhb) and various
images of drinking, especially those of drunkenness.* Both traditions may also
present a fiery and a liquid image concurrently, which underlines the symbolic
(metaphorical) character of the expression.’

In the present corpora, the symbolical expression of ‘touching’ did not
appear in the Christian sources, and ‘eating’ did not occur in the Sufi corpus.
Touching is in fact avoided in both traditions, and eating seems to be more at
home in the Christian context due to its sacramental connotations. Breathing in
the Spirit, which in the Christian context means to breathe God,® appears to be a

% The trend is seen already in the Odes of Solomon. (OS 3:6-8, 8:3-5, 15:6-8, 23:1-4, 25:7-12).

? See above, p. 91-93, 205-206.

* See above, p. 92-96, 205-206.

3 See above, p. 93, 207.

% In the Greek Orthodox tradition, at least Philotheos of Sinai (dating obscure) exhorts one to
“breathe God always” (Tov @sov &gl avamveelv, Filokalia 2, p. 284, § 30). The image arises from
the attachment of the remembrance of God to one’s breathing, and for that very reason the image
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distinctively Christian expression, but these differences would probably not
remain if the corpus of the Sufi sources was sufficiently extensive.

The image of drunkenness is common to both traditions, as well as the
basic symbolism connected with it (wine, cup). The use of symbolism, however,
seems to be slightly more metaphorical in Sufi readings, the Syriac use being
more analogous. This is one reflection of the difference between the functions of
the writings. Accordingly, the images of heat are important in both traditions
(heat, fire, flames and the burning effect). And moreover, it is no surprise that
several basic symbols such as a gate and key, general enough to be likely to
appear in any religious thinker’s discourse, are present in both traditions.

Symbols of experience in prose works.

SYRIAC METATHEOLOGY SUFISM

WATER fountain
swimming, pearl, harbour

DRUNKENNESS wine (living/strong) wine
cup cup

HEAT hotness fire
burning flame
fire fever

flame, flame of joy

LIGHT light, brightness light
illumination shimmering
shapeless light; cloud of light
sun of joy, sparkling rays of joy...

PECULIARITIES tickling melting
bread of angels veil
sting
overmastery
(ghalaba)

is perfectly suitable in the Islamic context as well. Kadloubovsky’s translation based on the
Russian version has “call God with sighs” (Writings from the Philokalia, p. 336); the translation
based on the Greek original has “always breathe God” (The Philokalia, p. 27).
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The clearest difference in the emphasis of the present corpus is the
preference shown by the Syrian metatheologians for images connected with water,
especially a ‘fountain’ (mabbo ‘a). Perhaps unexpectedly, the same applies to a
large extent to the imagery of ‘light’, and even to the various images of the ‘sun’.
Nevertheless, I have no doubt that in a wider selection of Sufi sources the
difference would be balanced. In fact, if the poetic sources were included in the
list below, the balance would immediately turn in favour of the Sufis due to the
rich variety of poetic symbolism. But in the Sufi prose works, too, there are
symbolic expressions that are absent from the Syriac sources: ‘melting’, the
analogy of ‘fever’ employed by Jilani, ‘overmastery’ (ghalaba). The qualitative
differences in the images of light and heat are cosmetic and depend on the
nuances of the vocabulary of each language. It must be stressed also that the
occurrence of more peculiar symbols’ is more dependent on the poetic talent of a
single author than on the particular religious tradition and its postulates. There are
naturally numerous single symbols that occur in the parlance of a single author.
These are often interesting from the aesthetic point of view, but they do not affect
the general nature of the discourse.

Most Syriac metatheologians also employ the symbolism of light
noticeably more than do the Sufis in our corpus, even though light has Qur’anic as
well as biblical subtexts. Nevertheless, this may still be a feature more dependent
on the particular author than on his religious tradition. There even exist a number
of Sufi works on ‘light” mysticism, such as Miskat al-anwar, but they do not
necessarily portray personal mystical experiences, rather they represent a
speculative mysticism of a more general kind. The evidence for the Syriac
fondness for the light-experience is clear, but it is problematic to pronounce
general conclusions concerning “Sufism”. The problem is that we have good
reason to ask whether it is at all sensible to state that Sufism lacks something,
since the potential source material is immense and heterogeneous. (Or, how could
one conclude from thoroughly paradoxical material, as in the case of Niffari, that
it does not contain something, when it is obviously open to divergent, perhaps
opposite interpretations?) However, in our corpora the mystical experience as
illumination “in shapeless light” was indisputably discussed more often in Syriac
metatheology.

Sufi imagery contains very little that would be impossible in Oriental
Christian discourse. The main exception is the imagery of sensual love — and even
this is found almost exclusively in poetry — which would show thoroughly bad
taste in the Syriac Christian context, with its rigorous admiration for celibacy.
Nevertheless, even these are not completely unknown in Syriac poetry: the Odes

" E.g. John of Dalyatha’s ‘likeness of sapphire’, ‘colours of the shades of heaven’, “bright
darkness’, *statute of light’, ‘total living lustres’, ‘indivisible whirls of rays of light’. See above, p.
97-99.
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of Solomon contain some quite bold images of sensual love with a spiritual
intention.®

To sum up, the process of both analytical and symbolic description
functions in a similar way and applies practically similar terminology in both
traditions. The position of symbols, however, may vary due to the divergence in
the orientation of the discourse. In reading and analysing the textual material, it
became clear that most results concerning details (such as a lack of a certain
symbol in one or other tradition) disappear insofar as the corpus is widened.
Poetical minds sooner or later find the same symbols regardless of their tradition.
In other words, the differences in detail are more due to the creativity of the
individual author than to his tradition.

The differences between the traditions become evident on the level of
interpretation where the discourses take distinctive directions. The Syriac
metatheologians show obvious unwillingness for the production of technical
terminology and consequent speculative discussion.

4.1.3. Ecstatic Methods

Now we may take another look at the methods for the arousal of mystical
experience as they have been categorised in comparative religious studies, and see
how far these general characteristics were applied in our sources.’

(1) Techniques of concentration

(2) Physical techniques: posture, breathing, cleansing.

(3) Association techniques, to make certain thoughts categorically displeasing
(4) Techniques to arouse spontaneity

(5) Techniques to arouse ecstasy

(6) Sexual techniques

(7) Techniques of projection (of ideal selves)

(8) Psychophysical dramas

(1) The ascetic teaching in both traditions, generally speaking, places great stress
on the concentration of thoughts and of all inner faculties, which means exclusion
of unwanted perceptions and improper thoughts. This is a logical postulate of the
quality of totality in the experience. The authors, however, are not keen on
presenting a causal connection between concentration and ecstasy, since this
would be not in line with the involuntariness of the experience. Concentration in

Yyoaan ,ah o vwdala A\ . “For towards you are my breasts, my delicacies”
(Ode 14:2). ”7awt om) Kawt waxr s W\ da s “T have united (with him),
because the lover has found the Beloved” (Ode 3:7); the ‘breasts’ of the Father in Ode 19:3-4.

® The division is taken from Scharfstein 1973, 99-100.
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fact is not a separate method, at least in the Syrian tradition, but rather a constant
attitude (simplicity of mind being one of the most important spiritual ideals in the
early Syriac kerygma'”). We may even assume that the meditative and
contemplative ways of thought found their strongest applications in the Syriac
tradition where the practice and ideal was total withdrawal. The mystical
experiences arise from the background of a (lifelong) mystical attitude — a lifelong
concentration, as the concept of selya, the most important method in the
metatheological discourse, might be understood.

(2) As for the category of physical techniques, our sources are not very
fruitful. The Syriac tradition is known for its custom of spending the nights in a
sitting or even standing posture; prayers may be intensified by the use of chains or
other methods of self-torture, but the details appear only sporadically in the
sources. The most frequently mentioned physical exercise is that of prostration.
Sufi breathing techniques are also commonly known but the practical aspect is not
discussed in detail in our corpus of Sufi classics. Fasting, for example, appears in
the Sufi discourse, often in anecdotes, "'but not in connection with the teaching
on the mystical conditions.

(3) Association techniques are effectively used by the Syrian Fathers in
the struggle against sin, but this is not necessarily connected with the ecstatic
experience. The mystic’s inner personal desires are personified and named as
demons in order to provide motivation for the struggle against external enemies.
Sufis define the enemy as one’s (lower) self, but the situation is mostly parallel:
the combat is against selfish motives.

(4) Spontaneity is not seen as a special virtue in the Syrian Christian
tradition, which places great emphasis on discipline, albeit somewhat less than in
other Christian monastic traditions. Nevertheless, especially the phenomenon of
ecstatic fallings mentioned on pp. 151-152 imply an ability for most spontaneous
reactions. In the Sufi sessions of sama ‘, however, the spontaneity developed into a
collective art in a way that has no parallel in the entire Christian tradition (until
some recent movements with a Pentecostal background).

(5) The concrete methods for arousing actual ecstasy — music,'> dancing,
chanting, mantras — are in full use in Sufism, although the sources are divided,
hesitant or even hostile in their attitude towards such shortcuts to ecstasy. The
Syrians, on the other hand, have no more than the recitation of Psalms, which may
appear questionable as a “method for arousing ecstasy”, but as a continuous
exercise it was surely effective, not least because of the varied contents of the
Psalter that depict situations from feelings of guilt (e.g. Ps. 51) to heavenly visions
(e.g. Ps. 104:1-4) most suitable for contemplation.

' See, for example, the First Letter to Hypatios in S. Ephraemi Syri, Opera Selecta (translated in
Prose Refutations of Mani, Marcion and Bardaisan).

Y E.g. Quiayri: Risala, 140-144; Principles of Sufism, 79-84.

2 1t is interesting to note that Hujwiri and John Climacus seem to agree that music is essentially
neutral in itself: it only strengthens the tendencies that already exist in the soul. Hujwiri: Kashf al-
Mahjib, 403; John Climacus, The Ladder 15:59.
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(6) Actual sexual techniques are completely absent from the Syriac
tradition and scarcely present in Sufism (“gazing at beautiful youth”). Yet the
surrogate effect, to use the modern term, of sexual energy seems to be understood,
albeit occasionally interpreted in a different light. For the Christian mystic it is
closer to the “demonic” influences from the dark side, something that must be
understood and controlled — not necessarily by subduing its effects, if they are
good in themselves, like spiritual zeal, but rather the motives behind them should
be purified. The main line of Sufi thought is perhaps more balanced in sexual
matters, due to the general Islamic approach in preferring marriage to celibacy.
The mere possibility of “gazing at beautiful faces” as a method of spiritual
affection, albeit a disputed one, is something that could not be a part of Syriac
discourse in any sense. The same can be said of Jilani’s remark that even the
“sighing of lovers” may be a pure and solid causa efficiens — if his words are
taken in a literal sense. The discourse in the present sources is not comprehensive
enough to draw firm conclusions on this interesting point, however."

(7) Techniques of projection of ideal selves do exist in the Syrian
tradition, yet in a perhaps somewhat unsophisticated form. The authors often
present the world of spiritual experience with the help of an ideal subject that they
either identify with the saints of earlier generations or (more often) leave
unnamed, even though they are probably discussing their own experiences. The
telling-technique of leaving the subject unmentioned is not uncommon in Syriac
literature in general, yet it is evident that the mystical experience is furthered by
the example of saints and spiritual fathers. In both traditions the portrayal of saints
functions as an idealised model of the mystical experience. In Sufism the
formation of a saint may be somewhat more difficult due to the lack of a
distinctive monastic institution that provides easily recognisable special forms for
potentially spiritual personalities. Nevertheless, the Sufi tradition also developed a
tradition of saints more or less corresponding to the Christian one.'* (The
difference is that the Christian emphasis shifted more to the saints’ heavenly role.)

(8) The concept of ‘psychophysical drama’ may sound somewhat
extreme in the Christian context, yet the liturgical tradition of the Eastern
Churches does in fact belong in this category. It is very remarkable, however, that
the authors give no clue about mystical experiences in the liturgical context or in
common prayers. The practical reason for this is that we are dealing with hermit
monks who attended in liturgical services quite seldom. The theoretical
explanation could be given from two opposite angles. According to the
mainstream of Christian tradition, the mystical reality present in the sacraments of
the Church should never be measured by personal feelings, which are seen as
unworthy to confirm divine mysteries; and to criticise the effect of the

3 See above, p- 73, 231.

" Rumi comments on disciples who are in love with a ‘foolish sheikh’: “If misguided and
misdirected love for a phantom can produce ecstasy, still it is nothing like the mutual love enjoyed
with a real beloved.” Rumi: Fihi-ma-Fihi (discourse 43), 287.
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sacramental elements, the most precious thing in the life of the Church, would in
fact mean to criticise Christianity itself. But on the other hand, if the mystics
experienced the Divine presence directly, it is hard to justify a need to experience
it through the (symbolism of) liturgical and sacramental life.

It is interesting that in the Sufi corpus we encounter a similar position
concerning congregational prayer. Mystical experiences do not take place, but
even cease, during ritual prayers. The Sufi sessions such as sama‘, however, are
psychophysical dramas in a very concrete sense.

Curiously, the only reference to the liturgical beauty of the Syrian
Church is — perhaps — made by Ibn “Arabi who through his obscure symbolism
(see p. 213-214) may refer to a liturgical experience. (It would in fact be a quite
natural, and not uncommon, phenomenon that liturgical beauty more easily
touches those who are less accustomed to it.) But in the end, we must once more
refer to the total character of monasticism: if we adopt a broader definition of
‘psychophysical drama’, the whole ascetic life of a monk or hermit can surely be
considered as one.

' This is in fact in line with the view expounded by Scharfstein (1973, 112): “ Mystical training,
when long and complicated, has the nature of a psychophysical drama. It is slow, setbacks
interrupt it, and during its progress mind and body injure and aid one another. When the ascension
is ended, the mystic looks back and discerns the plot of the drama he has enacted.”
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4.2. Common Features

4.2.1. Purification

The discourses of both the Syriac and Sufi traditions interrelate the experience to
an extensive ascetic paradigm in which inner purification from all variations of
selfishness is essential, down to a person’s motives and the deepest impulses of
the will. The best sections of the ascetic discourse concerning the ways to attain
purification cannot avoid convincing the reader at least of the fact that the pursuit
is honest — and often ineffectual, as Christian authors indicate every now and then
by making bitter remarks with regard to their misfortunes and constant sinfulness,
as do the Sufis with their emphasis on yearning.

One example of the common ascetic ideas is the concept of ‘repentance’

16
”*® and as constant

(tawba), which as a “dynamic principle of radical reorientation
inner purification, rather than as a definitive act of conversion, is very similar in
both Sufism and Syriac (and Greek) Christianity. It is not necessary here,
however, to go into the details of the homiletics of ascetic psychology. The
essential point is that in both traditions ecstatic experiences belong to the latter
phases of the path, for those who have been purified in the ascetic struggle. (An
exception to this is the Sufi custom of producing ecstasy by almost unfailing

methods like dancing and whirling.)

4.2.2. The Autonomous Character of the Experience

Both traditions agree that pure ecstasy is not a product of striving or human effort
but it occurs suddenly and autonomously, “outside of choice and will”. The
experience is essentially something given from outside, called a ‘gift” in both
traditions. Its autonomous character is indicated made by references by Syrians to
“sudden visitations of Grace”, as well as Sufi exhortations “to wait for its own
arrival”."’

This aspect should not, it seems to me, be passed over as merely an
obligatory feature of a religious language game, for this is one of the fundamental
aspects of the discourse, and the portrayals of the experiences in question have a
strong flavour of lived and experienced reality. In fact most authors cannot be
considered in any sense mere reiterators of conventional self-evident formulas:

they are at their best profound and original (Isaac of Nineveh, John of Dalyatha,

1° A definition formulated by G. Béwering (1999, 45).
'7 See above, p. 131-132, 228-229,
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Niffari, Ghazali), sometimes even critical and objective thinkers (Hujwiri,
Ghazali, Barhebraeus). The awareness of the impure motives and effects of the
lower soul is widely present in their thinking, which sets limits to the easiest
psychological interpretations of the ecstatic readings.

4.2.3. The Inexpressible Expressed — the Problem and Solutions

It is essentially the same set of difficulties that thinkers in both traditions
encountered in their effort to find a public language for their inner states, which
cannot be assigned the criteria of identity from without. In practice this means that
the same phenomenon may be referred to with divergent signs and the divergent
phenomena with the same sign. Some authors were more concerned and more
deeply aware of the problem than others. Practically all the authors make remarks
on the ineffable and inexpressible character of the experience, and at least Isaac of
Nineveh presents quite explicitly the idea of a generally prevailing free variation
of the signs of inner states in the mystic discourse.

“Free variation” does not mean that the texts are incomprehensible, but it
does mean that after a certain point (or within a certain field, to use a more
appropriate image) the understanding is essentially dependent on the subject and
on one’s manner of comprehending, outlining and analysing the signs used. It
seems, however, that this problem was not always fully understood in 20th—century
theological studies, where one often finds the tendency to approach such
discourses as if there was an objective and commensurable system embedded in it,
the aim of the scholar being merely to discover the “right” code and thereby
interpret the text with the aid of “reconstructed semantic points”, as if all the
terms had an exact reference and universal significance within the mystics’
discourse, only waiting to be found.

Nevertheless, the ecstatic phenomenon is, and remains, essentially non-
linguistic, and this aspect cannot be overemphasised. The topic — mystical
experience — is something which “no one knows from books or from hearing, but
only from his own experience”,'® but which must, if any communication is
intended, be subjected to language, to its vocabulary and conceptual system. The
fact that this universal philosophical problem is common to both traditions, alone
largely explains why the images used of the experience end up being very similar.

The similarity of the images, however, does not inevitably imply
similarity in the nature or in the causes of the experiences: it may result from a
kind of semantic necessity. It is natural that in both movements the images were
picked up from the cultural context, where there was a limited number of
alternative states suitable for points of comparison for extraordinary states of

'® Mingana/'Abdiso", 157 (150a).
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mind: mainly drunkenness and sleep, and perhaps falling in love'” (the selection is
in fact still about the same today). Sleep, due to its surreal nature, was probably
felt to be a somewhat uncomfortable point of comparison,” so that drunkenness
was left as more or less the only way to illustrate the transformed state of
consciousness. Both traditions indeed use much symbolism of wine and
drunkenness, as well as terms derived from ordinary sensing like that of ‘tasting’.
Massignon bases the Sufi symbolism of ‘wine’ and ‘cup’ on the Qur’an,*' but
these are universal concepts to be freely invented by any writer, and it is
unnecessary to trace them back to any “influence”. This also applies to the
symbolism of fire and light, which are to be found in the Bible as well as in the
Qur’am.22

Ineffability seems to lead to two seemingly contradictory conclusions: at
the general (theoretical) stage we end up with the incommensurability of the
discourses, but at the stage of particulars there is similarity of symbolism. The
former is due to the lack of exact terms, the latter to the existence of imprecise
approximations, limited in amount.

4.2.4. The Epistemological Function

Both traditions employ the concept of knowledge in a typical pre-Cartesian
manner, that is, in a slipshod way. It is discussed in a wide variety of senses, most
of which refer to something outside the scientific (in the ancient or modern sense)
concept of knowledge. Many of the usages are basically identical. Both traditions
present the ‘knowledge’ in question as given, not acquired; both connect it with
contemplation and identify it with ecstasy in one way or another. This already
makes it clear that both ida ta and ma rifa are better understood as ‘gnosis’ or
‘mystical knowledge’, for neither is certain “knowledge” in the modern sense.

If we were to go into the details of mystical knowledge, however, we
would evidently encounter endless variation in detail between the traditions, since
the Sufis in particular give varying definitions among themselves — or ones that
are contradictory to their own definitions, or definitely paradoxical statements.

The main point for our approach is that both traditions present the
ecstatic experiences as influences that expand the consciousness, widen the
understanding, and deliver some kind of ‘knowledge’ concerning the spiritual
dimension, the creation and the causality between these two. The cognitive

' Isaac of Niniveh makes beautiful use of the analogy in homily 33 (Bedjan: Perfectione
Religiosa, 218-224),

% In the present corpus only one Sufi dares to compare the *mystery of annihilation” with sleep
that “resembles the states of the next world”. (Chittick 1992, 100.) The standard analogy in both
traditions was that “sleep may be compared to death, vigil should be compared to life”
(Barhebraeus: Ethikon I, 3:3).

! Massignon 1954, 108.

2 Massignon 1954, 108; Qur'an 24:35, 28:29.
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component of the experience is connected with the transcendent reality in such an
elementary way that it might in fact function properly as an argument in favour of
the existence of the causa efficiens (i.e. God) behind the experience.

The main difference in the use of the concept seems to be that according
to the Sufi emphasis, ‘knowledge’ deals with the attributes of God, while the
Syriac authors do not state this explicitly, the attributes not being a central topic in
Christian theology . The Syriac authors, on the other hand, make great use of the
concept of sukkale, single entities of gnosis, being delivered in the experience,
and this use is unparalleled in Sufism.

The most fruitful way to comprehend the concept of mystical knowledge
in both cases, it seems to me, is to see it as a perspective, a way of knowing and as
a contemplative attitude rather than as ‘knowledge’ in the discursive sense.
Consequently, it would often be more accurate to comprehend gnosis as
“understanding” or even “widening of consciousness” than as “knowledge”, a way
of looking rather than an object of looking.

On the other hand, the fact that the authors avoid giving any actual
content to the mystical knowledge may sometimes give the impression that
“gnosis” had become a homiletic typos that a mystical author was supposed to
refer to every now and then.
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4.3. Implicit Differences

Perhaps the most important observations made during the analysis of the two
corpora with the present approach were that (a) the greater the number and variety
of sources available, the less there will remain differences between the traditions
on the level of (symbolic and analytical) expression, as remarked above, and (b)
the wider the sampling, the more there will show up differences in the level of
interpretation where the discourses orientate themselves in totally different
directions under the conditioning of the religious context.

Besides the technical dimensions of expression, another fundamental new
phase introduced into Sufi discourse is poetical expression. Syriac Christian
poetry, a bountiful field indeed, encompasses biblical, liturgical, eulogistic and
theological topics of many kinds, but the actual mystical experience as a poetic
topic and motif remains a typical Sufi feature. Sufi poetry displays an endless
reservoir of symbols with no equivalents or examples in Syriac metatheology. The
greatness of Sufi poetry — among all world literature — is, however, based not only
on its originality or volume, but on the fact that it is at its best extraordinary
beautiful, not only because it is fluent in form (Arabic poetry always is) but also
touching in content (Arabic poetry is not always necessarily so!).

Concerning the distinctive features of both traditions on a general level, I
would describe Syriac discourse as simpler and more sincere. The authors’ touch
is more down-to-earth (if such an expression is appropriate in this context!). Sufi
discourse is more concealing — mystical — which results, for instance, in a certain
dimming of the difference of categories of expression and interpretation of the
experience. (This caused me some difficulties in determining the nature or
function of certain expressions.)

Sufi discourse is in many respects clearly more intelligent in its definition
of categories, conceptual differentiations and various abstracted dimensions.
Nevertheless, if one tries to discover the basic qualities of the experience itself,
the Sufi material is, generally speaking, less fruitful than the more open and vivid
descriptions in the Syriac sources.

On the other hand, the disadvantages of the lack of abstraction are also
evident: many interesting aspects remain untouched by the Syriac authors, who,
for instance, do not discuss the concept of time, either in general or in relation to
mystical experiences. Philosophical ideas penetrated into Sufism in a deeper way
than was ever the case with Syriac metatheology.

The abstract discourse of the Islamic mystical authors, on the other hand,
has also had remarkable consequences in the historical perspective, for it has
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greatly developed the Islamic literary languages — not only Arabic and Persian but
also Turkish and the Indo-Muslim languages (Sindhi, Panjabi, Urdu, Pashto).”

It is impossible to make a comparison of the traditions in great detail
here, due to the variation within each corpus. There are variations in style: John of
Dalyatha is a master of beautiful expression and has a much more artistic touch
than other Syrians, and on the Sufi side the ideas of Ibn ‘Arabi soar to even higher
spheres. Both traditions also have their black sheep who have difficulties in
remaining within the flock of orthodoxy (Stephen bar Sudhaile, Niffari).

4.3.1. The Intention of the Discourse

As noted above many times, Syriac and Sufi writings have a different orientation:
the former are answers and exhortations written by ascetics to fellow-ascetics of a
like disposition, but the latter are general doctrinal constructions intended mainly
for outsiders. The Sufi classics seem to portray Sufi experience in a more abstract
and therefore more superficial way than Syriac literature. This is in fact a good
reason to question the whole idea of comparison, to consider whether it does full
justice to either tradition.

The very position itself, however, can be considered as a result in itself.
Its mere existence in fact symbolises certain profound differences between
Christianity and Islam.** The different intention of the texts may even be
considered as an indicator of the fundamental variance between the two religions.
Since it seems reasonable to estimate that the present corpus of texts represents
the most significant line in the thought of both mystical traditions, we face the
question: why did the Christian ascetics have little if any need to make endless
apologies to their hierarchy, as the Sufis encountered recurrent friction with
Islamic orthodoxy?

4.3.2. The Attitude towards “the World”

The fact that Christian ascetics did not feel the need to make apologies for
asceticism to their own orthodox leadership, is an outcome of the different early
history, different ideals, and in that sense of the different essence of the religions
in question. The process of the formation of early Christianity left behind a

* Schimmel 1975, 33.

** One may wonder whether a discussion of “Christianity” and “Islam” is meaningful at all, due to
the indefiniteness of the concepts. The best way to focus such a problem, it seems to me, is to state
that the heart of a religion is to be found in its earliest ideals, from which all else — its earliest
practices as well as its latter ideals — is derived or developed.
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heritage of a sectarian movement of “protest” suitable for a minority group with
its idea of “withdrawal from the world”, such as the ascetics in their own way
tried to maintain. In the case of Islam, however, the emphasis was from the very
beginning of its chronology (4ijra) not on individual but on communal, collective
forms of religion (which, of course, do not exclude individual religious
enthusiasm).

Even though during its long history Christianity could not avoid a certain
shift towards a “national religion”, it is reasonable to consider the earliest forms of
a religion as its “true nature” (the churches call themselves ‘apostolic’!), and in
that sense it should be evident that Christianity by its inner logic offers a suitable
basis for asceticism, while Islam since its very emergence has been more inclined
to function as a state religion. On the practical level this is manifested in the fact
that the Christian mystics could in many cases interpret their sacred texts (NT)
more literally than the Sufis. Especially the radical commandments of the Gospels
provide a short cut to asceticism when interpreted literally.

Compared with Syriac asceticism, the Sufi classics present a kind of
rationalised asceticism that is purified from a few extreme features that may
appear somewhat pathological. In the Sufi classics the ideas of staying awake
through the night, celibacy and seclusion do not come even close to the position
they have in Syriac literature. (Naturally, for any such generalisation there are
exceptional cases to be found as well.)

The obvious advantage of the Sufi paradigm is that mystical experience
is not reserved for a small (celibate) spiritual elite only, but is approachable for
every man; Sufi ecstasy, compared with the mainline of Oriental Christian
thought, is for “laymen”.

4.3.3. Taxonomy

Sufi discourse largely follows the models of expression found in Syriac
metatheology, but in the field of interpretation Sufism sovereignly surpassed its
precursors. This is the most remarkable difference between the structure of the
discourses. In Sufism the interpretation of the experience is refined into more
theoretical and technical categories, to the extent that the actual character of the
experience seems to remain unapproachable behind the complicated terminology.
Syriac metatheology never produced such an inherent technical vocabulary, the
discussion of the terms and their definitions being almost completely absent, and
since the types of states were not “terminologised”, there consequently emerged
no comparison of states either.

For example, Isaac of Nineveh, with his conception of ‘abandonment’
(mestagbaniita), comes close to starting a technical discussion on various states
and is delayed only by his lack of intention for a more abstract discourse that
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would be more dependent on terms — certainly not by his lack of ability to engage
in more abstract reasoning.

Generally speaking, Oriental Christian asceticism has not been
favourable soil for very speculative mysticism (cf. Kabbalah, theosophical
Sufism, Ikhwan al-Safa’ etc.). On the contrary, in the Syriac tradition even the
most ecstatic seers are unwilling to develop linguistic systems about “processes of
emanation” or “primordial lights”. Theoretical speculation was presumably felt to
be a man-made structure, and as such quite worthless when compared with the
divine reality experienced in the ascetic life. Consequently, there may be found
remarks with even a slight hint of jeering at over-speculative theoretical systems
of mysticism.

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your mind, and your
neighbour as yourself. This is the exercise which brings men nigh unto God, and

this is the short way in which there are no ascents or descents (Joseph the Seer).”

Do not be like those who love to hear descriptions of various things; rather be
eager for the words spoken by the perfect, which will show what is the way of life
of the perfect (John of Apamea).”®

Similar homiletics naturally occur in Sufi literature as well, and perhaps even
more often, but certainly with less effect. Are there any reasons for this difference
in the theoretical interests? The philosophical set of concepts would have been
available to the Syriac metatheologians as well — indeed, it was the Syrian
Christians who introduced philosophy to the Arabs — so the basic reason seems to
be that the metatheologians simply lacked interest in theoretical speculation.

This basic fact perhaps gained support from a few linguistic factors.
Firstly, despite the claims of various traditions, there is no Christian holy tongue.
The Bible itself was written in three languages, yet the words of Christ were not,
with a few exceptions, preserved in the original Aramaic, and the Christians of the
Near East have used, and continue to use, several®’ literary and liturgical
languages. These facts are apt to diminish, indirectly at least, the sanctity of each
language and thereby prevent the over-scrutinising of its vocabulary. Secondly,
Syriac vocabulary is not as abundant as that of Arabic, and the possibilities of
word derivation are less numerous, so therefore it would be a less favourable
background for playing with words.

» Mingana/Joseph, 178 (86a, p. 256).

%6 The Syriac text in Malpaniita d-abbahata, 38; English translation from Brock: Syriac

Fathers, 91.

" The classical languages of Oriental Christians are Greek, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian and
Ethiopic; the first three have been largely replaced by Arabic. Persian was also tentatively used as
a literary language, but without a real tradition of Christian Persian literature. Modern Christian
authors employ Arabic, English and French, the use of Syriac being preserved in monasteries.
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Nevertheless, it is evident that the Syriac authors most acquainted with
the sciences (Simon the Graceful, Barhebraeus) are distinguished by a more
theoretical approach, but even in their cases the terms do not acquire intrinsic
value. The Syriac author with the most terminology-centred approach is probably
Sahdona, who here and there introduces subjects by their names and engages in
Sufi-like homiletics where the concept may be praised even at the expense of its
content.”® Yet even he does not aim to produce new concepts or new technical
usages for the old ones.

As for Sufi taxonomy, one of its consequences is the tendency to make
comparisons, which is deeply absorbed in Sufi discourse. Not only are the various
states presented by constituting them in relation to each other, but the tendency is
rooted in other contexts as well. Even Kalabadhi’s chapter on Angels and
Messengers™ is a discussion on the preference: which of these, and of the
different ranks of believers, are to be considered worthier than others. This kind of
discussion is totally absent from the Syriac Fathers. The irony is that Islam is
essentially a religion of equality, while the Christian churches are known for their
hierarchy and ranks. Perhaps the spiritual authors in both traditions represent an
unconscious counter-reaction to the standards of their religion.

8 For example, in Oeuvres Spirituelles I, 4:3 Sahdona praises ‘love’ so that it “surpasses in
greatness all good works” — as if love and good works could actually be contrasted or even
separated. On ‘solitude’ he even states explicitly that ”in its name all beauties are hidden”
(Oeuvres Spirituelles I, 3:165).

** Kalabadhi: Kitab al-Ta'arruf, 41-43; Arberry: Doctrine of the Sufis, 53-55.
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4.4. Explicit Differences

4.4.1. Causa Efficiens

Among the effective causes of the mystical experience there are several
differences to be found. Evidently, the difference between the Islamic God (allah)
and the Christian God (Father, Son, Holy Spirit) is present in the discourse both
implicitly and explicitly. Since the Syriac authors, however, did not concentrate
on speculation concerning the roles of the divine Persons in the mystical
experience, the verifiable difference is not here as striking as one might expect.
There are indeed places where Jesus or the (Holy) Spirit is presented as the giver
of experience, but several Syriac expressions would in fact also be acceptable in
Sufi discourse, albeit with divergent connotations (‘Spirit’, ‘mercy’). And vice
versa, some Sufi expressions (‘power of the Spirit’) would be possible in Syriac
discourse. The most famous Sufi attribute of God as the causa efficiens is ‘the
Truth’ (al-haqq), which as a biblical attribute of Christ would be applicable in
Syriac discourse as well.

The interpretation of experience as an effect of ‘grace’ (taybiita) is a
peculiarly Christian emphasis, which is well in line with the biblical tradition of
St. Paul. Yet it is good to recall that the whole concept of grace in the Semitic
languages does not have definite “juridical” connotations but is hyponymous with
love and compassion.

Perhaps more surprisingly, ‘love’ and ‘beauty’ are posited as the cause of
mystical experience with considerable frequency in the Syriac corpus,’” but
extremely seldom in the Sufi one. In this respect Sufi prose works do not
correspond to the reputation of Sufi poetry.

Nevertheless, the most striking difference in this category is the case of
angelic beings. Angels are present in Sufi discourse as well, but the Syriac authors
only represent the mystical experiences as an outcome of angelic activity.’' The
angels provoking fiery experiences is also in accordance with the traditional
Judaeo-Christian concept of angels as fiery beings (the seraphim in Is. 6:1-4).

Accordingly, the role of the devil is also different.*? For Sufis the devil is
a somewhat impersonal character, an instrument of God’s anger, who is able to
affect believers only by ‘whisperings’, sinful inspiration, as the Syriac authors
present the devil as an enemy who is a potential source of deceiving visions. The

*% See above, p. 134-135.

*! See above, p. 137.

*2 The difference, it seems to me, might be even more striking if the comparison was with the
Greek Orthodox tradition.
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difference continues in the tradition of the sacred writings.* In the Qur’an the
sovereignty of Allah is stressed to the extent that there is no power whatsoever left
for the devil.**

4.4.2. The Enabling Cause

The differences in the principles described above become concrete in the
discourse on the enabling reasons of the experience. Silence and solitude,
presented in Syriac metatheology as the most important and necessary prerequisite
for the experience, are not mentioned at all among the preconditions for acquiring
the experience in Sufi discourse. The collective ecstatic methods (sama’, dance)
aroused strict disagreements in the Islamic context, but in the context of the
Christian admiration for silence it would be absolutely impossible even to discuss
them. If the Sufi ideal is to be outwardly in the company of men and distant from
them inwardly,” Christian monks would surely express the matter vice versa.*®
The language used with reference to the remembrance of God (‘uhdana,
dhikr) is occasionally matching to a surprising extent: remembrance is presented
in both traditions not only as an act but as a continuous state. Nevertheless, it is
remarkable that the Syriac texts do not recommend any repetitive formulas.’’

4.4.3. The Concept of ‘Ecstasy’

The difference between the words signifying ‘ecstasy’, or its approximation,
raises questions. Is it only an etymological accident that the literal basic meaning
of ‘ecstasy’ is ‘wonder’ in Syriac, but ‘finding’ in Arabic? The former could be
explained either as a semantic borrowing from Greek, or as an internal Syriac
development arising from the sense of wonderment in the experience itself, or
most probably, as an interaction between these two processes. The basic attitude
before God is that of wonder, an intentional state with no limit.

* In the “local dualism” of the New Testament Satan is “the prince of this world” who has “come
to kill and destroy” (John 10:10, 12:31, 14:30).

* For further discussion, Finnish readers may consult my article on the Islamic devil compared
with the devil in the Christian and Jewish traditions: Kivitetty saatana — paholainen Koraanissa ja
islamissa (Logos 2/1998).

3> Qusayri: Risala, 102; Principles of Sufism, 20.

%% Namely, if the “inward presence with men” is understood, as is indicated by the social function
of the experience, as a cause of love for mankind.

*7 The Greek hesychasm, with its famous Jesus prayer and other formulas, arose at a later date,
when Syrian monasticism was already in decline.
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In the case of wajd it is possible to find an explanation in the sense ‘to
encounter’ of the verb wajada. At least for Finnish readers this should be an
elucidatory point, since in Finnish an ecstatic uncontrolled (pathological)
experience can be referred to as kohtaus (‘a fit”), literally: ‘an encounter’. The
same explanation can also be traced in the relationships between a few English
concepts. Namely, the word ‘shock’, commonly used of a kind of ecstatic state,
can also be used in the sense of ‘crashing’; and on the other hand, ‘encounter’ in
the negative sense may signify ‘clash’; and, to pull the strings together, the
semantic fields of ‘clash’ and ‘crash’ have a common sector, and in that way
ecstasy as ‘shock’ and ‘encounter’ are related phenomena. In any case, it is
essential to note that both the Syriac and the Arabic concepts imply the existence
of the other, someone that is ‘wondered at’ or ‘encountered’ — or ‘found’.

The meaning of ‘finding’ for ecstatic experience also provides an
interpretative sense with obvious aesthetic merit: the yearning and search for God
end up in finding, in ecstasy. And moreover, the fact that in Arabic wajada in the
sense of ‘finding’ also has the meaning of ‘existing’, provides a firm basis for
ontological speculation as to the true nature of existence, i.e. God, being present
(found, encountered) in ecstasy. Because of all these connotations, wajd is a very
fruitful concept for expressing ecstasy, albeit technical in character and somewhat
conventional in its use compared with Arabic outside Sufism.

The symbolic signs of the experience contain a few specific features.™®
For some reason, ‘fragrance’ (réhd) seems to be a predominantly Syriac
expression. A linguistic reason for this might be the close etymological and
phonetic connection between the words réha and ritha, the connotation of which
has special theological significance in the Christian context, since the latter is
regularly used of the divine Person of the Holy Spirit. A practical parallel to the
quality of fragrance is to be found in hagiographic literature, where a precious
odour is a general motif in the stories of relics of saints. In the Syriac tradition a
beautiful odour has commonly been connected with Paradise®” and hence with the
world to come, but this does not fully explain the Syriac dominance in the use of
the concept, for the absence of a Sufi equivalent as a sign of ecstatic experience
remains unexplained (Sufis have Paradise on their minds as well).

Almost all the other symbolic signs used in Syriac have a parallel in Sufi
works, as seen above, but the Sufi works do contain a large number of concepts
unknown in Syriac metatheology. Most of the specific Sufi terms that have no
Syriac counterpart (fana’, ghayba), are unparalleled simply because in Syriac the
interpretation of the experience did not develop as far as in Sufism. There have

3% As far as I can see, Greek Orthodox monastic writings contain basically the same symbols as the
Syriac tradition, the most noteworthy “addition” being katavuEs, a distinctively Greek symbol
meaning ‘stupefaction’, literally “act of pricking’, from the verb vicow “to prick’.

** E.g. Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso 6:4, where the vision of Paradise made the author drunk with
its fragrance. Isaac of Nineveh (Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 577) tells beautifully how animals
become tame when recognising in saints the smell of Paradise which had been lost in the Fall and
regained in the advent of Christ.
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been scholars (e.g. Nicholson) who have endeavoured to trace counterparts for
fand' and ghayba in Hindu terminology, but Massignon has correctly pointed out
that the use of these terms is so complex and ambiguous that exact parallels with
Indian concepts cannot be maintained.*’

4.4.4. Causa Finalis

The category of causa finalis contains at least four basic differences in emphasis,
the first two being due to certain deficiencies in Sufi discourse. It must be stressed
that I do not claim that these features are utterly absent from Sufi thought, but that
they do not occur in the discourse in connection with mystical-ecstatic
experiences.

When we look at the causa finalis as a psychological matter, there is one
noteworthy difference in the emphases of the interpretation of the experience. The
Sufis, perhaps surprisingly, do not stress the purifying character of the ecstatic
experience, even though they do disclose its consuming effect. Instead, the present
sources stress that the purification depends on deeds, on obedience to the law, and
on the ascetic methods.*!

Another surprise is contained in the social function of the experience. In
spite of the “worldly” character of Sufism, and in spite of the fact that the works
are intended for a wide public, the Sufi classics seem to lack the social function of
ecstatic experience as a cause of love for one’s fellow-men — even though there
was an evident opening for such an explanation to justify abnormal experiences in
an appealing manner. In Sufi texts there is certainly much discussion about love in
general and the love of God in particular, but this is practically never connected
with discussion as to how to show love towards men. A curiosity in this respect is
that the Sufis find the archetype of the soul that is annihilated completely to God
in Muhammad at the actual battle of Badr: “It is not ye who slew them; it was
Allah”.** In Syrian monastic thinking, or in any early Christian context, the idea
of a warrior-saint fighting in an earthly battle under the highest possible spiritual
influence would have been totally inappropriate.

When considering the causa finalis as a theological phenomenon, there is
again some difference in emphasis. Firstly, there is variation in the eschatological
function. Both traditions interpret experience as a reflection of the existential
states of the other side, but there is a clear difference in how the eschatologies of
the interpretations are focused. In Syriac metatheology mystical experiences
strongly prefigure the states of the world to come, but in Sufi discourse it is the

1 Massignon (1954, p. 93): “ce sont des termes complexes, par trop amphibologiques”.

' E.g. Qusayri: Risala, 67; Early Islamic Mysticism, 120; see above, p. 193, 218-223, 250-251.
2 Qur'an 8:17 according to Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s translation. For Sufi interpretation, see Chittick
1992, 46; Kalabadhi: Kitab al-ta'arruf, 77 (tr. 100), 91 (tr. 119) and Schimmel 1975, 144,
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pre-existent states that in fact receive more attention.” The difference in the
eschatological emphasis is not necessarily due to the sacred Scriptures, the Qur’an
and the NT both having an eschatological emphasis, but somehow the Syriac
authors seem to have been orientated in a more immediate relation to the
hereafter, which is reflected in their (descriptions of their) experiences. This is in
fact not surprising if we consider absolute withdrawal from the world as a
psychological reality and context for the experience: the monks lived in the
constant expectation of the world to come. The Sufi preference for insistence on
the doctrine of the pre-existence of the soul fits in with the esoteric character of
the movement.

Secondly, Sufi discussion of the ontological function inevitably begins to
differ somewhat from the corresponding Christian discourse, but this difference is
mainly present implicitly. The Syriac authors were practically free to use images
of unification* without attracting any special attention. The most essential
underlying explanation is that all of these images, albeit open to various
interpretations, are more or less adaptations of the main theme of Eastern
Christian thought: “The Word became flesh that we might be deified”.* For
example, John of Dalyatha’s analogy of God as the food and nourishment of those
who love him,* does not in fact differ from the standard sacramental symbolism
of the Eastern Churches. Already the Apostolic expression “to be filled with the
Holy Spirit” is an image that introduces a Person of the Divinity into a human
subject. For example, according to Sahdona, God has

mingled (helat) our spirit with his Spirit, and mixed (mezag) into our bodies the
gift of his grace, causing the fire of the Holy Spirit to burst into flames in us."’

In Islamic thinking, however, any “uniting” poses a challenge to its fundamental
doctrine, the solemn and unchallenged fawhid, which means that the most
courageous interpretations are inevitably in confrontation with the main principles
of dogmatic theology. The position means that the discourse has to acquire
speculative features or develop scabrous subjects such as ecstatic utterances or
ambiguous poetry. The way in which Sufi discourse treats images of unification is
somewhat puzzling: on the one hand, unification is condemned as an impossible

# See above, p. 265-266.

# See above, p. 140.

* The formulation comes from the “Father of Orthodoxy”, Athanasius of Alexandria (d. 373). A
thousand years later Gregory Palamas specified the meaning of theosis as participation in the
Divine energies, not in the Divine Essence, but during the period concentrated on in this study, the
differentiation was not always made. It might be tempting to suggest that this differentiation was
indirectly influenced by Islamic theology, but it seems that there is no actual evidence for such
influence. The question was an internal Christian on

e, and the influence came, albeit negatively, from the West with Catholic scholasticism.

1 Beulay: La Collection des lettres de Jean de Dalyatha, 45:2 (pp. 452-453).

*7 Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles I11, 8:64. mdamana ~K&dans\, - literally “grace of his
gift”.
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and heretical error, yet on the other hand, it is admired, praised and pursued.
Perhaps the matter itself is perceived as true and proper, but the language referring
to it is thought of as insufficient and misleading and therefore inappropriate?
However, the problem is also dependent on the esoteric nature of Sufism. Perhaps
the concept of union, as well as that of “ineffability” itself, in mystical discourse
should be taken as a paradoxical concept: non-propositional, truth-like predicate,
both true and false at the same time,"® and as such a suitable concept for
meditation.

In the Christian context ‘God’ (allahd) is a common name, and the
(Syriac-speaking) authors are more easily able to call people both ‘god’ and
‘divine’ (allahaya). In the case of Islam, however, allah developed de facto into a
proper name, and its use in other senses diminished.

Obviously God is closer to man in Christian thinking because of the
Incarnation (God became man). This position indirectly allows
anthropomorphisms and favours bold language on perceiving the Divine, like the
expressions of seeing Him repeatedly used by Sahdona. This may be illustrated
with a sentence from Sahdona’s Arabic version: in kunta turidu an tanzhur allah,
“if you only want to behold God”, which looks curiously like Niffari’s heretical
expressions.*’

Nevertheless, it must also be stated that the Christian view of the
individual’s unity with the Divine has its limits as well, the main concern of
which are eschatological: the doctrine of apokatastasis, formulated by Origen and
condemned at the Council of Constantinople in 553, indicates the ultimate
restoration of all created beings. Of our sources it is The Book of the Holy
Hierotheos alone which explicitly restores even the fallen angels into union and
fusion with God’s Essence.

4.4.5. Manifestation

Mystical experience is manifested in both traditions as physical reactions that
seem to a large extent similar. However, especially in this very case it is not
useful to make detailed, comprehensive comparisons about the details with the aid
of textual material where references to the physical manifestation are quite
incidental. In the light of the general emphasis of the accounts, however, we may
point out two diverging emphases. Firstly, the Christians evidently did weep
more: even if we counted most references to the shedding of tears as a homiletic

* Cf. B.K. Matilal 1992, 153.

¥ Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles IV, p. 103. Other interesting Christian usages of Arabic
vocabulary include jikad in its spiritual meaning: “There are three degrees in which Liberty acts
and works, and there is combat in all of them. But the most frequent fight is in the middle degree,
because there are obstacles that multiply the struggle (jihad)” (ibid. p. 104).
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typos, subject to hyperbole, a great deal indeed would remain. Secondly, it is also
evident that all the most radical manifestations, such as the rending of garments,
withstanding fire, dying in ecstasy, belong to an exclusive Sufi domain; nothing in
fact could be more alien from the Christian point of view.

4.4.6. Ecstatic Utterances

The ecstatic utterances of Sufism, compared with the paradoxical and
philosophically orientated abstract formulations of the experiences of “unity”
found in many other religious traditions, are as if incarnated: their contents have
acquired concrete applications that have developed somewhat unequalled depth in
the personal dimension.

The defiant and provocative nature of the ecstatic utterances is even more
remarkable in the Islamic context, and their originality is further emphasised by
the fact that even the most radical Christian ascetic movements offer no parallels.
Therefore, the ecstatic utterances may be considered as the third substantial
renewal introduced to the discourse by the Sufis (the first two were the
technicality of interpretation and the refined poetic expression).

The very existence of ecstatic utterances calls for explanation. They
might be seen as a kind of “prophetic humour”, as protests against egoism,’’ as a
kind of revenge of emotion against rationality, or perhaps most accurately, as
counter-reactions to strictly juridical Islamic orthodoxy. Comparison with the
context of Oriental Christianity is also illustrative. The religion of Incarnation
may have been regarded by the Muslims as clearly mistaken in its theological
views on the dogmatic level, but still the mere existence of the Christian practices
and beliefs may have pointed out a certain lack of something in Islam, and this
may have unconsciously strengthened the spiritual pressure to express the
proximity of God and man in an unconditional way.

> The definition is derived from J. Himeen-Anttila’s forthcoming book Jumalasta juopuneet —
islamin mystiikan kdasikirja (Helsinki 2002).
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4.5. Parallels between the Traditions

Finally, I shall discuss in brief a question that has been, so to speak, waiting for us
between the lines. Namely, the aspects presented so far make one consider the
possibility of historical influences between the two traditions. These have been
seen from different angles by different scholars:

1. (Syriac scholar:) Sufism is “wholly based on the teaching and practices of the
Christian monks and ascetes... There is hardly any point in Islamic mysticism
which has not been borrowed from the main body of earlier Christian mystical
thought.”"

2. (Muslim scholar:) Syriac tradition is a parallel of interest rather than direct

source of influence... Plotinus is a likely inspiration to both schools.”

3. (European scholar:) Sufism is an endeavour to reproduce the experience of
Muhammad with some influences from Christian asceticism and Hellenistic

. . 53
mysticism.

Several features traditionally considered as typically Sufi occur more or less
frequently in Syriac works: wine, love, drunkenness, passionate yearning,54 and
the whole ecstatic phenomenon itself. The textual material of our corpora could
possibly have been arranged in such a way that the Sufi allegories of drunkenness
would have been ostensibly shown as the outcome of Christian influence. This
kind of hypothetical speculation, however, should have been constructed as if on
an empty space, and this would in fact also make the whole experience
questionable, as if the Sufis had been writing about their experiences dependent
on Syriac scrolls, which in turn would make the whole idea of ecstatic readings
senseless.

And moreover, what is an “influence”? In practice it implies a historical
causality between a Christian and a Sufi, which, however, can be shown
indisputably in extremely few cases. Usually we are able to find only parallel lines
of thought, which in a few exceptional cases’ may justify speaking of influences,
but on the other hand, the discussion of “influences” usually tends to distort the

> Mingana 1934, v.

>> A.H. Abdel-Kader from Al-Azhar University in Cairo, quoted from Abdel-Kader: The Life,
Personality and Writings of Al-Junayd (London 1962) by Colless 1968, 10.

>3 Nicholson 1974, 211-213.

*E.g AdA\A&x> in Sahdona: Oeuvres spirituelles I, 3:147.

> Barhebraeus adopted the disposition of al-Ghazali’s Ihya into his Ethikon and filled it with
Christian material, albeit admitting a considerable amount of Islamic questioning into his
presentation. A full comparison has been given by Teule in Appendix I to his translation of
Ethikon.
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perspective by minimising intuition, inspiration, inventiveness and creativity. And
as far as something has been borrowed, it is mainly ideals (virtues, aims), and this
kind of borrowing may take place unnoticeably and unconsciously.

In other words, if one wishes to talk about influences, one should show
not only parallels in content but the channels of transmission as well. One
interesting general observation in this respect deserves to be pointed out. The 9™
century is considered as a period of mass conversions from Syriac-speaking
Christianity to Islam. Whatever the exact number of conversions, it is statistically
probable that many of the 10" or 11"-century Sufis were grandchildren of
Christians. In other words, some of our authors perhaps had Christian (great-)
grandparents. If this be the case, it is inevitable that some ideals and values — or
religious needs — had been transmitted even unconsciously inside the family from
one generation to another. This of course is far from transmission of the details of
Syriac scrolls, not least because the whole of Syriac literature was almost entirely
a monastic product and in that sense non-hereditary.

Regardless of this kind of causally derived influences, in the most
general sense of the word, the two discourses naturally contain an endless number
of common motives and topics. In the following I shall demonstrate several
interesting types of parallels between Sufism and Oriental Christianity (without
providing evidence of a causal relation between them).

Firstly, there are parallels in which a causal historical connection is
possible and even probable, the parallel being of a detailed and non-universal
nature. Examples are provided in the hadith-collections that contain numerous
maxims which probably originated in the Christian kerygma, but the fact that they
were transmitted orally means that the verification of causality always remains
disputable to some extent. Some such examples are present in the Sufi classics as
well. One of the most interesting parallels contains two seventh-century sayings,
but this case is exceptional in that the Islamic version slightly predates the Syriac
one:

Recollect God, that he may recollect you (Isaac of Nineveh).*

Recollect Me, and I will recollect you (Sirat al-bagara).’’

Most probably there is a centuries’ old Syriac kerygma behind both, but still the
idea could also have been created by any religious thinker. In any case, the
remembrance of God is one of the common ideals of the Syriac Fathers and the
Sufis.

As another example I would suggest the secret name of God, a famous
topos in Islamic thinking, yet discussed by John of Dalyatha, who argues that
firstly there are the disclosed names that God has given for His glory — obviously
those revealed in the sacred books — but these are all insufficient “since all

*® Bedjan: Perfectione Religiosa, 72; Wensinck: Mystic Treatises, 50.
T Qur’an 2:152; Qusayri: Risala, 210.
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appellations and names are inferior” to the greatness of God, and so John proceeds
to allude to “the secret one that You in Your love have mysteriously given to
me”.’® How about the possibility of historical connection? It is not at all
unreasonable to think that the topic may have been broached by the East Syrian
monks in their contacts with the Arabs when the latter desired to hear about their
faith and the former did not wish to disclose it all (in order both to arouse interest
and to protect the mysteries of the faith).

Secondly, there are parallels where the historical connection is not
impossible but not probable either, and verification is impossible due to the lack
of relevant sources. For instance, St. Paul’s heavenly journey is a well-known
biblical account and a relatively widely used literary topos, which could have
been the model of Muhammad’s mi raj. We can at least imagine how the
transmission could have taken place through a monk teaching or telling tales to
Arabs who in turn were inspired, and the idea of a heavenly journey began to
develop in their minds — but this convinces only those who want to be convinced.

Thirdly, there are parallels where the influence is probable, but the matter
is so general that the verification of the causality is impossible due to its
indefiniteness. For example, the ideal of pain and suffering is a central Christian
motif, hardly existent in the Qur’an and early Islam, but strongly present in
Sufism.” The setting seems an obvious one for “influences”, but there still
remains the possibility that such an ideal may have developed within Islam
regardless of its Christian context. Another example of this category of parallels
could be Niffari’s twofold division of men into the ‘elect’ (khas) and the
‘common’ (‘am); both groups seem to have their own standard of salvation: the
standard understanding ( i/m) is “almost enough” for the common, but the elect
person perishes unless he acts on the principle that he is elect; the categories are
not predestined but a person may become elect by turning towards God. The
doctrine of two categories of believers is alien to early Islam, but it has an obvious
predecessor in Syriac spirituality, the clearest and earliest example being the
fourth-century Liber graduum.60

Fourthly, there are parallel motifs based on parallel lines of thought,
where “influence” is a completely unnecessarily supposition, but there may be a
kind of indirect causality: the authors in each tradition may have derived the idea
from the common cultural context or from the common monotheistic paradigm.
As an example [ would suggest the concept of spiritual deterioration, which is
ultimately based on the myth of “Paradise Lost”, represented by the purity of the
first saints of the tradition in question. Simeon the Graceful tells the story of a
man who brought precious perfume from China and gave it to his children. When
the actual perfume decreased, they added water and slowly adulterated it so that in
the end there was no odour left.

> Beulay: La Collection des lettres de Jean de Dalyatha, 47:7.
%% Schimmel 1982, 71-72.
% E.g. Niffari: Mawagif, 29:4-10. For Liber Graduum, see my Kerubin silmin, pp. 195-198.
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In this way the ancient fathers [...] delivered themselves to spiritual sacrifice,
implored Christ with sorrow and tears until they obtained the gift of grace, were
found worthy of spiritual knowledge, became the temple of God, wrought miracles
and became aware of the mystery of the revelations. The mystery, however,
deteriorated little by little in its transmission, until we alone remained, who have
only the name and the garb.*’

Jilani has practically the same teaching in his mind (without the bottle, however,
so that we are surely not justified in appealing to the concept of influence!):

The companions (of Muhammad) were in a state of spiritual rapture (kanu ahl al-
jadhba), by the power of the companionship of the Prophet. Later on this spiritual
level dissipated. It passed to the sheikhs of the divine path, which in turn divided
into many branches. It was divided into so many sections that the spiritual power
thinned and dispersed. In many cases all that was left was only an appearance

wrapped in the appearance of a spiritual teacher without any meaning.”

The same category of parallels might also be illustrated with Niffari’s two basic
principles on the recognition of the causa efficiens: (1) if the experience separates
the subject from the things that separate him from God, it is divine,*® and (2) if the
experience starts off in the right way but is consummated too early, before a man
has been “separated”, he should be afraid of deception (makr).** Both principles
are completely valid in the Christian context, but may of course develop
independently without any actual influence.

Fifthly, there are parallels where it is not a question of “influences” in the
historical sense but of the art of seeing parallel functions in the thought-world of
two traditions, i.e. meta-interpretation. This kind of parallel may be very
interesting, even if they were only creative inventions. For example, the analogy
between Christ and the Qur’an, both being the Word of God, is well known, but it
applies further to the Sufi devotion to Muhammad, which corresponds to the
Christian veneration of the Virgin Mary. Muhammad and Mary are seen as pure
vessels that carried the eternal Word of God and thereby conveyed salvation to
mankind. Both are also more important in popular devotion than orthodox
doctrine would de facto imply.

The phenomenon of "influence”, however, does not operate in parallels
only, but also in indirect and diverse ways, probably being manifested in a

%! Mingana/Simon, 26 (173b).

82 Jilani: Sirr al-Asrar, 141; the translation is a modified version of the one in Secret of Secrets,
119.

% Niffari: Mawagqif, 307.

0 S and elakad i3 elaeas Tanls el 1o LS “Whatever appears to you, and begins to
concentrate you before you have been severed, fear its deception.” Niffari: Mawagqif, 30:8.
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negative way too, as counter-reactions to the claims of another tradition. An
interesting detail in this respect is that Niffari presents a negation of the very
words of Christ that an average visitor is most likely to encounter in the Eastern
Orthodox Churches: “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life”, which is perhaps
echoed in the declaration of Niffari’s divine subject: “To me there is no gate or
way”.% A less disputable example of a more direct counter-reaction might be seen
in that Niffari considers the ‘desert’ (mafaza) to be a ‘station’ (manzil) of
‘polytheists’ (musrik) and of those who are veiled, apparently an anti-monastic
and anti-Christian remark.%® But the most curious incident is that Niffari even
criticises the conception of ‘wonder’ (‘ajab) as a mystical state!®’

Examples of the varieties of parallel outlines of thought could be
presented almost endlessly. It is, of course, not impossible that some Sufis were
aware of Christian turns of phrase and desired to describe their own experiences
in the same way, but if there is no actual quotation, it is practically impossible to
show and verify the historical causality from the Christian language to the Sufi
author. The very causality is probable, indeed. It is often stated that many of the
early Sufis were in contact with Christian hermits in the desert,” and “that even in
its early stages Sufism was influenced by the Christian anchorites and ascetics of
Syria [...] cannot be denied” (D. Martin).* Concrete examples exist as well. The
legendary character of Ibrahim ibn Adham, whose conversion resembles that of
Buddha, is reported as having said to his disciples: “I have learned Knowledge
from a monk called Father Simeon”.”” Dhu al-Nun allegedly heard from a
Lebanese hermit a poem in which the Beloved is described as a Physician, a
typical emphasis in early Syriac theology.”' Qusayri relates not only sentences
attributed to Jesus or the Torah, but also a quotation heard from a monk (r@hib),
albeit seemingly obscure in origin.”

Nevertheless, it is essentially a question of two independent and vital
traditions that encountered the same kind of problems and ended up with the same
kind of solutions. As C.W. Ernst expresses the same idea in another context:

% Niffari: Mawagqif, 50:8.

5 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 35:4-5.

7 Niffari: Mukhatabat, 51:4. As these examples indicate, Niffari’s possible Christian subtexts or
parallels deserve a study of their own.

6 Arberry 1961, 451.

* Martin 1992, 211,

0 Arberry 1961, 451 (cit. Abu Nu‘aym, Hilyat al-awliya ii, 134). For more details, see Colless
1968, 11; J. Bowman: ‘The Debt of Islam to Monophysite Syrian Christianity’, Nederlands
Theologisch Tijdschrift XIX (1965), 177-201.

' Schimmel 1982, 25. The religion of the hermit is not explicitly stated. For Christ as Physician,
see Brock 1989, 41-42.

2 «A monk was asked, ‘Are you fasting?” He answered, ‘I am fasting with his remembrance
(6,53 aslis o). If I remember other-than-God, my fast is broken.””

Qusayri: Risala, 225; Principles of Sufism, 212.
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Unknowing became a central concept in Christian mysticism after Dionysius, and it
also formed a part of the Sufi outlook, not because of any direct historical

influence, but because it is the answer to a riddle posed in both traditions.”

On the other hand, some scholars (e.g. Idries Shah)’® have regarded the Western
Catholic mysticism of the Middle Ages as deeply saturated by Sufi influences,
due to the numerous parallels in images and topoi. Such esteem, however, is set in
an entirely new light when we encounter in 7th—century Oriental Christianity all
the main vocabulary, themes and images of drunkenness,”” love and yearning for
God, even “burning reeds”,”® which have often been considered as especially Sufi

features.

4.6. Final Remarks

The question that is probably the main one, is still untouched. What are mystical
experiences all about?

The modern approach resorts to psychology. Yet psychological
explanations are sometimes no less slippery than the unutterable wisdom uttered
by the mystics. It has even been stated that mystical experiences are not only an
outcome of the transformation of libido but also a sign of its actual reassertion:
“the delights said by our mystics to transcend everything which the world and the
senses can procure, involve some activity of the sexual organs”.”’ The basic
paradigm of the psychological approach accompanied by “religious” fanaticism
may produce statements of this kind:

The energies of the instincts normally turn outwards, but in mysticism they are
directed inwards inducing there high pressure, deepening the inner life and filling it
with its creations. There has been no mystic with a normal sexual life [...] The

. . . . . .~ 78
‘unio mystica’ of the pious dreamer is an evident surrogate of sexual life.

> Ernst 1985, 33.

7 Shah 1964, xi, xvi-xix; Shah has also traced many Sufi influences from European literature in
general (Shah 1968, 20).

™ See p. 70, 84 (note 103), 88 (notes), 94-97, 106, 134, 137, 138, 145, 148-149, 155,

6 Beulay: Lettres, 4:6 (pp. 316-317).

77 Leuba 1925, 138; McGinn 1992, 224.

78 Kaila 1990, 642. (Translation mine.) For discussion of sexual images in mystical discourse, see
B. McGinn (1992) who points out: “For Freud it was enough to show how various symbols
consciously or unconsciously symbolize sexual intercourse; the mystic [...] asks ‘But what does
sexual intercourse symbolize?’” (p. 224).
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A good critical faculty but bad thinking! This kind of caricature, though
widespread, misses the point that the enormous body of Islamic mysticism favours
a completely “normal” sexual life (if the possibility of several wives is regarded
as normality!).

In the case of Islam, solutions should rather be sought in the theories of
self-suggestion (dhikr) or mass hysteria (sama ‘). But in the case of Syriac
metatheology, however, these would not work at all; the surrogate theories should
be applicable there, but it is a matter of taste how satisfying it would be to think of
a whole tradition as merely a reflection of a single inner instinct — an instinct that
the ascetics themselves were aware of and took decades to learn how to deal with.
This kind of critique is often repeated in the criticism of the psychoanalytical
theory.

It is beyond the scope of this study to discuss these problems in detail,
but one more possible explanation is worth pointing out. Freud and the
psychoanalytical school suggested regression. The mystical experience, in this
view, is a reflection of a person’s early childhood when an infant is unable to tell
the difference between himself and the outer world. This kind of theory tends to
be undisprovable, which guarantees that it is abundantly criticised as well.” What
is more significant, however, is that the theory is based on extrovert experiences
that are interpreted as experiences of cosmic unity, which is always problematic in
monotheistic mysticism and especially so in the case of Syriac metatheology.

It is also questionable whether the traditional distinction into extrovert
and introvert experience, based on the fact that most books on mysticism are
based on Far Eastern mysticism (and on Western Catholic mysticism usually
interpreted more or less in the light of Far Eastern mysticism),* fits our sources or
does justice to their traditions. We might estimate that the Syriac tradition
represents introvert experience with some exceptions (the source of love for
mankind) and Sufism perhaps more extrovert with many more exceptions, but I
consider it a matter of doubt how justified the whole division is, since it does not
naturally arise from the textual material itself.

But curiously, if the reality behind the mystical language was nothing
more than natural psychological reactions, or even if there was no reality there at
all, it would be quite irrelevant for this study, after all. We have outlined the
structure of the linguistic discourse referring to mystical realities whose actual
nature remains open — for further discussion.

” For example, according to Kvalstad (1980, 79), it is not a theory but a flimsy hypothesis.
8 For example, Stace 1960, Kvalstad 1980.
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APPENDIX

A CASE STUDY: SEMANTIC HISTORY OF THE WORDS TEMHA AND
TAHRA

(a) Temha in the Peshitta Old Testament !

The corpus of the Peshitta OT is a very fruitful starting-point for investigating
semantic developments, for it dates back to the mid-second century AD, thereby
representing the oldest Syriac literature.” The root TMH occurs 75 times in the
Peshitta OT, two-thirds of the occurrences being in the Prophets. The root appears
38 times in a verbal position, usually in pe ‘al, but twice also in af"el.> The noun
temhd occurs 37 times in the Peshitta OT, eighteen of these in Jeremiah alone.
According to my estimation based on the contextual analysis, it has nine different
basic usages. In the following examples the English counterpart of femha is in
boldface.’

1. ‘Distraction’ of mind as a mental disease decreed by God. In this sense temha is
used for three different Hebrew words:

The Lord will strike you with wasting disease.’
The Lord will strike you with... confusion of mind.

I will strike all horses with stampede and their riders with stupor.’
2. ‘Distraction’ of mind as a painful mental state resulting from one's own
awareness of a prevailing but inadmissible state of affairs, corresponding to two

Hebrew words:

Horror grips me (for the destiny of the people).®

! Tt seems that the root THR is not used at all in the Syriac OT; nor is it found in Talmudic
Aramaic (according to Jastrow’s dictionary).

* The long discussion on the origins of the Peshitta OT seems to have been settled, for the time
being, by Weizmann’s extensive study. His conclusion is that the translation was made directly
from Hebrew in the Edessa district by a non-rabbinical Jewish sect around 150 AD. See Weitzman
1999, 245-253.

* I resort here to W. Strothmann’s Konkordanz zur Syrischen Bibel.

* The English translations are adopted from the New International Version (NIV), unless Syriac
structure demands a freer translation. What [ mean here by ”context” is the semantic structure
which is common to the English, Hebrew and Syriac sentence in each particular case (unless the
basic texts seem to differ).

’Dt. 28:22 (Nm>»¥da — Heb. N2MY).

°Dt. 28:28 (Rala Km»¥aa — Heb. 229 11700). .,

7 Zac. 12:4 (Wm&a — Heb. ]7720) Riders are attributed as 10, Heb. 112 30).

$ Jer.8:21. (Heb. 7).



332

(Jerusalemites) will drink their water in despair.’

3. ‘Distraction’ as a prevailing but inadmissible state of affairs. Due to the strong
tension in the content of the meaning, the concept also has some causative
character: “a horrible thing causing horror”. The first sentence refers to (spiritual)
prostitution, and its subject might be either the Lord or the Prophet himself:

I have seen a horrible thing in the house of Israel."
A horrible and shocking thing has happened in the land:
the prophets prophesy lies... and people love it.""

4. ‘Distraction’ as a symbol of annihilation decreed by God as a final and
complete destruction, the closer nature of which is indeterminate.

“How suddenly are [the wicked] swept away by terrors. '

5. ‘Distraction’ as desolation of a city, by destructive divine action. To my
knowledge, this is an unique usage of temha in Syriac and it seems to be a slightly
unsatisfactory translation for the Hebrew 122U, the problem resulting from the
double meaning of 12U as both ‘desolation’"? and ‘astonishment’. It seems to me
that temha in the sense of desolation is a semantic borrowing from Hebrew to
Syriac.

This whole country will become deserted and desolate.
How desolate is Babylon among the nations!"

Their land will be laid waste.'®

Therefore I will give you over to ruin."”

I will make the land desolate."

I will make it [the land] desolate forever."”

(1 will make) the land a desolate waste >

® Ez. 12:19. (Heb. ]102U)

' Hos. 6:10. (Heb. 77717 1YW — unvocalised in the Hebrew Bible.)

" Jer. 5:30. (Heb. 10

2 Ps. 73:18(19). (Rodx on Koy aam AL —Heb. 7T3Y).

B Is. 5:9 is an evident example of HDU in the sense of desolation, =31 in Syriac.

Y Jer. 25:11 (Rm»dla ~oiaw! mlaa <am =Ko i Komd —Heb, a9 72709).
¥ Jer. 50:23. (Heb. W) A similar case in Jer 51:43.

'® Jer. 18:16. (Heb. HD\D) Similar or parallel cases in Jer 19:8, 25:9, 44:6,22.

7 Mi. 6:16 (Heb. TY).

" Ezek. 15:8 (Heb. Q).

" Jer. 25:12 (Heb. 1111000).

" Bzek. 6:14. (Heb. TUDY MaY) Similar cases in 33:28-29, 35:3, and 35:7 (which is
vocalized differently in Hebrew).
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6. ‘Distraction’ as horror: mental distraction caused by a concrete distraction. This
use is usually applied to a city under the threat of divine punishment, but
sometimes of people also. In a couple of cases®' the context does not indicate
whether femha is referring to a place or its people, or both.

Babylon will be... an object of horror and scorn.”
You will be an object of horror to the nations.”
You will become a thing of horror...**

You will become an object of cursing and horror.”

Although the difference between cases 5 and 6 is unambiguous in itself, in
divergent contexts they overlap, and the choice between the two significations
remains undetermined. Whether femha is referring to an act of desolation, or to
the horror resulting from it, remains in many cases undetermined. The difficulty is
due to the potentially causative character in the semantic capacity of the word. For
example:

Bozrah will become femha and an object of horror, of reproach and of cursing.”

NIV here translates HD(D as ‘ruin’, but all the other three attributes of Bozrah are
mental entities, which questions this concrete translation. Possibly the Hebrew, as
well as the Syriac temhda, might be taken here in the sense of mental distraction
and hence be translated ‘aversion’ or the like. An analogous case is Ez 23:33,
where Jerusalem and Samaria, according to NIV, receive “a cup of ruin and
desolation”,”’ but according to the King James version a cup of astonishment and
desolation.

In addition to the previous six cases, temhda is employed in a few peculiar
ways in the book of Job. It is to be regarded as a matter of doubt whether these are
actually translations from the standardised Hebrew text, or whether they are
derived from a different manuscript tradition, or whether they are explicatory
translations in the Targumic fashion.

7. ‘Distraction’ as deficiency, inadequacy.

212 Kgs. 22:19, Jr 25:18.

> Jer. 51:37,41 (Heb. 7220).

* Ezek. 5:15 (Heb. TL0).

* Deut. 28:37 K&\ ~om¥ (Heb. HD\D) Here temha is co-ordinated with “(an object of)
scorn and ridicule”, in Syriac matla (lit. ‘proverb’) and renya (lit. ‘thought’).

5 Jer. 42:18, similar cases in 44:12,29:18. (Heb. ﬂ@@)

% Jer. 49:13. 1_aa Kam¥ t\’}f\l\gﬂﬂa K.‘\‘SA.IAO ~oialo Kondda —

Heb. 953513717 m27my me

7' aeio Kmmda ~Kaa - Heb, 7wl mmw 013



334

(God) charges His angels with error.”®
8. ‘Distraction’ as deduction, reduction.

He leads councillors away stripped (be-temha).”

He leads priests away stripped (be-temhd).”

9. ‘Distraction’ as a verbal entity referring to distraction in one’s social relations.
This somewhat peculiar usage could be an ironic application of the case six above.

I have become a byword among them.”’

In addition, the passive participle — or adjective — femiha occurs six times in the
Peshitta OT, being used in the following four ways:

1. ‘Distraction’ of mind as melancholy

My soul, why are you so disturbed within me?**

2. ‘Distraction’ of mind as anguish
I sat appalled.™

3. ‘Distraction’ of mind as desolation. If this sentence, however, were translated
against the prevailing traditions as “sat down in grief”, it would fit in the previous
category.

(after being raped) Tamar lived desolate.™
4. ‘Distraction’ of mind as an ecstatic mental state between revelations:

I sat for seven days among them overwhelmed.>’

So temha and temiha more or less correspond to ten different Hebrew words from
seven different roots.*® Some of the Hebrew originals that seem to be behind the

% Job 4:18. K> — Heb. 719780

2 Job 12:17. Ko ¥o — Heb. 997U .

© Job 12:19. K> ¥.0 — Heb. 27710 .

1 Job 30:8 (9). Heb. 7171

2 Ps. 42:6,11. , o =amla yxen yha & ) - Heb, 0701 ...

¥ Bzra 9:3-4. manda doom adua - Heb, ONLD)

2 Sam. 13:20. hom Korndo nd sdadoo — Heb, Y .

¥ Ezek. 3:15. om&.0 AR muhd 1 — Heb. DU

*® We may note here that the root 7MH also appears in mediaeval Hebrew poetry in the context of
ecstatic yearning for God: “My thoughts astounded ([@Q " T0T) asked me why / Towards the
whirling wheels on high / In ecstasy I rush and fly / The living God is my desire / It carries me on
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Syriac temhd are somewhat uncommon (D2110). Apparently temhda was used as a
general solution in various difficult situations. It is to be noted that about a half of
the occurrences of temha in the Peshitta OT refer to an unusual mental state,
extremely negative in nature, but only one case, that in Ezekiel, is connected with
religious ecstasy.

Are there, then, other ways of signifying religious ecstasy in the Syriac
Old Testament? The case of Saul and the prophets is smoothly dealt with by
giving the Hebrew expression a Syriac form.?’ To answer the question, of course,
the problem is to know when the OT is referring to ecstasy allusively or
symbolically, whether a certain act is ecstatic (uncontrolled) in nature or not. For
example, the Hebrew nofel, in the case of the Oracle of Balaam,*® is rendered by
rema in Syriac, “falls prostrate” (NIV), but also “falling into a trance” (King
James) — not to mention ‘lankeaa loveen’ of the Finnish Bible of 1938.

(b) Temha, tahra and ékstasis in the NT?

The Peshitta NT was translated from Greek in c. 400, but the result still to some
extent exhibits the influence of earlier Old Syriac versions that date back to the 3™
century. When looking for ecstatic encounters, it is essential to recall once more
that even the Greek term koTOO1S is not an exact starting-point. Its meaning is
not a distinct semantic item but its usage in patristic literature is extremely
diverse. Most usages concern loss of ordinary sensual perception, or rising above
it (e.g. Pseudo-Dionysius). Lampe gives the following usages for ékotoois:*

1. Distraction of the mind caused by sin or fear

2. Drunkenness or its consequences

3. Separation (in christology)

4. Mystical experience connected with perfect prayer'

5. Mystical experience connected with visions*

6. Other usages: (cf. Adam, the prophets, Christ on the cross).

The essential connection between ecstasy and silence is symbolized in an
interesting way in the Peshitta; there are at least two cases (Gen 2:21, 15:12)
where ‘silence’ (Selyd) is used in a position where the Septuagint has exoToots.

wings of fire / Body and soul to Him aspire.” (Ibn Gabirol, Selected religious poems, 15; the (free)
translation by 1. Zangwill).

71 Sam. 10:6-13. Hebrew forms are given Syriac form as follows: hitnabbita - tetnabbe,
wayyitnabbé - etnabbe, nibba - metnebé, hitnabbot — lemetnebayii.

* Num. 24:4,16.

** Due to the lack of a Peshitta NT Concordance, this is not necessarily an exhaustive catalogue; it
is based on the use of concordances of other languages, and on my own study of the Syriac NT.

¥ Lampe 1961, 438-439.

! John Climacus: Ladder, chapter 28.

42 E.g. Pseudo-Macarius, Palladius, Sozomen.
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Curiously, the role of temha in the Syriac NT is quite different from the
one it has in the OT. The basic sense of both temha and tahra in the Peshitta NT is
‘wonder’ in the sense of amazement, i.e. the basic meaning of the words in
classical Syriac. The contexts reveal practically no semantic difference between
the two roots. The most common way, however, of expressing amazement in the
Peshitta NT is to use the root DMR. (The fourth possibility is the verb tewah.*)

But there is also one case where temha is used of religious ecstasy/trance.
The distension of the semantic field from amazement to ecstasy might be a
semantic borrowing from Greek, being derived from the equivalent double
meaning of the word ékoTaois. This can be illustrated by the following table of
the renderings of ékoTaots in Syriac and English Bible translations. It is
especially noteworthy that in two out of the three cases where ekoTaG!s clearly
signifies ‘trance’, the whole idea of ecstasy is bypassed with the expression “I saw

2944

in a vision”"", which seems to indicate the absence of a proper Syriac term

equivalent to ecstasy.

Greek Syriac KJV / NIV
Mark 5:42 exoTooel (dat.) metdammerin (h)jwaw astonishment / astonished
16:8 gkoTOOolS (nom.) fahra amazed / bewildered
Luke 5:26 EKOTOOIS temha amazed
Acts 3:10 exoTOoIS (gen.) temha amazement
10:10 [eyéveTo e aUTov] [nefal ‘alaw]
EKOTOOIS temha trance
11:5 EKOTOCE! - trance
22:17 EKOTOOE - trance

Outside these occurrences temha is quite rare in the Peshitta NT, and its meaning
is consistently that of amazement: “Great temha took hold of them” (after a
demon had been driven out.)* Similarly, the verb femah functions in the meaning
of amazement and astonishment.*® It may also be translated “surprise”.*’ But it

¥ Mk. 9:15, 2 Thess. 2:2.
4 r\’é 2 ¥s v The expression has a biblical subtext in Dan 7:2 (hazé hawét be-hezwa).
* Lk. 4:36.
* Temah is usually used of a reaction towards something unexpected. Its quality may be expressed
in another language in various ways. This can be illustrated by its English equivalents in NIV.
The Greek originals are also varied (fauualceo, eEloTnut, ekTANCOwW, amopew). This indicates,
on the one hand, the inexact nature of emotional states and thereby a manifest need for dynamic
translation, but on the other hand it also shows a certain inconsequence in the Syriac translation
technique.

— Mt. 22:33 Crowds were astonished |Ethpa.] at His teaching (Gr. egmAnjooovTo).

— MKk. 1:22 The people were amazed at His teaching (Gr. eEewAnooovTo).

— MKk. 16:5 (Women) were alarmed (Gr. eEebapPrnoav).

—Lk. 1:21 People were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why... (Gr. eBaupalov).

—Lk.2:33 (Joseph and Mary) marvelled at what (Simeon) said (Gr. BoupoCovTes).
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may also be used of a wider scale of emotional states, as can be seen from the fact
that at least once it appears in a context where both the original Greek word and
the contextual intention indicate great confusion and frustration.*®

The passive participle temiha is used in the sense of ‘marvellous sign’,
and hence ‘wonderful thing’.*” The verb tehar is used synonymously with temah,
but it appears together with temah only sporadically.™

(¢) Temha and tehra in the Writings5 U of Ephrem

Ephrem employs the root TMH as the verb temah and as the noun femha. When
analysed in the light of the context, the verb consistently has the ordinary sense
‘to wonder’, ‘to be amazed’. The root THR is used by Ephrem as a verb in all
three conjugations (tehar, tahher, athar) and as the noun tahra. Due to its derived
functions, THR is the more common of the two roots. Both verbs may occur either
independently or as a pair. It seems to be impossible to detect any clear difference
between their meanings or any noteworthy contrast in their usage.

The nouns tahra and temhd are also closely connected: temha actually
seldom occurs without tahra. Especially in Ephrem's poetry these two words are
often used along parallel lines and with similar functions. Even though there may
be no clear difference between the usages of tahra and temha, both words
themselves seem to function with several different types of nuances when
analysed in relation to their textual context. Unlike in the Bible, tahra is used
more frequently than temha, so its usage is explored here more carefully.
Contextual analysis shows six different nuances, the first two being very closely
connected.

(1.) “Wonder’ as something incomprehensible. This is applied to the
divine nature of Christ and some of its paradoxical consequences. For example, on
the subject of the divine nature of Christ announced by the star and his human
nature announced by John the Baptist, Ephrem declares: “Great wonder (tahra),

—Lk. 2:47 Everyone who heard Him was amazed (Gr. e€loTavTo ).
—Lk. 8:56 Her parents (i.e. of the girl who was raised from the dead) were
astonished (Gr. eEéotnoav).

— Lk. 24:4 (Women did not find the body:) they were wondering (Gr. amopgicbaut).

—Lk. 24:22 ...women amazed us. (Af.)

— Acts 8:13 (Simeon) was astonished (tamah) by the great signs and miracles. (Gr. e€loToTo ).

— Acts 13:41 Look, ...wonder and perish! [Cit. Hab. 1:5] (Gr. 6auucocTe).
7 MKk. 15:44 “Pilate was surprised.”
* Gal. 4:20: “I am perplexed about you” (Gr: dmopoupal, from the verb dmopéco).
* Rev. 15:1 “Great and marvellous sign”, Lk 13:17 “wonderful things” (done by Jesus).
% Mt. 21:20 Disciples were amazed (seeing the fig tree); Mt. 13:54 “(People in the synagogue)
were amazed”; Acts 4:13 “People were astonished” (at the courage of Peter and John); Acts 3:11
“People were astonished” (act. prt. vocalised tahir!).
>! The analysis is based on Ephrem's Hymns on Paradise, Virginity, and the Nativity and selections
from his Commentary on Genesis, his Homily on our Lord and his Hymns on Faith.
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that His divinity, and His humanity were declared by them.”>* Accordingly, the
pre-existence of Christ causes Ephrem to ask, “Who indeed has seen the Babe
who is more ancient than his bearer?” and to respond apophatically: “a great
wonder!” (tahra rabba).>® The paradoxical mystery of the Incarnation also means
that the Lord entered a woman’s womb and was borne by her: “A wonder is your
mother!”**

(2.) “Wonder’ as something secret, something hidden. The most
unequivocal example is that of the mystery of the Trinity, three as one, which
causes Ephrem to utter: “Great paradox, an open tahra.”> The mystery of the
Trinity is like the sun, its light and warmth, manifested in its rays: the undivided
and mixed are bound and loosed: “a great mystery.””® Ephrem’s meditative
approach also sees hidden mysteries behind earthly actions. When John the
Baptist bows down before Christ, Ephrem parallels the bowing with John’s
movement in the womb: “a great wonder (tahra rabba) that here he bows down,
and there he leaps (for joy)”.”” Most of these apophatic usages of fahra deserve
the title “seal of paradox”.

(3.) “Wonder’ as something that causes a person to wonder in a general
sense, a miraculous thing. This case can be understood in terms of either of the
nuances in cases 1 or 2, ‘incomprehensible miracle’ or ‘hidden cause of wonder’,

yet it may be syntactically slightly different.
The sun is tahra in its route, and fahra in its sublimity (Selyditah).

What did you show to the Magi? You showed a tahra, for they

rendered You homage although You were poor.58

The tripartite division made above is not the only possible one. The first two cases
may seem to constitute one consistent meaning, the semantic fields largely
overlapping. Nevertheless, it is possible to think of them as three variations by
dividing the examples into the categories of (i) incomprehensibility, (ii)
hiddenness, and (iii) mysteriousness (which in turn could be taken as a
combination of the first two: hiddenness + incomprehensibility = mysteriousness).
The ultimate criterion of such differentiations is functionality. Moreover, all
divisions should be made according to the semantic structure of the Syriac parole,
not according to the set of words available in English.

oL omo mhark arx . mdomdx a1 Kamd Ephrem: Hymnen de
Nativitate, 6:10.

>3 Ephrem: Hymnen de Nativitate, 12:1.

> Ephrem: Hymnen de Nativitate, 11:6. o ,m Kim&

> Ephrem: Hymnen de Fide, 73:3. A\ Kimd <21 ~ama

¥ ot Kmad olro oo &\ S\e Ky oia Ephrem: Hymnen de Fide, 73:8.

°" Ephrem: Hymnen de Nativitate, 6:18.

% Ephrem: Hymnen de Nativitate, 19:11.
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One aspect of tahra has special theological significance. According to
Ephrem, the mysterious essence of the Divine Being should not be subjected to
analytical description in the philosophical sense, for such subjection would
subject the Creator of all things to human understanding. The correct human
attitude in the presence of the Divine belongs in the category of wonder, not that
of description. Ephrem himself introduced this attitude on the methodological
level by using poetical form when composing his theology. Even in his prose
works Ephrem never applies rational descriptive analysis to the Divine Being.”
For him that would have meant being guilty of the Arian heresy.*’ In other words,
if he describes the Trinity, he does so symbolically, not analytically. This is often
regarded as a typically Semitic phenomenon, a characteristic feature of primitive
Aramaic Christianity.®' For our study this represents the fourth case of ‘wonder’,
the opposite of analytical inquiry:

(4.) “Wonder’ as a proper, emotionally pure and intellectually sound
attitude to approaching the Divine. “Listen to the tahra that our Lord has in His
mercy brought to help us.”®* Accordingly, the error of Balaam, in the case of the
talking donkey, was that the ‘stream’ of his wonder ceased, leading to pride: “He
saw temha, but the stream of tahra ceased.”®

Ephrem's writings also contain a few cases indicating development
towards the latter usage of the word in the mystical metatheology. In this very
phase we can see the link between the usage of temhd and tahra as signs of
surprise and astonishment and their use as a sign of ecstasy. If we consider
‘wonder’ as a proper attitude to approaching the Divine, it is easy to understand
the use of the same word when describing abiding in the divine presence.®® In that
case, the supposition of a semantic borrowing from Greek is unnecessary, but it
may be an internal Syriac development as well. Due to Ephrem’s central role in
the history of Syriac literature, it is even possible that these very cases influenced
many later writers. Or perhaps more probably, both Ephrem and later writers
derived their extended use of temha and tahra from the common kerygma
transmitted in ascetic circles throughout the centuries. From this we may
constitute the fifth category of wonder:

(5.) “Wonder’ as an emotional state in abiding in the nearness of God.
Here the context is eschatological, and the characteristics of the state are
immateriality and unburdenedness.

the senses stand in awe and delight before the divine Majesty (be-tahrah de-

> On Ephrem’s theological approach, see Brock 1984, 29-30, 132-134.

5 See R. Murray 1975, 342.

% For a clear synopsis, see Brock 1984, 118-119. For further details, see R. Murray 1975; Brock:
Syriac Perspectives on Late Antiquity (Variorum reprints, London 1984).

82 Ephrem: Sermo de Domino Nostro (XXXVIII), 35. English in Gwynn, 321.

% Ephrem: Hymnen de Fide, 41:7 (Kim¥ moox ,a3ra). See also Brock 1984, 30-31.

% It may be recalled here that in the Semitic languages the aspects of being and becoming are
often expressed by the same word.
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rabbota).”

(6.) And finally, if we proceed to the logical end, we may distinguish the
occurrence of ‘wonder’ as a mental state caused by God, or considered as given

by Him, as being the final perspective where the categories of approaching or
abiding seem to be no longer relevant. (The soul) “pastures on His beauties, full of
tahra at His treasures.”®® Some characteristics of the state may be found in the
following context of the verbs temah and tehar:

Scripture brought me to the gate of Paradise, and the mind, which is spiritual,
stood in amazement and wonder (temah we-tehar) as it entered; the intellect

. .. 67
grew dizzy and weak as the senses were no longer able to contain its treasures.

We may conclude that in the writings of Ephrem the noun tahra, and its
counterpart temhd, gained several theological connotations, and hence somewhat
technical usages, whereas an ordinary case of astonishment is usually expressed
by the corresponding verbs. The ultimate usages function in contexts of mystical
experience.

In this way we have wandered through semantic fields and discovered a
route from ‘surprise’ to the gates of ‘ecstasy in God’ (tahrd dab-allaha). The
variation in the use of the concept is well in line with the fact that the transition
from wonder to ecstasy is stepless in the mental reality, too. This may be
illustrated by the following diagram, where the axes represent the mental
phenomena, the emotional development from a sense of surprise, via astonishment
and the state of wondering, to ecstasy and still further towards trance. The circles
represent the semantic fields of the roots DMR, TMH and THR in (post-OT)
Classical Syriac. The first one is used in the area of “normal” emotional
phenomena, but the other two for some more unusual states in addition. They are
almost identical, and they also share more usages outside this particular mental
process (i.e. under the horizontal axis).

 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso, 9:17. Another example: “The Watchers of fire and spirit stood in
wonder (feharir) at Elijah, seeing hidden within him the sweet treasure; in wonder at one formed of
earth... his virginity caused wonder (w-atherat) to those above.” Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso,
6:24; translated in Brock: Hymns on Paradise, 117-118.

% Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso, 9:18. (,M0\\GQ KIm¥A 130 ) Another example might be
taken from Hymnen de Fide 427, where Ephrem compares the warmth of the sun to the effect of
the experience of the Son.

7 Ephrem: Hymnen de Paradiso, 6:2 Translated in Brock: Hymns on Paradise, 109. Another
example in ibid, 6:15 “If the beauty of Paradise strikes us with astonishment (é 1m& ), how
much more should we be astonished (Am&1) at the beauty of the mind.” (K. 31 miaay).
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