̄ description of Abū 'Abdallah
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Theophany or "Pantheism" ? : the Importance of BalyAnrs RisAlat alAhadiya.
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The impact of books has little to do with their size. The first Western
translation of a work attributed to Ibn 'Arabi, TR. Weir's "Wlwso
Knoweth Himself..." (1901), was no more than a brief pamphlet,1 and
Michel Chodkiewi.cz' study of that same text, now correctly
identified as Awhad al-din Balyams "'£pt"fre sur l'Uniciti Absol~·
. (Paris, 1982), is still a short book. Yet it would be difficult to
exaggerate the actual and potential significance of his study for
bringing about a more adequate understanding of the true
dimensions and contexts of Islamic spirituality, among both
Western readers and younger, post-"traditional" generations in the
new Islamic nation-states. Together with Professor Chodkiewicz'
subsequent works on Ibn 'Arabi, this work has already contributed
to bringing about a much-needed clarification and rectification of
e~lier.widespread misunderstandings of "Sufism", of the teachings
of Ibn 'Arabi, and of the purportedly "monistic" or "pantheistic"
character of his doctrines and their ongoing reflection in the many
movements of later Islamic thought and spirituality which remain
inseparable from the wide-ranging influences of the "greatest
Master", al-Shaykh aI-Akbar.
In order to appreciate the surprisingly far-reaching importance of
M. Chodkiewicz' remarks on this brief treatise, we must first explain
the wider significance of the early translations of this "Rislililt 1l1Ahadiya" - and especially of their repeated mis-attribution to "Ibn
'Arabi" - in first mirroring, and then eventually helping to shape,
both popular and more scholarly Western conceptions of Islamic
spirituality from their first appearance at least on into the 1970's.
The detailed history of the formation of these distinctive modern
Western notions of "Sufism" and '1slamic mysticism" remains to be
written, but there is no doubt that those nascent cultural stereotypes
were already marked, even before the appearance of Weir's and
Abd al-Hadi's translations, by at least the following distinctive
features. 2
I
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The assumption that these matters ("Sufism" or IIIslamic
mysticism", etc.) were essentially intellectual, theoretical, or
doctrinal teachings that could be formulated and communicated, by
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literary or other mea~s, without further reference
to the practical dimension of spiritual
"realization" (Ibn, Arabfs tahqiq) and the host of
very concrete questions, both individual and
cultural, that are inevitably raised when one
enters that dimension.

conceptions are mirrored in this work and what
we know of its (true) author'S own life and
teachings.

I

The second esse~tial backdrop to the wider
influence of M. Chodkiewicz' study has to do
with an even broader and much more dramatic
historiCal- phenomenon : i.e., the ironic way that
these recently created and historically quite
anomalous Western stereotypes of "Sufism" and
'1slamic mysticism" - and of the often mythical
role attributed to Ibn 'Arabi in both - gradually
came to be re-inserted into the ongoing polemical
struggles of several generations of would-be
"reformers" and "revolutionaries" seeking to
shape and direct new nation-states and social
realities throughout the Islamic world.S Whatever
their ideological stance (traversing the whole
sp'ectrum from Marxist to Islamist!), those
nationalist political and social reformers have
almost everywhere tended to share a common
distaste for the "corruption", "decadence", and
other defects they typically associate with these
sam~ mythical stereotypes of "Islamic
mysticism", "popular religion", and with the
intellectual and cultural traditions and
accomplishments of (at least) the preceding six
centuries of Islamicate civilization - not
coincidentally, the period during which Ibn
'Arabfs actual influence became so widespread,
at every level of religious teaching and
expression, in Muslim cultures from Africa to
China and Indonesia.6

2
The assumption of a vaguely "pantheistic" - or
at the very least, "immanentist" - focus on the
locus and forms of awareness of the ultimate
reality, usually seen (at least in the prevalent
Anglo-Saxon conceptions)3 as reflecting a
radically "individualistic", personalistic
perspective explicitly divorced from any essential
social and cultural ties ~it~ ritual, authority,
tradition, practice and the like.
3
N

The assumption that the teaching or "wisdom in
question was essentially "universal" - or
alternatively, vaguely "Eastern", "Oriental",
"perennial", etc. - in such a way as to preclude
any need for further reference to sPecific religious
and cultural traditions, with their own concrete
practical and intellectual demands.
While the Risllat al-Ahadiya did not by itself
create those basic pre-conceptions - and
especially the wider cultural notions of
"mysticism" within which the initial nonspecialist images of Islamic spirituality in the
West were almost inevitably embedded -, its
long tenure as the only completely translated and
widely-available4 work attributed to Ibn 'Arabi in
the West certainly helped to cement and support
those stereotypes. Even a cursory reading of that
text - or of Jaws stories about Balylni himself,
as translated at the end of this article - will
quickly make clear how accurately these broad

Against this background, then, the essential
contribution of Michel Chodkiewicz' work on
Balylni, as with each of his succeeding and
increasingly detailed studies of Ibn 'ArabI
himself, has been to undermine and radically
"de-construct" these far-reaching mythologies
that have come to be symbolically associated with
the name of Ibn I Arabi, in both East and West.
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The third facet" of this new approach, most
strikingly illustrated already in this study. of
BalyAni, is that it has freed serious scholars and
historians - too often distracted by the mythic
dualisms of ideological polemics, past and
present - to turn their attention to the creativity
and diversity of .Islamic religious and mystical
thought, practice and social expression
throughout the crudal formative period of the
late 12th/6th to 14th/8th centuries. As we
indicated at the beginning, this is potentially
much more than a merely scholarly or academic
contribution. Simply recognizing the very fact of
this diversity and creativity, and bringing it to the
attention of those obsessed by the polemics and
ideological orthodoxies of our own time, can help
to open doors that unfortunately are too often
closed throughout much of the Islamic world
today.
Indeed. it may have been in this same spirit
and with something of the same far-sighted
intentions that the celebrated Persian poet and
philosopher of Herat, ,Abd ai-RahmAn Jimi (d.
1492) - commentator on the IIFusus al-Hikam"
and devoted lifelong student of all of Ibn Arabfs
work - mentioned BalyAni (d. 1287/686) in his
famous hagiographic work, IINafahat al-Uns". The
practical opposition so visible in each of these
anecdotes between BalyAni's radical spiritual
individualism (Nantinomianism" would be almost
an understatement) and the far more sober,
consistently Sharia-based injunctions underlying
virtually all of Ibn'Arabi's practical spiritual
teachings is at least as dramatic as any of the
multitude of doctrinal' contrasts and
disagreements between these two figures that are
highlighted in M. Chodkiewicz' telling notes to
BalyAni's treatise. But instead of IIcensoring"
Balyani, either by openly censuring him or by
simply leaving him out of his work (as he surely
did with other Sufi figures), ]imi seems to have
delighted in. drawing attention to the

He has done so, like an authentic 'Alim in any
culture, not by articulating some new, alternative
mythology, but rather by conscientiously
exploring and re-presenting the actual religious,
cultural and historical contexts within which Ibn
'Arabi - and, in this ease, Balyini and the earliet:
Islamic figures who were his own inspiration, like
Shushtari and Ibn Sabin - were actually writing
and teaching. In the study of 'the Risilat alAhadiya, in particular, Prof. Chodkiewicz began to
develop three basic facets of that far-reaching
effort of rectification and clarification which have
been pursued in all his subsequent publications
concerning the Shaykh.
The first of those facets, part of a much wider
transfonnation in scholarship on Islamic subjects,
has been to re-situate the Ntheoretical" writings
and doctrines of figures such as Ibn 'Arabi (or
BalyAni) within their original contexts, with all
that implies for the relative weighting of
religious, practical, literary, aesthetic and social
dimensions that have typically been lost or
forgotten when such texts came to be viewed only
through a narrow philosophic, theological or
political prism. The second key aspect of that
scholarly effort, in some ways a subset of the first,
has been to distinguish the actual teachings and
writings of Ibn 'Arabi himself from the host of
images and stereotypes with which his name has
become associated - through the combined
efforts of generations of "supporters" and
detractors alike, in both Islamic and Western
settings. One outstanding result of that effort,
brilliantly illustrated in both of M. Chodkiewicz'
subsequent books on Ibn 'Arabi, has been to
restore appropriate emphasis to the absolutely
central role of Islamic scriptures (Qur'an and
hadith) and of spiritual practice throughout all of
his writing and teaching, and specifically in his
monumental IIal-Fufuhit al-Mtzkki'ya".

I
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eccentridties of his character and ~ethod and, by
implication, to their inner connections with his
more theoretical teachings. Each reader is left to
draw the appropriate conclusions...

JAMi's

DESCRIPTION
ABDALLAH BALYANi 7

O"F

would look back and encourage me, saying
(mockingly) : "Go and lie down somewhere!" I
would sit down on the ground while he was
occupied with his own (spiritual) task, and after a
while I'd get up again. I emulated him until the
time when his spiritual state also descended on
me ; at that point I (again) chose solitude. Zlhid
Abii &kt was so very happy with me that he
called me NGypsy". I heard that one day he said:
/lGypsy" came and took something from me and
canied it off; now I don't know where he went!"
After" some time I went back to see him. UWhere
were you", he asked, /land what did you bring 1"
I modestly said nothing. After we'd sat together
for an hour zahid asked me a question, in answer
to which I responded that /II am not other than
God". ZAhid said : "So you've brought the saying
of MansUr (al-Hallap 1"13 "With a single sigh that
I make", I answered, "I can find a hundred
thousand (God-intoxicated souls) like Mansiir !"
As soon as I said that, ZAhid picked up his rod
and threw it at me. I jumped aside, and that rod
just missed me. ZAhid cursed me roundly and
said : 'They crucified Mansiir and he didn't run
away, but you fled from this little stick !" "I'hat's
because Mansur wasn't yet spiritually perfect'",
(ttmUimY', I replied, "or else he would have run
away. For with God - May He be exalted and
sanctified - all things are one." Once I'd said
that, Zlhid said: "Maybe you've eaten some
(psychedelic) plant 1" "Yes indeed", I replied: "I
have eaten a plant, but from the meadows of
Reality !" "You've eaten bliss and you've eaten
well", he declared, " S0 come sit on the prayercarpet and preserve that (through prayer) !"

ABU

His surname was Awhad aI-Din, and he was one
of the descendants of Abii 'Ali Daqqaq. Balyanrs
lineage goes back to Abii 'Ali as follows: (he was)
the son of 'Abdallah, son of Mas'iid, son of
Muhammad, son of 'Ali, son of Ahmad, son of
'Vmar, son of Ismail, son of Abu 'Ali DaqqaqMay God bless their innermost souls. Master
Abu 'Ali [Daqqaql had o~e s~n, IsmA'iI, and a
daughter, Fatima Banu, who was married to Abu
aI-Qasim al-Qushayri.8
As for his chain of initiation, he took the khirqa9
from his own father, Diya' al-Din Mas'ud, who is
also known as "ImAm aI-Din" Mas'iid. He
received it from Shaykh AsD aI-Din Shirazi, [po
259] who took it from Shaykh Rukn aI-Din
Sanjasi, from Shaykh Qutb aI-Din Abii aI-Rashid
Abhari, from Shaykh Jamal aI-Din 'Abd al-Samad
Zanjani, both of whom received it from Shaykh
Abii al-Najib Suhrawardil 10 - May God bless
their innermost souls.
Balyani said : At the beginning (of my path) I
sought to seclude myself from people, and I spent
eleven years up on Mount Ligam. When I came
down from the mountain, I kept company with11
the ascetic (zQhid) Abu Bakr HamadAni. He was a
man with spiritual powers and true spiritual
insight12• His personal form of worship (wird)
was always as follows: every night he got up and
placed an iron rod under his chin, and remained
standing (in prayer) until day. With his assent, I
likewise stood behind him; from time to time he
II

Later ZAhid asked me : /lWhat you said
concerning Mansiir (al-HallAp, that it was because
of his (spiritual) imperfection that he didn't run
away and was crucified - what is your reason
for saying that 1" liMy reason," I replied, ''is that
if a rider who claims to know horsemanship [po
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the shaykh needed that so much he even
wrote it down! Now I know what sort of fellow
he is and to what lengths he'll go !" I immediately
got up and went outside. But when I reached
KAzarun16 I reproached myself, and I found a
certain (spiritual) ambition (had returned) within
~e. I began a spiritual retreat (khalvat), and
during that retreat Cod gave me whatever I asked.
Him for in (only) five days.

260] doesn't let go of the reins when he gallops
his horse; or if, when he does drop the reins, he's
still able to restrain the horse, then such a person
is rightfully called a skillful rider. But if he's not
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able to stop his horse, then he's said to be
imperfect in horsemanship". After I'd said ~hat,
ZAhid 'agreed with me. ''You spoke correctly", he
said : '1've never seen anyone more perspicacious
than you.."

One day when he was in Shiraz, he went into the

Balyini also said : ''I'hey told me that one of the
companions of Shaykh Shihab al-Din [Abu Hafs
'Umar] Suhrawardi14 - May God sanctify his
spirit - called Shaykh Najib aI-Din Buzghush15
had come to Shiraz. I was very happy at that,
because I had already attained all of the
(spiritual) stations and states of the Sufis about
which I'd learned, and I was seeking (to discover)
something more. Indeed my own father used to
say : "Whatever I requested from God I gave to
(my son) 'Abdallah; what (God) opened up for
me like a little peephole, He opened up for (my
son) like a wide-open gate." So I got up and
traveled to Shiraz in order to meet Shaykh Najib

khanegah of Shaykh Sa'di.17 Shaykh Sa'di took a
handful of pennies and set them next to (Balyini).
"Say (a prayer over these)", he said, "so that we
can give this blessed offering (to buy) a meal for
the dervishes."18 "0 Sa'di he replied", (instead of)
bringing out those pennies, go take that jar with
the 62 silver coins you put in it, and use that for
the dervisheS' supper!" Shaykh Sa'di immediately
went and brought back the jar, just as [po 261] he
had said '(and found the money in it).l9 Then he
sent it out and had a wonderful meal prepared
for the dervishes.

aI-Din.

The Shaykh had a disciple who was a cook ; he
sold soup in the bazaar. Whenever the Shaykh
passed by that disciple's shop he would take a
bowl of his soup and eat it right there, standing
up. ~e day he had a bowl of soup in his hands
when a (would-be) dervish came up with great
c~ony, dressed in a multi-colored Sufi robe,20
and greeted him. '1 would like for you", he said,
lito point out for me the way to God. Please tell
me what would be helpful for me to do so that I
can act according to (your instructions)." The
Shaykh handed him the bowl of soup he was
holding in his hands and said : "Part of the
foundation of your work is to take this and eat
it." So the dervish took the soup and ate it, and
when he was finished eating the Shaykh told him :
"Now wipe off the soup that spilled on your hand
on your Sufi robe, and do the same thing

I told him quite a few things about my own
spiritual states and stations and extraordinary
experiences. He listened to everything very
politely and didn't say ~nything in response. I sat
there for an hour and then went outside, but
suddenly I felt absolutely compelled to return.
"Let's go back and see Shaykh Najib ai-Din", I
thought to myself, "to find out what he says."
When I reached the door of his house, they told
me: "He's in the inner (private) rooms. Go on in
and sit down in that outer room where the
shaykh usually sits (in public audi~nce) until he
comes back." Now when I sat down there, I
noticed that just in front of his prayer-earpet was
(a paper with) everything that I'd just told him
written down on it. "Aha"! I thought to myself,
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then don't be yourself - because if you aren't
yourself, then you are God." •
One day he had gone on pilgrimage24 to (the
tomb-shrine of) Shaykh Ruzbihln Baq}i2S - May
God bless his innermost self - and Shaykh Sadr
aI·Din RuzbihAn [po 2621 was seated at the head
of hi~ father's tomb. When Shaykh 'AbdallAh
(BalyAnO stood in front of RuzbihAn's tomb,
Shaylch Sadr aI-Din stood up out of respect for
him, remained standing for a while, and then sat
down. And again he stood up and remained
standing for a while, but Shaykh 'Abdallih didn't
even notice him ! When (BalyAnt) had finished his
'visit', Sadr aI-Din said to him: IIl've been
standing up (in. respect for you) all this time, and
you didn't even notice me !" "Shaykh Ruzbihln
had handed me a pomegranate", he replied, "and
I ~as busy eating it with him."

whenever you eat something." "But master", he
said, '1 can't do that! Can't you suggest something
else for me to do '!" "Since you aren't even able to
do this much", the Shaykh said, "you wouldn't be
able to do anything else I'd tell you to do either.
Run along; you aren't cut out for this ~ork!N
One of the Shaykh's disciples had sought out a
. secluded place on the mountain, when a
poisonous snake came along. He tried to pick up
the snake, but it bit him and his limbs became
inflamed and swollen. The news of this reached
the Shaykh and he sent a group of people to bring
back the disciple. "Why did you pick up that
snake", he asked the disciple, "S0 that he could
bite you?" "But my master", the disciple replied,
"you yourself always said that there's nothing
other than God ! I didn't view that snake as being
other than God, and that's why I bravely picked it
up." The Shaykh declared : "Whenever you see
God in a terrifying form (libis-i qahrJ, run away
and don't go near Him ! For if you don't act like
that, He'li do exactly what hapPened to you just
now!" After that he put his hand under the
disciple's head and helped him to sit up and said :
"From now on don't do anything SO rash until
you know that Hell is good." Then he said. a
prayer and blew on the disciple, and the swelling
went away and he was cured.

Among his poems is the following:
We're totally God, most absolutely:
We're not from fire, wind, water and earth !
We've become forever naked with regard to being
or not-being; our clothing is torn.
The Truth: you can't see any other than God,
for no doubt both worlds aren't other than Him't
We don't say the world is Him ; nor (do we say)
that it's wrong to make that connection:
He isn't the world, nor is the world Him :
to see all as Him in this way is not mistaken.
And this quatrain :
Until I saw Haqq wIth my own two eyes every
instant
I never stopped seeking with each breath.
They say God can't be seen with our own two
eyes: so
they're like that, and I'm like this at every instant.
passed away on the day of 'AshuTi,2J, in the
year 686
[March 4, 12871.

He once said : ''Being a real dervish22 isn't ritual
prayer and fasting, and it isn't spending the night
in prayerful vigil. All those things are (just> the
accouterments of servanthood, while being a real
dervish means suffering offense and affliction23•
If you really attain that, you've arrived".
He also said : "Know God - but if you don't
know God, then don't know yourself either!
Because when you don't know yourself, then you
come to know God." Then he said: '1 say that
there's something even better than that (i.e., than
knowing God) : Be God ! . But if you aren't God,
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1992), now available in translation u An Ocean Without Shore
(A1bany,SUNYPrese, 1993).

Notes
1 • Originally published in the J01lnW of tilt RDyII Asiatic
Society, 1901, pp. 809--825; now. available in a separate
paperback reprint under the above-mentioned title (Beshara
Publi~tions, 1988). The subsequent Italian and French
translations 0907 and 1910) by 'Abd al-Hldt (Ivan AguelO are
diIcu8eed in more detail at the beginning of M. Chodklewicz'
lltudy. .

1 • The actual author of the "'reatise on the (Divine) Unidty"
CRisilIt al-Ahadtya) often attributed to Ibn ' Anbt, translated
by T.R Weir u "WIro5o K1tDrwf1i HilffStlf•••". ThJI text is the
translation of his biographical notice in 'Abel aI-RahmAn
Jlmt's (d. 1492) renowned Penian hagiographic dictionary,
N-fU'I ....Uns (Tehran, ed. M. TawhtdtpOr, 1336 h.s./1~,
pp. 25S-262. For additional hbtorial background OIl Balylnt's
probable historical connestions with the "~ Sufi IChool
of Ibn Sab'ln and al-Shushtalf, drawn from discusllons by Ibn
Taymiya and other later sources, see M. Chodkiewicz'

2 • One has the initial impression that each of these
stereotypes was more sharply developed in the Anglo-Saxon
and Germanic evolution of these conceptions than in France
- due both to the vagaries of radically differing colonial and
mis&ionary contacts, and to the equally differing receptivities
of predominantly Protestant and Catholic intelledua1 settings
- but the exploration of these significant differences, as weD
u the larger process of discovery-cum-aeation of images of
Islamic spirluallty, must be reserved for another time.

Introduction to his translation of BalyWs Epire sur l'Unkti
Absolue (Paris, les deux Odans, 1982), pp. 17-41.
8 - Daqqlq (d. 405/1014) and Qushayrt (d. 465/10'74, author of
the celebrated Rislla, perhaps the most widely read
traditional Islamic work on the Sufi path) are two of the most
important figures in the dewlopment of Sufilm in Nisbapur
before the two Ghazltts. Anne-Marie Schimmel <Mystical
Dimensions of Islam, p. 421) mentions that Qushayrrs wife,
FAtima-BlnO, also became famous for her learning and
knowledge of"""". u well u her piety.

3 - It is important to note that the great majority of the
preceding English translations of Islamic spiritual texts,
whether from Persian or Arabic (or Malay, Hindi, etc.), were
guided by SOU1'CES and traditions rooted in the Eastern Islamic
world, especially South Asia, rather than the Ottoman/Arab
realms and contacts long reflected in French Islamic
scholarship.

9 - The "patched ~ (in actual pndice often simply a
cap or other sy~bo1ic object) symbolizing the spiritual
"poverty" of the Sufi, bestowed in the formal initiation
ceremony connecting a novice with a particular chain of
spiritual teaching (si1siJa) usually traced back to the Prophet.

4 - While Nyberg's subsequent editions and commentary
0919) had a noticeable influence on later scholars writing on
Ibn ' Arabt, they did not reach a wider public; and AsinPalacios' pioneering works long remained either untranslated
into other European languages or known maWy to specialists
in non-Is1amic fields (Dante studies, medieval history, etcJ.
The increasing availability in more recent decades of
translations (T. Burckhardt, 1955) and then detailed studies
(most notably, by 0. Corbin and T. Izutsu) focusing on Ibn
,Arabfs Fusus .I-Hib". and its later Muslim philosophic
commentaries did not in itself seriously call into question
these same underlying pre-e»nceptions about Ibn ' Arabt and

10· Died 563/1168, the influential founder 01 one of the oId_

surviving Sufi orders, the SUNawudtya, and author of an
early Sufi "'rule", the KiU6 .AdIb al-Murtltn (trans. M. Mi19on.
A Sufi Rule for Novices, Cambridge, Harvard Univ. Press,
1975). He was an uncle of the equally famous AbO Hals
Suhrawardt (d. 632/1234) mentioned by Balylnt later in this
notice (0. 14). MOlt of the other shaykhs in this portion of
Balylnrs ,il5ila were influential enough to be mentioned
elsewhere in Jlmfs work (e.g., al-Sanjlst u muter of the
famous Penian poet and disciple 01 Ib 'Arabt, Awhad al-Drn

"'Islamic mysticism."

Kirmlnt, p. 588).

5 - By discussing the anti·"monistic" polemics of Ibn
Taymiyya and his earlier emulators in their adual historical
contexts, throughout all of his writings on Ibn 'Arabi,
Professor Chodkiewicz has helped to highlight the radically
different nature and context of these modern polemics
involving the name of Ibn 'Arabi, even when their language
and themes are clearly drawn from earlier medieval
discwJslons. Another of the particularly striking phases in this
continually ironic process of c:ross-cultural "transmission" that
M. Chodkiewicz has often highlighted in his notes to these
studies is the remarkably far-reaching direct and indirect
infIuen~ throughout 90 many parts of the Islamic world, of
the highly charged polemic images of Ibn 'Arabt and his
"followers" (faithfully mirroring aU the above-mentioned
stereotypes) to be found throughout the writings of Louis

11 - This phrase loosely translates a key technical Sufi term
(suJrbal) referring to a person's regular, constant oorDd with a
particular spiritual guide, in which they "learn" &om aU the
adions and influences of the guide in question, not simply
from formal teachings or specifically usigned disciplines. As
can be seen from the remainder of BalyAnfsltory, it,can
sometimes be misleading to desaibe this ·often relatively
informal proc:lS IS a "'master-disdple" relationship.
12 - Karimit, or "spiritual powers" [litera1Jy "'ads of (God's)
grace"L refers to the supra-normal psychic and psychokinetic:
powen possessed by certain saints. Firlsat, or "'spiritual
insighr", refers to the spedftc type of 1CDbM inwlving the
ability to "!eft' into the heart, mind and generallpiritualstate
of another penon ; it is mentioned in a famous Wlfll :
"Beware the firIsa of the penon of lath, for they see with the
light of God!"

Massignoo.
6 - For the almost unimaginable extent of that ongOing
historical influence, see the superb and densely allusive
summary of the available research (by dozens. of
contemporary scholars) in M. Chodkiewia' Introduction to
Un ~ sans riwgt : 11m 'Arlbf, I, Liw, et ,. Loi (Paris, Seui!.

.,-H""

13 - I.e., Ani
"1 am God (the Truly Real)", the
notorious "ecstatic saying'" <shath) which - along with many
other related acts and public teachings - eventuaUy led to the
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21 - Or Mit M: it is unclear whether the reference II to the
manifestations of God - and especially the well-known
dllltinction between the divine theopJwUes of Beauty (~

celebr.ted volunt.ry martyrdom of .1-H.lllj. (See the
exhaustive four-volume-study by L Massignon [trans. H.
MasonL TItc Pasion of lIl-lWlIj, Princeton~ 1982.)

and Majesty q.ul) - or to the more mundane distinction
between poisonous and harmIeIs snakes.

14 - This celebrated and politically InOuential master (d.
632/1234; nephew of the AbO Najib Suhrlwardi mentioned at
n. 10 above) was the author of the famous Sufi -Undboo~,
'AJDiri! .'-Ml'bi!, and played a key role in spreading the
chivalrous Mfutuwwa- movement initiated by one of the last
Abbasid caliphs, ai-Nasir. (See A. Schimmel, Mystical
Dlmemions of Islam, pp. 24411.) 1& biography is on p. 472 of
the Nafahll

22 - Or simply M(spbitual) poveny- : Mn1fJIIt, the Peniall
equivalent of the Arable term 1i-frItIr, glorified • the epitome
of Muhammad's own spiritual path In the oeIebnted hadIth
~overty is my

pride"',"""fIIdrt1.

23 - The Persian term here (rajftlMI) Is problbly UIed I I an
equivalent of the Arabic !ufi technical term ",.,.".., or
lmntionaUy -drawing bIaJneM upon oneBeIf in order to aw&d
the forms of hypocrisy often accompanying the reputation of
piety and the spiritual -inslnc:eri~ (and insecurity) often
underlying an unusual relianCle Oft ads of piety and devotion.
From a very early period, the true ~ - auompUthed
mystics who carefully concealed their powers and
acxomplishments - ~ often considered the higheIt rank
among the Sufis : see the references and-disc:ulalon in A
Schimmel, Mystial DiJIfDISUms of Islam, pp. 86-88, and I.
Deladrm's recent translation of Sulamfs influential R. 11I-

15 - Acxording to Jimrs notice (pp. 473-474), this devoted
disciple of Suhrlwudt returned to his native Shlraz (in the
aftermath of the Mongol invasions 1), established a flourishing
khanegah there, and died in 678/1279.
16 - An important trading city about 10 miles west of 5hiraz.
on the traditional route to the suIf port of Bushahr, home of

the important Kazaruni (·Mllrslridf", ·ls~) Sufi order
founded in the early 11th century. (See the related articles in
EI2, vol. IV, 850-51, which mentions an Amin al-D"an Balylnt
as Mreviver- of that order in the 7th-8th/13th-I4th century.)

~, fA LucUliU I".".."

: "." "" H"""". •

Blbte,

Paris, adN, 1991.

17 - Presumably the celebrated Shirazi poet (d. 1292) and
author of the Gullstln and Bustin. However, it should be
added that modern historians have tended to question the
authenticity of many of the later stories about Sadrs life and
travels drawn from his works, including Jims own brief
notice later in the NIIfdIt.

24. ~ Ziylrat, literally Mvisi~ : the technical term In many
Islamic languages for the pilgrimages to the tombs or shrines
of saints, Imams, prophets and the family and Companions of

Muhammad whic:h are a central feature of religiOUS life in
every part of the Islamic world.
2S - One of the most celebrated of the many IIlnts of Shinz (d.
606/12(9), whose worb have been edited IJId tranIIated by a
number of modem Western sc:holan : lee JIInt Nt,."." pp.
2SS-2S8, and A Sc:himm~ Mystiall ~ of Wat, lDdex

18 - It is not entirely dear froQ' the context whether Sa'di is
simply asking Balylnt for his additional blessing on the
money to be used for buying the meal, or whether instead it is
understood - as in a similar anecdote told about a poor but
respected saint by Ibn ' Arabl in his Sufis of Andalusia - that
the pennies blessed by a famous saint will actually fetch a
much higher price because of their protective, talismaniC
value.

s.v. -

26 - The-tenth day of the lunar month of MJdtanaI ; for Shiitei
the ftnal day of mourning axnmemorating the martyrdom of
Husayn (grandson of Muhammad and son of AD IJId FltIma)

19 - Again it is not clear whet,her the Mmirade· (Xt"JU)

at Kerbela.

intended by the story is simply that Balylnt was
supernaturally aware of the exad amount and location of
money Sa'di had once put away (and then forgotten 7), or
whether he was actually able to materialize that particular
sum in that location. (Both sorts of supernatural phenomena
are frequently mentioned in hagiographlc works.)
20 - By the 13th century, with the international spread of both
organized Sufi orders (bI'I4f" pI. Illn"I) and wandering,
mendicant dervishes throughout the Islamic: world, their
adherents in many regions had developed spedal robes,
headgear and other di!tinctive apparatus (e.g., the 1CaIIkQl or
beggar's bowl; differem forms of prayer beads; the , . , . or
two-headed hatchet; etc:.) to distinguish their particular status
and affiliation.
The kltit" m.,-rrrIkJIf (Mthousand-nailed· khlrcp) mentioned
here- was no longer the poor beggar's cast-off rags, but a
splendid, artistically sewn patchwork of hundreds of tiny
strips of multi-colored material - an ostentatious sign of
wealth and -sodal pretense rather than of_ inner or outward
poverty.
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Sans envisager l'importance de l' -fpifrt sur l'Uniciti Absolue- (en
tant que contribution 1 la comprehension de la spiritualite
islamique), nous devons A Michel Chodldewicz (M.C.) d'avoir
clarifie puis rectifie Ies conclusions erronees qui valurent Ace bref
opuscule d'etre faussement attribue 1 Ibn 'Arabt qualifiant l'C2Uvre
de celui-ci de -monisme- ou de -panthiismt-, ce qui n'aura pas ete
sans repercussion- dans la genese des mouvements de pensee
islamique jusqu'l nos jours.
Pour appreder Jes remarques de M.C. sur ce traile, nous devons
d'abord expliquer les significations des premieres traductions de
cette -RisaLlt al-Ahtuliya - desormais identifi~ ~mme etant celie de
Balyani Awhad ad-Din (ob. 686/1287). En fait l'histoire enti~ des
notions occidentales modemes de soufisme, depuis sa formation
jusqu'aux annees soixante dix, est Ar~rire. On s'accorda trap
longtemps 1 reconnaitre au -soufisme-, Ala -mystique islImriqut- ou
-spirihulliti islmnique- une dimension essentiellement intellectuelle,
theorique ou doctrinale, sans aucune reference A celle de -riJUisIItion

spirituelle-.

la
description
de abO
'abdallah
balyani
par
jami
James W.
Morris

L'hypothese du -panthiismt-, prevalant dans Ies conceptions
anglo-saxonnes, ref1~te une perspective radicalement
-individualiste-, -personnelle-, detach~ de toute dimension sociale,
culturelle. Enfin, la supposition que l'enseignement de la saintete
eta it essentiellement universel ou alternativement -oriental·,
·eterneZ- a, dans un sens, emp«he Ie recours aux references des
religions et traditions culturelles specifiques.
Si l'Epitre n'est pas e11e-m!me 1 l'origine de ces prejuges, son
attribution A Ibn 'Arabi a certainement contribue A asseoir et
cautionner ces stereotypes.
Le second impact des travaux de M.C. est lie A un plus large et
(d'ailleurs) dramatique phenomme historique. L'ironie du sort a fait
que ces a priori a-l'egard de la spiritualite islamique et Ie rale
mythique devolu A Ibn 'Arabi refirent surface dans Ie champ des
polemiques de plusieurs generations de "reformateurs" et
"revolutionnaires" ambitionnant de fa~nner et diriger les nouveaux
Etats-nations et les reaIites sociales, A travers Ie monde islamique.
QueUes que soient leurs positions ideologiques initiales ces
politiciens nationalistes ou reformateurs (du marxisme A
l'islamisme) afficherent un commun degoQt pour Ia "cormption" et
la "decadence" qu'lls associent Ala mystique islamiqUe, A la religion
populaire et aux traditions intellectuelles et culturelles ayant eu
cours durant les six demiers siecles dans la civilisation islamique :
or,- preCisement, la periode incriminee recouvre celle du
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Jami semble avoir attire l'attention sur les

rayonnement de l'influence akbarienne, attestee
dans les cultures islamiques allant de l'Ahique l
Ia Chine, jusqu'a l'Indonesie.
La contribution essentielle de M.C. tient a ce
qu'it a radicalement deconstruit les mythologies
attachees au nom d'Ibn 'Arabi, tant en Orient
qu'en Occident. II a done opere comme un
authentique 'dlim, sans aucunement substituer
. une nouvelle mythologie a l'ancienne mais plutot
en expJorant et representant les differents
contextes de la reception de l'<Euvre akbarienne.
La premiere de ces mutations que subirent les
themes islamiques dans Ie cadre universitaire est
de replacer les ecnts akbariens dans leur contexte
d'origine ; la seconde est la restauration du role
absolument central des references scripturaires de
l'Isiam (Coran et Hadith) et la function initiatique
de cette Q!uvre. Troisiemement, M.e. a attire
l'attention"vers 1a creativite, Ia diversite de l'Islam
legal et spirituel et particulierement sur la
periode cruciale de formation (pour celui-ei),
comprise entre les XIIe et XIVe siecles. Ceci
constitue davantage qu'une contribution
academique. Ainsi fut-it possible de sortir de
l'impasse des polemiques, de l'orthodoxie
ideologique de notre temps.
C'est assurement dans Ie meme esprit et anime
des memes intentions, que Ie celebre poete persan
'Abd al Rahman Jami (ob. 1492) commentateur
des "Fusus al Hikam" ayant consacre sa vie a
l'etude des <Euvres d'Ibn 'Arabi, mentionna
Balyani (ob. 1287) dans sa fameuse bagiographie
"Nafa1uit al Uns". L'opposition tres manifeste,
dans chacune de ces anecdotes, entre· I'individualisme radical de la spiritualite de Balyani
(antinomianisme serait plus exact) et la sobriete
reposant sur les preceptes de la Chari'a (et comme
telle, ramenant allusivement a l'enseignement
initiatique d'Ibn 'Arabi), s'avere finalement aussi
dramatique que ces divergences doctrinales dont
rendent compte les notes adjointes par M.C. l ce
traite.

excentricites du caractere de Balyini et de sa
methode. Chaque lecteur tirera les conclusions
appropriees.

LA DESCRIPTION DE JAMi
Balyani declarait qu'a ses debuts dans 1a Voie, it
s'ewt resolu l se retrancher du monde et passa
ainsi onze annees de solitude au Mont Ligilm.
Quand it en redescendit it tint compagnie aAb11
Bakr Hamadani, lequel etait dote de hautes
qualites spirituelles. Chaque nuit celui-ei se levait
et pIa~ait une tige de fer, sous sa poitrine et
demeurait debout en priere jusqu'au matin. "Avec
son consentement, expliqua Balyam, je souhaitais me
tenir derriere lui ; de temps en temps il regardllit vers
mOi et m'encourageait en se moquant : /Iva et allongetoi quelque part I" Ie m'asseyais un temps et pendimt
qu'il amtinuait, me releoais, (...) jusqu'au mennent ou:
son hat spirituel descendit sur moi. Ie dicidtzis encore
de clwisir la solitude. HImuldtlni etait si content de moi
qu'il m'appela "Gypsy", Ie gitan."
"Un jour, poursuit Balyim, j'entendis quelqu'un
rapporter as paroles: "Gypsy vint et prjt quelquA.
chose de moi et I'emporia avec lui. A prisent j'ignore
ou il se trouve".
Quelque temps plus taI'{i Balyini revint aupres
d'Hamadilni. "Ou etais-tu it qu'apportes-tu ?" lui
demanda-t-il. Ba.1yani lui repondit : "Ie ne suis pas
autre que Dieu". -Tu as ripondu c:omme Hal14j", 1
quoi Balyani repliqua : "11 aisle des centaines tit
miUiers d'dmes tel1e qUe celle de Htzll4j". Hamadini
Ie visa de sa baguette de fer et Balyani, in
extremis, l'evita. "Hs ont audfii MansUr (al Hall4j),
sans qu'il ait jamais chercM as'enfuir; et toi tu It
dirobes devant une baguette !". "C'est parct que
MansUr n'avait pas atteint la perfection spirituelle,
enchaina Balyini, CIlT alors illlUrait lui".
- "Par devers Dieu, toutes les choses sont un· ;
Hamadani continua : "Peut-etre as-tu mange une
\
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sur etd, pour qui nous puissions offrir un rqm pour
les dm1iches-. -Ok! S,tdi, repliqua Balylni, IlIllieu
de cefle poignit de monfUlit, Ul plutOt prendre ce vtISe
dims lequel til tlS depose soixlmte-dtJa pikes d'IJ1'8mt,
et utilise Ie pour Ie repas des derviches -. I.e SIray1ch
Sa'di se leva immediatement et revint avec Ie
vase, comme on Ie lui avait demande et trouva
Iedit argent 1 I'interieur.
I.e Slulykh avait un disciple qui etait cuisinier.
II vendait de la soupe dans Ie bazar. Lorsque Ie
SIuzy1ch passait devant l'echoppe de son disciple il
prenait habituellement un bol de soupe et
l'avalait sur place, debout. Un jour, il avait un bol
de soupe entre les mains quand un (aspirant>
derviche arriva, en grande pompe, vetu de sa
robe mUlticolore de soufi, et Ie salua : -]'aimerais
que vous me donnie: quelques conseils pour tlVtlIlcer
sur 14 Voie de. Dieu. Ie vous en pr1e, dites-moi a qui
pourrllit m'me utile... -. I.e Slulykh lui tendit Ie bol
de soupe et lui dit : -Une part de ton travail
consistua ;, prendre cea d II Ie boire". Le jeune
derviche s'executa et lorsqu'il eut avale la soupe,
Ie Slulykh ordonna : -M4interumt essuie fa robe et
enleve les tJlches de soupe que til viens de ftlire, d agis
de mime chIIque lois que til 11Ul1lgtS quelque chose-.
_M4is mailre, repliqua Ie disciple, it fie peux plIS lil
ne s'agit pas de celll)-. -Donne-moi autre chose II
fllire -. -Si tu n'es pIls capable de faire eta tu ne
parviendrrlS II rim Jirire de ce qut je Ie ammumderrzis.
SOTS d'id, tu n'es pas qualifii pour cette tache".
Un des disciples du SJuzykh s'etait retire dans la
montagne quand un serpent venimeux
s'approcha. I.e disciple tenta de l'attraper mais se
fit piquer, ce que vint 1 savoir Ie Sh4ykh :
-Pourquoi as-tu fait cela ?-. -Maitre, tu m'as
tOUjOUTS dit qu'iln'y a rim d'ilUfre.que Dieu. Ie n'lIi
pas songi que Ie serpent &it ilUtre chose que Dieu,
c'est pourquoi je I'lli Imwtmtnt soulerJi-. 70utes les
fois que tu vois Ditu sous une forme tmifilmte,
rerorqua Ie Shaykh, "cours d ne reste ptIS pres de lui.
lJorintmmt abstiens-toi de tout IIdt inifIicIai jusqu 'II
ce que tu sadres qu il est bon -.

plante lpsychidtliqut) ?-. -Ctrtts, repondit-il, 11Ulis
die proment des pmiries de '" rialiti-. -Tu tlS goUte '"
biatitude et tu tlS bien fait, assieds-toi don£ sur Ie tapis
de pritre et prtserDt ce'" -.
- -Pourquoi, interrogea plus tard Hamadani,
IlVOir Ilinsi qualifii lW1Iij ?- Balyini repondit : -Si
un azvalier pr8end savoir mener son dreval l...) et
qu'il n'est pas cqable de I'arreter, it est consideri
comme inipJufait dims son art -.
BalyAni dit aussi : -On m'artlCOnte que tun des
compagnons du Shaykh Shih4b fll-DJ"n Suhrawardi,
tlpptli Shflykh Najib ai-Din Buzghush, 8mt sur le
point de venir II Shiraz. en 81lis tres heureux CIlT
j'IlVtlis dijlllltteint toutes 1es stations et &ts spirituels
des soufis, quiturent portis II ma con1Ulissance, si him
que je cherchais II en savoir davantage. Ie dicidai done
de me rendre II Shim pour y renamtrer Shaykh Nafib
al-Dl"n. Ie I'enlretins de mes experiences spirituelJes 1es
plus exceptionnelJes. II icoutll mon ridt IlDeC beJmcoup
de politesse et pour toute riponse gtlTda Ie silence. Ie
demeurai;' ses cOtes (dans I'attente d'une ptUo1e), une
heure entiere, puis me dicidIJi II prendre conge, mais je
Jus pris soudilin du besoin impirieux de retoumer voir
Ie Shaykh. Lorsque j'eus atteint lJl porle de sa maison
on m'infonna qu'il Sf frouvtlit dans ses Ilpp4rlements
privis. nme fal1Jlit donc m'tlSseoir et I'attendre ta aU il
IlfXlit coutume de prendre place pour ses awliences en
pub&. Alors que je m'itllis instill1i it mnarqUili juste
en face de son fIlpis de pritre, un papier , OU , II ma
grande surpriSe, it4it consigni tout ce que je venais de
dire. Ah I penSllis-je en moi-mhne, Ie Shaykh a done
tel1ement besom de ce que je lui Ili amfii, qu'ill'a noti!
Ie vois II present de quel genre d'individu il s'agit ... !
Ie repartis aussit6t. Mais quand je m'en Jus retourni je
me /is grief de man comporlement et trouVtli qu'une
certaine ambition spirituelle m'llVtlit quitte. ]'enfrepris
alors une retrllite pendant "'quelle Dieu me donn4 tout
ce que je lui demandais pour une durie tIl cinq jours

r

seu1emenl. Un jour qu'll etait 1 5hiraz il visita Ie Shaykh
Sa'di. Celui<i soupesa une poignee de pikes de
monnaie qu'il designa 1 Balylni : -Dis une pribe

I
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Balyani dit un jour : ·ttre un derviche
authentiqu.e ne consisle pas en III priere rituelle et Ie
/
jer2ne pas plus qu'4 prier toute III nllit. Tout etci n'est
que I'apparenct de La servitudt, alors que I'itat de
dtrviche trOllve I'acannplisstment dims III capaciti tit
souffrir les offenses et I'affliction (~ference l la
malAma : hommes du blAme). Si vo~s y parventZ
VOIlS etes tlTTives·.
II dit aussi : ·Connaifre Dieu - mais si tu ne
comuns pas Dieu til ne te connais pas toi-mime (...). Ie dis qu'il y a quelque chose d'encore meil1eur
que celll : me Dieu /.
Un jour que Balylni &it en pMerinage sur 1a
tombe de RQzbihln BaqIi, Ie fils de celui-ei se
tenait II assis au bord de la tombe ; i1 se leva
immediatement par ~espect pour Ie Shllykh
Balyani qui ne Ie remarqua point. Lorsqu'il eut
termine sa visite, Ie fils de RQzbihin lui en fit
poliment Ie reproche. n lui fut repondu : ·Shaykh

Rl1zbihan m'avait tendll une grenJlde et j'itais tout
simplement occu"e 11 III diguster avec lui·. .
Suit un p~me que nollS ne traduirons pas,
dont Ie thane central est ·La vhiti : Tu ne peux
voir autre chose que Dietl.... •.
Version abrigee du tate de '.W. Morris publie
dans son in~litf dans ce ~ num8'o
Traduction de Veronique Barre
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