Martin Lings: The Sanctity of Sincerity
REZA SHAH-KAZEMI

inLi ink of no better way of starting {
s Martin Lings? I can think o : .
E?:;zie than by letting Martin Lings himself answer that ques

£ 3471
tion. He does so in one of his poems, ‘Self-Portrait’:

Orpheus with his music made
The mountains tremble; he could persuade
The wind to veer, the earth to unfreeze,
The sap to rise up in the trees;

The waters, every living thing

Followed, to hear him play and sing.

But my soul from the dark pall

Of future ages he could not call,

That T might hear his minstrelsy:

The sticks and stones danced, but not L.

Nor was [ with the dance possessed

When Indra with his dancers blessed
That land whose jungles are the haunt
Of tiger, peacock, elephant.

They came, their sacred art to unfold:

I was not present to behold

Those movements by no man invented,
To hear those ankle-bells new-minted
In Heaven, resound, as heavenly feet
With thythmic step the earth did greet.

L ety o
* This text is adapted from notes for a lecture ?tmtheblilr(t)}slrai fAlf&am': S(Eic;egtsy_._(o_
mmemorating the centenary of the : artin !
I\i)(;‘;m"l]?lfirs z;):sg 'tlgs last in a series of three lectures organized by the Temenpﬁ
200%).
and sponsored by the Matheson Trust. _
de:jn gollectelzi Poems.(Cambridge: Archetype, 2002), pp. 51-3.
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I'saw not Rama: and 1 missed

The sight of Radha, to her tryst
Stealing at dusk for her Divine
Beloved. No; it was not mine

To share that beauty, that holiness,
Together my two hands 1o press

In reverence, not mine to hear

What made five Senses each an ear,
Thrilled every tree from crown to root,
The purity of Krishna's flute,

The sacrament I dig not take

From the priest-king Melchizedek,

Nor stood I by that sacred well

With Abraham and Ishmae]

In the Arabian wilderness,

Prayed not with them that vailey to bless,
Stone on stone laid not, that house to huild
Wherewith their prayers have been fulfilled.

I'saw not Joseph in his glory;

I'tell, but witnessed not, his story:

His brothers' guilt, how they did crave
Forgiveness and how he forgave,

And Jacdb, Leah, all bowed down,
Eleven planets, sun and moon.

Their progeny scarce dared 1o glance
At Moses’ dazzling countenance
When of the Burning Bush he told.
For me there was no need to hold

My lids half-shut: time was my veil,
Nor can I leap oyur nature’s pale

To span the years with backward wing,
That I might hear the Psalmist sing,

Or gaze with Solomon entranced,
While Sheba's queen before him danced.
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Years passed, but still beyond my reach
It was, to hear the Buddha preach,

And when he held up silently

That flower, he gave it not to me.

Of all the guests less than the Jeast

I was not to that marriage feast

Bidden, at Cana in Galilee.

I did not hear, I did not see

The words and locks that passed between
The son and mother: she serene,

Gently prevailing, and he stirred
Infinitely deep, by the deep word

She uttered. But I dare surmise

That wine enough was in their eyes:
Wine upon wine those guests drank then.
Could any be the same again?

When half a thousand years and more
Had passed, and men allegiance swore
To the Arab Prophet, beneath the tree,
My willing hand was still not free
From bonds of time and space to be
Between his hands in fealty.

Such blessings missed, time was when 1
Within myself would wonder why,

Half quarrelling with the book of fate
For having writ me down so late.

But now I no longer my lot

Can question, and of what was not.

No more I say: Would it had been!

For I have seen what I have seen,

And ! have heard what [ have heard.

So if to tears ye see me stirred,

Presume not that they spring from woe:
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In thankful wonderment they flow.
Praise be to Him, the Lord, the King,
Who gives beyond all reckoning,

5 poem we are graced with a revealing portrait of Martin Lings,

‘the same time we are given a taste of the quintessence of the
ial philosophy’. The three fundamental themes of this philo-
y are there, either explicitly or implicitly: primordiality —together

s prolongation as Tradition; universality of Truth—as mani-
by the diverse forms of Revelation; and essentiality—with a
reference, at the very end of the poem, to the power of prayer,
ans par excellence of realizing both primordial perfection, ‘the
mysteries’; and the essence of the Truth, ‘the greater mysteries’.

s:note another portrait of the soul of Martin Lings. This one is
bstract and indirect, but nonetheless revealing. It comprises the
tions of wisdom', as described in the sixth chapter of Frithjof
's:book Stations of Wisdom: renunciation and action, peace
vour, discernment and union’? In this chapter one is presented
masterful exposition of the different facets of spiritual wisdom;
osition which also serves as an accurate description of the soul
in Lings. For many of us, Martin Lings was a living embodiment

tations of wisdom, and thus compelling proof of the efficacy

-Indeed, the story of the life of Martin Lings was one of un-
g fidelity to the teachings of his master, as is made clear in his
tk; so aptly named-A Return to the Spirit, a work to which he
finishing touches shortly before passing away peacefully at

f ninety-six? There we read of how, as a Christian in the
1€ ‘young Lings prayed fervently for a spiritual guide: ‘My

on was always one and the same, that I should find a truly
iritual Master who would take me as his disciple, initiate me

':Schuon, The Stations of Wisdom, trans. G. E. H, Palmer (London: John
61), p- 148.

¢ Prince of Wales wrote a preface to this work in which he stated: ‘One of
privileges of my life has been to know Dr Martin Lings, whom I first met

. he saw beneath the surface of
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into the Way, and guide me to its End¢ The more he Prayled, éhiergol;:
he was directed to the small group of Sufis in Switzerland,
Frithjof Schuon, whom he met in 1937: ;

e epithet al-Siddig sums up Martin Lings’s character completely. It
 stdq, or sincerity, derived from the same root, which constitutes the
rincipal theme of this lecture. The siddigan, the sincere confirmers of
1e Truth, are mentioned in a verse of the Qur'an which Martin Lings
ved to recite, these being virtually the last words that the Prophet

hammad uttered before his death: ‘With the Suprerme communion
Paradise’, he was heard to murmur; then, citing the Qur’an, ‘with
ase upon whom God hath showered His Favour, the prophets and the

And so I met the answer to my highly demanding PI?;ZL Erefzp;
his years ~ he was only 30 — his appearance Cr_arresponm E:)ertitu”
to all that I had prayed for. But that did not mcreaseaJI eﬁdy by
that he was indeed the answerIto mlycfi szyislf;rffals‘:;:lt certituae :é

ace of Heaven, as certain as I cou i een privile
%vravered during the 66 wonderful years that  have been p This translation is Martin Lings's own; and it is very telling that he
to be his disciple.® uld have tranglated siddigan quite simply as ‘saints’, as would a
translating the cognate Hebrew term tsaddigim, plural of Isaddig,
ost ‘translators opt for the word ‘truthful’ or ‘sincere’. For Martin
igs;'-though, the essence of truthfulness or sincerity is nothing but

tity; for to be fully sincere in one’s beliefs means to be purified of
taint not just of hypocrisy but also egocentricity: it means to be
pletely effaced in the truths in which one believes such that there
10longer in the soul any ‘individualistic coagulations’, as he used
o say.® If, as Schuon has said, the Way is the path ‘from natural
Xcrisy to spiritual sincerity’,* we might say that Lings was one who
ndertaken that journey and, by the grace of God, reached its
:_H:e had become truly holy, or ‘whole’. For, as Lings reminds us,
eness is in reality inseparable from holiness:

Martin Lings was then given the Muslim name AbG Bakr., the I';&;I;
the first caliph of Islam. It is noteworthg thlaft tf}fle fiegcsgitvl\rc:;dl' :
i —1mi le and self-effacin, -
character of Abi Bakr mﬂ.d, gent o effacing quevanY:
d of an immense inner strength born le &
fﬁgzefi:nﬁnd one of Martin Lings. Just as Lhmgs ;lvashail cgztea;niéd
ide to whom he ha
could be that Schuon was the gui een
§ d for the absolute certainty 1
Heaven, so Abt Bakr was renowne f ety
I ' i d Abfi Bakr came to be knownk
in the Prophet’s veracity. Indee Jdiodeniie
i ddi ich means ‘the one who confirm
epithet #l-Siddig, whic ; ocirms e
is epi him by the Prophet hi en
this epithet was bestowed upon ’ het himsel wherd
i the Prophet’s claim to journe
Bakr confirmed the truth of et's n 10 have ot
back again in a single night.
from Mecca to Jerusalem and . gh. ©
's ‘Ni " (al-Isra’}, the prelude to his
the Prophet’s ‘Night Journey’ (2 i g o
v f i less biography of the Prop
heaven (al-Mi‘raj). In his peer ropuet
i 0 the pagans of Qurays ce
cites the response of Abi Bak'r to the paga ® of Quiaysh o,
) bout this incredible claim, jubilan i
izgp:cltﬂeld :nd wealthy merchant of the tribe, would now renounc

belief in the Prophet:

;oﬁigious memory and was famed for being ‘the most expert of [the tzibe of]
shion the genealogy of the tribe’ (The History of al-Tabari vol. 6: Muhammad

If so he saith’, said Abu Bakr, ‘then it is true._And whe;:le 1sv grlf
of it? He telleth me that tidings come to him frotlft ;eca)l er
in one hour of the day or the night, and Ilknolxév im _

the truth. And that is beyond what ye cavil at. :

teresting to note that the great Muslim philosopher»mystic, Sadr al-Din
{Rhown as Muylla Sadra), in his exegesis of the Qur’anic statement ‘those who
L God and His ressengers are the truthful ones (al-siddigin) and witness before
4" (57:19), refers to the fact that the truthful are such by virtue of their
disclosure (kashf) and their complete effacement, the fruit of their spiritual
against the lower forces of their own souls. See Sajjad Rizvi, ‘Mulla Sadra’ in
. ord Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2009 Edition), ed, Edward N. Zalta,
g' Iﬁﬁ’,ﬁ,ﬁm;fgf Iifg Based on the Earliest Sources (L-Ondirgﬁ%eaﬁ'g;
UnWIslamic Texts Society, 1083), p. 103. According to tradition, .
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nostalgic recognition of a fulfilment which for themselves is also a

To be perfectly well, the soul must be complete. ‘Holiness’, ‘whole
p_ossibih'ty and a goal to be reached.® -

ness’ and ‘health’ are in origin the same word and have merely been
differentiated in form and in meaning through the fragmentation g
language. The virtues of simplicity and sincerity are inseparabl
from this perfection, for each in its own way means undividednes

of soul.®

ntc;: s éeminfled here of a hadith, or saying, of the Prophet, trans-
h ; . a); f;bti Bfakr WECh states that gazing at the face of “AH’ b. Abi
Ct of worship.* This is an expression of ' -
o A oS Xpression of what is called in
; . presence of the saint makes o
ultimate reality, and of one’s o i e the Lopze
1 : , Wn potential to realize the holj
g witnessed or felt through the sain - saing
. t. Contemplating the sai
15 awakens the aspiration to be h least 10 be s
oly oneself, or at least, to be |
.r’_e tofthe deepest S}IbSt&I‘lCe of one’s own humanity' Whai telfes
- an refers 10 as the fitra, or primordial human norm m’ade in th
agg oél God, and therefore holy by nature ’ )
oth the personality and the writings ¢ i
11 both ) ngs of Martin Lings we see not
st a fruit of the way Inaugurated by Frithjof Schuon, bugt also a palxl'tc;—

Martin Lings was indeed the epitome of utter sincerity: confirmin;
with his penetrating intelligence the truth of the teachings
received from his master; putting into practice with his indomita
will the method deriving from these teachings; and then submittin
with all his heart and soul to the transcendent realities and transfor
ing beauties revealed by God as a result of this gift of self to the Tru
and the Way. His heart, thus transformed, pulsated with the palpabl
radiance of holiness, to which most people who came into cont
with him at the end of his life attested. .
We aim to present this brief sketch of Martin Lings in terms of {
three levels: the intelligence, or doctrine; the will, or method; anc
heart, or sanctity. We might say, albeit somewhat schematically,
on the plane of the intellect, sincerity translates into veracity; o
plane of the will, sincerity translates into integrity; and on the plan
the heart, sincerity translates into sanctity. But before entering i1
brief discussion of these three levels, it would be well to ask oursel
the question: what happens when we meet a saint? Martin ‘L
answers this question very clearly in the chapter ‘Archetypes of De
tional Homage' in his book Symbol and Archetype, a chapter W
takes one from a bhaktic starting point to a most jranic conclusi

from love to gnosis:

6;);;;1;1;?;1:%:0 tkel Spirit. Huston Smith, one of the foremost
) rative religion in the western world, refer i
e ! , sto L !
at.glograp}‘ly gf the Algerian Sufi master, the Shaykh al—?fllégvs\;ris
gr eﬁi Su{z' Saznt of the Twentieth Century, and says: “Those of us'
ontributing to it [this book, A Return to the Spirif| wi
t be doing our best to enter a tribt o saint ot i
b a tribute to a Sufi saint of the t
11 (e : : ey
f::;zgy D H I;Iarﬂ’ had anything akin to a formal procedure gr
e 1n, such a procedure would undoubtedly have begun
z . 1a1:veil vy upon th? death of Martin Lings in 2005. In the Islailuic
tHon, however, saints are not canonized after death; rather they

... all devotional homage, all hero-worship worthy of the ;
proceeds subjectively from the perfection which exists in
soul, even though, in the majority, it has been buried unde
rubble of a fallen second nature. If the burial is too deep, the
of values can be irremediably vitiated; but even a remote consc
ness of the latent perfection is enough to serve as a basis for:
ideals and to arouse in souls, at contact with actual perfectio

al-Din al-Suyiti, Tarikh al-Khulafs /
ddm: Oriental Press, 1970), p. 97.u %t LS Jareett, History of the Caliphs

10. Ancient Beligfs and Modern Superstitions (London: Perennial Books, 1964 eturn to the Spirit b xii
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0 the essential elements of religious Tradition—has deformed
lage, to the extent that it rejects the values rooted in the divine
Lations inaugurating each of the great religious traditions of the
‘Because of this aspect of the perennial philosophy, it is often
1red 1o as ‘traditionalism’, a label which is not particularly accu-
and which leads many to think of the perennial philosophy as
g hopelessly nostalgic. However, if we emphasize the word peren-
e will see that there is nothing hopeless or utopian or unreal-
bout this group of writers. While it is true that they harshly
ize the materialism, consumerisin, relativism and nihilism which
our times, the life and work of the perennial authors are them-
nonetheless testimony to the immensely positive potential for
ality that is also present in our times. Lings often used to say
timanity has reached its ‘old age’ in this late stage of the Kali
(Dark Age’)* and that this has both its advantages and
antages. Its chief advantage is the wisdom that accompanies old
we-know more about all sacred traditions now than ever before.
ef disadvantage is the decrepitude and senility that can cripple
ulif it yields to the materialistic currents of the present age.”
his connection The Eleventh Hour is very significant. For the
th hour or ‘last days’ in which we live, according to so many
\ecies, is characterized not only by darkness, but also by divine
y, glimmerings of light which are in some strange way rendered
‘more conspicuous against the background of the prevailing
-It is upon this aspect of mercy and grace, compensating for the
decadence, that*Martin Lings was focused, and not on the
erice per se. The parable of the eleventh hour given by Jesus—
t.that the workers who worked only for the eleventh hour
tved the same wage as those who worked throughout the heat of
ay (Matthew 20:1~16)~clearly refers to the ‘increase’ of avail-
of mercy at the end of time, a principle affirmed in Islam by the
g of the Prophet, so often quoted by Lings: He who omits one
of the Law in the beginning of Islam will be damned; but he who

I. DOCTRINE AND VERACITY™

One is struck by the spirit of unshakeable certitude that the bQ . ks
Martin Lings exude, and by the almost tangible sense of the aut
own effacement in the truths he so eloquently articulates.:
writings of Martin Lings one feels an intellectual power delivered
a certain lightness of touch; the books therefore express in thg
way that combination of spiritual authority and profound hu
that so distinctly marked his personality. We will return to h1_s
sonality in a moment; but to focus on this plane of doctrine, one 2
well ask what Martin Lings could possibly add to the works of Fri
Schuon, which according to Martin Lings himself brought the P
nial philosophy’ to a peak of unsurpassable perfection? In one
books, The Eleventh Howur, Lings writes about the works of Fri
Schuon as follows: :

[W]e are conscious of all those positive qualities which belg{l_g
the end of an age, in particular of a supreme mastery of summin
and of putting everything in its right place. Again and again, .
this or about that, one has the impression that Schuon has said
last word.” :

Let us take a brief look at the way in which Martin Lings’s works.
contributed to the perennial philosophy. We can do this by cons
ing briefly the three principal themes of this philosophy: prim
ality, universality and essentiality. Rather than going into all
themes in detail, let us ask ourselves instead what particular m
Lings added to their exposition.

Primordiality, or tradition. This principle is fundamentally based
consciousness of man being made in the image of God. It im
among other things, a critical awareness of the ways in. w
modernism—defined as a more or less conscious ideological opp

14. Some of the points made in the following pages can be found c_ievelopéd ] : A
fullz; in our two a};ticles, ‘A Tribute to Martin Lings~On the Occasion of hia Perennis, 1996), chapter 1, ‘The Dark Age'.
Birthday, Sopkia — The Journal of Traditional Studies 5:2 (Winter 199g); and ‘A M anecdote: When he was about ninety years old, Lings, standing bolt upright,
of Hope at the Eleventh Hour—Martin Lings, 190g—2005', in A Return to the Sp ssed a large audience at a Temenos Academy event, saying words 1o this effect:
the Selétion entitled ‘In Memoriam' e of you sitting here today is old. The question is: which aspect of old age are

15. The Eleventh Hour (Cambridge: Quinta Essentia, 1987), p. 93. oing to choose: wisdorn or senility?

e R. Guénon, Crisis of the Modern World, trans. Arthur Osborne et 4l (Ghent
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accomplishes one tenth of the Law at the end of Islam Wiii be savfed
Divine mercy super-abundantly compensates for the d1_ff1cult1es of fo
lowing a spiritual path during a period of ter_mmal decline. .
The darkness of our times, or the imminence of thg end of th
present cycle, was indeed stressed by Martin Lings in his books
discourses: not in order to inculcate a sense of doom and gloom, b
rather to precipitate our awareness of the need to take advantage
the immense compensations of divine grace. Every mon}ent, hfa us
to say often, can be transformed into a ‘moment of mercy’. In th1sfh
echoing the Sufi principle that one must be Ibn al-wagt, son of -
moment. One should avail oneself, in every single moment, of all t
‘available’ mercy, and thus galvanize one’s soul for ‘the one thin,
1’. . ;
ne;giupresem age, moreover, assists the spir.itual seej-ker ipc}uec_
through the very ‘momentum’ generated by its frenetic actlwl’jay ;
approaches its final throes; the very ‘pull’ of the Hour cemfr e h
nessed to spiritual aspiration, even after one ;na’s passedl o
‘market’ (‘remaining passive in outward profaniny) to the vzn-ey_
{‘activity with regard to the Kingdom of Heaven’). As Lings says:

No more I say: Would it had been!
For I have seen what I have seen ..

§ ‘vision’ leads to the second great theme of the perennial philo-
sophy, that of universality, for as stated above, we are all privileged to

itness a veritable kaleidoscope of holiness in all spiritual traditions in
manner scarcely imaginable in earlier ages.

niversality. There are two main points to note here in relation to the
ntribution made by Lings to the perennial philosophy. On the one
hand, he puts right a common misunderstanding about the meaning
f universality; and on the other, he stresses the providential role of
e Islamic revelation in asserting the principle of universality. To take
¢ misunderstanding first: Many are under the mistaken impression
at the universality which is so central a feature of the perennial
hilosophy is just another form of relativism, of the ‘anything goes’
variety. Universality is deemed to dilute specificity: one fears that the
hness of one’s specific religion is sacrificed at the altar of 4 meta-
ysical abstraction.
Lings helps to rectify this error in various ways. Let us look, for
xample, at the way in which he comments on one of the key images
ed by the perennialists to explain the transcendent unity of reli-
1ons, that of the circumference and the centre of a circle: the outward
orms of the religions are situated on points along the circumference,

ile their inner mystical or esoteric paths are the radii going from
1e circumference to the centre. He comiments:

The liberating efforts of intelligence and will that are thus call
into action may be prolonged, after the vineyard has been reac
to add their momentum, combined with that of the eleventh h
itself, to the ‘work’, that is, to the spiritual path.®

The following lines of ‘Self-Portrait’ show that Lings was not se
mentally attached to Tradition, or rather, to the Revelations W
together defined the contours of the different forms of Traditi

ur image as a whole reveals clearly the truth that as each mystical
even if once he may have been so:

ath approaches its End, it is nearer to the other mysticisms than it
vas at the beginning. But there is a complementary and almost
Such blessings missed, time was when I paradozxical truth which it cannot reveal, but which it implies by the
Within myself would wonder why,
Half quarrelling with the book of fate
For having writ me down so late.

But now I no longer my lot

Can question, and of what was not.

idea of concentration which it evokes: increase of nearness does not

mean decrease of distinctness, for the nearer the centre, the greater
the concentration, the stronger the ‘dose’.

15 penetrated by the specific essence of one’s own faith more com-

etely the closer one comes to the centre, the further one travels

What is Sufis 2 pp. 21-2.
18. The Eleventh Hour, p. 12. 9 is Sufism? pp. o1
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along the path of esoterism; for one receives a more ’co?écexét?tt%
i i$ receiving a more potent dose of tr
dose of this essence, even as one i _ 1
essence of religion as such. This universal essence of re(l;glon, sEynﬂ;Q
i i ivi s€
i tre of the circle, is the divine Es
ized by the ungraspable cen circle, is the .
itseli gt the threshold of which all specificities —individual 5011-;1}1153?
parti’cular religions—are transcended. It is only at that' Ce;mihin 2
particular essences are indistinguishable, bemgz::ompnse within.
i i i ity of their source.
ineffable, undifferentiated unity h o .
As regards the essence of the religion of Isi@, Martin I.,mgs eilgrs
sized its intrinsic universality. That is, in addition to being 1umeﬁ _
by virtue of its mystical or esoteric core, it also contains an e fem o
universality embedded in its very formal structure, in its foun
revelation, the Qur’an:

mystical doctrines of Islam but in the Qur’an itself and in certain
ayings of the Prophet. For too long, he said, the exoteric commen-
ators had been ‘shouting down’ the Qur'an, not allowing it to ‘speak
oritself’. What he meant is that the literal meaning of so many verses
f the Quran unequivocally expresses a universal message, and that
any traditional commentators have subjected these verses to all
1ts of exegetical strategies in order to avoid this literal meaning

ssentiality. By this term, we mean the tendency of the perennial philo-
phy to move from the forms of things, religions included, to their
sences. On this plane, we should cite the extraordinary capacity of
artin Lings to 80 to the essence of such diverse subjects as Shakes-

edrean plays and Qur’anic calligraphy. But perhaps most significant
definitive, peerless account of the Prophet in the English language,
18S was a master of the essential By this I mean that he not only
ssessed an acute discernment between the essential and the contin- 5
nt, the principial and the phenomenal, the absolute and the relative:
was also capable of acting in consequence of this discernment, so
eventually his reflexes and his whole being came to be fashioned
eby. Often he used to say: one must always have a sense of pro-
ions. A correct sewse of proportions goes beyond merely having a
ect conception of proportions. This sense should accompany us as

icisins are equally universal . . . in that they all lead t -
éléén %ﬁﬁs But one if-leature of the originality of Is?am, aild ﬂle}ur?CfO
of Sufism, is what might be called a secondary umvers; ity, ;;rﬁ .
to be explained above all by the fact thaf: as the last eve u
this cycle of time it is necessarily some'flnng of a sumngng a}:d:
Islamic credo is expressed by the Qur'dn as belief mTho L and
Angels and His Books and His Messengers. [11,' 285] The e
passage is also significant in this context. _Ngth_mg compar :
could be found in either Judaism or Chrlsuan}ty, f;rke);am.phe
each We have appointed a law and a path; and if God ha mi .
would have made you one people. But He hath made yousdvf}
that He may put you to the test in what He I'mth given yauhtc; s
one another in good works. Unto ng ye will tszll be krougd " :8]
He will then tell you about those things wherein ye differed. | 4

mpletely as do our other senses, so that, in the face of phenomena—
hatever order—we never lose our sense of the principial. The

iomena of this wotld are always subject to doubt; pure principles

ain to the domain of the indubitable >

In each religion there are those who distinguish themselves by their
lon on the essential, to the point where this fixation defines them,;

Towards the end of his life, Lings repeatedly and emphat}cilllly «ZE;

the importance of this universality as expressed not just in the i

eas for this reason, among others, that I dedicated my The Other in the Light of

Orie—-The Universality of the Quran and Interfaith Dialogue {Cambridge: Islamic
Society, 2006) to Martin Lings.

nécdote: When Dr Lings gave a talk on René Gué

in 1994, no sooner had he uttered the words, ‘When I read the boaks of

- . . . 5
20. Schuon resolves the question of part1cu13nW and unllve1‘;;;;111111‘?:3 tf}:l:ﬁ)xifh
writings. One of the most striking passages in this com"lecnon is © ollow,
Chﬁstgof the gnostics is he who is “before .?br;ha.m was ?hcijéognpv;m CI;; ariee
i i ; i f this, far from {
ancient wisdoms; a consciousness o , thdlmem]ma prac b
f the historical Redemption, confers on ; ' .
:rr:r? L;tr)e;tsoof Existence’ (Ligitt on the An;\zrzni‘dvz\c;;lgﬁ Hll\fa;wgogags;c;i;on wzt: i being made s, e many i e e e s
i : T , . P . 1

Letters, ed. Deborah Casey [Bloomington: |

21. What is Sufiswi?, pp. 22-3.




220 REZA SHAH-KAZEMI

MARTIN LINGS: THE SANCTITY OE SINCERITY 221

Islam, it is the Sufis who so distinguish themselves as ‘the choice they

marginalized or even subverted. T i i
e e S 1 S g e e e _ erted. The following sentence from Martin

Litigs suffices a ion:’ i ' i ity
the ephemeral is not merely theoretic or mental but so totally sincer "tgnot in oppss;l;tt?ifgri??g lxlf;fhl;u‘etg; Z{;E;?faoiézesiiz%af _ adle}OIl,
that it has shaken them to the depth of their being and set thenm:in every believer’. He then adds this i;nportant 01?1?' %feStCﬂbes
motion upon the path. Lings continues: - cludes exoterism: failure to carry out strictly the cfmméndrsr;)eiiizsg;
Shari'a would amount to a disqualification for entry into one of
¢ Sufi brotherhoods.”s Moreover, the outward forms of religion will
__..gra.sped as esoteric to the extent that one’s vision is esoteric. The
ollowing passage from the Shaykh al-Alawi, as translated by Lings in
‘magisterial biography, is extremely important:

The Quran itself is as a crystallisation of this choice, for it ins
without respite on the immense disparity between this lower world
and the transcendent world of the Spirit, while on the other han
continually inveighs against the folly of those who choose the lo
in place of the higher, the worse in place of the better. As the op
site of this folly, Sufism could be defined as a sense of values or
sense of proportion. Nor would this be inadequate as a definitio
for who in the world, except their counterparts in other religic
can possibly compare with the Sufis for putting first things firs
second things second? Analogously, the Qur’an defines itself as
Furgdn which could be translated ‘the Criterion of Values’ o
Instrument of Discrimination’ or simply ‘Discernment’. An essenti
feature of the Quranic message is the establishment of a hierar
of values which can serve as a criterion for putting everything
proper place and as a general basis for drawing conclusions. It
not only distinguish between right and wrong, orthodoxy and ¢
truth and falsehood, religion and paganism. It also makes a dis
tion, within the domain of orthodoxy, between those who'
eagerly forward, the foremost, and those who observe a c
moderation in their worship.* :

emembrance® is the mightiest rule of the religion .. .. The law was
t enjoined upon us, neither were the rites of worship ordained
ut for the sake of establishing the remembrance of God . . .. In a
rd, our performance of the rites of worship is considered strong
._:erak according to the degree of our remembrance while per-

ressions of the remembrance of God? The idea of the transcendent
‘of religions is certainly not enough, nor is the idea of primordial
nor the metaphysical distinction between the essence and form,
_deas certainly help, but they are situated on the plane of the
d;-u priori; and as*such they call out to be assimilated in depth
d in the heart. Doctrine needs its methodic complement; the;
igence, awoken to the highest and deepest truths, issues an rirnp—
ve summons to the will: one must do something about these
S}I-II_.ings often used to say: thinking about them must give way to
ing them* The illuminating truths perceived by the mind must
nessed to the realizatory power of the will.

The ‘foremost’, the sabigin (Qur'an 56:10) are those who have
from belief to gnosis, from conception to realization. For Martin Li
then, to speak of essences is to speak of realization of the esss
which takes us to the domain of the will: one must dedicate oneé;
‘the one thing needful’. Before proceeding to the next section
should note that for Lings and the perennialists the form of relf
its laws and rites, is a gateway to its essence and an expression
Here one should correct a widespread misinterpretation of ess
ism: some have said that such is the stress on the esoteric essen
the perennialists that the exoteric form of religion, the Shari

t God and the practice of the invocation of the divine Name.

Lings, A Sufi Saint of the Twentieth Century: Shaikh Ahmad al-Alawi {London:
= Allen & Unwin, 1971), pp. 96-7. .
chuon pointedly writes: ‘In ratiocination concepts are wom threadbare without

_ , B iy AN
24, What s Sufismi, pp. 31-2. 1b:l1ty of their being replaced, on this level, by something better. Nothing is
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of religion, is described by hi

i , i y him as ‘a state i i

desultory shompribed | 7 of truce with occasional

0The means by which we restore our primordial nature, and over-

u];nteh c;ur faiien ;e;lond nature, is described in many places through-

worss of Martin Lings. Surprisingl

it the 0 ; gly, the nature, means and
plications of the spiritual combat are perhaps most explicitly

presented in his esoteric inte i
esel rpretations of Shakes !
Consider what he says about Hawmlet pestes plays

II. WILLING INTEGRITY

As mentioned earlier, Lings stressed that for the soul to be ‘whole’ it
must be ‘holy’, the two words sharing the same root. This sincerity
and integrity, wholeness and holiness are beautifully described by
Lings in relation to sacred art. In the following passage he invites us to
participate in his own contemplative vision, the fruit of his own pe
ception of sacred art:

When we contemplate a work of truly sacred art, the whole sot
comes together as if in answer to an imperative summons. There
no question of any fragmentary reaction, for we cannot marvi
enough. Here lies the essence of a sacred civilization, to be forev
demanding, in all sorts of ways, that the soul should pull itse
together and keep itself together, and in the response of souls to this:
demand lies one of the great superiorities of the past over:th
present. To take a very small, yet none the less significant exampl
when we listen to the dance music of the Middle Ages, even to th
of the gayer dances, we do not have in any sense the impressio
that a fragment of the soul has splintered off rebelliously from thy
rest. On the contrary, such music conjures up the presence of
and women who in their pleasures could not forget, and di
desire to forget, the fleeting brevity of life and the certainty
death.*

which can effectively wipe out the ste
| nch of our old stock and that
g.-the complete rev_ersal of the Fall, total liberation from the grip zf
1€ enemy of 'n}anlund, i other words, the slaying of the dragon, or ‘
ore simply, irt the language of the play, revenge ’ ’

thing other than the inoculating or

How then are we to restore the wholeness and holiness that we' ordial nature onto the old stock of

lost, but which is our deepest birthright? In short, we are calls
engage in what the Prophet called ‘the Greater Struggle’, al-Jilid al
Akbar, the struggle against all the lower tendencies of the soul. .
book What is Sufism?, Martin Lings writes that only the mystic %kn e rites and disciplines of the Lesser M .
what it is to keep up a methodic opposition to his own lower p tion from original sin and the rsser ysteries
lities and to carry the war into the enemy’s territory so that the 1te

soul may be “for God".” The path of exoterism, of the outward pra

more harmful than this mental erosion of a truth; it is as though true ideas tag
revenge on anyone who limits himself to a thinking of them' (Spiritual Per
and Human Facts: A New Translation with Selected Letters, ed. James
[Bloomington: World Wisdom, 2007], p. 5).

29. Ancient Beliefs and Modern Superstitions, p. 37.

tis Sufism?, p. 30
€ Secret of Shakespeare (Wellingborough: Aquarian Press, 1984), p. 20
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'ei:_ause it sets up the most powerful vibration towards the Heart.
e Prophet said: ‘There is a polish for everything that taketh away
ust; and the polish of the Heart is the invocation of Alldh'

consciously attained spiritual perfection, on the other. Tracing out t
path that leads from the first to the second, Lings reveals some of
concrete—and most often unexpected —challenges encountered in _
spiritual life, doing so in a series of extremely powerful passag
Angelo’s descent into the murky depths of _h1s own. squl, as pr
requisite for his gaining of a perfection on a h_tghey': plane, is a vare
on the theme of the mystical ‘descent into Hell”. This, however stran;
it may at first seem, is an inevitable part of purif%cation, of contact v
the Spirit that, alone, has the power to purify, to make the so
‘healthy’, ‘whole’ and thus ‘holy”:

hing the heart with the Name evokes the process of sanctifica-
which is essentially all about the principle of reflection: the saint
s not ‘become God', rather, God is as it were ‘seeny’ in the perfectly
olished heart of the saint. This leads us to the final level of sincerity,
the plane of the hearrt.

. . THE HEART: FROM WHOLENESS TO HOLINESS
Initiation, followed up by the devotional and ascetic practices th -

are implicit in it, opens the door to contact with the perfecting an
unifying power of the Spirit, whose presence dfemands that
psychic substance shall become once again a single whole.
more or less scattered elements of this substance are thus co
pelled to come together; and some of them come in anger, fro
dark and remote hiding-places, with the infernal powers &
attached to them. From this point of view it is truer to say that H
rises than that the mystic descends; and the result of this rising
battle between the ‘mighty opposites’, with the soul as battl
ground. The mystic fights, by definition, on the side of I—I_ea.vefn, bu
the enemy will spare no stratagem to seduce him into fighting
the wrong side ®

s begin with the following ‘divine (qudst) sayings'—that is,
ngs in which God speaks in the first person, transmitted by the
et, but which are not verses of the Qur'an:

y earth hath not room for Me, neither hath My Heaven, but the
eart of My believing slave hath room for Me *

othing is more pleasing to Me, as a means for My slave to draw
€ar to Me, than worship which I have made binding upon him; and
y slave ceaseth not to draw near unto Me with added devotions of
s free will until T love him. And when I love him, I am the Hearing
W}_i_Erewith he heareth, and the Sight wherewith he seeth, and the
Hand whereby he graspeth and the Foot whereon he walketh %

-
€ two sayings were often quoted by Martin Lings, both in his pub-
hed works and in his oral discourses. Together, they may be said to
ress the quintessence of spirituality in Islam, the first as regards
objective principle of divine immanence, the presence of God
thin that depth of consciousness referred to as the heart; the second
egards the effective realization of this immanence through the
tality of dedication referred to as ‘added devotions'—the most
damental of which is the dhikru’Llzh. The relationship between

Despite this awesome prospect, the victory of the Spiri‘F is line\.ritable_;
the measure of the mystic’s sincerity of intent and his fidelity to’
Heavenly means of waging the battle. What are these means? Lm
speaks of the necessity of wielding ‘a sword that has been forged .
tempered in Heaven' if one is to overcome the obstacle befpre !
aspirant in the spiritual life, this obstacle being representf:d in mi
traditions as ‘a gigantic monster with supernatural powers’. He off
this helpful comment on one of the most powerful of these swot
the Divine Name:

What is Sufism?, p. 59. This saying is found in Bayhaqr's collection of hadith.
‘We give here Lings's own translation; #bid, p. 29. Unlike the saying which
§, this one is not found in the exoteric sources of hadith; but this has not pre-
ted such eminent spiritual authorities as al-Ghazali from citing it repeatedly.

1bid, p. 74. This saying is found in the collection of al-Bukhari.

... calling on the Name of God, whether it be accompanied by s01
- other experience or not, is the most positive thing in the wo

32. Ibid, p. 67.
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holy vision and audition, on the one hand, and the dhiks, on the othe
is implicitly referred to in the final verse of ‘Self-Portrait”: :

No more I say: Would it had been!

For I have seen what I have seen,

And I have heard what [ have heard.

So if to tears ye see me stirred,

Presume not that they spring from woe:
In thankful wonderment they flow.
Praise be to Hin, the Lord, the King, beyond all reckoning,
Who gives beyond all reckoning.

The final line of the poem clearly alludes to the words of the Qur.’an
‘He giveth sustenance to whom He will beyond all reckoming. T essed Virgin th ;
phrase appears at 3:37 and again, in nearly identical form, at 24:38; 8 ¢ other concerning divine light and permanent
one feels that Lings intended these words to evoke for the reader b
of these verses. Verse 3:37 is preceded by a description of h nowned sermons, elab . R
Zacharias found food miraculously procured for the Blessed Vi Verse 2436, and’ifl 20052:35 221{1?515 Saylmg in a comment he makes
and upon asking her whence it came, received from her this reply: e last line of 'Self-p ortr ait$ He c:itus tcltloser to t}}e mystery evoked
from God. Verily, God giveth sustenance to whom He will beyond ‘ €S the words, ‘men whom neither
reckoning’. According to Schuon, ‘This reply is the very symbol of
Marian message as it appears in the Qur'an; and even in other
sages, in which the name of Mary is not mentioned, this phrase in
indicates an aspect of the message.”* This Marian message is fun lartin Lings was ind ;
mentally one of mercy and overflowing generosity, and it is dire seven deides—witgii: ?:n‘;ﬁbhad polished his heartfor nigh
cormected with the enlightenment of the heart through the d rance of God: what he saw and
which takes us to verse 24:38, for the key phrase here, describ
God’s giving of sustenance beyond all reckoning, terminates a pa
1affrhich begins with the famous verse of light, and in which the_:;'d' th'e metaphor in ‘Self-Portrait’. So when at the end of o
figures as a key theme (24:35-8): tells us that he no longer feels deprived of thznbeguﬁfﬁ] I;Z‘C;Ien
: Ty events from whi . .
God 1s the light of the heavens and the earth. A similitude of His e has seen th;t lfil }ies cc s;:lparated by time and space, and
is a niche wherein is a lamp; the lamyp is enclosed in a glass; the g : seen, heard what he has heard, we are
as it were a shining star. [The lamp] is lit [by the oil of] a blessed
tree, neither of the East nor of the West. The oil well-nigh shineth fo
though fire touch it not. Light upon light! God guideth to His ligh

Schuon’s remarkable chapter - i
>ch T, ‘The W i ', in ik,
e discussion ot g nﬁ)es. isdom of Sayyidatna Maryamy, in bid,
I8 important to note that the pronoun he

_ - re refers to ‘the hearts’ i
_'am.mco ar mtthe feminine singular), not to ‘the men’ e feferred to i
_ TUTEnt comes in sermon 213 of the Nk I i

1 13 i al-balagha, as cited in o 7

e_m;mbmnce-»Introduang the Spirituality of Imam ‘al; (London: 1B Taurlz'!sr ifggge

i

36. F. Schuon, Dimensions of Islam, trans. P. N. Townsend (London: George | _
Unwin, 1970}, p. 90. ks
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}in_onymogs vyith ‘sincere’. In Arabic, ‘sincerity’ is translated both as
dql daltpd ikhlas, fqr to l_:ye ‘purely’ for ‘God—without any ‘taint’ of
tldliness or egotism —is to be ‘sincerely’ for God. One could there-

paraphrase this saying from the Gospel X
ncere, for they shall see God . pg as follows: ‘blessed are the

clearly intended to understand that he has indeed witnessed thes
events, but on a different plane, and with something deeper than t
outward senses. While the senses register the forms of revelation, ¢
heart assimilates their essences. For if the heart, alone in creati
‘contains’ God, then @ fortiori, it must be capable of containing an
thus perceiving His revelations. Indeed, according to the Qur'an; t
only real way of perceiving things of the spirit is with the heart:.
not the eyes that are blind, rather, blind are the hearts within the breas
{221 46). Lings comments on this verse as follows: &

hat it is that is seen and heard: the heart of in Li i
elessly by the remembrance of God, came iﬁ?ﬁ;};ﬁgﬁgﬁ??ﬁi
11}e -substance of the different revelations, not in time and s ace
rdmg to the empirical dimensions of vision and audition bﬁt 111'
g}nal or principial mode, transcending chronological tilile and
sical space, and entering into that limitless field of theophanic
1, the heart. The Qur'an alludes to this kind of vision in the
owing verse, which posits two ways by which God’s ‘signs” or
'laled verses’—the word dyat plural of aya, comprising both mean-
" ~can be manifested: ‘We shall show them Our signs upon the

This shows~and it would be strange if it were otherwise —that t
Quranic perspective agrees with that of the whole ancient w
both of East and of West, in attributing vision to the heart an
using this word to indicate not only the bodily organ of that nat
but also what this corporeal centre gives access to, namely
centre of the soul, which itself is the gateway to a higher he
namely the Spirit . . .. In virtue of being the centre of the body,
heart may be said to transcend the rest of the body, althoug
stantially it consists of the same flesh and blood. In other wi
while the body as a whole is ‘horizontal’ in the sense that
limited to its own plane of existence, the heart has, in addi
certain ‘verticality’ for being the lower end of the ‘vertical’
which passes from the Divinity Itself through the centres of all esis of one’s own soul, thus deciphering the cont Py
degrees of the Universe.* : eptions and inspirations. But what is also implied is the er(;zsgc)ﬂifs
the outwardly revealed scriptures can be spiritually gerceiveg
e eye fm‘d the eat*of the heart, and in the time and space pro er
‘heart; it is not just a question of empirical vision and auditjolf of
eyelat1ons in outward time and space. As Ibn al-Arabi says, in
are possibly some of the most celebrated lines of hig poetrys:f I

The heart, then, is the point of human consciousness which stan
the threshold of infinity. As such, it is a barzakh, or isthmus, cor
ing two otherwise incommensurable domains. The heart, alone s
creation, has ‘room’ to contain God inasmuch as it is the gatewa;
the created to the uncreated, the finite to the infinite, the humiz
the divine—to the 'kingdom of God' which is ‘within you” (Luke
Another saying of Jesus from the Gospel sheds further light o
relationship between sincerity, sanctity and the heart: ‘Blessed ¢
pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). The word ‘pi
this saying would be translated into Arabic as mukhlis, wt

My heart has become capable of every form: it is a pasture

~ for gazelles and a convent for Christian monks

And a temple for idols and the pilgrim’s Ka‘ba and the tables
of the Torah and the book of the Koran. :

can also mean ‘miracle’.

& arc using here the translation given by Lings;
e _ . v Lings; of. The Holy Quram—
tons of Selected Verses {Cambridge: RAABIT and Islamic Texts Soch}etg, 2001;}

40. What 15 Sufism?, p. 48. One might note also the following statement by Im
‘Eyes see Him not through sight's observation, but hearts see Him through the
of faith’ (la tudrukuhul-wyiin bi-mushahadatilT-fydn, wa lakin tudrukuhu’l
haqaigil-iman; cited in our Justice and Remembrance, p. 119).
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The message conveyed so eloquently by the beauty of the peacock?

I follow the religion of Love: whatever way Love's camels
take, that is my religion and my faith.®

Remembrancers of Love, mirrors of Beatitude —

Imaginal vision was mentioned above. These lines of Thn al-Ara Giver All-Bountiful. Most blessed is Thy Name!

show us what imaginal—as opposed to imaginary—vision means. In I
al-ArabT’s terms, the ‘imaginal’ faculty translates that dimension of th
imagination which is independent or ‘separable’ (munfasil), and open
out onto the objective, real domain of archetypal images (‘@am 4
khayal), itself the outward deployment of the purely spiritual or inte
ligible realities, the archetypes as such (al-ayan al-thabita); whic
latter are the counterparts of the divine qualities (#l-sifat) which, i
myriad configurations, display something of the ‘hidden treasure
the divine Essence. The other dimension of the imagination is th
which is ‘attached’ (muttasil) to the individual subject and is tht
purely subjective, and relates to what is ‘imaginary’. Henry Corb
relers to the Glam al-khayal as the mundus imaginalis, an apt tran
tion indeed; and he depicts this world as being far more real than th
material world, being intermediary between the spiritual and:th
physical realms, reflecting the archetypes of the spiritual world
images that can be grasped by the imaginal faculty within the heart
The heart can receive or be ‘capable’ of % ‘every form’ because of;
infinite capacity. It is interesting that Ibn al-Arabi begins with't
‘form’ of a pasture for gazelles before speaking of specifically religit
symbols: the purified heart sees first the ‘signs upon the horizon:
the beauties of virgin nature, that primordial revelation of God,
which all subsequent revelations are echoes and reminders. It
this light that all of the poems of Lings which deal with descriptio
the natural world and its rhythms should be appreciated. For exam
in ‘The Garden’ we read: -

eminding us of the love and revealing the beatitude of the All-
ogntiful, the beauties of the natural world are the original
mordial forms assumed by Revelation—not forgetting thatgman'
i self constitutes the most profoundly revealing of all such revela-

ns of pr_imordial nature, man being made ‘in the image of God'. The

ationship between the primordial beauty of virgin nature. and
vine revelation is made clearer later in the poem, in a description of

At the water’s edge, eloquent the willows
That deep in the earth their deep-drinking roots,
Evermore thirsty, evermore are satiate.
Leaning, they let down their long tresses,
_ Amages of the Mercy of carthward leaning Heaven 1

Wprds which complete verse 41:53, however, take us from the
aginal to a }'ugher, metaphysical, degree of vision: Is # not sufficient
' thy Lord is Witness (Shahid ) of all things?” The only true witness
only true visionary, is God Himself: it is He who is the ‘sight’ b :
ch the servant sees. Thus, when one speaks of the pure of hearsg
g’ (}od, this visten is in reality God's vision of Himself: God ‘sees’
self in the spotless mirror of the heart of the saint. The conscious-
58 of the heart is thus figuratively the eye by which divine vision is
by which the heart sees God is

Behold, eloquent, eloquent the peacocks. er$tands better in this light the ha
Sharper their beauty than their sharpest note.

43- The Tarjumdn Al-Ashwdg, trans. R. A. Nicholson (Eondon: Royal Asiatic So
1978}, p. 52. :
44. See Corbin’s writings for an inspiring presentation of Ibn al-ArabT's view |
imagination; especially his Creative Imagination in the Safism of Ibn ‘Arabi, trans
Marheim (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 170—283. e
45. The Arabic here is g4bd, from the same root as the word for heart, gall
means ‘capable of receiving/accepting’.

C_.‘o?lected Poems, pp. 26~7 (emphasis added).
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the least inadequate means of conveying thf% inexpressible‘mystery hof
the synthesis between transcendence and immanence. It evoke's the
immanence of God without detriment to His tragscendence. the
object reflected is distinct from its image in the' miror — God tra;;l— ::
scends the heart—~but the image in the mirror is nothing but t ef
object—the deepest secret (si#r) of the heart is God. The content of
the heart, then, is ‘divine’, it does indeed ‘contain’ God: but God is no
m’i}}llee ftaﬁlt knows that he, gua individual, is nothing, God alone being.
real. Knowledge of his relative reality as a mirror of the one and only
light of God is of necessity accompanied by the more c}fe0151-ve aware
ness that the mirror is nothing in the absence of the light 1:; Feﬂects_ '
This ‘objective and disinterested awareness’, to quqte SFhuon, dlssoive§ :
ambition and vanity at their very roots’,” resulting in that nllode ‘g
humility which so crucially defines sanctity. ‘There is nothing li ‘
Him', we are told in the Qur’an, but in the very nfazs}t words comes the
paradoxical complement to this affirmation of di.vme trans'ce'ndence}
‘and He is the Hearer, the Seer’ (42:11). God alone is, all .else_ is zl.lusory-
thus whatever there is of *hearing’ and ‘seeing’ in creation is His he
ing and His seeing, whether one is aware of itmthrough effacement 0
the illusion of the self—or not. This is the import of ngs? comme,
on the hadith qudst in which God is described as constituting t
faculties of the servant:

apparent than real. ‘Vision attaineth Him not; He attaineth all vision’
(6:103). Only the saint is fully aware of these mysterious concomitants
of immanence, or this ultimate implication of 1z ilaha illaTizh ‘No
God but God’ is understood to meau: there is no reality but the Real.
S0 when Martin Lings speaks in his ‘Self-Portrait’ about what he has
‘seen’ and ‘heard’, we are justified, metaphysically, in speaking of
these as divine visions and auditions—divine both subjectively and
objectively: as the Sufi saying has it, ‘only He to whom nothing is
Similar can see Him to whom nothing is similar’# We return to the
paradoxical verse cited above: ‘There s nothing like Him; and He is the
Hearer, the Seer’ The saint knows that he is, precisely, ‘nothing’;*° and
or this very reason, he knows that God, alone, is the Hearer and the
er, 1ot just of His own Essence, but also of His theophanies, the effy-
ions of His Self-disclosures in and as creation. The saint participates
in this divine vision in the very measure of his extinction, a truth
expressed in the title of one of Ibn al-Arabi’s treatises, ‘Extinction in
ry end of this treatise, he reveals the deepest
aning of contemplation by means of 4 Stunning esoteric interpre-
tion of a renowned hadith of the Prophet, his definition of ‘spiritual
irtue’ (ihsan): ‘that you should worship God as if you saw Him; and if
Ou see Him not, He [nonetheless] sees you.’ The Arabic wording is
ich that, by effecting a stop in the middle of the phrase if you see
Im: not' (in lam takun: tardhu), the meaning is completely trans-
ned into: if you are not, you see Him' 5

It cannot be concluded from this Tradition [the ka:‘dfth qudsz?] th
this identity was not already there, for the Divinity is not sub]ec“._
change. The ‘change’ in question is simply that what was not Pe

5 8
ceived has now been perceived.*

Ve are perhaps#ow in a better position to understand what Martin

gs intends by the word ‘be’ at the end of this, the final verse of the
m ‘The Elements’:

The saint’s perceptions are now perceived to be th'ose of Go?l:_the;
no consciousness or being save that of God—‘Is it not su]j‘zcz‘enf-_t_
thy Lord is Witness to all things?’ is now understood fo melan: Is ‘1_t-_
sufficient that thy Lord is #e sole Witness of all things?’ God is
just ‘the Hearer, the Seer’, but He, alone, hears and sees. All hu
acts of witnessing or cognition are metaphorical by comparison,

Truth, All—Knowing, Eternal, Lord
Of the Absolute Day beyond day and night,

This is a famous saying by Abu Talib al-Makki, and is quoted frequentdy by Ibn

Meister Eckhart: ‘All creatures are pure nothing. I do not say that they are a little
thing, or anything at all, but that they are pure nothing Cited from Messter
18 German Sermons and Treatises, trans. M. O'C. Walshe {Dorset; Element Books,
Note C, no. 26,
ee Michel Vilsan, trans., Le Livee de I'Extinction dans la Contemplation (Kitib al-
Sel-mushihada) (Paris: Les Editions de I'Oeuvre, 1684), pp. 48~9.

47. Esoterism as Principle and as Way, trans. W. Stoddart (Pates Manor: Perén
Books, 1990), p. 41.
48. A Sufi Saint, p. 120
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Infinite Beatitude, answer us, guide us

Over the surge of this sea of shadows, this vast
Ocean of echoes, that on the ultimate shore
We may behold, and hear, and have, and be #

For Martin Lings, whose poetry was the fruit of his metaphysics, t
‘be’, in the fullest sense, could only mean absolute, infinite ar}d pe'rfe:c
being, realization of which requires the extinctic?n of relative, fm;tr
and imperfect existence. As he says: ‘If God alone is Real, God alone
and there is no being but His Being”® One need not theref.ore pose th
alternative, as did Hamlet: ‘To be, or not to be’. Rather, it is a questio
of combining a negation with an affirmation: ‘Not to be,.m or_de'erw f
be’; the negation of apparent being, for the sake of true Being: Iz ila s
lla’Liah.

52. Collected Poems, P-37. 53 What is Sufism?, pp. 64—s.
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Redwoods, Sequoia sempervirens, steeple-tall,

where we walked, awed to silence, through a past
bresent to us in the trees, centuries old,
the soft rain’s sibilance holding all the woods
in an embrace of stillness ; down the rich ajsles
of pillared trees that soared, reaching high
as old God'’s leaning, we found ourselves
insignificant, temporal beings, taken by the impulse
to pray; till we saw the OWl, squat on a branch,
watchful Methuselah, barred owl, old hinge-head,
swivel-face and rain-owl, bemused at us who mooched
by below, UnCertain, turning to our cellphones
for assurance, our carg waiting in the carpark,
urgent for the forecourts, the switchbacks, the freeways;
you could hear thern, the redwoods, in the mists
gossiping about the restlessness of humankind,
who, for the moment, struggle with our illnesses,
with the Wveliness of the roe-deer skittering
across our path, elegant and fearful, and the buck
quick in his balletic leap into the ferns till we know
we have dipped our fingers in a sacred font
and emerge, fortified by sacrament, blessed again in spirit
for our ongoing struggle with the flesh.

Jor Declan Deane




