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O Sun of Beauty! Come out for a moment from the clouds,
For that beaming, resplendent countenance is my wish.

—Mawlana Jalal al-Din Muhammad Balkhi Rami
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4

The Anthropology and
Cosmology of Beauty

Indeed We have created the human being in the most beautiful
stature.

—Qur’an 95:4
He who made beautiful everything He has created

—Qur’an 32:7

he Qur’an calls God the most beautiful creator (Q 23:14),
which signifies two things: God is beautiful Himself and
what He creates is also beautiful. The present chapter investi-
gates the latter: the beauty of creation. We have seen in the
previous chapter how God in His love to be recognized begins
to unfold His Hidden Treasure to show forth His most beauti-
ful names and attributes. The unfolding continues by way of
the divine acts, or creation. Key questions to be addressed in
this chapter are: What is the role of beauty in the creation of
the world and human beings? What makes anything beauti-
ful? Why is perception of beauty pleasurable? What differenti-
ates divine, human, and cosmic beauty? What purpose does
beauty serve in human life? In addressing these questions, the
chapter will trace the entire cycle of created existence, from its
origin to return.
Razbihan presents the cycle of created existence, particu-
larly human existence, in terms of the journey of the spirits
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from their creation by way of their embodied life on earth to
their eventual return to God. He enumerates the key stages or
stations (magamat) that the spirits may go through in their
journey to God in two of his Arabic works, namely Mashrab
al-arwah and Sayr al-arwah (“The Journey of the Spirits”).
Mashrab al-arwah contains Riazbihan’s most elaborate and
detailed presentation of these stations, which he counts as
1,001. In many of these stations, beauty has an important role
to play.

The story of creation coincides with the story of the Hidden
Treasure. In Sharh-i shathiyyat, Razbihan explains that this
hadith indicates God’s love for His own beauty in eternity,
which is love that extends to His beautiful creation as well.
Regarding God’s love for creation, Razbihan distinguishes
two kinds: general love and specific love. He maintains that
God’s general love is the driving force for the creation of all
creatures, that s, all divine acts. In contrast, His specific love is
connected to His essence, and with this specific love God
creates the prophets and saints. The distinction between the
general (‘@mm) and the specific (khdss) is a recurring theme in
Razbihan’s discussion of both love and beauty, as will be seen.

When [God] looked at the act through love, He cre-
ated the universe with desire. This love is general.
When He made the lover appear through this love,
He looked at him through the eternal essence. This
love is specific. He knows this love from Himself in
His eternal knowledge; it is His love for the proph-
ets and the saints. Know that He loves them, and they
love Him [Q 5:54] pertains solely to eternal attributes.
It is incomparable with the tenderness of nature and
the changes of temporal origination.

In eternity He became the lover of His own beauty
(jamal). Inevitably love, lover, and beloved were one.
Since they are attributes, they do not have the de-
fect of temporal origination. When He became His
own lover, He wanted to create a creation so that it
would become the place of His love and gaze, with-
out alienation or intimacy. In His eternity He created
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the spirits of the lovers and made their eyes see His
beauty (jamal). He taught them that He was their
lover before they came to be: “I was a Hidden Trea-
sure so I loved to be recognized.”!

Razbihan thus explains the mechanism of how God and His
saints and prophets become mutual lovers: first God creates
them out of love and then displays His beauty to them, which
makes them love God in return.

At the beginning of Sayr al-arwah, Ruzbihan enumerates the
initial stages of creation, which comes forth from the hidden
and unknowable essence in its process of self-disclosure. At
the first disclosure of Himself to Himself in His hidden essence,
God recognizes His own beauty (jamal). Out of this recogni-
tion the multiple attributes emerge. Thereafter begins the pro-
cess of creation per se, or the manifestation of His creative acts:
He creates first His lovers and then the prophets and saints.
Finally He creates the world by issuing the engendering com-
mand, Be! (kun), as in the Qur’anic verse, When He desires a
thing, His command is to say to it “Be!”; then it is (36:82), to which
Rizbihan alludes by the two letters K and N (which together
spell kun). The command brings everything into existence
except human beings, whose creation requires a more elabo-
rate process.

When [God] shone forth from the rising place of eter-
nity and disclosed Himself to nonexistence through
His knowledge, He did not see anything other than
Himself. He marveled at His beauty (jamal). His
attributes spread apart from one another. Then He
brought His lovers into existence so that they might
take pleasure in union with Him and rejoice in His
subsistence. Then He desired to create the spirits of
His prophets and saints, just as He said, “I was a
Hidden Treasure, so I loved to be recognized.” Then
He scooped up some water from the ocean of the
letters K and N.?

The process of creation may be better understood if we also
examine a parallel passage in Mashrab al-arwah, where
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Razbihan explains how God'’s self-disclosure takes place in
stages. God discloses Himself first to His essence in its abso-
lute unicity; second to His attributes in their multitude, which
involves the dynamic tension between beauty and majesty;
and finally to His command of love, “Be!” (Q 36:82). Ruzbihan
says that the driving force for God’s creation of the world is
His love (mahabba) for the beauty of “the self-disclosure of all
the attributes and the essence,” which directly connects to the
wording of both the hadith, “so I loved (ahbabtu) to be recog-
nized” and the Qur’anic verse, the most beautiful (husna) names.
In short, it is God’s love for the husn of His attributes—which
embrace beautiful (jamil) and majestic (jalil) attributes—that
leads to the creation of the world.

When God wanted to bring the realm of being into
existence, He exalted Himself in His magnificence
and disclosed Himself to His essence through His
essence and from His essence to His attributes, so
beauty was subtilized for majesty and majesty for
beauty. He Himself sought from Himself in knowl-
edge of eternity the hiding places that He had rec-
ognized from Himself before the known objects.
Desire responded to knowledge, knowledge to
contentment, contentment to the decree, the decree
to the ruling property, and the ruling property to
the essence. The beauty (husn) of the self-disclosure
brought together all the attributes and the essence
in the brilliance of love (mahabba) such that the All
itself became manifest in the love. He disclosed
Himself from the love to the command, and He
disclosed Himself from the command in the K and
N, which are among the names and the qualities.
From between the two became manifest a light,
and that light became the non-compound intellect
(al-‘agl al-bastt).?

The “non-compound intellect” that emerges from the light in
the above passage seems to be what the philosophers and
Sufis commonly call “the universal intellect” (al- ‘agl al-kullx).
Both “non-compound” (or “simple”) and “universal”
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emphasize the fact that this is a singular intellect (i.e., not mul-
tiple) and has no parts (i.e., not composite), yet it is the germ
of all created reality. The subsequent stages of creation, namely
how multiple things emerge from the non-compound and sin-
gular intellect, are presented below.

Beauty in the Creation of Human Beings

The Birth of the Spirits

After God utters the engendering command, “Be!,” the multi-
stage formation of the human being begins. From the non-
compound intellect spirits emerge in all their multiplicity.
Razbihan describes the process thus: first there was a com-
plete state of equilibrium of the attributes and the essence, but
then there appeared agitation due to “the overpowering force
of eternity. Then the equilibrium became dispersed. God then
gathered together the dispersed things,” and out of them He
created the spirits that would eventually become embodied in
human form.* Once God created the spirits, He taught or made
them recognize the entirety of His most beautiful names.
Razbihan writes that having created the spirits, God then
“kept them in the veils of the unseen in order to make them
recognize all the names, attributes, qualities, acts, and the maj-
esty of the essence, and to show them the treasures of the mar-
vels of the eternity of the essence and the wonders of the
subtleties of the attributes, just as He said...’I was a Hidden
Treasure, so I loved to be recognized.”””

After the spirits are born in the very first of the 1,001 sta-
tions presented in Mashrab al-arwah, they start enjoying God’s
self-disclosure, which is described by the subsequent three
stations: the spirits taking pleasure in the direct perception of
the divine act (the second station); their finding the direct
self-disclosure of the divine attributes (the third station); and
their vision of the self-disclosure of the divine essence (the
fourth station).® In the fifth station, the spirits find servant-
hood in relation to God. Then the spirits gain preparedness for
recognition (the sixth station) and then reach the station of
standing still in presence (the seventh station). It is in the
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eighth station that the spirits hear the divine address, “Am I
not your Lord?” (Q 7:172),” which is a key Qur’anic event to
which we will turn next. In sum, in the first seven stations of
the spirits’ journey, the spirits are born and then through expo-
sure to God’s essence and attributes gain the preparedness to
encounter God on the Day of the Covenant.

The Day of the Covenant: The First Manifestation of God’s
Beauty, or a Covenant of Love

The notion of the covenant ( ‘ahd, mithag) is a major discussion
in Sufi literature and important in the Qur’an generally. A key
verse reads: When thy Lord took from the children of Adam, their
seed from their loins and made them testify of themselves, “Am I not
your Lord?” they said, ”Yea, we testify” —lest you say on the Day
of Resurrection, “Indeed, we were heedless of this” (Q 7:172).
Basic Muslim understanding of this verse is that it indicates
human beings” primordial acknowledgment of God as their
Lord, whom alone they promise to worship. If we turn to Sufi
literature, we find that this covenant—often referred to by
Sufis as ‘ahd-i Alast (“the covenant of “Am I not?’”)—is a recur-
ring theme and has special significance beyond the simple
acknowledgment of monotheism.

Razbihan refers to the covenant in various places in his
writings. He often uses the term (divine) address (khitab)® to
refer to it, emphasizing the auditory nature of the event. When
he presents it as constituting the eighth station in the Mashrab,
he writes that it is an event in which the spirits hear (sama ) the
divine address of “Am I not your Lord?”° “Audition” (sama ) is
an important practice in Sufism, referring to an auditory
encounter with God by way of hearing His words. Audition
and vision constitute the two key modes in which human
beings may encounter God. In Razbihan’s view, human audi-
tion of God originates in the covenant, for it was the human
spirits’ primordial audition of the divine address.”” For this
reason, he sometimes uses the term sama “ by itself to allude to
the covenant. Audition was the human experience of God’s
“address.”

A striking feature of Razbihan’s interpretation of the cove-
nant is that he understands it as an occasion at which God
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manifested His beauty to the spirits for the first time. Moreover,
since witnessing beauty causes passionate love, he argues that
this in fact was a covenant of passionate love. Humans
accepted God not only as their Lord but also as their beautiful
Beloved. Razbihan writes, “The Real unveiled His beauty
(jamal) to the spirits of the passionate lovers in His first appear-
ance after introducing Himself to them by saying, ‘Am I not
your Lord?”""; and “He unveiled to [the spirits] the beauty
(jamal) of [His] majesty, and spoke to them in a specific
address.”’?> He also says, “He made [the spirits] all become
passionate lovers of [God’s] beauty and majesty between the
light of [His] attributes and the light of [His] essence.”’® While
Razbihan is quite explicit in presenting the covenant as a cov-
enant of love for divine beauty, he is hardly the first person to
associate the event with beauty. For instance, ‘Ayn al-Qudat
(d. 1131) wrote, “Remember that day on which the beauty
(jamal) of “‘Am I not your Lord’ was unveiled to you.”™

Razbihan further explains that the covenant was an occa-
sion on which God made the spirits recognize Him through
the most beautiful attributes, both the beautiful and the
majestic. He writes that the divine address of “Am I not your
Lord?” was an expression of God’s “making Himself recog-
nized to them as well as self-disclosure to them through the
quality of majesty and beauty (jamal). When the spirits’ faces
became enraptured in eternity’s face and when they became
impassioned after the [divine] address and the vision of
the beginningless and endless essence, they responded to the
Real with “Yea’ inlove and recognition. This is one of the mean-
ings of their immersion in the witnessing of the beauty (jamal)
of His exaltedness, magnificence, and subsistence.”'s
Razbihan also writes, “The spirits were immersed in the
oceans of the eternal beauty (jamal) and became enraptured
through the quality of passionate love in the deserts of
recognition.”!®

In ‘Abhar al- ‘ashiqin, Ruzbihan again discusses the two
types of love for God (mahabbat-i ilaht): general and specific.
General love for God derives from seeing God’s beauty in
creation, which people in general are able to do. In contrast,
specific love belongs only to the elect, which originates in their
witnessing of God, one of whose occasions is the covenant.
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Razbihan then applies the distinction between the general and
the specific to his categorization of God’s attributes and acts.

As for the specific love, it belongs to the elect after
witnessing [God]. The folk of witnessing have three
occasions of witnessing. One occurs to the spirits
before the bodies, before human existence, in the
presence of the [divine] glory. When He brought
them together, He said to the chieftains of the spirits:
“Am I not your Lord?” They said “Yea” (Q 7:172) vol-
untarily. The pleasure of the speech reached them.
They asked for beauty (jamal) from the Real so that
recognition would become complete. The Real took
off the veil of invincibility and presented to them
the beauty (jamal) of the majesty of the essence. The
spirits of the prophets and saints became drunk
from the effect of the listening and the beauty of the
majesty. They fell in love with the eternal Witness
(shahid) without any trace of temporal origination.
From that friendship (walayat), their love (mahabbat)
increased in accordance with the degree of divine
nurturing, because when the holy spirits appeared
in the earthly form, all became sayers of “Show me”
because of the ancient love-madness."”

The last sentence refers to Abraham and Moses, both of whom
said “Show me” (arini) to God on different occasions (Q 2:260
and 7:143, respectively) but who, in Razbihan’s view, were in
the state of intoxication or love-madness, a subject examined
in detail in the next chapter.

It is also worth noting that in the above passage Razbihan
presents the divine address as directed at some of the spirits
rather than all: “When He brought them together, He said to
the chieftains of the spirits: “Am I not your Lord?’” He argues
that the specific love belongs to the elect, and it originates in
the divine speech addressed exclusively to them. This argu-
ment is in line with Razbihan’s view that while all human
spirits saw God’s first manifestation of beauty on the Day of
the Covenant, only some of them said “Yes” (Q 7:172) in
acknowledgment of God as their Lord.'®
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In sum, the Day of the Covenant proceeds in the following
manner: God addresses the spirits while disclosing His
beauty and majesty to them. The spirits hear that address
and see the divine beauty. Consequently, they come to recog-
nize and love God, not just to serve Him as their Lord.
Finally, these human spirits reply to God by saying “Yea” to
acknowledge God as their only Lord and Beloved. This cov-
enant further indicates the primordiality of human love for
God, which is a major theme in Sufi literature. A famous
example is Ahmad Ghazalt's Sawanih, in which he exten-
sively discusses the beginninglessness of ‘shg and its rela-
tion to husn.'” He also describes the covenant as an occasion
for the human spirits to witness God’s beauty thereby
becoming His passionate lovers, which is in agreement with
Rizbihan's view.

The Birth of the Human Body

After presenting the primordial witnessing of God’s beauty at
the covenant as the eighth station in the Mashrab, Razbihan
gives further accounts of the spirits” witnessing of God (the
ninth to thirteenth stations).”® Thereafter begins the spirits’
gradual descent to earth, which culminates in the bodily birth
of the spirits or their entrance into the human body. Razbihan’s
presentation in the Mashrab is elaboration on the Qur’anic
account of the bodily formation of human beings, which is
concisely presented by Bowering as follows:

The Qur’an mentions four stages in the creation
of humans...God created the first human being,
Adam, from dust (min turabin, Q 3:59), procreat-
ing human beings through the sperm, shaping
them individually to their complete figure, and
finally making them male and female. “[God] cre-
ated you of dust, then of a sperm-drop (min nutfa),
then shaped you in the form of a man (rajulan)”
(Q 18:37), and “then made you pairs” (Q 35:11),
while other qur’anic verses state that God created
every animal of water (Q 24:45) and the jinn from a
flame of fire (Q 55:15).!
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In the Mashrab, the fourteenth station marks the spirits’
entrance into the realm of sovereignty (malakiit). In the fif-
teenth station, they enter the world of form.”? Thereafter, the
spirits oversee the development of the clay, first in the form of
a sperm drop (cf. Q 76:2) in the womb, then an embryo, and so
on in the subsequent three stations. In the nineteenth station,
the spirits gaze at the “beauty of the form” (jamal al-siira),
which is then perfected in the twentieth station.” Thereafter
the spirits enter the bodily form (the twenty-first station),*
which is a process described by the verse, I blew into him of My
spirit (Q 15:29; 38:72). This marks the birth of human beings
proper; earlier there were only disembodied spirits and life-
less bodies. It must be noted that Mashrab al-arwah focuses on
human beings, and Razbihan does not discuss how God cre-
ated other creatures such as the jinn and angels.

Blowing of God'’s Spirit and Shaping with His Two Hands

Rizbihan maintains that God’s blowing of His spirit into the
bodily form signifies the impartation of the full range of the
divine attributes, including those of the essence (one of which
is life) and those of the acts (which encompass beautiful and
majestic attributes). He writes, “I blew into him of My spirit, that
is, I brought him into life through My life and spirit, which
appeared from the manifestation of [My] majesty and beauty.”*
He also writes, “Blowing is the manifestation of the attribute
in the act. Do you not see that He says regarding the reality of
Adam, When 1 shaped him and blew into him of My spirit
(Q 15:29)? The ‘shaping’ [refers to] the world of the divine act,
while the ‘blowing’ [refers to] the world of the attribute.”?
Human existence encompasses two realms: bodily and spiri-
tual. The bodily realm is visible and hence manifests God’s
activity, such as “shaping,” while the spiritual realm pertains
to the higher, inner dimension of the human being that is
inseparable from the presence of the divine life and the rest of
the attributes.

Razbihan often discusses the verse I blew into him of My
spirit alongside another: I created with My two hands (Q 38:75).
For instance, in “Abhar al- ‘ashigin, he presents these two verses
as constituting the meaning of the hadith, “God created Adam
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in His form.”# In other words, he suggests that “God’s form”
in which Adam was created consists of the divine attributes,
one group of which is represented by spirit and the other by
the two hands. The first group is the attributes of the essence,
one of which is life, symbolized by spirit here. The other group
is the attributes of the act, which are divided into two types as
discussed in the previous chapter: beautiful and majestic attri-
butes. As Razbihan writes, “The self-disclosure of the essence
is what He said: I blew into him of My spirit; the self-disclosure
of the attributes is what He said: I created with My two hands.”*

Other key verses describing the process of the formation
of the human being are: He formed thee and made your forms
beautiful (Q 40:64); He who created thee then shaped thee and
balanced thee and composed thee in whatever form He willed
(Q 82:7-8); and Indeed We have created the human being in the
most beautiful stature (Q 95:4). The root utilized for describing
the beauty of the human form (siira) and stature (taqwim) in
the above two verses is -s-n rather than j-m-I. As already
mentioned, j-m-I has a very limited application in the Qur’an,
whereas husn designates all-encompassing beauty, including
both jamal and jalal. Hence, husn is a more fitting term to
describe the beauty of the human being, for human beauty is
nothing but a reflection of the full range of the divine attri-
butes, which are altogether the most beautiful (husna). This
point is clear from Razbihan’s interpretation of the verse,
“He formed you and then made your forms beautiful (Q 40:64): for
I clothed you with the lights of My majesty and beauty (jamal)
and with My character.”?

Elsewhere, he comments on the Qur’anic notion of creating
and forming the human being: “We created you through the
acts and formed you through the attributes. Also, We created
you through the command then formed you through the man-
ifestation of the self-disclosure of the attributes to you.”*® He
thus points out how the distinction between creating and
forming parallels that between the body and the spirit, between
the act and the attribute, which moreover corresponds to the
distinction between khalg and khulug, or creation and charac-
ter. In other words, the human being is made up of a divine act
(“Be!”) that engenders the clay and the divine attributes (“cre-
ated with My two hands,” “blew into him of My spirit,” etc.) that
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shape, nurture, and enliven the clay and give it the inner and
outer form of beauty. The foregoing discussion may be sum-
marized in the following chart.

Adam/Human Being
I blew into him of My spirit (Q15:29;38:72)

I created with My two hands (Q38:75)

I . Attribute-“character” (khuluq)
[Wel then formed you (Q7:11)

- Act....... "creation” / “bodily

We have created you (Q7:11) ~rs
Y constitution” (khalg)

Figure 4.1 A diagram showing human constitution with
corresponding Qur’anic verses

Once human beings begin their life on earth, this also marks
the beginning of their long journey back to God, which pro-
cess takes the rest of the Mashrab for Riazbihan to explain.
Given the primordial covenant of love that the spirits made
with their beautiful God before entering into their bodies,
embodied life is a test of whether they can stay true lovers of
God by seeking and finding signs of God’s beauty in the world
and in themselves. Whether or not they have kept the cove-
nant will become clear on the Day of Judgment, a key Qur’anic
event in which beauty and majesty, according to Razbihan,
have major roles to play.

The Day of Judgment: Vision of God’s Beauty or Majesty in
the Hereafter

We have seen in the previous chapter that whether humans
can have a vision of God in this life and/or the next was a
topic of major debate among dogmatic theologians in the
early centuries of Islam. Their primary concern seems to have
been whether it was possible to see God in this life and the
next, not what could have happened before this life. As dis-
cussed earlier, Ruizbihan’s presentation of the events on the
Day of the Covenant is clear: humans not only heard but also
saw or witnessed God: on that day, God addressed humans
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and disclosed His beauty to them. Moreover, Razbihan
affirms the possibility of seeing God in this life and the next,
though this does not imply that he thinks that all human
beings will attain it.

Two key verses that refer to the vision of God in the afterlife
are the following, which describe the Day of Judgment: Some
faces on that day shall be radiant, gazing upon their Lord (Q 75:22—
23) and Some faces on that day shall shine, laughing and joyous
(Q 80:38-39). Riizbihan comments on the first verse in this
manner:

They gaze upon [God’s] beauty (jamal). Then their
faces come to gaze [upon it] radiantly, delightedly,
and happily. This is due to the beauty (husn) of the
self-disclosure of His jamal....Had they witnessed
Him face-to-face through the description of maj-
esty, tremendousness, and magnificence, then they
would have perished at the first of His assaults, and
their faces would have been baffled.”

With regard to the second Qur’anic verse, Some faces on that
day shall shine, laughing and joyous (Q 80:38-39), Rtzbihan com-
ments, “That is due to the brilliance that reaches [the faces]
from gazing at God’s beauty (jamal).”* In other words, their
faces shine with delight because they are now allowed to see
God'’s beauty.

In contrast, the Qur’an describes the state of those who fail
to attain that joyous state like this: Some faces on that day shall be
scowling (Q 75:24). This is because they will be seeing God’s
majesty rather than His beauty. Moreover, Razbihan com-
ments on the verse, On that day there shall be dust on some faces,
overspread with darkness (Q 80:40-41) thus: “Upon them there
shall be dust (¢ghabra) of separation on the day of meeting; and
upon them there will be darkness (qatara) of the lowliness of the
veil and the darkness of punishment—we seek refuge in God
from rebuke.”® Razbihan then interprets the “dust” as indi-
cating three things: distance, darkness, and separation, follow-
ing the commentaries of al-Sarfal-Saqati(d. 865), Sahl al-Tustart
(d. 896), and al-Qushayrt (d. 1072), respectively.* These ideas
point to God’s majesty.
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In short, Razbihan maintains that the human story begins
with a vision and audition of the beautiful God and ends with
a vision of either the beautiful God or the majestic God,
depending on whether or not people have kept the covenant
of love during their lives on earth. Those who have kept it will
encounter God’s beauty and mercy, and those who have not
kept it will face God’s majesty and wrath. The true test lies
between the Covenant of “yesterday” and the Judgment
of “tomorrow”: this earthly existence that they face today.
How human beings live today determines how they will
re-encounter their Lord after death.

Search for Beauty in the World

Seeing human life as a search for divine beauty, Razbihan sug-
gests that all beauty found in this world is a reminder of God’s
beauty as witnessed on the Day of the Covenant. For this
reason, there is great benefit in seeking beauty on all levels,
and Razbihan encourages people to do so whenever possible.
He points out that in each human being there remains at least
a vague memory of God'’s jamal witnessed on the Day of the
Covenant. In a key passage in Mashrab al-arwah, he writes,

In everyone who witnesses [the Unseen], there
remains the sweetness of the address of eternity.
When [those who have reached the station of audi-
tion] hear any goodly sound, see and witness any-
thing comely and deemed beautiful, or smell any
goodly fragrance in this world, they will hear it as an
intermediary between the attribute and the essence
through the quality of being prior to any act that
emerges from the Real. It is as if one hears from the
Real through the Real. Hence, every speck of engen-
dered being has a specific tongue that speaks to him
with the eternal speech.®

Thus, it turns out that for those who have reached the advanced
station of being able to recognize God at all times, every aes-
thetic experience—i.e., a sensory encounter with a beautiful
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object—is a reminder of the Day of the Covenant as it evokes
the same pleasure that they had experienced in beholding
God’s beauty on that day. In other words, every instance of
beauty in the sensible world—be it a flower, a good smell, or a
handsome face—triggers recollection of the beautiful God
along with the pleasure this brings to its perceiver. Razbihan
continues, “So, [this eternal speech] stirs him up away from
his own existence toward the subsistence of the Real through
the quality of annihilation [of everything other than Him)].
God said, Those who hear the speech and follow the most beautiful
of it [Q 39:18].”% For those who are able to hear God’s speech,
that speech is so loud that it annihilates creation from their
awareness, making them turn away from creation toward God
alone, or away from things’ beauty toward God’s beauty.

Seeking Intimacy with Every Instance of Beauty

There is a term of particular importance in Razbihan’s discus-
sion of beauty in general: isti’nas, which means “to seek inti-
macy (with something).” In Razbihan’'s usage, this verb
usually takes as its direct object something beautiful. Razbihan
seems to have taken this expression from a saying of an enig-
maticearly Sufi, Dha al-Nan al-Misri (d. 861), though Razbihan
does not always mention the name. For example, in his Hadith
commentary, Razbihan explains the saying, “I saw my Lord in
the most beautiful (ahsan) form” in this manner: “It was [the
Prophet’s] seeking intimacy with the beautiful (hasan) face,
just as it has been reported that he used to love beautiful faces,
because ‘Whoever seeks intimacy with God seeks intimacy
with everything comely (malih) and every handsome face.””%
Razbihan attributes the last statement to Dha al-Nan in
Mashrab al-arwah.’® Dha al-Nain’s statement serves as one basis
for Ruzbihan's defense of the practice of loving beautiful human
faces as a commendable activity for Muslims on the example of
the prophet Muhammad. Elsewhere, Razbihan also observes
rather matter-of-factly that it is natural for every “seeker of inti-
macy to seek intimacy with all things deemed beautiful.”*

In Mantiq al-asrar Ruzbihan explains that gazing on beauti-
ful faces is commendable because seeking intimacy with
beauty is a sign of strong yearning for the divine beauty to
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which every other beauty connects. Moreover, seeking inti-
macy with beauty in the world clarifies human beings’ vision
of reality, increasing their capacity to behold divine beauty. He
writes: “Whoever seeks intimacy with the beauty (jamal) of the
beginninglessness seeks intimacy with the beauty of the forms
of temporal origination by yearning for the quarry of holiness,
because no one knows the degrees of intimacy with the Real
except those who recognize the saying of the master of human-
ity: ‘Gazing at a beautiful (hasan) face increases sight.””4 A
fuller version of the hadith is mentioned in ‘Abhar al- ‘ashigin:
“Three things increase the power of sight: gazing at greenery,
gazing at beautiful faces, and gazing at flowing water.”*
While interpreting this hadith, Razbihan points out the onto-
logical difference between human beauty and cosmic or natu-
ral beauty. He argues that all creatures are beautiful insofar as
they are divine acts, which is the general sort of beauty given to
creation. This general beauty is the result of God’s “general
love” mentioned at the beginning of this chapter; likewise, the
specific beauty is the result of God’s specific love. Human
beings have both general and specific beauty, the latter of which
derives from the light of God’s essence and attributes. Since all
divine acts point to divine beauty, looking at them enhances
human insight, which is the ability to recognize reality beyond
appearances, but to a much lesser degree than gazing at beauti-
ful human faces does, because they reveal God’s essence and
attributes. Razbihan writes, “In beauty (husn) there is the light
of the specific act in which the light of the essence and attri-
butes is clothed, while in the purity of greenery and flowing
water there is the light of the general act in which the Real man-
ifests the light of the specific act by way of describing Himself.”*
Ritzbihan further comments on the above hadith: “This is
from the station of the eye of gathering, and in this is an allusion
to the station of becoming clothed.”** “Eye of gathering” is a
term that Razbihan uses to indicate the ability to see the created
and the uncreated in a thing at the same time as if gathering the
two in one vision. “Becoming clothed” (iltibas) is a unique term
that appears in his writings. Ernst translates it as “clothing with
divinity,” which he contrasts with kashf, or unveiling.* Ballanfat
notes the peculiar significance of iltibds in Razbihan's thought
and devotes sixteen pages of his book to analyzing it.*
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He translates the term as amphibolie (as Corbin does) and specu-
lates on its etymological connection to talbis. However, he casts
a negative connotation on the term by emphasizing its connec-
tion to Iblis, a connotation that I do not find in Razbihan’s use
of the term. I translate the term as “becoming clothed” to pre-
serve the literal sense of the word. I do not include “divinity” in
my translation of the term as Ernst does, because clothing seems
to work both ways—creation becoming clothed by God and
God becoming clothed by creation. With regard to the former,
Razbihan writes, for instance, “the recognizer is clothed with
the brilliance of the beauty (jaml) of eternity.” As for the latter
perspective, he writes, “Do you not see how Moses fled from
his cane when tremendousness was clothed by it?” referring to
the episode of his cane turning into a snake.”” Here Razbihan
takes the cane as the thing by which tremendousness, a word
often referring to the divine essence, was clothed.

It is the human being in possession of the eye of gathering
who is capable of seeing the uncreated Creator clothed by every
created thing, for every instance of sensible beauty is a pointer to
God, the source of all beauty. Since God'’s essence and attributes
are intangible and too intense to be seen directly by humans,
they appear as veiled or clothed by the human form. At the same
time, beautiful human beings are clothed in the divine essence
and attributes. It is the eye of gathering that can perceive both
what is clothed (God) and what clothes (creation) or both what
is clothed (creation) and what clothes (God) simultaneously. The
opposite mode of perception is called the eye of separation
(tafriga), which sees the created apart from the Creator.*

Superiority of Human Beauty over Cosmic Beauty

Riazbihan regards human beauty as far superior to cosmic
beauty, because the former is a stronger reflection of divine
beauty in that it carries the full range of the divine attributes.
In other words, human beauty is specific beauty, whereas
cosmic beauty is general beauty. We can see how the tripartite
analysis of God in terms of essence, attributes, and acts as dis-
cussed in the previous chapter serves as a basis for Razbihan’s
examination of the difference between divine, human, and
cosmic beauty.
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Because human beings are able to reflect the full range of the
divine attributes, it was said, “He who recognizes himself rec-
ognizes his Lord,” the saying commonly attributed to the
Prophet to which Razbihan alluded earlier. To know oneself
may be sulfficient for attaining knowledge of God because the
human being can mirror the full range of the divine attributes.
The world is a mirror of God, and so are individual human
beings. To know God by observing the world is possible, but
one must search through the entire world to discover the divine
attributes scattered throughout. This suggests the greater “effi-
ciency” of knowing oneself as a path to knowing God than
studying the entire world. Razbihan ascribes to the common
notion of the human being as a microcosm, because “the two
worlds are kneaded within the human being.” As he writes, “In
the creation of the human being and in beautiful (hisan) faces
the marks of His power are more than those found in the realm
of being, because the two realms of being and the two worlds
are kneaded within the human being. Within him [God’s] work
is known. If he recognizes himself, he will recognize his Lord.”*

Razbihan also points out that although humans can become
passionate lovers of both God and other humans, they can
never become passionate lovers of things. In his view, human
beauty is superior to cosmic beauty not only in that it reveals
the beautiful attributes of God, but also in that it can serve as
a window through which passionate lovers witness and adore
the beautiful God. In contrast, cosmic beauty as found in non-
human creatures can only be objects of due respect as God’s
beautiful creatures for those naive “ascetics,” by which
Razbihan seems to mean stiff-minded conservatives who con-
demn passionate love of God and the celebration of human
beauty as a manifestation of divine beauty. They are suspi-
cious of passionate love generally because it is not a Qur’anic
term. They are concerned about the potential harm that it may
bring, such as leading people away from God. Razbihan
explains the opposite approaches to beauty taken by the ascet-
ics and the passionate lovers in this passage:

As for the difference between Adamic beauty (nki 1)
and non-Adamic beauty among engendered beings
and things in this world, it is that human beauty
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(husn) has the specific characteristic of the lights
of God’s self-disclosure of the essence, while other
things only have beauty from the freshness of the
divine act. The vision of an engendered being is the
gibla of ascetics, whereas the face of Adam is the gibla
of the passionate lovers.”

Razbihan's use of the term “specific characteristic” (khassiyyat),
which derives from the same root as “specific” (khdss), high-
lights Adamic beauty’s connection to the divine essence, ren-
dering it specific beauty rather than general beauty.

Razbihan further points out that while human beauty can
cause love, cosmic beauty produces “mere” faith in God
devoid of love for Him. In Razbihan’s view, this is not enough
for the ideal human life: one must not only have faith in God
but also love Him, so that God’s love for humans can be recip-
rocated, as the Qur’an says, He loves them, and they love Him
(Q 5:54). Rizbihan writes,

The immature in the Shariah carp at us and say, “The
signs of the creation of the heavens are greater—
why do you not look at them?” Yes indeed, there are
signs in the heavens, and the signs are the path for
the tight-hearted in the world. But in Adam’s face is
the emergence of the sun of the self-disclosure of the
[divine] essence and attributes, because passionate
love came out of Adam’s beauty (husn), while the light
of faith came from the mold of the engendered being.*!

Razbihan’s contrast between cosmic beauty and human
beauty and their association with faith and love, respectively,
are also clear from his argument “the signs [i.e., the acts] are
the locus of faith” but not of love, because “witnessing the
beauty (jamal) of eternity does not occur in the signs.”
Another implication of the above discussion is that the study
of things in the world will not make humans passionate lovers
of God, however much they may come to admire God as an
amazing Creator of this complex world. Razbihan’s warning
toward “the immature in the Shariah” is firmly based on his
ontological analysis of cosmic and human beauty, for they fail
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to understand the order of things. The more perfect a thing is,
the more beautiful it is, because it is more similar to God. The
more a thing reflects of God’s beauty, the more admiration and
love it deserves. The more admirable and lovable a thing is, the
stronger its attractive force toward the source of all beauty—
God. Therefore, Riizbihan maintains that there is no reason to
restrict human search for beauty in the created domain to non-
human objects, ignoring the more obvious human beauty.

In fact, Razbihan argues that looking at beautiful human
faces is a means to finding God—both His beauty and majesty.
In his commentary on the hadith, “Seek good in those with
beautiful faces,”*® Razbihan writes, “The beauty of the face is
the garb of the light of God’s majesty. He garbs it [i.e., beauty]
on the face of everyone characterized by His character. Part of
His lofty character is His munificence and generosity, so he
who is qualified by His beauty is qualified by His munificence
and generosity.”* Moreover, this hadith also means:

Seek the purity of the Real’s self-disclosure from the
beautiful faces, for they are the locus of the appear-
ance of the lights of [God’s] beauty and majesty.
Then you may come to love God by means of His
act and you may recognize the realities of His art
in the holy spirits and pure [bodily] frames. Thus
you may attain to the recognition of the secrets of
[God’s] attributes and the realities of [His] essence.*

Rizbihan also comments on a closely related hadith: “Make
use of beautiful (hisan) faces and the black pupil, for God is
ashamed to chastise a comely face in the Fire.”* He further
writes, “When God distinguishes a servant with outer and
inner beauty (husn) and clothes him with the clothing of love
for Him, He makes him a niche for the self-disclosure of His
beauty and majesty, so His light appears from his light.”

Correspondence between Inner and Outer Beauty

Razbihan makes it clear that in speaking of beauty, he is
referring not only to physical beauty, but also to a hidden cor-
respondence between the outer and the inner. He refers to this
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correspondence by using two Arabic terms that are commonly
contrasted: khuluq and khalg, or character and creation (or
physical constitution), which derive from the same root. He
argues that it is because of the correspondence between a per-
son’s character and creation that the Prophet said, “Let the
most beautiful in face among you lead you, for he is more likely
to be the most beautiful in character.”* Riizbihan writes, “[The
Prophet] explained that beauty (husn) of character follows
upon beauty (husn) of creation.”® Thus, outward beauty is
understood to be a reflection of inner beauty. In turn, the inner
beauty of a human being mirrors divine beauty: “Whoever has
more subtle existence has a finer body, a more noble spirit, and
a more precious soul. In his [bodily] frame, the light of the
[divine] quarry is more apparent from his substance.”®

The idea that there is a connection between inner and outer
beauty is also suggested by another hadith: ““He who prays
much by night—his face is beautiful by day,” on which
Razbihan comments, “God discloses Himself during the night
to those who pray, and then garbs their faces with some of His
light. Then their faces become the niche of the lights of the
Real’s self-disclosure, with the light of the [divine] self-disclo-
sure glitters within them. The beauty (husn) to which he
alluded is a garb of the Real’s light.”®'

Those Who Know God Are Loved by People

We have already seen that the more beautiful a thing is, the
stronger the love it causes in its perceiver. Moreover, there is
a relationship between knowledge and love, especially when
it comes to God—the more humans know of God, the more
they love Him, because they can see more of His beauty. Here
are some of Raizbihan’s descriptions of such lovers/knowers
of God:

The truthful, loving recognizer is like roses and
sweet basil because his body is created from the
dust of the paradises and his spirit from the light
of the sovereignty of the All-Merciful. All creatures
love him and all things seek intimacy with him, for
people find in him a breeze from the Real, and they



96 BEAUTY IN SUFISM

perfume themselves with his scent. When someone
is accepted by the people, their love for him is an
indication of his recognition of God. When some-
one is not like that, their hatred for him is a mark of
his misery—we seek refuge in God! Thus Abu Sa‘id
al-Khudri reported from the messenger of God:
“Shall I not tell you who is the most beloved to God?
They said, “Yes, O messenger of God,” thinking that
he would mention a man. He replied: “Surely the
most beloved of you to God is the most beloved of
you to the people.” Then he said, “Shall I not tell you
who is the most hated by God?” We said, “Yes, O
messenger of God,” thinking that he would mention
a man. He replied: “Surely the most hated by God
is the most hated of you by the people.” He made
us understand that the love that people’s hearts
have for a person is the testimony to God’s love for
him, because hearts incline toward whosoever has
the garb of Lordship, they love whosoever has the
reality of recognition, and they see God’s gifts in the
features of the recognizers. Indeed, when God loves
a servant, He makes him lovable to the hearts of all
creatures from His throne to the earth.®

If lovers of God are loved by other people, how do these lovers
themselves see others and the world around them? On this,
Razbihan remarks: “When the passionate lover’s journey in
passionate love is complete, he will not see anything deemed
beautiful without seeing God’s beauty (husn) within it. This is
why the passionate lover loves the beauty of every beautiful
thing in existence.”® Earlier, we saw how Ruzbihan encour-
ages the practice of loving and seeking intimacy with beauti-
ful things as a means to advance on the path to God. At the
end of this path, human beings are able to see God’s beauty
behind all beautiful things, as if these things become transpar-
ent. Razbihan refers to this mode of perception by the already
mentioned term the eye of gathering. He also uses the term the
eye of the spirit in the same meaning. One of his poems reads:
“Being became the mirror of the Real and the Real appeared
from it. / With the eye of the spirit I gaze at the spirit in the
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mirror.”* Elsewhere, Razbihan contrasts the eye of the spirit
with the eye of the intellect. While the eye of the spirit sees the
beauty of the Creator, the eye of the intellect sees the created
object. Given that he uses the eye of the spirit synonymously
with the eye of gathering, the eye of the intellect can be under-
stood to correspond to the eye of separation.

Razbihan further discusses this idea while commenting on
the hadith, “God created Adam upon His form.”® In discuss-
ing Adam’s beauty, Razbihan recognizes the dilemma of
whether to see creation (Adam) as “transparent”—which
means to see only God with the eye of gathering—or to focus
on the “opaqueness” of creation, which hides its Creator.
Razbihan addresses this issue by calling God the “Artist”
(sani ) and His creation “art” (sun ‘). First, he describes the
state in which he was once so overcome with the sheer creative
power of the Creator such that he could only see the Creator,
consequently falling in love with Him. While the eye of the
spirit was fixed on God, his other eye, namely the eye of the
intellect was fixated on His creation instead.

Faculty Object Perceived
Eye of the Spirit God
Eye of the Intellect Creation

Figure 4.2 A chart showing the two inner eyes and the corre-
sponding objects of their perception

Note that in the following passage, “intellect” refers to the par-
tial intellect belonging to individual human beings, which is
inferior to the spirit, as opposed to the universal or non-com-
pound intellect discussed earlier, which is superior to the spir-
its as they derive from it. Razbihan writes,

The bird of the garden of beginninglessness had
become hidden in the nest of the acts with the cur-
tain of the art of the pearl. It put on the clothing of
We have created the human being in the most beautiful
stature (Q 95:4) and was ornamented by the beauty
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(jamal) of the meaning of “God created Adam upon
His form” in the beauty (husn) of He made your forms
beautiful (Q 40:64, 64:3). The art of the Artist was lost
in the Artist. I did not know what a rarity that was
or what that was. Without choice the eye of my spirit
lingered on that mirror, and the tumult of passionate
love overcame me. The eye of the spirit remained on
the Artist, and, in unbelief, the eye of the intellect on
the artifact (sani‘at). I saw the eternal beauty (jamal)
with the eye of the spirit, and the form of Adam
with the eye of the intellect. It also took possession
of me and said: “Look at the human world with the
human eye.”®

At the end of the above passage, Razbihan warns, “Look at the
human world with the human eye.” The passage is describing
Razbihan’s visionary encounter with God, who tells him to
use the sober eye of separation to look at the human world
rather than the intoxicated eye of gathering. This is because
the latter induces a state of intoxication in which one would be
unable to distinguish between the created and the uncreated.

In fact, Razbihan is aware of the danger of being stuck with
either eye. If one is stuck with the eye of separation, one would
be incapable of seeing anything beyond sensible phenomena,
which is also problematic for seekers of God.” His defense of
the love of beautiful human faces may even seem to suggest
defense of shahid-bazi, literally meaning “witness-play,” refer-
ring to an often-criticized practice of watching beautiful
youths merely to enjoy the sight of them as manifestations of
divine beauty. Later in Muslim history shahid-bazi became
almost synonymous with homoeroticism in some circles and
was vehemently denounced by jurists and theologians.
Although Razbihan does not use the term shahid-bazt in his
writings, he does use the term shahid in a way that is consistent
with much of earlier Sufi literature. For instance, Razbihan
calls Adam shahid, that is, a beautiful being through whom
God is witnessed.

Instead of shahid-bazi, Henry Corbin uses another term to
characterize Ruazbihan’s approach to human beauty:
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jamal-parasti (or ziba T-parasti), meaning “adoration of beauty.”*
However, no Sufis who were later thought to belong to this
trend of thought had used the phrase to label themselves in
their own times, so this label is hardly perfect, especially since
“adoration” may connote “worship,” when the only proper
object of worship is God, as Sufi teachers repeatedly affirm.
Razbihan would support the adoration of the “beautiful” inas-
much as it reminds one of the divine beauty. Gradually, one
can cultivate the eye to see that divine beauty disclosing itself
in all things.

Summary

Rizbihan's distinction between cosmic and human beauty is
closely related to his discussion of God’s essence, attributes,
and acts. He argues that cosmos has general beauty insofar as
itis a divine act, a divine creation. Human beings, in contrast,
have specific beauty, consisting of the divine attributes, which
in turn describe the divine essence. However, the degrees of
their specific beauty vary and largely depend on their effort in
beautifying their souls by eliminating vices or ugly qualities.

Razbihan presents the driving force for God’s creation as
the most beautiful creator (Q 23:14) to be His eternal desire to be
recognized, as expressed by the hadith of the Hidden Treasure.
Beauty creates beautiful things, which seek to return to their
origin. In other words, beauty is the origin and end of human
existence as well as the means of returning to the origin. Hence,
becoming beautiful and finding divine beauty in all things
including oneself are the goal of human life. At the same time,
they constitute the fulfillment of the covenant, because it was
a covenant of love, promising to love only that beautiful God
whom human beings witnessed on that primordial day. If they
want to encounter that beautiful God again in this life and the
next, that is possible only by beautifying their own souls by
embodying the full range of the most beautiful names of God.
This is a task too heavy for most human beings without guides
on the path. And these guides are the prophets, who represent
the most beautiful class of human beings.
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