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Metaphorical Literalism and
the Poetics of Reality

Ahmad Ahsa’1, Figuration, and the World of Images

TODD LAWSON"*

To understand metaphors, one must find meanings not predetermined by language,
logic or experience.
(Martin 2012: 863)

Introduction

THE FOCUS OF this chapter is on the ideas about language and figuration found in the
writings of an early-19th-century Shi'T Arab scholar known traditionally as ‘Shaykh
Ahmad’ namely Ahmad ibn Zayn al-Din al-Ahsa’'1 (1166-1241 AH/1753-1826
AD), hereafter ‘Ahsa’T. This study examines what he has to say about the technical
rhetorical (balaght, see Rashwan 2020: 351-352) terms mithal, mathal, and mithl,
and shows that his understanding of their use in the Qur’an and in the words of
the Imams, the akhbar, indicates that these terms functioned more as metaphor than
simile or parable, inasmuch as metaphor is a more open-ended type of figuration than
simile or analogy. While metaphor has something in common with parable, it is clear
that we cannot use this latter word to describe the way Ahsa’1 understands the texts
studied below. I will begin by offering a brief sketch of his life and influence before
focusing on an extended passage in his magnum opus, the Sharh al-ziyara al-jami ‘a
al-kabira, a title that may be translated as Commentary on the Major Comprehensive
Prayer of Visitation. The chapter concludes by discussing the pertinence or useful-
ness of Northrop Frye’s ‘metaphorical literalism’ for the study of such literature.

* I am grateful to several colleagues who read earlier drafts of this chapter and offered valuable com-
ments, criticisms, suggestions, and corrections. These are the anonymous peer reviewers for the pub-
lisher, the editors of the volume, and Devin Stewart. I am, of course, solely responsible for remaining
errors and infelicities.

Proceedings of the British Academy, 266, 236-273, © The British Academy 2024.
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Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa’t

Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa’1 was, during his life, the leading theologian in Iran, where
his appeal was no doubt enhanced by his status as an outsider (Hamid 2019: 70,
73). This appeal resided in his ability to speak persuasively and clearly about the
perennially problematic rational puzzles of Islam, and more specifically those of
Ithna-‘asharT Shi‘ism, such as bodily resurrection, the night journey of the Prophet,
and the remarkably long life of the Hidden Imam who now, according to Shi't
belief, remained alive after nearly 1,000 years and was due to return with his army
on the Day of Resurrection, yawm al-giyama, ‘to fill the earth with justice even as
it is now filled with injustice’ (Momen 1985: 96). He was successful in combining
the frequently antagonistic or at least incommensurable modes of reason and mysti-
cism in a convincingly coherent teaching that would appeal to and impress to a very
high degree a large audience of Iranian Muslims, from Fath-‘Al1r Shah himself (r.
1797/1211-1250 AH/1797-1834 CE), to advanced religious scholars and intellec-
tuals in Iran and the Shi‘T shrine cities of Iraq, to educated ‘middle-’ or merchant-
class Iranians, to the general public. His success arose from his unique ability to
speak effectively about the spiritual realm, the Unseen (al-ghayb), in a language
that was simultaneously learned, scientifically compelling, and affective or poeti-
cally charged with spiritual and mystical language in a way that opened the door
to authentic individual religious experience. His Arabness, rather than being held
as a mark against him, ultimately emerged as one of his most powerful credentials.

In addition, his learning in a wide variety of disciplines redounded to his status.
No doubt his vast knowledge was also interpreted as evidence of intimacy with the
Ahlu’l-bayt (see p. 243, n. 8), all of whom, needless to emphasise, were also pure
Arabs. He was known as a master of the Islamicate disciplines of exegesis; theol-
ogy; mysticism; law and jurisprudence; alchemy; medicine; and, of course, Arabic
grammar and prosody. In addition, he was a moderately prolific poet; even his
more purely theoretical works are full of poetry citations from a variety of authors
(Ahsa’1 1424/2003; Lambden 2016-).

Ahsa’1l was born into a Bahrant family who had been followers of Twelver
Shi‘ism for five generations. From an early age, he experienced mystical visions
and encounters with members of the Ahlu’l-bayt, notably the second Imam al-Hasan
(d. 50 AH/670 CE). At the same time, he exhibited a remarkable interest in more
rational pursuits, such as Arabic grammar. He continued to pursue, simultaneously,
his love of learning and intimate converse with the Ahlu’l-bayt. A recent account
of his life and work stresses that he was eventually able to attain the presence of
the Imams and even the Prophet whenever he wished. This source points out that
in 1208 AH/1794 CE he was given twelve diplomas (ijazat), one from each of
the Imams, during an encounter with the tenth Imam, ‘Alt b. Muhammad al-Had1
(d. 254 AH/868 CE; see Hamid 2019: 67—68), to whom our text, al-ziyara al-jami ‘a
al-kabira, is ascribed.
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At the age of twenty-one, he left his home in al-Ahsa’ to pursue higher studies
in the centres of Shi‘T learning known as the ‘Atabat (literally ‘thresholds’) — the
sacred shrines of the Imams in southern Iraq such as those in Karbala and Najaf,
which are thought of as thresholds to the unseen spiritual world, al-ghayb, where
the Imams live. He was the author of numerous major works of striking originality,
especially in the area of philosophy, or Hikmat, known also as ‘Irfan (Bowering
2020), the distinctive Neo-Shi‘T ‘theosophical’ discipline, which depended on the
Qur’an and the distinctive corpus of Shi'T kadith literature known in the ShiT tra-
dition as akhbar, and spiritual experience.! Much of this literature also bears the
impress of early Sufism; for example, statements of the illustrious and tragic mystic
figure al-Husayn ibn Manstr al-Hallaj (d. 309 AH/922 CE) are frequently ascribed
to that other Husayn, the third Imam, and vice versa (Lawson 2018). In addition,
Hikmat bears the impress of major theological developments (Sunnt and Shi‘7) of
the classical period, including later Sufi literature and institutional elaborations
such as walaya; the so-called Illuminationist Platonism, Ishrdg, of Suhrawardi al-
Magqttl (d. 587 AH/1191 CE); and the Unity of Being (wahdat al-wujiid) school
associated with the name of Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638 AH/1240 CE). There is also much
evidence of Isma‘1lt or Fatimid intellectual culture in ‘Irfan and Hikmat (Lawson
2005, 2018).

During the course of his life he succeeded in radically influencing Shi‘T scho-
lasticism with regard to both its method and results. This was to such a degree that
a separate school of Sh1‘T thought, including figh, was identified with his name after
his passing. This school, today known as al-Shaykhiyya, ‘The Shaykhis’, especially
by outsiders, may be said to have acquired its identity after the death of Ahsa'T’s
favourite student, the Persian Sayyid Kazim Rashtt (d. 1259 AH/1843—4 CE). This
designation, al-Shaykhiyya, grew out of a heavily charged critique and condemna-
tion of Ahsa'1’s teaching. Indeed, leading theologians and mujtahids declared him
beyond the pale, issuing a takfir, ‘excommunication’, against him (Momen 2003;
Hermann 2017: 49-51). By referring to this school as ‘the Shaykhis’, his critics
wanted to emphasise what they perceived as a deviation from what might be termed
‘orthodox’ Twelver Shi‘ism, which, by this time, had developed a rather deeply
ingrained anti-Sufi stance. By smearing his teachings and followers with the term
al-Shaykhiyya, his detractors wished to suggest that the Imams were not really the
focus of his thought, as should be the case in Ithna-‘asharT religion, also known s
al-Imamiyya. This charge is especially striking since the writings of Ahsa’1 himself
are frequently extraordinarily vehement in their critique of Sufism, especially the
notorious Unity of Being doctrine associated with the name of Ibn “Arabi (Lawson

' The akhbar, or Shi‘1 hadith, were consolidated in two major phases: the classical period of Twelver
Shi'1 scholasticism and the later Safavid period. The term akhbar is used to distinguish this corpus from
the formally similar Sunni works.
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2005). Rather, so they charged, it was the interpretations of the words of the Imams
by Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kazim that had usurped and challenged the tradi-
tional authority of the Imams. This interpretation, they continued, was contami-
nated with ideas from Sufism (tasawwuf) and Extremism (ghuluww).? In the same
way, Sufi shaykhs had for centuries been seen by their opponents as having unlaw-
fully arrogated to themselves ultimate religious authority (in this context walaya,
or al-walaya al-mutlaqa) throughout history and lured unsuspecting believers away
from true religion.?

As so often happens in such cases, eventually the theological odium carried
by the term al-Shaykhiyya was transformed by usage into a badge of honour for
those who had been condemned with the unflattering designation. The admirers of
Ahmad Ahsa’1 did, however, distinguish themselves within the main ‘church’ of
Ithna-‘asharT Shi‘ism by using a designation that was actually quite accurate with
regard to their general method, belief, and practice. They called themselves ‘the
People of Spiritual Disclosure’: al-Kashfiyya, ‘the Kashfis’, or ‘the Intuitionists’
(Corbin 1971-1972, Vol. IV: 231-255).

Akhbari—Usul1 debate

Ahsa’T’s project may be partly understood in terms of seeking a common ground
or a compromise between what might be thought extreme Usiilt and AkhbarT posi-
tions. Since the middle of the 17th century, there had developed in the bosom of
Safavid theological discourse a rather intense debate precisely over how the shari‘a
was to be determined or discovered. This gave rise to a sometimes vigorous, bor-
dering on violent, controversy amongst Twelver Shi‘T religious scholars, especially
the legal specialists or jurists known as fugahda’, or mujtahids. The controversy
eventually came to be recognised as the Akhbari-Usil1 debate. This debate centred
on the question of jjtihad — deriving a religio-legal opinion through the rational
consideration of the sources of the shari‘a, the spiritually binding law of Islam.
These sources, originally systematised by heros — known as Imams — of Sunnism,
such as al-Shafi‘1 (d. 204 AH/820 CE) and his colleagues, are Qur’an, Sunna, ijma "
(‘consensus’), and giyas (‘analogy’). The proto-Usilt Shi‘T legal scholars eventu-
ally adopted a very similar methodology a century or so after the SunnT system in
which the last source (as/) came to be designated as ‘ag/ (‘intellect’) in place of
analogy (giyas) (Stewart 1998: 15, 40, 191-193, 205-208). The debate affected the

2 This word has much traction in Ithna-‘ashari Shi‘ism, hailing, as it does, from the very earliest theo-
logical disputes amongst the proto-Shi‘T communities of Iraq. It continues to be used today as a way of
defining orthodoxy. See Halm (2020) for the classical background.

3 This argument had already reached its classical form in the writings of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728 AH/1328
CE), who was, along with several of his students, nonetheless an active member of Sufi brotherhoods.
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status of the mujtahid, one who issues a binding religious opinion. In early 17th-
century Shi‘ism, this method of figh was roundly condemned by the famous Ithna-
‘asharT scholar, Mulla Muhammad Amin al-Astarabadi (d. c. 1034 AH/1625 CE),
especially in his major critique of ‘Ustlism’, al-Fawa’id al-madaniyya (Gleave
2007: 36). At the centre of this debate was the question of religious authority
(walayalwilaya), its source, form, and function. For the Usiilts, religious authority
was mediated by the religious expert learned in figh, the aforementioned mujtahid.
Astarabadi criticised this method because, to him, it represented a corruption of
original and pure Shi‘ism in which each believer, at least theoretically, had direct
access to religious authority in the person of the Imam and could participate directly
in it through private individual piety and practice, chief amongst which was engag-
ing with the Imam himself and the Qur’an as, of course, interpreted by the Imam,
at least until the twelfth Imam, Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-‘Askari, went into par-
tial retreat or occultation (ghayba) in 260 AH/874 CE and permanent complete
occultation in 329 AH/941 CE.* After this date, apart from extraordinary instances
of spiritual encounter (Ghaemmaghami 2020), access to the Imam and his religio-
legal authority was through the inspired sacred words of the Imams and prayer,
especially prayers of visitation, a distinctive genre of Shi‘T devotional literature (on
which see now Khetia 2022). The sayings of the Imam had been collected in large
numbers since the turn of the 10th century CE and have been preserved in a number
of books, analogous to the six books of Sunni fkadith collected from the 9th to the
10th centuries CE by great scholars such as al-BukharT (d. 256 AH/870 CE). These
Shi‘1 books are referred to as collections of akhbar (singular khabar) of the Imams.
There are four classical collections, compiled during the 10th and 11th centuries
CE by prominent Shi‘T scholars and community leaders. These are listed with the
number of reports or volumes each contains:

(1) K. Usil al-kafi by Muhammad al-Kulayni (d. 329 AH/941 CE) — 16,199 reports;

(2) K Man la yahduruhu al-fagth by Muhammad ibn Babawayh, Shaykh Sadiig
(d. 380 AH/991 CE) — 9,044,

(3) K. Tahdhib al-ahkam by Muhammad al-TasT (d. 460 AH/1067 CE) — 13,590;
(4) K. al-Istibsar, also by al-Tais1—5,511.

In addition, there was perhaps a large fifth book by Ibn Babawayh entitled Madinat
al-ilm, now lost. In more recent times, several collections were compiled dur-
ing the Safavid consolidation and politicisation of Ithna-‘asharT Shi‘ism into what
might be accurately thought of as Neo-Shi‘ism. Three of these have acquired par-
ticular authority:

4 The twelfth Imam is known by several titles: al-Mahdr (the Guided), al-Hujja (the Proof), al-Muntazar
(the Awaited), al-Bagiyatu llah (the Remnant of God), a/-Qa 'im (the One Who will Arise, namely to fill
the earth with justice even as it is now filled with injustice), and a/-Gha'ib (the Hidden).
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(1) K. al-Wafi by Muhsin Fayd al-Kashani (d. 1091 AH/1680 CE) — just under 44,000
reports in three volumes;

(2) K. Wasa’il al-shi ‘a by al-Hurr al-'Amili (d. 1104 AH/1692 CE) — 20 volumes;

(3) K. Bihar al-anwar by Muhammad Bagqir al-Majlist (d. 1110 AH/1699 CE) — 110
volumes.

In addition to these authoritative collections of figh material, numerous other devo-
tional texts exist that frequently contain reports and traditions not found in these
seven works, or which are presented in different liturgical and devotional settings
(Modarressi 2003).

Akhbar is a distinctive technical term that distinguishes the Sh1T literature from
the analogous Sunn literature of hadith. The ‘religious weight’ of this literature in
Shi‘ism is much greater than that in the Sunni instance because of the way in which
the Imams are understood, chiefly as continuers of divine guardianship (walaya/
wilaya) and angelically inspired teachings (il/ham). The word ilham is used to dis-
tinguish the words of the Imams from the Qur’an, which is thought of as revelation,
pure and simple: tanzil, or wahy. In Ahsa’1’s works, and in many other works of
Shi‘t scholars, such distinctions ultimately count for very little inasmuch as the
words of the Imams are considered every bit as binding and ‘divine’ as the words
of the Qur’an (Lawson 2018). While the words of the Imams are important for
the interpretation of the Qur’an, it will be seen that, in practice, it is also the case
that the Qur’an provides illumination for the words of the Imams. What might be
thought a hermeneutic ellipse or circle is transformed in the context of devotion
into a hermeneutic embrace.

For the Usilis, proper religious guidance could only be dispensed by one trained
in the principles of jurisprudence, usil al-figh, i.e. a ‘professional’. This was, pre-
cisely, the aforementioned mujtahid who was then to be imitated or emulated by
the common believer through a sacerdotal relationship called tag/id (‘emulation’),
translated sometimes as ‘blind obedience’. For Astarabadi, this relationship was a
contamination of pure Shi‘1 religion, tashayyu *. Such corruption or contamination
was seen as nothing other than a radical ‘Sunnification’ — that is, destruction — of
Imami Shi‘ism (Gleave 2007). This was a development that Astarabadi and his
‘school’ saw as going against the spirit of such classic and essential religious works
as the famous legal manual — one of the four books mentioned earlier — entitled Kitab
man la yahduruhu al-fagih by Shaykh Sadtiq, Ibn Babawayh, a title that may be
translated as ‘“The book for him who has no access to a jurist’, understood as mean-
ing ‘The book that permits each person to be his own jurist’ (Corbin 1993: 107).
By the time Ahsa’1 had begun his advanced studies in the Shi'T shrine centres of
Iraq, the AkhbarT method was losing ground and the Ustili method was gaining
ascendancy. This is symbolised by the death of Ytsuf al-Bahrani (d. 1185 AH/1772
CE), the last great proponent of Akhbarism in Iraq, and the coming into prominence
of the celebrated Usiili scholar, Muhammad Bagqir Bihbahant (d. 1205 AH/1791
CE). While it has been pointed out that Bahrani was really proposing a moderate
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Akhbarism, it was nonetheless the case that with his passing and the ascendancy of
Usilism, the role of the mujtahid would eventually issue, in the later Qajar period,
in the office or institution of Marja ‘ al-taglid (‘Model of Emulation’), later to be
understood in terms of the unprecedented rank of Grand Ayatollah, ayat Allah al-
‘uzmd’. The crowning development of this may be seen in Ayatollah Khomeini’s (d.
1409 AH/1989 CE) famous doctrine of wildyat al-fagih (‘divinely guided guardi-
anship of the jurist’), in which the charisma and authority of the Imam is directly
transferred not to the individual believer, © him who has no access to a jurist’, but to
the professional mujtahid/fagih, whose faith and practice were to be imitated by the
follower. This is something that likely never could have happened under a strictly
AkhbarT regime of religious scholarship and culture. Ultimately, for the AkhbarTs,
a distinctive personal-cum-mystical relationship between the Ahlu’l-bayt and the
believer was cultivated, even among highly educated and influential sophisticated
scholars and philosophers such as Qadt Sa‘id Qummi (d. after 1107 AH/1969 CE)
and the aforementioned Muhsin Fayd al-Kashani, star student and son-in-law of
the celebrated philosopher Mulla Sadra Shirazi (d. 1045 AH/1635-1636 CE).
This makes it impossible, as Henry Corbin observed, to dismiss Akhbarism as just
another example of mindless fundamentalism (Corbin 1971-1972, Vol. IV: 129,
211, 250-252).

The words of the Qur’an have long been recognised as being of a separate order
of discourse or speech in which each verse is more like a ‘branch of the burning
bush’ (Padwick 1996: 19) than mere oratory, or even mere Scripture. The Qur’an is
a charismatic text. In what follows we will observe the workings of this charisma
in tandem with another body of charismatic Islamic text, namely these akhbar: the
words of the Imams of Ithna-‘asharT Shi‘ism, recognised as divine guides (Amir-
Moezzi 1994). In some senses, and indeed, according to the explicit statements
of the Imams themselves, the Imams are also seen as ‘sacred words’ — on a level
with the words of the Qur’'an — together with those words which They uttered,
and which are collected in the aforementioned books of akhbar (see, for example,
the article ‘kalima’ in al-Isfahant 1374/1954: 291-293). They are thus words that
speak words. With such a turn, it becomes impossible not to think of the Qur’an’s
designation of Jesus as ‘word from God’ (Q3:39, 4:171). It will be seen that such
an association is apt.

A few examples of Their words will help illustrate this point.’ These reports
are reproduced without their accompanying authenticating chains of transmission,
their isnads, and are introduced only by the name of the Imam to whom the specific
statement is ascribed. Furthermore, these statements and thousands of others like
them have been preserved in two major forms: (1) the aforementioned collections,
of which there are the four major ones from the classical period, plus the several
later Safavid collections, and (2) as exegetical statements provided in a series of

5 It will be obvious that these statements of the Imams are also applicable to a number of well-known
theological discussions from the early centuries of Islam. This is a subject that will not be pursued here.
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tafsir works of the Safavid period, listed as appropriate explanations for this or that
Qur’anic verse in the course of exegesis, very much along the lines of tafsir bi’l-
ma thar (‘interpretation firmly based on the preserved words of the Prophet and his
immediate followers”) of the type produced by Ibn Jarir al-Tabart (d. 310 AH/923
CE) (Lawson 2004: passim and references).

Two characteristic akhbar

1 From al-Kazim (d. 183 AH/ 799 CE) — the seventh Imam, in explaining part of
Q31:27:

And if all the trees on earth were pens, and the sea [were ink], with seven [more]
seas yet added to it, the words of God would not be exhausted: for, verily, God is
almighty, wise.®

ASA B bl ) A IR G e AT Ak sakd (e 8343 30015 231 505 e Y1 3 T 35

The ‘seas’ are the Spring [ ‘ayn] of al-Kibrit, the Spring of Yemen, the Spring of
Abrahilt [sic], the Spring of Tiberias, the Reservoir [jumma] of Masayyidan [sic], the
Reservoir of Ifriqiya and the Spring of Najrawan [sic: Nahrawan(?)]. And, We are
the ‘words’: our excellent attributes are not able to be fully comprehended nor per-
fectly investigated [that is: our true significance, like the words in the verse, cannot be
exhaustively understood]. Ahsa’1 (1999, Vol. I: 378)

Earlier in the text, Ahsa’1 categorised Q31:27 with the technical term as follows: ‘it
is a metaphor [kindya] indicating the endlessness of the excellence of the Imams’
(1999, Vol. I: 108). This technical term can also mean here ‘reference’ or ‘allusion’.
2 From al-Bagqir (d. 113 AH/732 CE) — the fifth Imam:

al-Baqir, a.s., said: ‘O Jabir! Upon you be the Bayan and the Ma ‘ani!’’ Jabir said: ‘I
asked him: “What is the Bayan and what are the Ma ‘ani?”’ He said: ““Al, a.s.,
said: “The Bayan is to recognize and understand that God, (exalted be His glory), is
such that nothing is like His likeness [Q42:11 (3% VS &) so worship Him accord-
ingly and do not commit shirk with regard to the least thing.” As for the Ma ‘ani, We
[the Fourteen] are His ma ‘ani: We are His side [janb] [Q39:56], We are His hand [e.g.
Q57:25], We are His tongue [Q19:50], and His cause/command [amr] [Q2:109 and
passim], and His rule [hukm] [Q5:43 and passim], and His reality [haqq] [Q35:5 and
passim]. When We will something, God wills it, when We purpose something, God
purposes what We purpose. So, We are the doubled [mathani]® [Q15:87] which God
gave to our prophet, (upon whom be peace), and We are the face [wajh] of God which

¢ Here and elsewhere the bold portion is that which is quoted in the source. Unless otherwise indicated,
all English translations of the Qur’an are from Asad (1980).

7 On these two words, which became literary technical terms much later, see pp. 258-261.

8 This is a paronomastic tafsir of the Qur’anic term al-mathani, usually translated as ‘the oft-repeated’
and frequently understood as a reference to the Fatiha, the opening sura, which has seven verses and is
probably the most repeated of all the Qur’an’s verses. The heuristic ‘pun’ resides in the fact that it is also
a direct reference to the Ahlu’l-bayt, the Fourteen Infallibles: while there are fourteen separate persons,
there are only seven different names: Muhammad, ‘Al1, Fatima, Hasan, Husayn, Ja‘far, and Masa. Thus
the Fourteen are the result of seven ‘doubled’ (mathani) (Lawson 1988: 233-235).
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is visible to you no matter where you turn on the earth [Q2:115]. So, he who knows
Us his Imam is certitude [yagin] [cf. Q15:99], and whoever is ignorant of Us, his
Imam is torment [s7jjin] [cf. Q83:7&8].” (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol. I: 43)

This brief sampling from the vast body of Shi‘T Akhbar is neither unusual nor
exceptional. The sources are full of similar statements demonstrating that what is at
stake in these works is not mere obedience to shar 7 laws. Rather, it is the spiritual
reality or charisma of the Fourteen Pure Ones that is being inculcated and promul-
gated. As Corbin said so well, it would be a mistake to think that these books, which
have the outer appearance of dry legal tomes, did not also contain many mystical
and metaphysical treasures (Corbin 1993: 107). Ahsa’'T was especially attracted to
this aspect of the sayings of the Imams, sayings that depended heavily on figured
and metaphorical language. It will be seen below that Ahsa’1, who cites the second
report, ‘We are the Bayan’, many times in his Commentary, including in the very
earliest pages (Ahsa’'1 1999, Vol. I: 25), applied this specific khabar to the question
of the Imams as ‘sublime metaphors’. To borrow from a recent study of the term
ma ‘na (plural ma ‘ant) in the general history of Arabic poetics, the Imams are here
seen by the tradition as supplying the ‘mental content’ (Key 2018) for an otherwise
unknowable God. But because ‘mental’ does not completely satisfy the strong ele-
ment of charisma and emotion involved, the remarks in Larsen (2018) on the mean-
ing of ma ‘na are also important. Indeed, attention to the usages that characterise
not only the text at hand, but others from the Sufi or ‘anagogical’ Islamicate literary
tradition (cf., for example, the title of Rumi’s (d. 672 AH/1270 CE) masterpiece,
Mathnawi-yi ma ‘nawt) may help us come to more accurate terms with the formida-
ble question of the meaning of the Arabic word ma na. It may be that more general
studies of the universal phenomena of poetics and metaphor will help shed light on
this problem.

Metaphorical literalism and the
Sharh al-ziyara al-jami ‘a al-kabira

Despite his frequent travels, Ahsa’'1 produced a very large and dense body of writ-
ings covering a wide range of topics. Here, the concern is mainly with what is
considered his greatest work, his Sharh al-ziyara al-jami ‘a al-kabira (Commentary
on the Major Comprehensive Prayer of Visitation). Ahsa’'T’s magnum opus is his
longest, most famous and controversial work. The highly venerated prayer that
serves as the basis for his commentary is ascribed to one of the Ahlu’l-bayt, the
tenth Imam, ‘Alt b. Muhammad al-Had1 (‘the Guide’, also referred to as al-Naqt
[‘the Distinguished’]). The status of this visitation prayer within Twelver Shi‘ism is
on a par with the Nahj al-balagha and the Sahifa al-sajjadiyya, two highly beloved
collections of the holy words of the Imams, because of its sustained and consist-
ent eloquence. On account of such eloquence (baldgha), the authorities agree
that its authenticity cannot be doubted. There is also no doubt that Ahsa’1 read it
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as the holy words of an Imam, words that, while not classed as divine revelation
(tanzil, wahy), are, in Shi‘ism, on a par with the Qur’'an and are nonetheless the
closest thing to it, being the result of angelic inspiration, i/ham. These words may
be thought to represent something along the lines of hadith qudst, extra-Qur’anic
divine sayings accepted as authentic, in a Sh1'T context. Although these two ‘genres’
have yet to be critically compared in scholarship, a major glaring difference is that
there are many thousands of these sayings of the Ahlu’l-bayt as compared to the
number of actual hadith qudst, of which there are ‘at most a few hundred’ (Graham
2017; Vilozny 2019 on specifically Shi'T hadith qudsi).

Texts of the actual prayer abound in many editions (e.g. Qummi 1407/
1987: 617-640). The one used by Ahsa’1 was probably the oldest known version
collected by Shaykh Sadiig in the aforementioned K. man la yahduruhu al-faqih —
a title glossed as ‘The book permitting each person to act as his own jurist’. This
version of the prayer was commented on by the famous Mulla Muhammad Taqi
al-MajlisT (d. c. 1070 AH/1659-1660 CE), father of the more famous Muhammad
Baqir al-Majlisi, mentioned earlier, in his perhaps equally mystical but much
briefer and much less complex treatment of the same prayer, which he wrote as part
of his commentary on the aforementioned work by Sadiig (Corbin 1993: 108). This
commentary is referred to frequently by Ahsa’t in the work at hand. In any case,
the standard Qummrt edition, mentioned earlier, published in the Mafatih al-jinan,
gives us a sufficient idea of its form and contents.

The basic spiritual orientation is made clear in the prologue of this prayer by
the Imam al-Had1 himself, a prologue that becomes also the subject of Ahsa'1’s
commentary (Ahsa’'1 1999, Vol. I: 33-36). Thus, such texts have an exoteric and
an esoteric value. This eulogy functions as a prayer of visitation, a special genre
of sacred literature known as Ziyarat ‘Prayers of Visitation’. Prayers of visitation
are used in pilgrimage to the shrines of the Ahlu’l-bayt, where they are recited with
great feeling, passion, and longing, sometimes repeated hundreds of times (Nakash
1995; Khetia 2022). They are also used by the faithful to encounter the Imam in a
more spiritual or mystical fashion, especially when actual travel to the shrines is
difficult or impossible on account of various circumstances, including religious or
political restrictions. In the literature, there are numerous special prayers of visita-
tion for each of the members of the Ahlu’l-bayt. A distinguishing and remarkable
feature of this particularly esteemed prayer is that the Imam-author designated it
as being applicable for any and all of the members of the Ahlu’l-bayt, thus its
title Comprehensive/al-Jami ‘a. Ahsa’'T’s commentary proceeds along the lines of a
Qur’anic tafsir in that he uses entire verses, or sections of a verse, as lemmata to be
commented upon. The prayer may be helpfully thought of as a litany of epithets of
praise and glorification, framed as a greeting in visitation. The modern edition of
his commentary is in four substantial volumes (Ahsa’'1 1999).

Such a theme or feature of totality, implied by the title-word ‘Comprehensive’
(jami ‘a), is not insignificant, particularly in connection with Ahsa't and his role as
philosopher. It may be thought that, from the beginning, Islamic philosophy had
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been on a quest, in line with the overwhelming emphasis in the Qur’an and Islamic
doctrine on the theme of oneness, unity, and totality, for something one might term
an Islamicate unified field theory, perhaps best indicated by Q41:53 (see below,
pp- 249, 253254, 261). Such oneness is also symbolised and, if you like, existenti-
ated, by the union or meeting of the believer with the Imam in the course of reciting
and meditating upon this prayer. Also, this visitation prayer from the Imam may
be seen, in some ways, as a parallel to the Qur’an, especially in its universality
and comprehensiveness. In a modern edition, the prayer has been divided into 114
sections, the number of suras in the Qur’an (Lawson 2011: 33, 156 n. 67, 68, 168
n. 117). In this connection, it is interesting to observe that the Shaykhiyya have
not produced their own complete seriatim tafsir of the Qur’an, as might have been
otherwise expected from such a distinctive and productive madhhab. It may be
that Ahsa'1’s Sharh al-ziyara in some ways fulfilled a need for such thoroughgoing
hermeneutical activity.

Ahsa’'T’s teaching is characterised by two major factors: (1) an intense mysti-
cal veneration of and devotion to the Ahlu’l-bayt, that is the Prophet, his daughter
Fatima, and the twelve Imams of Ithna-‘asharT Shi‘ism, together with (2) a simul-
taneous consciousness of God that, with all its own intensity, was nonetheless ada-
mant in its refusal to ascribe attributes directly to God (Corbin 1971-1972, Vol.
I: 265-274). For Ahsa’1 and his followers and admirers, the divine attributes so
ceaselessly mentioned throughout the Qur’an and the akfbar had not ‘God’ as their
immediate referent but rather the Ahlu’l-bayt, either as individuals or collectively.
Such explicit and unrelenting, perhaps even stark but somehow not cold, apophati-
cism called down upon Ahsa’1 and his following the charge of ghuluww, or extrem-
ism (sometimes, in a more literary vein, translated as syperbolism). Such negative
theology comes close to similar theological developments in the otherwise quite
foreign cultural context in which the great German mystic Meister Eckhart (d. 728
AH/1328 CE) provocatively, but nonetheless in this case helpfully, insisted: “When
I ponder what God is, I then say: “He is One in contrast to the creature, as an eternal
Nothing”’ (Berdyaev 2002). This is a Nothing not of divine deficiency but rather
of human deficiency. The gap or noetic and existential poverty symbolised by such
deficiency is compensated for precisely in metaphor and its function. When Eckhart
speaks of God as an eternal Nothing, which is definitely not the same as saying that
God does not exist or that there is no such thing as God, it resonates most strikingly
with the Qur’anic pronouncement ‘nothing is like His likeness’ (laysa ka-mithlihi
shay’ [Q42:11]). As has been emphasised in numerous studies of the writings of
Ahsa’i, it is the adamantine, non-negotiable, strenuously argued and repeated
affirmation of God’s utter unknowableness that most accurately characterises the
basis of his philosophy. For him, the search or quest for God will never end — not,
of course, because there is no God, but because God is ever beyond the reach of
human minds. Minds are attracted to or informed of God and are also simultane-
ously barred from perceiving God, as stated most eloquently in a celebrated khabar
ascribed to ‘Alf and quoted by Ahsa’1 early in his commentary (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol.
I: 44):
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Mere minds do not comprehend Him. Rather, He appears to them by means of them,
and it is by means of them also that He remains inaccessible to them.
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It is in this spirit that Ahsa’1 writes in explanation of the originally Qur’anic
divine epithet ‘the most exalted images’, which occurs twice in the Qur’an and as
part of a verse in the visitation prayer applied directly to the Imams. The sense in
both instances in the Qur’an is that God may be described only with the most sub-
lime or exalted parable or figure: wa li-llah al-mathal al-a ‘la’ (‘to God belongs the
most sublime metaphor’ [Q16:60])/lahu al-mathalu al-a ‘la (‘to Him belongs the
most sublime metaphor’ [Q30:27]). The prayer thus functions as a commentary on
these otherwise mysterious Qur’anic verses by supplying the answer to the irresist-
ible question: what is this most exalted or sublime figure? The Imam al-Hadi, to
whom is ascribed the composition of this visitation prayer, plainly states that the
Imams are this most exalted figure. Such is in keeping with the general theme of
the Ziyara, which is, as mentioned, a long litany of similar attributes. The gist of
the commentary, then, is that the Imams belong to God by virtue of their status as
a ‘repository of divine Messengership’ (mawdi ‘ al-risala, on which see the exten-
sive commentary, Ahsa’'1 1999. Vol. I: 42-50), and in what might be considered a
double metaphor: they both belong to and pertain to God.

Ahsa’1 on the Imams as ‘the most sublime metaphors’

The following is a summary and translation of the most relevant passages of
Ahsa’T’s substantial commentary on this passage in the Commentary on the Major
Comprehensive Prayer of Visitation (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol I: 145-152). In it are found
a number of the distinctive features of Ahsa’1’s philosophy. The most important
of these is his unwavering and remarkably strong insistence on God’s absolute
unknowability. Second is the equally remarkable elevation of the ranks of the Imams
to the highest conceivable degree, an elevation that caused him to be accused of
extremism (ghuluww) by those who were either unsympathetic or downright hostile
(Momen 2003). For these important principles, he depends on a distinctive ontol-
ogy worked out elsewhere in this composition but perhaps most clearly expressed
in one of his other works, the Sharh al-masha ‘ir, a commentary on the book by the
renowned — perhaps greatest — philosopher after Avicenna, Mulla Sadra Shirazi.
In this work (Shirazi and Corbin 1982), Ahsa'T goes some length in expressing his
displeasure with Sadra’s thoughts, and nowhere is this more conspicuous than in
his insistence that God is only partially involved in creation, being far too remote
and transcendent for anything else. Rather, His reality, which is referred to as the
divine (unknowable) essence (al-dhat al-ilahi), gives rise to secondary and ter-
tiary ontic principles, called by Ahsa'T ‘the active command’ (al-amr al-fa ‘il) and
‘the acted-upon or passive command’ (a/-amr-maf il), which are, in fact, more
directly involved with the creative process. God remains utterly and unimaginably



248 Todd Lawson

transcendent. All that can be known of divinity is revealed through the Ahlu’l-
bayt: the Prophet Muhammad, his daughter Fatima,’ and the twelve Imams (Corbin
1971-1972, Vol. IV: 256-262).

He opens this section of his commentary quoting the earlier one, mentioned
above, by Muhammad Taqt al-Majlist, who affirms that the vowelling of the word
al-m-th-1 in the prayer should be al-muthul, here the plural of mithal rather than
mathal, since it refers to all the ‘Proofs’ (hujaj, singular hujja), one of the numerous
words used in the literature to refer to the Ahlu’l-bayt.

The 10th Imam, al-Hadi, upon Him be peace, said [in His prayer, that the Ahlu’l-bayt]
are al-muthul al-a‘la:

Muhammad Taqi al-Majlist said in his Commentary on this that a/-m-th-/ should be
vowelled as a plural with two dammas and read thus because They [a plural] are the
Proofs of God, exalted be He.

SV Jidls ¢ JB

Sty Ot il gl s dbaally Cagaally dnal) S aa 1 Jiall g8 3 udaall 55 2ene J
ol ) s agl Laga 4is) B

Such vowelling preserves the Qur’an’s orthography (minus of course the vowel
markings) and suggests a solution for the otherwise unacceptable grammatical
error, discussed in detail at the end of this section, in which a singular adjective is
used to modify a masculine plural.

The quotation from al-MajlisT continues:

[So] God, may He be glorified, exalted them and described them with attributes of
God, exalted be He. They are His attribute and His attributes, according to [accept-
able] exaggeration [al-mubalagha] as God, exalted be He, likens them in His word
[Q24:35] ‘God is the light of the heavens and the earth, the likeness of His light
[mithlu nirihi] is as a niche.” As it is related in numerous reports [they are this niche
and therefore the likeness of His light]. Indeed, even one of our Sunni friends claims
that this verse was sent down about Them.'® (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol. I: 145-146)
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Ahsa’1 points out that this understanding, which must be considered a convinc-
ing proof (istidlal), is also supported in many passages of the Qur’an, as follows.
In some instances, I have highlighted the portions of these verses reproduced in

Ahsa’T’s text but have provided the entire verse for the convenience of the reader.
For example in the first half of Q29:43 (see also Q59:21):

® Known in the tradition by the remarkable epithets Fatima Fatir (‘Fatima the [masculine] Creator’) and
Umm abiha (‘Mother of her father’) (Klemm 2014).

' However unfashionable it may be, we retain all doxographic formulae referring to God and/or the
Ahlu’l-bayt.
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These are figures [amthal] which We express to humanity.
Ayl 061 sy
Ahsa’1 immediately associates this with Q41:53, with the implication that these

amthal are equivalent in meaning to the important Qur’anic ‘technical term’ ‘sign’
(aya/ayat):

We will show them Our signs [@yat] in the outer world and in their own souls that they
might know it is the truth.
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Ahsa’1 then adds that, unfortunately, not everyone reads these signs correctly, and
now cites the second half of Q29:43:

But none can understand them except those who have knowledge.
OsAal ) Lelisg L

He continues his discussion of mathal, and seamlessly introduces the prophetic
figure of Jesus, and his status as ‘divine word’, who was sent, precisely, as a mathal
(as distinct from being a divine incarnation) to the Children of Israel:

[As for Jesus,] he was but [a human] servant [of Ours] and we favoured him [with
prophethood], a mathal for the children of Israel. (Q43:59)
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That is, says Ahsa'T:

We honored him with prophethood and We caused him to become a wondrous lesson
[ibra ‘ajiba] like the rest of the metaphors [revealed] to the Children of Isra’il.
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Ahsa’1 then cites Q22:73:

O Humanity! Here is a figured message, so listen carefully to it. Know that those
whom you call upon for help apart from God are not even able to create a fly even if
they all combined to assist one another in that task.
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Ahsa’1 interjects here that God relates such a wondrous story because Arabs love

this kind of expression on account of its efficacy, aptness, and striking novelty
(istighrab).
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He then cites Q13:35, God’s depiction of paradise (Ahsa’'1 1999. Vol. I: 146):

The image of the paradise promised to those who are conscious of God [is that of a
garden] through which running waters flow: [but, unlike an earthly garden,] its fruits
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will be everlasting, and [so will be] its shade. Such will be the destiny of those who
remain conscious of God — just as the destiny of those who deny the truth will be the
fire. (Asad 1980 slightly adapted)
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Thus, Ahsa’1 argues, does a previously mysterious reality acquire form. A similar

process may be read in the celebrated Hadith of the Dead, which actually uses mith!

rather than mathal/mithal (each word has the same plural, amthal) as a synonym for
shibh and nazir (‘likeness’, ‘similarity”).
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Another example is taken from “Alr’s words to his famous companion, Kumayl ibn
Ziyad, whom we meet again here:

O Kumayl ibn Ziyad! Those who hoard wealth perish even while they live, but the
knowers endure for as long as time subsists; their [material] forms are absent, but their
[spiritual yet substantial] images [amthal] in the hearts are present. (Shah-Kazemi
2006: 36)
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Ahsa’'1 comments: ‘That is, their wisdom and guidance is preserved with their peo-
ple who then conduct themselves accordingly and are guided by their light.” Their
reality is remembered through their spiritual and intellectual contributions. (Ahsa’1
1999, Vol. I: 146)
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Mithl (‘likeness’, ‘similarity’) cannot, however, be used for God, because He has
no likeness or similarity, as the Qur’an clearly says: laysa ka-mithlihi shay’. In this
usage the Imams themselves are, again, signs (@yar) of God. But the singular mathal
may be used, as the Qur’an itself demonstrates on two occasions: Q16:60, Jiall duy
29 (‘to God belongs the most sublime metaphor’) and Q30:27, &Y Jial) 4l
(‘and to Him belongs the most sublime metaphor’), as we saw above. Ahsa’1
continues:

If you consider with the eye of spiritual insight you will understand that the Ahlu’l-
bayt are the stories of God the True One, recounting what has happened in the past,
and the veridical information from God about what is coming. And their guidance and
examples are the examples [sunan] of God ... An [unnamed Imam)] a.s. alluded to the
aptness of this meaning: ‘Recognize God through God and the Messenger through
the Message and those in authority through the commanding of what is good and the
forbidding of what is bad.” (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol. I: 147)
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As for their being the Exalted Images, al-muthul al- ‘ulya, Ahsa’1 again suggests a
comparison with Jesus, as described in Q43:57-60.

Now whenever [the nature of] the son of Mary is set forth as an example, [O
Muhammad, ] lo! thy people raise an outcry on this score
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and say, ‘Which is better — our deities or he?” [But] it is only in the spirit of dispute
that they put this comparison before thee: yea, they are contentious folk
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[As for Jesus,] he was nothing but [a human being —] a servant [of Ours] whom We
had graced [with prophethood], and whom We made an example for the children
of Israel
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And had We so willed, [O you who worship angels,] We could indeed have made you
into angels succeeding one another on earth.
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Ahsa’Tthen cites two reports (1999, Vol. I: 148) continuing the idea of the similarity
of the Imams to Jesus, with special reference to “Alf, the first Imam:

1 (from al-Kaf)

One day the Messenger of God was sitting amongst us and the Commander of the
Faithful (that is “Ali), a.s., approached. So the Messenger of God, a.s., said to him: ‘In
you is a likeness of Jesus son of Mary and if it were not that so many of my commu-
nity would speak of you as the Christians spoke of Jesus son of Mary, then [ would say
about you something so wondrous that people would then take the dust from under
your feet and rub themselves with it for its blessing.” Some of the enemies from the
Quraysh who were there said: ‘How can he say something like that about his cousin,
as if he were Jesus son of Mary?’ And then the above verses were revealed to the
Prophet.
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2 (from al-Majma )"

O "AlL, your image in this community is like the image of Jesus son of Mary [the rest
of the hadith]. When they heard this, the hypocrites said ‘He only says this so we will
worship ‘Ali the way the Christians worship Jesus.” And for this reason, the leaders of

' The celebrated fafsir by al-Fadl ibn al-Hasan al-Tabrisi (d. 548 AH/1153-1154 CE), Majma"
al-bahrayn.
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the hypocrites said: ‘He wants to appoint him in authority over us while we are actu-
ally in authority over him.’
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Ahsa’T says that God has spoken to this at Q43:58, especially the question spo-

ken by the hypocrites: ‘Are our gods better or is he?’. The author specifies here
that what is at stake is precisely the all-important divine institution of charismatic
authority and loyalty: walaya. He cites an anonymous proverb in further explana-
tion of Q43:58 and its percieved condemnation of disputation, jadal:

As someone has (rightly) said: ‘The proof of Truth is the mathal and the proof of
falsehood is jadal.’ Nay, rather the True Mathal is perfectly suited to a thing because
God, exalted be His glory, does not create anything accept that there is a mathal for
that thing. For example: the world below [dunya] is vile [daniya]. God, exalted be his
glory, thus coined a perfect expression [mathalan hagqan] for it. (Ahsa’1 1999. Vol
I: 148)
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Ahsa’'T adduces another example of God’s expressive artistry at Q10:24 (entire

verse quoted for convenience; Ahsa’'T quotes only the bold portion):

The real meaning of the life of this world is but that of rain which We send down
from the sky, and which is absorbed by the plants of the earth whereof men and
animals draw nourishment, until — when the earth has assumed its artful adornment
and has been embellished, and they who dwell on it believe that they have gained
mastery over it — there comes down upon it Our judgment, by night or by day, and We
cause it to become [like] a field mown down, as if there had been no yesterday. Thus
clearly do We spell out these messages unto people who think.
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Ahsa’1 then introduces what may be thought a hierarchy of metaphor. saying that
these images differ according to degrees:

The highest ones are those we are concerned with, namely the Ahlu’l-bayt. There is
not above them any higher image, so they are al-amthal al- ‘ulya (not muthul al-a ‘ld).
Thus it has been established that they are the exalted images according to divinely
inspired designation [nass]'? and consensus [ijma ‘]. (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol. I: 148)

12 Nass (literally ‘appointment’, ‘designation’) is the technical term used in Shi‘T sources to refer to the
Prophet’s designation of ‘Alf as the first Imam, and thereafter each successive Imam’s designation of
his successor.
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Thus, the meaning of their reality [kawnihim] is as metaphors, inasmuch as the mathal
is divine explication [bayan] and divine description [sifa]. This means there is nothing
higher than Them, as explicitly suggested at Q30:27:
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It is He who initiated all creation, then He does it again. This is easy for Him because
the most sublime image [we can imagine] belongs to Him [and nothing else] in the
heavens and the earth. Truly, He is all mighty and all wise.
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Ahsa’1 explains that this is pure transcendence (fanzih). It is axiomatic that God is
far too exalted to be described and too glorious for us to understand how He can be.
He is more exalted than to be likened to any created thing or to be analogous with
any created thing. This is why, in reality, the exalted images actually apply [only]
to the Ahlu’l-bayt, and They, in turn, are open-ended, inexhaustible metaphors for
God, al-muthul al- ‘ulya. This is further supported by the statement from the fourth
Imam, ‘Al ibn al-Husayn (d. 95 AH/713 CE), who said: ‘To you, O my God, per-
tains a oneness that is multiple’ (22l &5 Il L &ll). That is to say, oneness
(wahdaniyya) applies to your creation and your dominion, it cannot really be said
of You. All we can know of God is: &% i Gl (‘Nothing is like [even] His like-
ness’ [Q42:11]).

The Exalted Images [at Q30:27 and 16:60] is itself a mathal that proves [absolute
divine] transcendence and denies similitude [fashbih], knowability [ma lamiyyal,
and comprehension [ihdta] from the angle of what He, exalted be His glory, is: that
all is His dominion and His creation. This is like what has been said in the words
of the fourth Imam, ‘Ali b. al-Husayn: ‘To you, O my God, belongs a oneness that
is multiple.” That is, this singleness [wahdaniyya] applies to Your dominion and
Your creation, it does not apply to You. All we can know of God is laysa ka-mithlihi
shay’, there is no opposite [didd] to Him, no equal [nidd] and no partner [sharik].
These amthal are things that indicate pure tawhid, as much as the contingent realm
can understand such a concept [bi-hasab al-imkan] through the knowledge of the
soul [ma rifat al-nafs], as in “Ali’s, a.s., response to Kumayl [in the Hadith Ma’
al-Hagiga, “What is Reality?]: ‘Remove the veils of glory without alluding [to any-
thing].” This is a sign [@ya] God has coined in order to be known, as He, exalted be
He, said [at Q41:53]:

In time We shall make them fully understand Our messages [through what they
perceive] in the utmost horizons [of the universe] and within themselves, so that
it will become clear unto them that this [revelation] is indeed the truth. [Still,] is
it not enough [for them to know] that thy Sustainer is witness unto everything.

That is an exalted image for knowing him [/i-ma ‘rifatihi]; it is a revelation [zuhiir] to
His creation to them through them [lahum bihim]. This ability to know [through the
signs] is in every individual. And the highest of such images is Muhammad and His
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Family, a.s. So they are the exalted images, that is the highest temples of confirma-
tion [hayakil al-tawkid al- ‘ulya]. And they are the foremost temple [singular] of His
creation even though they are fourteen [separate] temple(s). (Ahsa’'1 1999, Vol. I: 149)

M.\\A.muﬂ}muﬁy&léy\}b}m\@;}mﬂ\@;}mﬂ\écd\‘ﬂ\d&d\ﬁ}dm;‘)ﬂécib\
FYCINP JghL;\(Jﬂ\m\hjﬁgj\bdl)tu.\u;.“u;é:d}ﬁ@dﬁh@ﬂhﬁ}&mw\u
Vg Al hm Vg ok AliaS ad 4l (pe bl Gy 4 63 iyl (o imall (9555 5 il gy Db il

SaY galy

A Udl b e udil) 48 jaa Jie GV oy (allal) s gl e A0 a1 e 138 JUial
LS Lpdanah il L a4l 58 (3L g (e IDla) ilasns CS) ¢ 4l 3 JueS Sipaa =50
S Ji

eV ;o )(Gal A Al G s sl a5 3BV L8 Ll ag i)

&ﬂ\;.\md\m‘}l\a_\h‘_A;\Jumds‘?glujwulﬂwx_h}mwdlmﬂgb\&dlm
T e Aoy )l a s ails JSa gl a s Llall a8 gl S Jiay e Jial)

On the process of creation, Ahsa’1 says:

He, exalted be His glory, created creation without any previously existing model. Nay,
rather, He created all things according to what they required [ ‘ala ma huwa ‘alayhi).
This is the meaning of the hadith, according to one of its many aspects, in his, a.s., the
[unnamed Imam’s], statement: ‘God created Adam in His own form.’ That is, accord-
ing to what he required [ ‘ala ma huwa ‘alayhi] from the point of view of his recep-
tivity of forms and delineation [takhtit] and [other] existential factors [al-kayniinat].
So, the meaning of the assertion that ‘They are the Most Exalted Images’ is that God,
glorified and exalted as He is, created them according to the best form [ahsan siira)
that it was possible to ordain for anything in the contingent world. And They have
been created, therefore, according to what They are [wa-hiya ma hum ‘alayhi] with
regard to form [hay ‘a], and being [kayniina], just as He, exalted be His glory, said in
His Qur’an (at Q95:4):

Verily, We created man in the most beautiful form

This refers to the Perfect Man [sing.] (al-insan al-kamil] who is [collectively]
Muhammad and his twelve descendants and Fatima, a.s.

As for the following verse, Q94:5, it provides a useful contrast:
and thereafter We reduce him to the lowest of low

That is, the most repugnant [agbah] form which the human being can bear. And this
is the defective [naqis] human, the most inimical of the Imams’ enemies, God curse
them. Therefore the forms that are the most exalted and the most beautiful are the first
mentioned: the forms of Muhammad and his Family. The second are the ugliest forms,
the leaders of the hypocrites [mundfigiin]; and there is no connection between the two.
All that seeks the most beautiful is most beautiful and all that seeks the most repug-
nant is most repugnant. And those are likenesses of that, and These are the Sublime
Likenesses. (Ahsa’'1 1999, Vol. I: 149-150)
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Since He, exalted be his glory, created creation according to what it requires [ ‘ald ma
huwa ‘alayhi], they each received such creation according to the limits of their form,
both visible and invisible ... And those who are beautiful externally and internally are
the highest forms: Muhammad and His family, a.s., since these are forms that have
attained the utmost degree [ghdaya] of beauty and perfection, inwardly and outwardly,
because they are completely made of light: their matter, their individuated forms, their
receptiveness, their perfectability — all of it is light. There is no darkness of any kind
not even whatever might truly apply on the superficial level [ ‘ald ma tatahaqqaqu
zuhiiran]. And this goes along with the way in which God ordered his own [unknow-
able] Essence, for they are the locations [mahall, cf. mazahir] of His Will. So, these
forms, and shapes and beings are almost absolute with regard to the Imams, as He,
exalted be His glory, alluded, in His Book [at Q24:35, see pp. 262-263 for a full
translation of this verse]: [This oil] would well-nigh give light [of itself] even though
no fire touched it.

And that is because this oil has been purified from compoundedness, thus He purified it
and made it pleasing and specialized and related it to Himself. He made Them special
just as he specialized the Ka‘ba and related it directly to Himself when He referred to
‘My House’ [bayti] [Q2:125; 22:26; 71:28]. Thus they are ‘the most exalted images’.

Just as we can think of the ‘meanings’ [ma ‘@ni] of a human being (‘Zayd’) as his
standing, his sitting, his power, his knowledge, his movement, his rest, his soul,
his spirit, his intellect, his being, his quiddity, his essence, his attributes, his acts, his
speech, his works, and all of his such states [ahwal amthalan wa-abdalan] we can also
think of Them as the ‘meanings’ of God [that is, those positive concepts mentioned in
the Qur’an, such as hearing, seeing, speaking]. (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol. I: 150)
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These concepts and attributes are given reality and rescued from imaginary (not
imaginal) oblivion, on account of God’s absolute unknowability (fanzih), by the
Imams themselves. Ahsa’1 then cites a frequently quoted and somewhat obscure
statement from the Imams, on the authority of Jabir al-Ju'fi (d. c. 127 AH/745 CE;
see Dakake 2012), the prominent early follower of the fifth Imam, al-Baqir:

Abu Ja'far [al-Bagqir, the fifth Imam], a.s., addressed him: ‘O Jabir, upon you be the
Bayan and the Ma ‘ani!’ Jabir said: ‘So I said: “What is the Bayan and what are the
Ma ‘ani?”’ ‘He said: “*Al, a.s., said: ‘As for the Bayan, this is to know that God is
[such that] Nothing is like His likeness (laysa ka-mithlihi shay’, Q42:11); therefore,
worship Him and do not commit shirk towards Him with regard to anything. As for
the Ma ‘ant, We [the Ahlu’l-bayt] are His ma ‘ani, and We are his side (janb, Q39:56;
cf. janab), and his hand, and His tongue and His cause/command, and His wisdom/
rule, and His knowledge, and His Truth/Reality. Whatever We will, God wills and He
wishes what We wish.””” Heed the rest of the well-known hadith.” (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol.
I: 150)
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So, consider, comments Ahsa’1, how he provided a tafsir"® for the ma ‘ani, namely
‘The Ahlu’l-bayt are his excellence (janb, Q39:56: whatever is worthy of God, duty
to God), his hand (e.g. Q57:29), and so on. So these ma ‘ani are His images and His
substitutes (abdal), and He named them his ma ‘a@ni: so that the ma ‘ant of a thing
are its images (amthal) because they are a description of its actual being. And these
‘meanings’ (ma ‘ani) flow through all created things.
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We will close this sampling of Ahsa’1’s comments on the ‘exalted images’ with
a final excerpt:

[It is said that] the entire world is the name of God, exalted be He. Perhaps this state-
ment, known as ‘the hadith of the names’, from a/-Kafi, proves this: ‘God created the
names with letters without sound, and with articulations without speech, as when he
said: He made it a perfect word with four parts, not one part is more important than
the others. And he revealed from it three names for the need of the creatures (al-khalg)
for them. But He kept one veiled from them.” Heed the rest of the well-known hadith,
here unquoted.

13 This technical term is used by Ahsa’1 because these ma ‘ani are terms found in the Qur’an.
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So, if we say that the Ahlu’l-bayt are His like, we do not mean that they are like the
divine essence, because that would be unbelief and godlessness (kufi- and zandaqa
respectively). We insist that they were created as signs pointing out by themselves
and proving Him, just as the trace proves the attribute of the one who leaves the trace.
From this standpoint, they are his mathal which is like the attribute (sifa) proving
him, as the Imam "Alf, a.s., said: ‘[It is] an attribute which [only] indicates Him by
discursive reason, not an attribute that utterly reveals Him.’
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We have mentioned this in a number of our treatises. So, be careful that you do not
falsely imagine [wahama] that these two terms, whether mithal or mithl, imply that
there is similarity between Them and the [unknowable divine] Necessary Essence
[al-dhat al-wajib], exalted be ‘His’ essence from any likeness or from any likeness
being coined for Him, between a created thing which is merely a trace and between
the Act which is the operation of making a trace, and is therefore likened to it [not
to the divine essence but to the divine Act/ fi 7]. And everything that pertains to crea-
tures, relation, explanation, consummation and description and knowing is according
to this meaning. ‘Al a.s., alluded to it when he spoke about the transcendence of the
essence, he, a.s., said: ‘The created thing ends in its like and the one seeking refuge is
drawn to what is familiar to [literally ‘like’] him.” So, understand that the Ahlu’l-bayt
are the Exalted Images [al-mathal/al-muthul al-a ‘la] with all the numerous meanings
I have mentioned, whether through discrete intimation [fa/wih] or explicit statement

[tasrih]. (Ahsa’1 1999, Vol. I: 152)
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The grammatical question that arises here is addressed by reference to ontology.
The several members of the Ahlu’l-bayt are simultaneously single and multiple. As
Shaykh Ahmad says, ‘they are a fire with fourteen flames’ (Corbin 1971-1973, Vol.
I: 205). What might be taken as ‘a bad solecism’ is, in reality, an instance of poetic
licence, what I have translated as ‘[acceptable] exaggeration [al-mubdalagha]’, one
that expresses this multiple singleness referred to in the hadith cited from ‘Alt
b. al-Husayn. From this angle, whatever grammatical error may otherwise be
detected is trumped by the philosophical, theological, and spiritual truth it points
to: Muhammad and the Ahlu’l-bayt represent severalness with regard to their indi-
vidual identities, for example as al-muthul, but from the perspective of their role
in divine manifestation, generation of the cosmos, and spiritual authority (walaya/
wilaya), they are one, al-mathal. Such oneness is retained and emphasised in both
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vowellings by the use of the singular masculine adjective al-a Ia, which acquires
special authority because of its Qur’anic provenance at both Q16:60 and Q30:27.
In his commentary on Mulla Sadra’s Kitab al-masha ‘ir (The Book of Divine
Penetrations [or Apperceptions]), Ahsa’1 explicates this problem by citing a hadith
from the first Imam, ‘Alt: ‘I am in relation to Muhammad as light is related to light.’
On this, Ahsa’1 comments that

This light is totally in Muhammad, it is totally in the Imam ‘Alj, totally in Fatima,
totally in the Imam Hasan, totally in the Imam Husayn, and similarly in each of the
Fourteen Most Pure. Because despite its multiplication [the light] is one. This is
what They mean when they say: ‘We are all Muhammad. The first one among us is
Muhammad [i.e. the Prophet]. He who is in the middle is Muhammad [i.e. al-Bagqir].
The last one among us is Muhammad [i.e. al-Mahdi].” (Shirazt and Corbin 1982: 102,
my translation from the French)

Corbin contextualises this statement by pointing to the special status of the univer-
sal in Ahsa’T’s thought: ‘a universal which carries particular exemplifications
(amthal), in each of which existence resides totally ... This existence of all in each,
this “monadology” is of capital importance for understanding Shi‘T imamology’
(Shirazi and Corbin 1982: 102, my translation from the French). A very brief word
should also be said about how this unexpected vowelling and understanding of the
Qur’anic =Y Jidll is an excellent and literal example of the manner in which the
Qur’an read by the Shi‘a is actually a different book even though it appears to be
the same text. Without vowel marks and the esoteric understanding of the meaning
outlined here — one that raises our grammatical problem — the text could not be
suspected of referring to any but God. The meaning is thus hidden in plain view
and, of course, hiddeness is a central sacrament of Shi‘ism.

Metaphorical literalism: ‘We are the Ma‘ant and the Bayan’

The metaphorical process makes connections with the Unseen Realm that could
not otherwise have been imagined. It substantiates and makes real to the mind the
divine apophatic gap so central to Ahsa'T’s teaching. It is aesthetically generative
and edifying in that it brings into being substantial realities that function at the
centre of life, whether spiritual or physical. Ahsa’1 insists that each individual is
responsible for their own metaphorical or spiritual growth (Lawson 2005: 146).
To repeat the quotation at the head of this chapter, ‘To understand metaphors, one
must find meanings not predetermined by language, logic or experience’ (Martin
2012: 863). Ahsa’1 could not have said it better because this statement harmonises
perfectly with his basic ontological philosophy. The situation here is the same one
that conditioned the ideas of the Akhbari philosopher Qadt Sa‘1d al-Qummi (d. after
1107 AH/1696 CE) whose philosophical commentary on the Light Verse (Q 24:35)
has recently been studied, especially with regard to the interrelationship between
poetics and ontology, offering the following important insight about such literature
and such readers: ‘Each sensible reality is a mathal, an archetype in the visible
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world. This metaphysical principle amounts to an exegetical principle, and the
Qur’an, in using sensible symbols, must of a necessity signify [cf. ‘sign’ (@ya)] the
invisible realities’ (Jambet 2016: 585).' It is significant that the previously quoted
report ‘We are the Bayan and We are the Ma ‘ani’, ascribed to the 8th-century Imam
Muhammad al-Baqir in the 10th-century work by al-Kulayni, appears to pertain to
wider conversation about technical terminology for the science of poetic eloquence
(‘ilm al-baldgha) that would not really be consolidated until the celebrated linguis-
tic ‘encyclopedia’, the Miftah al- ‘uliim of al-Sakkak (d. 626 AH/1229 CE), whose
third and final part is entitled, precisely, ‘ilm al-ma ‘ant wa’l-bayan (‘stylistics and
theory of imagery’) (Heinrichs 2012) or, more literally, ‘the science of meanings
and expressions’.!> At this stage it seems plausible to suggest that what we are deal-
ing with is metaphor, regardless of how the original Arabic words might otherwise
be translated. The basic purpose of metaphor is to compare and contrast two things,
the tenor with the vehicle. In dealing with the Imams as muthul (plural of mathal)
we have left behind, quite decisively, the realm of mere simile — tashbih.

In the end, sublimity, as in the case of the sublime metaphors, al-muthul al-
‘ulyd/al-a‘la, or even al-amthal al-‘ulya, so important to Ahsa’1, indicates the
open-endedness of human thought: that there is no end for imagination and no pos-
sibility for a final understanding of truth and/or reality (al-haqq). Furthermore, it is
up to individuals to engage for themselves in this metaphorical act of communion
with the spiritual realm through the poetics of revelation.

In pointing this out, I wish to draw attention to one especially glaring meth-
odological contradiction or non sequitur in the teaching of Ahsa'1: namely, that
although he claims to rely for his philosophy only upon the Qur’an and the akhbar,
and that his elaboration should be seen as being in perfect harmony with the teach-
ings and words of the Ahlu’l-bayt, it is also the case that his own intellectual cul-
ture had acquired a richness that would have been unimaginable at the time of
the Imams. We see, for example, many correspondences in the writings of ear-
lier scholars, such as al-Qummi. And to continue the speculation about the (cer-
tainly crypto-) Isma’1lt influence on Ahsa’, it is interesting to observe an equal
harmony of thought (though no direct reference has yet been detected) with that of
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Kartm al-Shahrastant (d. 548 AH/1153 CE), whose most
well-known work, The Book of Religious Communities and Beliefs (Kitab al-milal
wa al-nihal) is thought to have marked a beginning for the modern science of
comparative religion. A recent study of his fafsir (Mayer 2009) and Shahrastani’s
disagreements with Avicenna (Mayer 2016) leave little room for uncertainty about
his true Isma‘1li intellectual culture. With regard to the more purely ontological
discussion, we find a remarkable confluence of method and concern with many of
the same Qur’anic verses as were marshalled earlier in this chapter, for example

14 Translation of  toute réalité sensible a un mathal, un archétype dans le monde invisible. Ce principe
métaphysique vaut principe exégétique, et le Coran, usant de symboles sensibles, doit nécessairement
signifier autant de réalités invisibles.’

!5 Many thanks to Dr Nasrin Askari for this suggestion.
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Q2:17,42:11, and 51:49. With regard to Q42:11, it is as if we are reading Ahsa’1 all
over again. Shahrastani’s ontology insists that all comparisons are incomplete and
that no two things are alike — that nothing, much less God, has a likeness. As Toby
Mayer writes:

For Shahrastani ... existence is not to be viewed as a homogeneous reality encom-
passing all entities, including God; instead, in line with his commitment to the equiv-
ocity of being, he holds that each existent amounts to a separate, unique instance of
being ... his main motive in formulating his ontology is to underscore God’s sheer
transcendence and unknowability[. Shahrastani writes]:

‘His statement (exalted is He): “There is nothing as His likeness” (Qur’an 42:11) does
not entail affirming any likeness [for God]. Nay, since affirming any likeness what-
soever amongst existents is absurd, in relation to Him (exalted is He) it is even more
fantastic and extreme in absurdity!’ (Mayer 2016: 630)

How can someone whose education had been so enriched read the words of
the 7th-9th-century Imams without ‘contaminating’ the reading with anachronistic
presuppositions and concepts that would have been quite unknown, if not to the
Imams themselves then at least to Their audience? One answer to a similar ques-
tion was given by the illustrious Shi‘t scholar ‘Allama Sayyid Muhammad Husayn
Tabataba’1 (d. 1402 AH/1981 CE) to the pioneer scholar of Shi‘ism Henry Corbin
(d. AH/1978 CE). During the early 1960s, the great French scholar asked the Shi't
sage about the authenticity of the aforementioned Nahj al-balagha, the much-loved
collection of speeches and prayers ascribed to “Alf, the first Imam of the Shi‘a and
fourth of the Rightly Guided (r@shidin) Caliphs of Sunni Islam, compiled during
the 10th and 11th centuries by the leading Shi‘T scholar, al-Sharif al-Radt (d. 406
AH/1015 CE). Corbin mentioned to the venerable philosopher that many west-
ern scholars doubt the ascription because of the obvious anachronisms in the text.
Tabataba’1 serenely responded: ‘For us, whoever wrote the Nahj al-baldagha is ‘Ali,
even if he lived a century ago’ (Nasr 1981: 9).

By the time Ahsa’1 composed his major works, he had, in addition to his other
vast writings, produced focused and controversial commentaries on the highly
technical philosophical works of Mulla Sadra Shirazi and Muhsin Fayd Kashani,
among others, whose vast and deep intellectual culture was formed by the general
scholastic and spiritual history of Islam, including philosophy and theology, both
Sunnt and Shi‘1. God, for Ahmad Ahsa’1, connects with the world through divine
manifestations or, better translated, loci for the manifestations of divinity, mazahir
ilahi. Thus, the Ahlu’l-bayt, as the most holy of such manifestations, represent the
height of what can be known positively of something corresponding to our word
‘God’. The most apposite, effective, efficient means of indicating an unknown is,
as it happens, the poetic device of metaphor. In the akhbar, there is a long tradition
of this metaphorical method: the Imams interpret the so-called divine names and
attributes, which, from the point of view of the Qur’an, should be seen as ‘divine’
metaphors. God is, after all, according to such statements as Q112:4 or Q42:11,
quite beyond human comprehension:
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Nothing is like Him (Q112:4)
a5l & gy

Creator of the heavens and the earth, He appointed for you spouses and made cattle in
pairs. Do you not understand that there is nothing like even His likeness, while He is
the All-Hearing the All-Seeing. (Q42:11)
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God may be indicated (not described or revealed) through ‘signs’ (@yat), according
to such statements as that found at Q41:53:

Soon, We will cause them to behold Our signs in the outer horizons and in their own
souls so that it becomes clear to them that it is the Truth. Is not your Lord sufficient
above all things, a Witness?
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Figured apophaticism

Metaphorical literalism as a concept, and of which the preceding excerpts from
Imam literature may be considered an instance, is a way of speaking to the poly-
semous nature of Scripture. One may see a trace of such metaphorical literalism
in the celebrated Ash‘arite motto bild kayfa (‘without asking how”). That is, such
references in the Qur’an as God’s hearing or God’s seeing are not rationalised away.
Rather, they are accepted as literally true in the discursive mode of ‘without asking
how this can possibly be’ (Heath 2003; Ess 2012). Such reading does not cancel out
whatever purely literal intent scriptural words may otherwise have, but encourages
the reader to go beyond, to recognise that however true the statement “Two plus
two equals four’ may be, it is at bottom ‘tautological’ precisely because it is simply
another way of saying ‘Four is two plus two’ (Frye 1991: 17-18). Metaphorical
literalism entails, among other things, the paradoxical potential of Scripture. As
Northrop Frye (d. 1411 AH/1991 CE) says, ‘Metaphors are paradoxical, and ... we
suspect that perhaps only in paradox are words doing the best they can for us’ (Frye
1991: 69-72). It may be that, in the final analysis, it is the irresistible attraction and
frisson of paradox that helps account for the Qur’an’s hold on the mind and renders
it such an important element in what might be called ‘soul formation’. At the base
of this appeal is what is being petitioned here, also somewhat paradoxically: ‘meta-
phorical literalism’.

Such verbal energy and power are very much at work in the writings of Ahmad
Ahsa’1. This energy reaches something of a crescendo when our author combines
the two metaphorical ‘founts’ — the Qur’an and the akhbar of the Imams — in the
course of his imaginative literalism to say something enduring about both texts
and what may lie beyond them, in the realm — precisely — of the ‘Imaginal’: the
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World of Images ( ‘alam al-mithal)."® However, even before we reach the Imaginal
Realm — Corbin’s thoughtful translation of ‘@lam al-mithal (which he offered as
an alternative to what he considered misleading translations such as ‘imaginary
world’) we observe an extremely interesting development. It appears that there is
something of a role reversal in the process of using the holy words of the Imams
to explain the Qur’an, for in the Akhbart fafsir the words of the Qur’an frequently
explain the words of the Imams as well. A blurring of the distinction between
text and commentary emerges. Such a blurring calls to mind another important
insight: in Shi‘ism the angel of revelation is also the angel of interpretation — a
paradox of the highest order (Corbin 1971-1972, Vol. IV: 360). This calls to mind
another categorical reversal in which the real meaning — the hagigr meaning, of a
love poem is actually the metaphor because only in this way can the ‘true’ love (i.e.
God) be indicated. The majazi meaning is just the reverse of what common sense
would tell us. This is a poetic phenomenon well known to scholars of Islamic mys-
tical literature, for which the Qur’an may be thought to function as the first of many
volumes (Schimmel 1975: 292-293; Heath 2003).

In the standard definition, a metaphor is a rhetorical or poetic figure that con-
sists of two parts: (1) the tenor and (2) the vehicle. According to this definition, the
introductory figure in the incomparable Light Verse, ‘God is the light of the heav-
ens and the earth’, qualifies perfectly as a metaphor. Here ‘God’ — who or which,
according to the Qur’an, is utterly unknown and eternally unknowable (as in Q112,
quoted earlier), despite the dozens of names and attributes ceaselessly voiced by
the Qur’an to refer to ‘“Him’ — may be considered the tenor: that which was previ-
ously unknown. The subordinate qualifiers in this example, ‘of the heavens and the
earth’, may be considered a subset of the vehicle, ‘light’. But this is just the begin-
ning; the entire verse may be considered a complex generative metaphor from start
to finish precisely because the subject/tenor, which is, one might say, magnificently
unknown, remains constant throughout. It will be helpful to quote the verse fol-
lowed by an English translation.

a3 S 5 4

God is the light of the heavens and the earth
e A 0 5
the metaphor for His light is as if there were a niche in which there is a lamp
Bl b pllad

the lamp inside a glass

PSP S AR

1o Useful discussions and analyses of this realm, first contemplated by Avicenna, are Corbin (1972),
Chittick (1994), and Lawson (2005).
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this glass just like a glittering star
ARl e S5
kindled from a blessed tree
Gy Y585V 45
an olive tree neither of the east nor of the west
A a3 £ pamd 63 385
whose oil would seem to shine of itself even though no fire touched it
Jshle 55
Light upon Light
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God guides to His light whomever He wishes
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thus God speaks to humanity [only] in metaphors
ple 25 08 15
God indeed is knower of all things

While the word mathal, translated here as ‘metaphor’, is not usually so understood,
it nonetheless may be seen to function as such (Lane 1983, q.v. mathal; Sellheim
etal. 2012). The normal words for ‘metaphor’ in Arabic, majaz, kindya, and isti ‘ara,
are technical terms that began to be elaborated in Arabic poetics long after the
Qur’an had been revealed. Needless to say, these words and others like them, such
as tashbih and ma ‘ant, are equally absent from the Qur’an. If, however, we remain
true to the pre-exegetical and prescholastic Qur’anic ‘theory of God, revelation,
and humanity’, it emerges that we have no choice but to think of the figures in the
Light Verse as metaphors in our common understanding of that poetic technical
term (Lawson 2020; Hajjaji-Jarrah 2005; Heath 2003). According to the Qur’an,
God is utterly unknowable and, from that point of view, remote. Again, Q 112:4
may be thought especially eloquent on God’s unknowable uniqueness: 158 4 &l
aal (“there is none like Him”). But, as we have repeatedly seen, numerous other pas-
sages reiterate this cardinal principle of what theologians call the Qur’an’s relent-
less apophaticism. Qur’an 42:11 explicitly states:

Maker of the heavens and the earth, He provided for your souls spouses and for cattle
pairs, by this means He causes you to multiply. There is nothing like his likeness [i.e.
He has no corresponding zawj and He does not multiply]. He is the All-Hearing the
All-Seeing.
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At the same time, and, in the context, quite miraculously, God is closer to human
beings than their jugular vein (Q50:16):

It was We Who created the human and We know what dark suggestions his soul makes
to him. You see, We are closer to him than the jugular vein.
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It should be recalled that from the very beginning (of the Mushaf,"” that is), the
Qur’an warns the reader of this potentially frustrating theological predicament. In
the first three verses of Siirat al-Baqara, the Qur’an’s uncompromising metaphori-
cal regime is made clear:

Alif Lam Mim (Q2:1)

ViYadl

That/This is the writing in which there is no doubt, a guide to the devout (Q2:2)
A REA NP SRR L e

Those who believe in the Unseen, are steadfast in worship and share what We have
provided them (Q2:3)
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Thus the Qur’an describes itself, in a typical gesture of self reflection, as being
only for those who consider the realm of the unknown and unknowable — ‘the
Unseen’ (al-ghayb) — as absolutely real: real in a way that apparent reality is not.
The Qur’an’s noetic or epistemic tension begins to take form: knowledge of God
according to the Qur’an is not hopeless. However, it is knowledge that will be
gained in a way totally different from that with which knowledge of the seen, vis-
ible world is gained. Thus, we get closer to a clear understanding of what is meant
by metaphorical literalism.

Metaphorical literalism

The term metaphorical literalism was coined by Frye to describe and analyse the
workings of the Bible, which he characterises in The Great Code as ‘a single,
gigantic complex metaphor’ (Frye 1982: 63). In his last book, The Double Vision
(Frye 1991: passim, esp. 69—74), he meditates at length on something he calls

17 The Islamic tradition acknowledges that the Qur’an must be thought of as existing in two modes or
forms: (1) as Zanzil, chronological, beginning with the verses revealed earliest (this book is largely theo-
retical); and (2) the compiled and collected form, the Mushaf, in use today, in which the chronological
order is in some ways reversed (Lawson 2017).
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spiritual language, which, he argues, can only be metaphorical. This is a theme
found throughout Frye’s work, and though his primary focus is the Bible, espe-
cially in his later work, there is a clear resonance in his approach with Qur’anic
studies (Lawson 2017: xi—xxvi and passim). Briefly, what might be called the apo-
retic structure of metaphor haunts figuration. The tenor is never perfectly known
or perceived through the vehicle, as in the example cited earlier from the Qur’an,
‘God is the light of the heavens and the earth’ — or, on a less explicitly religious
level, in the form of simile, Robert Burns’ ‘O my Luve is like a red, red rose’
(Burns 1900)."® Both statements have in common a reader response acknowledg-
ing that not everything that could be known about the tenor is thus expressed: God
is not only ‘the light of the heavens and the earth’ and ‘My Luve’ is not only ‘like
a red, red rose’. Both are much more than such figures say or, in fact, can ever
say. Thus, the tenor transcends the capability of the metaphor to describe it fully.
Therefore, the metaphor has a unique role in language, and especially spiritual or
religious language. Through its form, structure, and verbal content, it functions as
a (meta-) metaphor for transcendence (cf. Hills 2016; Martin 2012; Martin 2013)
and for the growth or expansion of consciousness (Ricoeur 1978, 2000). Such
renders the figure exceedingly powerful and, at the same time, renders it remark-
ably appropriate for the distinctively apophatic Qur’anic discourse about God (on
which see Bausani 1972; for a lucid discussion of transcendence in a Sh1‘T context,
see Cole 1982).

When Frye refers to the Bible as a ‘single ... metaphor’, one understands this
statement to be applicable also to the Qur’an. which comes to its readers (human-
ity) from an unknowable, utterly transcendent God through a process it calls ‘reve-
lation’ (tanzil, wahy) and through which revelation establishes a pattern of relations
and categories — literariness — that gives the reader an enhanced sense of who this
unknowable God could be and how this suprarational process called revelation
works. The understanding that thus emerges depends precisely upon what Frye
calls imaginative or metaphorical literalism (Frye 1991: 69), something that is pre-
cisely the opposite of what is used to describe fundamentalism, which Frye refers
to elsewhere as ‘demonic literalism’ (Frye 1991: 18) and which gives us insight into
just how the words of the Qur’an and the Imams, to use another Frygian ‘biblical
studies’ term, ‘hang together’ (Frye 1982: 151).

The World of Images

I have tried to demonstrate that this basic understanding of metaphor also func-
tions in Ahsa’'1’s thought, with special regard to his use of language. Such lan-
guage may be more deeply appreciated when we consider briefly his doctrine of

the Imaginal Realm or World of Images, the ‘alam al-mithal. This is the realm

18" A simile, after all, may simply be seen as another mode of metaphor (Martin 2012: 864-865).
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or region of the cosmos in which ‘spiritual realities become material and mate-
rial realities become spiritual’ (Corbin 1977: 177; see more recently Chittick
2013: 317). It is an inter-realm, corresponding in some ways to consciousness
itself, where, in this case, a scriptural image acquires reality. This realm accom-
plishes numerous tasks and may be thought to function in broader philosophical
and scientific discourse as axiom (Chittick 1994). By means of it, for example,
the otherwise ‘scientifically’ untenable postulates such as bodily resurrection, the
ascension of the Prophet, and — especially for the Twelve-Imam Shi‘a, the unnatu-
rally long life of the Hidden Imam — are explained and made reasonable (Corbin
1977: passim; Lawson 2005). Such a realm as the World of Images seems also to
harmonise with another observation of our literary critic, Frye, when, in his revi-
sionist and influential study of William Blake, he observes that the visionary or
prophet lives in a spiritual realm where normal objects have become ‘transfigured’
into symbols (Frye 1947: 8).

Sacramental poetics

There are no sacraments in Islam. The terminology, long associated with an inva-
sive and sometimes hostile or phobic Kulturkampf, may even be felt as repellent.
However, in line with the general teaching of the Muslim philosophical theologian
and visionary Ahmad Ahsa’1, we hold in suspension such reactions and consider the
idea of sacrament separated from those otherwise unavoidable and unpleasant cul-
tural and religious associations. A sacrament (a translation into Church Latin mean-
ing ‘to hallow or consecrate’ from the Greek musterion [ ‘mystery’]) serves to make
present or felt the otherwise invisible and intangible — that is to say transcendent,
divine presence or tranquillity. This would seem to be a fair description of what
might be thought the ‘sacramental poetics’ (Perkin 2003: 195, 197) of both the
Qur’an and the akhbar of the Imams. Such is indicated, for just one example, in the
Qur’anic word al- sakina (‘divine indwelling, presence’, ‘tranquility’ (aSidl);
Q2:248, 9:26, 9:40, 48:4, 48:18, 48:26); for another understanding of this word, see
Stewart (2021). But possibly the most instructive example of sakina suggesting an
idea of the sacramental in Islam is in the chanting of the Qur’an itself, during which
time, as the Prophet has said, the divine tranquillity (sakina) descends to be experi-
enced by the believer. Thus, in Bukhari (The Virtues of the Qur’an, no. 5011),
we read:

Narrated al-Bara’:

A man was reciting Surat al-Kahf and his horse was tied with two ropes beside him.
A cloud came down and spread over that man, and it kept on coming closer and closer
to him till his horse started jumping (as if afraid of something). When it was morning,
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‘That was the divine tranquility which descended because of (the recitation of) the

Qur’an.’"
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‘With this last citation, we come closest to what differentiates a Christian sacrament
from an Islamic or Islamicate one.? In Islam, unlike in Christianity, operations that
resemble sacrament do not require a specially trained professional to administer
them. The sacramental experience — that is, a sense of divine presence, tranquillity,
or intimacy — may be achieved by the individual through their own private devo-
tions, such as reading the Qur’an. Indeed, the Islamic understanding of history may
be seen as a sacramental (and quite universal) operation or process in which God,
from the beginning, has ‘connected’ with the world through prophets and mes-
sengers. The otherwise unknowable God has from the beginning sought to make
himself known through the process of revelation to every human community that
has ever existed (Q10:47). With the descent of this revelation, the divine spirit also
descends (note the use of anzala allah (‘God sent down’) in five of the six verses
quoted) through those chosen to bear the message: the prophets and the messen-
gers, each of whom has been sent to his community in his own language.

To return to the Qur’an itself, Hodgson has eloquently observed that its form
and contents are unique in religious literature, and it functions as devotional text
in which affirming its message ‘constitutes an act of worship’. ‘Its very narratives
are not written in the form of stories but in the form of brief, discontinuous state-
ments, holding before the mind the relevance of stories already known or else-
where explained’ (Hodgson 1960: 61; Smith 1959: 47-49), and thus inducing deep
engagement with the ‘sacred substance’ of the words.

Again, a large part of this message is precisely the unknowableness of God
and therefore the wondrousness of learning anything at all about ‘Him’ and the
way ‘He’ works. This remarkable reading experience depends upon imaginative
or metaphorical literalism in which each element of the language of the Qur’an
is acknowledged to be divine and so must be received with the highest degree of
regard: even if the message is frequently unclear, obscure, or mysterious, there is
no doubt that the message being experienced and its discerned challenge are truth
(al-haqq) from the unseen realm (al-ghayb).

19 https://sunnah.com/bukhari:5011 (accessed 30 June 2024).

20 ‘Islamicate’ is a doubly adjectival term on the pattern of ‘Italianate’, coined by Marshall Hodgson
in order to avoid distracting problems of normativity and ‘orthodoxy’ when speaking of religious and
cultural phenomena ranging over the entire Islamic world. If something is referred to as ‘Islamic’ it
may be understood also to be universally adhered to or deemed ‘religious’ by the entire Muslim world.
‘Islamicate’ better suits the ‘situation on the ground’ (Hodgson 1974, Vol. I: 57-60).
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Conclusion: Light upon light
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The first half of the first line of the above poem, here ascribed to the Imam ‘Ali
(n.d. ), may be translated as ‘The awareness of the inability to understand is true
understanding.’

This verse is also sometimes ascribed to Abu Bakr, as in the case of Ibn ‘Arabi
in his celebrated Fusits al-hikam (Austin 1980: 65). What it succeeds in communi-
cating, along the lines of a metaphor, is that an overwhelming of light can inhibit
perception just as much as darkness can (cf. e.g. Q24:36). And, in light of the rigor-
ous apophatic ontology in and with which Ahsa’'1 was working, it may be best to
come to a (temporary) conclusion that perhaps God is manifest in the unknowable-
ness in all things. A mathal, whatever else it might be, is also a word (kalima). And,
as the following report suggests, all words are metaphors, as the sixth Imam, Ja'far
al-Sadiq (d. 148 AH/765 CE) said:

The Name of God [literally allah] is other than Him. For everything to which the
name of a thing is applicable is a creation, hence other than God. For whatever the
tongue expresses, or is worked on by the hand, is a creation ... everything described
is created, and the Creator of things cannot be described within the limits of a named
object. Allah has ninety-nine Names ... If the Name were the Named, then every
one of the Names would be a god. But Allah is the one meaning [or ‘spiritual reality’
(ma ‘na)] indicated by the Names, and all of them are other than Him. (Shah-Kazemi
2006: 179, citing al-Kulayni, al-Kafi)

In this spiritually rarified poetic context, it is difficult to know what is more impor-
tant — the linguistic predicament, or God and the Imams. In such a realm it is not
difficult to see how such confusion — or, better, ‘astonishment’?! — indicated in the
phrase ‘Light upon Light’ can come about. In this storm of light it may be difficult
to discern who or what is the tenor and who or what is the vehicle — each is tinged
by the other. Yet, as Shahrastant makes clear in the following quotation, such asso-
ciations require a third element, which by virtue of its essential (!) role remains
utterly intangible and transcendent: ‘Shahrastani evidently favours an argument
for God’s unicity based on the supposition that paired-up entities need an agent to
pair them, thus the ultimate agent of all pairing must not itself be treated in turn as
if within a paired relationship’ (Mayer 2016: 622). In such a way, these rhetorical
and poetic figures may be seen to function a bit like an icon triptych in which the
middle screen is absolutely blank. The importance of a ‘middle term’ in the remark-
able motive of duality and opposition in the Qur'an has been discussed as the
conceptual space between such pairings (Lawson 2017: 76-93). This, together with
the understanding of metaphor elaborated by Paul Ricoeur in which he points to the

2l Cf. the well-known ascription to the Prophet: [BREN ) (‘Increase my astonishment in Thee, O
Lord!), as quoted, for example by Ibn ‘Arabi (1400/1980, Vol. I: 55).
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instrumentality of epoché in his analysis of the functioning of metaphor (Ricoeur
2000: 248-249, passim), may be seen to carry some of the same functionality and
characteristics of such a ‘blank screen’.

The role reversal mentioned earlier may also be related to Ahsa’1’s celebrated
ontology in which he reversed the classical terms of hylomorphism (Hamid
2019: 110) so that matter is seen as spiritual, while form is understood as mate-
rial. If the Imams shed light on the nature of God, however faint that light may
ultimately be, then this blank screen also sheds its, in the context, rather interesting
light on the Imams.

The celebration of the Imams is also a celebration of language. The world for
Ahsa’1is a text (Cole 1994), and he likens, as did many before him, the cosmogonic
process to writing, beginning with the point (nugta), then the alif, then all the letters
(huriyf), and finally the utterance (lafz): ‘a complete word is composed of all the let-
ters of existence’ (Hamid 1998: 139). Celebrating the relationship between God and
the Imams is celebrating language, and celebrating language is celebrating life and
those animals who speak, otherwise known as humanity. In such a context, it is also
quite easy to see how language functions as a metaphor for itself (Hills 2016). This
metaphorical activity is deeply involved in what some refer to as ‘soul formation’
and others might just as easily refer to as consciousness.

While it is traditional to think of the tenor as the focus of the metaphorical
‘quest’, in the course of the highly dynamic literary, metaleptic, and poetic process
known as metaphor, other things may happen. The more we know about ‘the red,
red rose’, the more we will know about ‘my Luve’, certainly. But, Ahsa'1’s explora-
tion and explication of the originally Qur’anic figure, ‘the sublimest images’, pro-
duces in our consciousness a radical insight. What emerges from our reading of his
hybrid analysis, which depends upon several types of scholarly disciplines
(‘ulim): Qur’an, hadith, balagha, kalam, falsafa, and experience — i.e. Sufism
(however disguised as ‘Irfan) —*? is that not only do the Imams, through their words,
the akhbar, make simultaneously clearer and more remote what the word God, in
all its unknowableness, implies. But this word ‘God’ also makes clearer what is
meant by ‘the Imams’. The metaphorical quest, in the end, is a quest for certitude
(vagin) — a kind of salvation (al-naja / 3= or immortality (al-baga’ / <&, and it
is considerably furthered through metaphorical literalism. Here, language is a meta-
phor for language and its inexhaustible poetic and creative power which is, in turn,
another metaphor for You [do not] Know Who and the way ‘He’ works. Light upon
Light. Such meaning (ma ‘na) is quite independent of dictionaries.

To Him applies only the ever more exalted image (Q30:27)%
Lo Jiall 4l

==

22 Such a combination is what Ahsa’T’s scholarly tradition refers to as Irfan, a word that is frequently
translated as Gnosis. What it represents is ‘recognition’ and ‘awareness’ of reality (a/-haqq), which in
turn is symbolised by the idea of God and ‘His’ relation to the world and his creation, chiefly humanity.
2 We have not broached in this chapter the obvious and important etymological/lexical and therefore
potentially ma ‘nawr connection between A4 1 and ‘Alz, especially as the name of the first Imam, and its
implications.
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