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The Wisdom of Exaltedness in
the Word of Miisa

MOSES AND MUSA: BIBLICAL AND QUR’ANIC

Moses is a focal figure in the Biblical traditon, in Judaism, in
Christianity' and in Islam. The great lawgiver, communal guide
and liberator of his people in his most prominent visage, Moses
has a variegated body of stories attached to him, within each of
the traditions as well as more universally across their borders.
Both Christianity and Islam also saw him as precursor and
exemplar for their own founding figures and thereby use him
in a way which draws an integrated web among the traditions.
In the Qur’an, Miisa occupies a pnme position among the body
of prophets, with his life, personality and religion being related
at great length and in much detail. Some of the main Qur’anic
stories are: Misa as the model for, and as prophesying the
coming of, Muhammad (7: 157); Mus3’s killing of the Egypnan,
in defending a threatened Israelite (18:1-28); Misa’s various
encounters with the burning bush (20:9—48); Masa’s tense rela-
tionship with Pharaoh in its many manifestations (7:109—126;
10:75—78; 28:4—13; 7:127; 18:60-82); Misa’s meeting with
al-Khidr whom he asks to be his gmde (18:60-62); Misid’s
spending forty nights with God (7:142); and Mauasa and
Hiriin’s involvement in the incident of the golden calf (7:148;

1. For a good general survey, see The Encydopaedia of Religion, entry ‘Moses’,
Volume 10, pp. 115-121.
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20:77—98).% All of the Miisa stories in the Qur’an are, of course,
elaborated in the post-Qur’anic Islamic literatures, with new
(and sometimes somewhat different) stories being added. Because
of Miisa’s status in Islam, the corpus of material on him is very
extensive, as it was, for the same reasons, in Judaism, Christianity
and associated popular Near Eastern traditions.

IBN ‘ARABI’S DISCUSSION

Ibn ‘Arabi’s overall discussion of Misi in the Fusis hangs on a
series of Qur'anic vignettes of encounters between Miusa and
Pharaoh and Masi and al-Khidr. These vignettes comprise most
of the main Qur’anic stories about Miisa as these were mentioned
above. As is his wont, Ibn “Arabi recounts these stories by way
of effecting a Qur’inic—-metaphysical synthesis. I shall be con-
cerned solely with Ibn ‘Arabi’s rendering of the story of Pharaoh’s
edict, calling for the killing of all Israelite sons in order to be
sure to eliminate the infant Miis3, and its implementation.? This
story distils Ibn ‘Arabi’s main conception of Miis3’s identity as
prophet and the particular spiritual wisdom—hikma ‘uluwiyya,
the wisdom of exaltedness—which Ibn ‘Arabi associates with
him. My discussion of this story is organised in four parts,
following what I believe to be Ibn ‘Arabi’s own order and
organisation.*

‘THE WISDOM OF KILLING THE SONS’

In an obwvious allusion to the dtle of the chapter and Musa’s
‘wisdom of exaltedness’, Ibn ‘Arabi opens this chapter with the

2. These Qur’anic references are examples and are not meant to be exhaustive.

3. Quran, 28:4-13, 40:25, 7:127, 2:49, 14:6.

4. I realise that the division of any text into parts, as I have done here, is
inevitably somewhat arbitrary and that other divisions might also be proposed.
However, [ believe careful and close reading of the text does support the division
suggested here. The entire discussion of Mis3 is on pp. 197-213.
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words, ‘the wisdom of killing the sons’—hikma qatl al-abna’.’
Here ‘wisdom’, hikma, so laden in Ibn ‘Arabi’s usage in the
Fugsiis with his own esoteric metaphysical associations as well as
with other, earlier, philosophical connotations, now is ident-
fied with Pharaoh’s notorious practice of killing all the Israelite
sons. Hikma is in most other contexts something positive. How
can it here be part of such an objectionable action? What sort
of ‘exaltedness’ may be found here? Surely, in the Qur’in
Pharaoh’s edict is not connected with anything so positive. Nor
is the contrast here only between the positive sense of hikma
and Pharaoh’s negative edict; for it is, more deeply, again the
essential contrast between outer and inner, zahir and batin. Thus
in Ibn ‘Arabi’s view, ‘the hikma of killing the sons’ is indeed the
deeper, esoteric meaning of this execrable act; and this mean-
ing relates to Misi in a most uncommon way. Ibn ‘Arabi
continues in explication of this wisdom: ‘The wisdom of the
killing of the sons because of Miisa was in order that the life of
each one of those killed because of him should revert to Miisa,
as each [of the others] was killed on the supposition that he
might be Miisa.”

The killing of the sons has, then, a deeper meaning than is
indicated on the surface. But this meaning is not yet very clear.
Ibn ‘Arabi elaborates further, first by saying that each of these
sons’ lives is ‘pure, in its nature, which is not sullied by the
desires of the [worldly] soul’.” This, he says, is ‘according to the
nature of “Yes, certainly’”’,?® alluding, it appears, to Qur’in
7:172, where God produces the human race—Adam’s descen-
dants—from the loins of Adam’s children. In answer to God’s
question to them, ‘Am I not your Lord’, they respond, ‘Yes,
certainly, we do witness.” This Qur’inic notion of the univer-
sal human covenant with God through the assent of the pure

. Fusas, p. 197, Qur'in, 28:4-13, 40:25, 7:127, 2:49, 14:6.
. Fusds, p. 197.

. Ibid.

. Ibid.

Q0 1 O\ W

27



SUFI METAPHYSICS AND QUR’ANIC PROPHETS

human lives in their inception provides Ibn ‘Arabi with a further
link between Misi and the doomed Israelite sons. In their
purity with unsullied souls, all the sons, then, affirm God in
covenant as their only Lord on behalf of all humanity. And Misi,
continues Ibn ‘Arabi, is ‘the collective life of those sons, who
were killed because he was he’.? Miisa was himself among these
sons, but he represents them all in being the one who ‘caused’
them, as it were, to be killed. This extends to the particular
essential identities and propensities (isti‘dad nthihi lahu) of those
killed—for, says Ibn ‘Arabi, all this ‘was in Mis3, peace be upon
him’.'® This 1s ‘a special divine trait in Miasi which nobody
before him has possessed’’* and its implications are great. It
means that ‘the wisdoms of Miisa are manifold’,*? incorporating
all the inner characteristics of all the other sons and that ‘Misa
was born only to be the collectivity of many spirits, who
concentrates [within himself] active powers’."

Ibn ‘Arabi’s full meaning here will emerge only later, through
a series of additional transformations of Qur’inic and traditional
concepts. The foundation, however, is clear: Miisa’s relation to
the other Israelite male infants is as a repository of all their essen-
tial qualities and their (philosophical/mystcal) wisdom (hikma).
This, for Masa, is the hikma of the killing of the sons which is
unique to him. Thus all the sons will die in order that Misa
might live, while the sons’ lives ‘revert’ to Miisa. In the further
and broader context of Qur’in 7:172, these particular sons are
for Ibn ‘Arabi part of the collectivity of Adam’s emerging
descendants who universally make the covenant with God for
humanity. The connection—or parallel—between Miisa and
Adam will become clearer later, but it is mooted here: in all of
the discussion of Miisa thus far, in his role as repository of the

9. Ibid.
1o. Ibid.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid.
13. Ibid.
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spirits and wisdom of the killed sons he already appears, much
as the insan kamil (in its various manifestations), as the mystical
locus of all Godly attributes. Adam for Ibn ‘Arabi is similarly
described. "4

The Qur’in’s stories of the infant Miis3, and Pharaoh’s edict
and its image of Adam’s progeny accepting the covenant with
God, have generated some special meanings through Ibn
‘Arabi’s method here. That method has thus far been quite
straightforward: Ibn ‘Arabi has simply viewed the Qur’inic
story of Misi and the killing of the sons—not cited by him
literally, but in basic framework and conception—as having the
meaning he ascribes to it. The Qur’inic story is for Ibn ‘Arabi
most definitely not a metaphor for his truth. On the contrary. For
him, as always, it simply is the truth which he claims for it, as
in all his Qur’anic interpretations. Ibn ‘Arabi’s method here (and
elsewhere), then, is to proceed on the basis of a certain knowledge
of the Qur’an’s meaning. There is a link here between method
and knowledge, method being based on knowledge. Other
types of Qur’inic exegesis, as we know, found their sources of
knowledge in historiographical accounts, hadith or in other parts
of the Qur’an itself. This knowledge—‘public’ by its nature—
presumably gave legitimation to the particular exegesis. As we
know, Ibn ‘Arabi’s particular knowledge is generally very differ-
ent from these more ‘conventional’ and ‘public’ sources of
knowledge. He tells us this again here, after saying that ‘the
wisdoms of Misa are manifold’: ‘I shall, God willing, expand on
them in this chapter, to whatever extent the divine command
takes hold of my thought.’'s Ibn ‘Arabi’s claimed epistemic
source, here as elsewhere, is divine inspiration. The knowledge |
underpinning his method is dictated by God himself. This ‘
inspiration is his muse. The method using this knowledge
presumably assures absolute certainty in interpretation and a

14. See Ibn ‘Arabi’s chapter on Adam in the Fusids and our discussion of it in
this book.

15. Fusas, p. 197.

29



SUFI METAPHYSICS AND QUR’ANIC PROPHETS

perfect correspondence between the Qur’in and one’s under-
standing of it.

MUSA’S POWERS AND WATER

Ibn ‘Arabi goes on to explain why Misa’s role as repository of
the spirits of the killed sons also makes him a centre of ‘active
forces’:

Because the younger controls the older. Do you not see the child
controlling the adult in a special way, where the adult descends
from his supervisory role towards the child, playing with him,
clucking at him and approaching him with his reason? The adult
here is dominated by the child without realising it. Then the child
occupies the adult through the adult’s raising him, protecting
him, looking after his interests and making him comfortable, lest
he suffer any unease. All this is by way of the younger controlling
the older and is because of the power [residing] in the position
[of the younger].'®

Himself an infant, and incorporating the spirit of all the killed
sons, Miisa’s possession of such active forces, quwa fa““ala, is now
understandable: a certain extraordinary active power resides in the
seemingly passive nature of the very young. Their very ‘passivity’
compels others who are ‘more powerful’ to serve and to care
for them, thereby inverting the apparent power relationship
between the two parties. The spirits of these young, innocent
souls, unsullied by the worldly desires, are extraordinarily
powerful. Miisi is the repository of these souls, for reasons stated
above, so he is, consequently, the seat of the ‘active forces’, i.e.,
power. So strong is this power of the ‘weak’ against the strong
that Pharaoh himself, head of a great empire, is overcome by it,
his plans for Miisa thwarted by the simple evasive measures of
those who cared for the infant: putting Miisa in the basket in

16. Ibid.
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the water and all the associated ensuing events. Ibn ‘Arabi
further elaborates on this power of the very young, ascribing it
to their closeness to their origins in divine creation:

The young have most recently been with their lord, as this is the
newness of creation, while the elders are more distant. And those
who are closer to God may subjugate those who are farther, as
the king’s close associates exercise power over those who are
more distant, because of their closeness to him."’

Of course, a king’s closest associates may normally be considered
to be powerful, as opposed to the very young. It is the principle
of closeness to the source of power which is meaningful in Ibn
‘Arabi’s use of this analogy here. His main principle—the
apparent weakness of those who are in fact most strong—seems
for the moment to have receded in order to emphasise the prin-
ciple of closeness. But Ibn ‘Arabi then returns to this point with
an illustrative story about the Prophet Muhammad. The
prophet, says Ibn ‘Arabi:

...would expose himself to the falling rain and uncover his head
to it so that the rain would strike it, saying that the rain was fresh
from its Lord. Look at the knowledge of God possessed by this
prophet—how brilliant, elevated and clear it is. But the rain over-
came this most superior human being, because of its closeness to
its Lord..."™

And from the rain, says Ibn ‘Arabi, the prophet gained ‘... what
the rain brought from its Lord’.'® There is a ‘message’ in all thus:
“This is the message of water from which God made every living
thing. So understand!’*

Let us look at Ibn ‘Arabi’s logic here: those who seem weak

17. Fusis, pp. 197-198.
18. Fusds, p. 198.

19. Ibid.

20. Ibid.
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control and overcome those who seem strong. This, in the
examples so far given by Ibn “Arabi, is explained as being the
result of these ‘weak’ parties—the young sons—being closer to
their onigins in God. In the story of the rain and the Prophet an
additional factor seems to be involved: Water itself here repre-
sents the basic element of life, in additon to its having come fresh
from its Lord and being ‘weak’ and ‘passive’. This meaning of
water becomes the transition through which Ibn ‘Arabi passes
over to the next theme.

MUSA’S TABOT

Ibn ‘Arabl now returns to a particular aspect of the Misi
narrative in the Qur’an, referring to the placing of Maisa in a
box and throwing the box in the water:

As for the wisdom associated with placing Masi in the box and
throwing it in the water: The box is his humanity and the water
the knowledge he obtains through the body and which is
provided by the ratocinative and sensual faculties. These and
similar faculties of the human soul exist only through the
existence of the physical body.*

The box (tabat) that Masa is put in, then, is his humamty
(nasit) and this would seem to be related to (or represent) the
body (jism). The mental and sensual faculties mentioned are
related to the soul and distinguished from the body though, it
appears, they are also dependent on the body.*? Knowledge
which is derived from those faculties, though presumably tran-
scending the body, is thus bound to it. Ibn ‘Arabi explains this
more precisely, relating it to Miisa and the box:

Thus when the soul is joined to the body and is commanded to
act in it and to organise it, God makes these faculties for the soul
as tools through which one may attain what God wishes in organ-

21. Ibid. and Qur'an, 20:39.
22. Again, for Ibn ‘Arabi the spiritual is manifest only through the physical.
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ising this box in which the Lord’s presence resides. Thus was
Miisa cast into the river, in order to obtain—through these
faculties—all sorts of knowledge.*’

The exoteric (zahir), the humanity, the physical represented
by the box, is the locus of the esoteric (batin) spiritual knowl-
edge represented symbolically for Ibn ‘Arabi by the water. The
nexus between outer and inner, box and water, physical and
spiritual, body and soul, is the Lord’s presence which resides in
the box.

This image of the pure esoteric truth and God Himself being
made manifest in the phenomenal world and its various parts 1is,
as we know, a basic principle for Ibn ‘Arabi. He will shortly use
the present example as an avenue for making the point in
expanded contexts. The nexus between ‘physical’ and ‘spiritual’
posited here by Ibn ‘Arabi as ‘the Lord’s presence’ in the box is
itself a Qur’inic example, found in Qur'in 2:248 where ‘the
presence of your Lord’ (sakina min rabbikum) is mentioned. This
presence is within the ark or box (tabit) which was promised
to the Israelites. Also in the box would be ‘things left by the
families of Miisi and Hariin’.** This tabit is not the one from
the Qur’inic story of the infant Misi, but because it is another
story connected with Miisi and another tabit, Ibn ‘Arabi uses
the sakina in this narrative, applying it to the tabit in the other
story. He thus, it seems, ‘conflates’ the two narratives, but for
him here, as elsewhere, the Qur’'an is in any case one integral
fabric. And the sakina of the Lord in the new context provides
Ibn ‘Arabi with a divine presence that serves as the channel

23. Fugis, p. 198.

24. Qur'in, 2:248. What | have translated as ‘the Lord’s presence’ from Ibn
‘Arabi’s sakinat al-rabb is quite clearly ‘presence’ for him. 1 have also translated the
Qur’anic sakina min rabbikum (2:248), to which Ibn ‘Arabi seems to refer, as ‘pres-
ence’. In a narrower Qur’inic sense it might better be rendered as ‘your Lord’s
tranquillity’. See ‘Afifi, pp. 293—294, in his commentary on the Fusds, for a discus-
sion of sakina with interesting comments on the Jewish mystical and philosophi-
cal shekhina as a possible model for Ibn ‘Arabi here.
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through which spinitual knowledge comes to Masa in his
physical form. Thus: ‘So Misi was thrown into the river in
order to attain—through these [bodily] faculties—all kinds of
knowledge.’*s But Ibn ‘Arabi is, again, keen not to relinquish
the bodily side once the ‘higher’ knowledge has been attained.
And from this we see an extrapolation of the idea culminating
in a metaphysical point derived from this story of the infant
Musa.

THE METAPHYSICS OF THE INFANT MUSA

Ibn ‘Arabi begins on this path by further clarifying the relation-
ship between body and spirit in Miisa’s acquisition of knowledge.
The issue is not simply the necessity of the body-based faculties
in the acquisition of the higher spiritual knowledge, as we have
thus far understood. For in this process one feature is most
important: the seeming ‘complementarity’ of ‘lower’ and ‘higher’,
body and knowledge, and so on, is actually much more; it is, in
essence, an organising, controlling and directing force (tadbir)
which derives from the ‘lower’ party’s control of the process.
Again, there is an inversion of sorts, with a purpose we shall
soon see. Continuing from his statement that Miisi was put in
the water in order to acquire knowledge, Ibn ‘Arabi says:

God thereby informs Misa that though the controlling spirit was
sovereign over him [in his body], it could direct him only through
himself. Indeed, God delegated to him those faculties which exist
in this [his] humanity, which is understood as ‘the box’, by way
of [esoteric Qur’anic] allusion and philosophical insight.?

The very nature of the subject of a ‘higher’ force, then,
actually directs the manner in which that force may work—
much as, in a different context, the infant controls the adult (in

25. Fugsis, p. 198.
26. Ibid.
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the example given above). In short, the nature of the box, as
Miisa’s humanity and mental and sensual facultes, determines
the nature and extent of the higher knowledge given to him.
God’s organisation of things is thus—even in His own rela-
tdonship with the world He created. And here begins Ibn
‘Arabi’s extrapolation from Misi’s situation to the ‘larger
universe’. He says:

Likewise is God’s organisation of the world. [For] God’s organ-
isation of the world is effected only through the world itself or
through its form. This is like the dependence of the child on the
generative power of the father, of effects on their causes, of the
conditioned on their conditions... All of that is from the world
and it is God’s organisation in it. Consequently, He does not
organise the world but through the world itself.*”

Ibn ‘Arabi’s commitment to this principle is obviously
thoroughgoing. He proceeds to develop it further, addressing
in particular the seeming structural inversion in God’s relation-
ship with the world.

This he does by an explication of a phrase in his statement
quoted above concerning God’s direction of the world as being
determined through the world itself, ‘or through its form’:

As for our saying, ‘or through its form’—that is, the form of the
world—I mean the beautiful names and the highest attributes by
which God is named and described. Thus no name of God
reaches us unless we have found the meaning of that name and
its spirit in the world. God does not organise the world, then,
except through the form of the world.?®

This explanation, focusing on the phrase ‘in its form’, makes
clear that it is not just the world in general that is meant here,
but the whole variegation of phenomenal reality which const-

27. Fusias, pp. 198—199.
28. Fugis, p. 199.
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tutes God’s names and attributes. The form of the world is God,
in this sense: He is ‘constrained’ and ‘directed’ by this form, in
creating and ordering the world and He is immanent in the
world, its form being His own. And in microcosm, man in
spiritual perfection represents it all:

Thus did God say about the creation of Adam, who is the
exemplar comprising the characteristics of the divine presence
which is [God’s] essence, attributes and actions: ‘God created
Adam in His form.’*® And God’s form is nothing other than the
divine presence. God created in this noble microcosm, who is the
Perfect Man, all of the divine names and the realities which
emerge from this man into the external macrocosm. And God
made him the spirit of the world, rendering the high and the low
submissive to him, because of the perfection of form {in him].3°

Now to bring everything together: Maisa’s form, his tabit, his
ndsit, his body, determines his highest spiritual knowledge,
through the ‘presence of the Lord’ within the tabit. The
tabat/nasdt are an expression and manifestation of this knowl-
edge. God and the world are similarly related: the form of the
world expresses and manifests God’s characteristics; the form of
the world is the divine presence (al-hadra al-ilahiyya). The
Perfect Man, as Adam, is the world in microcosm, manifesting
God’s names and attributes and the Perfect Man is symbol for
all humanity, to whom all of creation is made subservient. In
all of these formulations the basic structure is the same: the
transcendent and esoteric are made manifest and have a presence
in the phenomenal and the exoteric. From this angle, God and
His creation are as one, the multiplicity and diversity in creation
expressing God’s individual names. Masa, as the locus of the
spirits of the sons killed by Pharaoh, exemplifying their freshly
God-given virtues—the theme with which Ibn ‘Arabi began—
may now be seen also in this present framework as the tran-

29. al-Bukhiri, Sahih, LXXXIX:I.
30. Fugss, p. 199, Qur'in: 31:20.
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scendent manifest in the phenomenal. In this sense, Miisi is on
the model of Adam.3' For Ibn ‘Arabi, the esoteric knowledge is the
core of the divine presence manifested in these phenomenal
realities. ‘Therefore, the form of putting Misi in the box and
casting it into the river is, on the face of it destruction, while in
essence it is his salvation from being killed. Thus is he spared...,
by knowledge, from the death of ignorance. As God, Most High,
said: “Or one who was dead”,?? that is, by ignorance’.3?

Not only was Msi spared from physical death by being cast
upon the water in the box when to all outward appearances he
was doomed, but he also attained a deeper salvation that from
ignorance to spiritual knowledge. For death is ignorance and
salvation knowledge in Ibn ‘Arabi’s terms. And Qur’in 6:122—
‘Or one who was dead’—continues, saying that God gave life
and a ‘light’ (nr) to this person ‘with which he can walk among
men’. ‘Light’ for Ibn ‘Arabi, as spiritual knowledge, was
precisely what Miisa received from God’s presence in the box
in the water.

It ought now to be clear, I think, that Ibn ‘Arabi, in these
passages from the chapter on Musi in the Fugis, interweaves the
Qur’'in and his own thought in a running commentary on
the sacred text. Using aspects of the Miisi narratives and other
passages in the Qur’an as well, Ibn ‘Arabi here relates his partic-
ular view of Miisi's prophetic nature and the spiritual wisdom
(‘the wisdom of exaltedness’) associated with the Word of this
eminent prophet.

31. As again are all the Prophets for Ibn ‘Arabi, in their different ways.
32. Qur’an, 6:122.
33. Fusas, p. 199.
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