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viii B Translator’s Preface

whose enormous work has been my companion throughout my
entire life.” In a personal letter to Dr. Friedemann Horn, director
of the Swedenborg Verlag in Zurich, who very kindly provided
me with a copy, Corbin states that he often had occasion to speak
with his Shi‘ite friends in Iran about Swedenborg.

The significance of Swedenborg to Corbin—and to the great
Zen master Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki—is well illustrated by the
fact that the following footnote appears in Creative Imagination
in the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1969, pp. 354-355):

Here I should like to mention a conversation, which strikes me as
memorable, with D.T. Suzuki, the master of Zen Buddhism
(Casa Gabriclla, Ascona, August 18, 1954, in the presence of
Mrs. Frébe-Kapteyn and Mircea Eliade). We asked him what his
first encounter with Occidental spirituality had been and learned
that some fifty years before Suzuki had translated four of
Swedenborg’s works into Japanese; this had been his first contact
with the West. Later on in the conversation we asked him what
homologies in structure he found between Mahayana Buddhism
and the cosmology of Swedenborg in respect of the symbolism
and correspondences of the worlds (cf. his Essays in Zen
Buddhism, First Series, p. 54, n.). Of course we expected not a
theoretical answer, but a sign attesting the encounter in a con-
crete person of an experience common to Buddhism and to
Swedenborgian spirituality. And I can still see Suzuki suddenly
brandishing a spoon and saying with a smile: “This spoon now
exists in Paradise . . . .” “We are now in Heaven,” he explained.
This was an authentically Zen way of answering the question; Ibn
‘Arabi would have relished it. In reference to the establishment of
the transfigured world to which we have alluded above, it may
not be irrelevant to mention the importance which, in the ensu-
ing conversatdon, Suzuki attached to the Spirituality of
Swedenborg, “your Buddha of the North.”

Corbin’s quite evident respect for the Writings of Sweden-
borg as constituting one of the highest points in religious
history found greatest expression in his lengthy article
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“Herméneutique spirituelle comparée (I. Swedenborg — II.
Gnose ismaélienne),” originally published in 1964 in Eranos and
reprinted in a posthumous collection of Corbin’s essays entitled
Face de Dieu, face de Phomme (Paris: Flammarion, 1984, pp.
41-162). It is interesting that in this essay Corbin again men-
tions the conversation with Suzuki quoted above: “And he
[Suzuki] added: ‘It is he [Swedenborg] who is your Buddha, for
you Westerners, it is he who should be read and followed!”” (p.
45,n. 4).

In his article Corbin attempts a comparison between two eso-
teric hermeneutic traditions, that is, the revelation of the inter-
nal sense of the sacred books of two distinct religions, Christian-
ity and Islam. Swedenborg, he says, “was truly, in his immense
work, the prophet of the internal sense of the Bible,” while “the
entire Shi‘ite religious phenomenon . ... rests essentially on the
spiritual hermeneutics of the Qur’an, on the esoteric sense of the
prophetic Revelations.”

As an introduction to this comparative study, I felt it useful to
translate another of Corbin’s articles (also published in Face de
Dieu, face de Phomme), in which he discusses his use of the term
that he himself invented, mundus imaginalis, “the imaginal
world,” which has now been adopted by many writers on Sufism
and Shi‘ite esoterism. This article not only clarifies an ex-
tremely important concept in both Swedenborgian and esoteric
Islamic spirituality, it also vividly illustrates Corbin’s own rela-
tionship to the spiritual truths that he devoted his life to eluci-
dating.

Finally, a word on the nature of this translation. Because
Corbin—a superb translator himself—chooses his words with
great care and precision, I have endeavored to remain as faithful
as possible to his original texts, even where this has involved
producing lengthy sentences of considerable complexity.
Corbin’s style is undeniably complex, as is his subject matter; his
work requires attentive, thoughtful reading. As far as individual
words are concerned, I have chosen to translate semstble as
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“sensory” rather than “sensible,” since the latter word in Eng-
lish has far too many meanings that are irrelevant to the context
of these studies; and I have used the word “theosopher” rather
than “theosophist” to translate théosophe, in order to avoid any
possible misconstruction or association with the ideas of the
Theosophical Society. I have also retained several of Corbin’s in-
novative expressions, such as “symbolize with,” instead of using
the lengthier phrase “in symbolic relationship with.”
Quotations from the theological writings of Emanuel Swe-
denborg are drawn from the standard edition published by the
Swedenborg Foundation, West Chester, Pennsylvania.

LEONARD Fox
Bryn Athyn, Pennsylvania
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precaution—with the term imaginary. I was absolutely obliged
to find another term if I did not want to mislead the Western
reader that it is a matter of uprooting long-established habits of
thought, in order to awaken him to an order of things, the sense
of which it is the mission of our colloquia at the “Society of
Symbolism” to rouse. '

In other words, if we usually speak of the imaginary as the
unreal, the utopian, this must contain the symptom of some-
thing. In contrast to this something, we may examine briefly
together the order of reality that I designate as mundus imagi-
nalis, and what our theosophers in Islam designate as the
“eighth climate”; we will then examine the organ that perceives
this reality, namely, the imaginative consciousness, the cognitive
Imagination; and finally, we will present several examples,
among many others, of course, that suggest to us the topogra-
phy of these interworlds, as they have been seen by those who
actually have been there.

I. “NA-KOJA-ABAD” OR THE
“EIGHTH CLIMATE”

I have just mentioned the word utopian. It is a strange thing, or
a decisive example, that our authors use a term in Persian that
seems to be its linguistic calque: Na-koja-Abad, the “land of
No-where.” This, however, is something entirely different from
a utopia.

Let us take the very beautiful tales—simultaneously visionary
tales and tales of spiritual initiation—composed in Persian by
Sohravardi, the young shaykh who, in the twelfth century, was
the “reviver of the theosophy of ancient Persia” in Islamic Iran.
Each time, the visionary finds himself, at the beginning of the
tale, in the presence of a supernatural figure of great beauty,
whom the visionary asks who he is and from where he comes.
Thesce tales essentially illustrate the experience of the gnostic,
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lived as the personal history of the Stranger, the captive who as-
pires to return home.

At the beginning of the tale that Sohravardi entitles “The
Crimson Archangel,”! the captive, who has just escaped the sur-
veillance of his jailers, that is, has temporarily left the world of
sensory experience, finds himself in the desert in the presence of
a being whom he asks, since he sees in him all the charms of
adolescence, “O Youth! where do you come from?” He receives
this reply: “What? I am the first-born of the children of the Cre-
ator [in gnostic terms, the Protoktistos, the First-Created] and
you call me a youth?” There, in this origin, is the mystery of the
crimson color that clothes his appearance: that of a being of pure
Light whose splendor the sensory world reduces to the crimson
of twilight. “I come from beyond the mountain of Qaf. . . . Itis
there that you were yourself at the beginning, and it is there that
you will return when you are finally rid of your bonds.”

The mountain of Qaf is the cosmic mountain constituted
from summit to summit, valley to valley, by the celestial Spheres
that are enclosed one inside the other. What, then, is the road
that leads out of it? How long is it? “No matter how long you
walk,” he is told, “it is at the point of departure that you arrive
there again,” like the point of the compass returning to the same
place. Does this involve simply leaving oneself in order to attain
oneself? Not exactly. Between the two, a great event will have
changed everything; the self that is found there is the one that is
beyond the mountain of Qaf, a superior self, a self “in the sec-
ond person.” It will have been necessary, like Khezr (or Khadir,
the mysterious prophet, the eternal wanderer, Elijah or one like
him) to bathe in the Spring of Life. “He who has found the
meaning of True Reality has arrived at that Spring. When he
emerges from the Spring, he has achieved the Aptitude that
makes him like a balm, a drop of which you distill in the hollow
of your hand by holding it facing the sun, and which then passes
through to the back of your hand. If you are Khezr, you also
may pass without difficulty through the mountain of Qaf.”
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Two other mystical tales give a name to that “beyond the
mountain of Qaf,” and it is this name itself that marks the trans-
formation from cosmic mountain to psychocosmic mountain, that
is, the transition of the physical cosmos to what constitutes the
first level of the spiritual universe. In the tale entitled “The
Rustling of Gabriel’s Wings,” the figure again appears who, in
the works of Avicenna, is named Hayy ibn Yaqzan (“the Living,
son of the Watchman™) and who, just now, was designated as
the Crimson Archangel. The question that must be asked is
asked, and the reply is this: “I come from Na-koja-Abad.”? Fi-
nally, in the tale entitled “Vade Mecum of the Faithful in Love”
(Mu’nis al-’oshshiq), which places on stage a cosmogonic triad
whose dramatis personae are, respectively, Beauty, Love, and
Sadness, Sadness appears to Ya‘qub weeping for Joseph in the
land of Canaan. To the question, “What horizon did you pene-
trate to come here?,” the same reply is given: “I come from Na-
koja-Abad.”

Na-koja-Abad is a strange term. It does not occur in any Per-
sian dictionary, and it was coined, as far as I know, by Sohravardi
himself, from the resources of the purest Persian language. Lit-
erally, as I mentioned a moment ago, it signifies the city, the
country or land (4bad) of No-where ( Nia-kosa). That is why we
are here in the presence of a term that, at first sight, may appear
to us as the exact equivalent of the term ou-topia, which, for its
part, does not occur in the classical Greek dictionaries, and was
coined by Thomas More as an abstract noun to designate the
absence of any localization, of any given situs in a space that is
discoverable and verifiable by the experience of our senses. Ety-
mologically and literally, it would perhaps be exact to translate
Ni-koji-Abad by outopia, utopia, and yet with regard to the
concept, the intention, and the true meaning, I believe that we
would be guilty of mistranslation. It seems to me, therefore, that
it is of fundamental importance to try, at least, to determine why
this would be a mistranslation.
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It is even a matter of indispensable precision, if we want to
understand the meaning and the real implication of manifold in-
formation concerning the topographies explored in the visionary
state, the state intermediate between waking and sleep—infor-
mation that, for example, among the spiritual individuals of
Shi‘ite Islam, concerns the “land of the hidden Imam.” A matter
of precision that, in making us attentive to a differential affecting
an entire region of the soul, and thus an entire spiritual culture,
would lead us to ask: what conditions make possible that which
we ordinarily call a utopia, and consequently the type of utopian
man? How and why does it make its appearance? I wonder, in
fact, whether the equivalent would be found anywhere in
Islamic thought in its traditional form. I do not believe, for ex-
ample, that when Farabi, in the tenth century, describes the
“Perfect City,” or when the Andalusian philosopher Ibn Bijja
(Avempace), in the twelfth century, takes up the same theme in
his “Regime of the Solitary”3 —1I do not believe that either one
of them contemplated what we call today a social or political
utopia. To understand them in this way would be, I am afraid,
to withdraw them from their own presuppositions and perspec-
tives, in order to impose our own, our own dimensions; above
all, I am afraid that it would be certain to entail resigning our-
selves to confusing the Spiritual City with an imaginary City.

The word Na-koja-Abid does not designate something like
unextended being, in the dimensionless state. The Persian word
abad certainly signifies a city, a cultivated and peopled land, thus
something extended. What Sohravardi means by being “beyond
the mountain of Qaf™ is that he himself, and with him the entire
theosophical tradition of Iran, represents the composite of the
mystical cities of Jabalqa, Jabarsa, and Hirqalya. Topographi-
cally, he states precisely that this region begins “on the convex
surface” of the Ninth Sphere, the Sphere of Spheres, or the
Sphere that includes the whole of the cosmos. This means that it
begins at the exact moment when one leaves the supreme
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Sphere, which defines all possible orientation in our world (or
on this side of the world), the “Sphere” to which the celestial
cardinal points refer. It is evident that once this boundary is
crossed, the question “where?” (ubs, kosa) loses its meaning, at
least the meaning in which it is asked in the space of our sensory
experience. Thus the name Na-koji-Abad: a place outside of
place, a “place” that is not contained in a place, in a zopos, that
permits a response, with a gesture of the hand, to the question
“where?” But when we say, “To depart from the where,” what
does this mean?

It surely cannot relate to a change of local position,* a physical
transfer from one place to another place, as though it involved
places contained in a single homogeneous space. As is suggested,
at the end of Sohravardi’s tale, by the symbol of the drop of balm
exposed in the hollow of the hand to the sun, it is a matter of en-
tering, passing into the interior and, in passing énto the interior,
of finding oneself, paradoxically, outside, or, in the language of
our authors, “on the convex surface” of the Ninth Sphere—in
other words, “beyond the mountain of Qaf.” The relationship
involved is essentially that of the external, the visible, the exoteric
(in Greek, 7 ééw; Arabic, zahir), and the internal, the
invisible, the esoteric (in Greek T éow; Arabic batin), or the nat-
ural world and the spiritual world. To depart from the where, the
category of ubi, is to leave the external or natural appearances
that enclose the hidden internal realities, as the almond is hidden
beneath the shell. This step is made in order for the Stranger, the
gnostic, to return home—or at least to lead to that return.

But an odd thing happens: once this transition is accom-
plished, it turns out that henceforth this reality, previously inter-
nal and hidden, is revealed to be enveloping, surrounding,
containing what was first of all external and visible, since by
means of interiorization, one has departed from that external re-
ality. Henceforth, it is spiritual reality that envelops, surrounds,
contains the reality called material. That is why spiritual reality is
not “in the where.” It is the “where” that is in it. Or, rather, it is
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itself the “where” of all things; it is, therefore, not itself in a
place, it does not fall under the question “where?—the category
ubi referring to a place #n sensory space. Its place (its 2bad) in re-
lation to this is Na-koja (No-where), because its #bi in relation
to what is #n sensory space is an ubique (everywhere). When we
have understood this, we have perhaps understood what is essen-
tial to follow the topography of visionary experiences, to distin-
guish their meaning (that is, the signification and the direction
simultaneously) and also to distinguish something fundamental,
namely, what differentiates the visionary perceptions of our spiri-
tual individuals (Sohravardi and many others) with regard to
everything that our modern vocabulary subsumes under the pe-
jorative sense of creations, imaginings, even #topian madness.
But what we must begin to destroy, to the extent that we are
able to do so, even at the cost of a struggle resumed every day, is
what may be called the “agnostic reflex” in Western man, be-
cause he has consented to the divorce between thought and be-
ing. How many recent theories tacitly originate in this reflex,
thanks to which we hope to escape the other reality before which
certain experiences and certain evidence place us—and to escape
it, in the case where we secretly submit to its attraction, by giv-
ing it all sorts of ingenious explanations, except one: the one
that would permit it truly to mean for us, by its existence, what
it 75! For it to mean that to us, we must, at all events, have avail-
able a cosmology of such a kind that the most astounding infor-
mation of modern science regarding the physical universe
remains inferior to it. For, insofar as it is a matter of that sort of
information, we remain bound to what is “on this side of the
mountain of Qaf.” What distinguishes the traditional cosmology
of the theosophers in Islam, for example, is that its structure—
where the worlds and interworlds “beyond the mountain of
Qaf,” that is, beyond the physical universes, are arranged in lev-
cls—is intclligible only for an existence in which the act of being
is in accordance with its presence in those worlds, for recipro-
cally, it is in accordance with this act of being that these worlds
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are present to it.5 What dimension, then, must this act of being
have in order to be, or to become in the course of its future re-
births, the place of those worlds that are outside the place of our
natural space? And, first of all, what are those worlds?

I can only refer here to a few texts. A larger number will be
found translated and grouped in the book that I have entitled
Spiritual Body and Celestial Earth.S In his “Book of Conversa-
tions,” Sohravardi writes: “When you learn in the treatises of the
ancient Sages that there exists a world provided with dimensions
and extension, other than the pleroma of Intelligences [that is, a
world below that of the pure archangelic Intelligences], and
other than the world governed by the Souls of the Spheres [that
is, a world which, while having dimension and extension, is
other than the world of sensory phenomena, and superior to it,
including the sidereal universe, the planets and the “fixed
stars” ], a world where there are cities whose number it is impos-
sible to count, cities among which our Prophet himself named
Jabalqa and Jibarsi, do not hasten to call it a lie, for pilgrims of
the spirit may contemplate that world, and they find there every-
thing that is the object of their desire.”’

These few lines refer us to a schema on which all of our mysti-
cal theosophers agree, a schema that articulates three universes
or, rather, three categories of universe. There is our physical sen-
sory world, which includes both our earthly world (governed by
human souls) and the sidereal universe (governed by the Souls
of the Spheres); this is the sensory world, the world of phenom-
ena (molk). There is the suprasensory world of the Soul or An-
gel-Souls, the Malakst, in which there are the mystical cities
that we have just named, and which begins “on the convex sur-
face of the Ninth Sphere.” There is the universe of pure
archangelic Intelligences. To these three universes correspond
three organs of knowledge: the senses, the imagination, and the
intellect, a triad to which corresponds the triad of anthropology:
body, soul, spirit—a triad that regulates the triple growth of
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man, extending from this world to the resurrections in the other
worlds.

We observe immediately that we are no longer reduced to
the dilemma of thought and extension, to the schema of a cos-
mology and a gnoseology limited to the empirical world and
the world of abstract understanding. Between the two is placed
an intermediate world, which our authors designate as ‘alam
al-mithal, the world of the Image, mundus imaginalis: a world
as ontologically real as the world of the senses and the world of
the intellect, a world that requires a faculty of perception be-
longing to it, a faculty that is a cognitive function, a noetic
value, as fully real as the faculties of sensory perception or in-
tellectual intuition. This faculty is the imaginative power, the
one we must avoid confusing with the imagination that mod-
ern man identifies with “fantasy” and that, according to him,
produces only the “imaginary.” Here we are, then, simultane-
ously at the heart of our research and of our problem of termi-
nology.

What is that intermediate universe? It is the one we men-
tioned a little while ago as being called the “eighth climate.”®
For all of our thinkers, in fact, the world of extension perceptible
to the senses includes the seven climates of their traditional geog-
raphy. But there is still another climate, represented by that
world which, however, possesses extension and dimensions,
forms and colors, without their being perceptible to the senses,
as they are when they are properties of physical bodies. No,
these dimensions, shapes, and colors are the proper object of
imaginative perception or the “psycho-spiritual senses”; and that
world, fully objective and real, where everything existing in the
sensory world has its analogue, but not perceptible by the
senses, is the world that is designated as the eighth climate. The
term is sufficiently eloquent by itself] since it signifies a climate

outssde of' climates, a place outside of place, outside of where
( Nd-koji-Abad!).
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The technical term that designates it in Arabic, @lam al-
mithal, can perhaps also be translated by mundus archetypus, if
ambiguity is avoided. For it is the same word that serves in Ara-
bic to designate the Platonic Ideas (interpreted by Sohravardi in
terms of Zoroastrian angelology). However, when the term
refers to Platonic Ideas, it is almost always accompanied by this
precise qualification: mothol (plural of mithal) -aflatuniya
nuraniya, the “Platonic archetypes of light.” When the term
refers to the world of the eighth climate, it designates techni-
cally, on one hand, the Archetype-Images of individual and sin-
gular things; in this case, it relates to the eastern region of the
eighth climate, the city of Jabalqa, where these images subsist,
preexistent to and ordered before the sensory world. But on the
other hand, the term also relates to the western region, the city
of Jabarsi, as being the world or interworld in which are found
the Spirits after their presence in the natural terrestrial world,
and as a world in which subsist the forms of all works accom-
plished, the forms of our thoughts and our desires, of our
presentiments and our behavior.® It is this composition that
constitutes ‘@lam al-mithal, the mundus imaginalis.

Technically, again, our thinkers designate it as the world of
“Images in suspense” (motho! mo’allaga). Sohravardi and his
school mean by this a mode of being proper to the realities of
that intermediate world, which we designate as Imaginalia.'°
The precise nature of this ontological status results from vision-
ary spiritual experiences, on which Sohravardi asks that we rely
fully, exactly as we rely in astronomy on the observations of Hip-
parchus or Ptolemy. It should be acknowledged that forms and
shapes in the mundus imaginalis do not subsist in the same
manner as empirical realities in the physical world; otherwise,
anyone could perceive them. It should also be noted that they
cannot subsist in the pure intelligible world, since they have ex-
tension and dimension, an “immaterial” materiality, certainly, in
relation to that of the sensory world, but, in fact, their own
“corporeality” and spatiality (one might think here of the ex-
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pression used by Henry More, a Cambridge Platonist, spisssitudo
spirstualis, an expression that has its exact equivalent in the work
of Sadra Shirazi, a Persian Platonist). For the same reason, that
they could have only our thought as a substratum would be ex-,
cluded, as it would, at the same time, that they might be unreal,
nothing; otherwise, we could not discern them, classify them
into hierarchies, or make judgments about them. The existence
of this intermediate world, mundus imaginalis, thus appears
metaphysically necessary; the cognitive function of the Imagina-
tion is ordered to it; it is a world whose ontological level is above
the world of the senses and below the pure intelligible world; it
is more immaterial than the former and less immaterial than the
latter.!! There has always been something of major importance
in this for all our mystical theosophers. Upon it depends, for
them, both the validity of visionary accounts that perceive and
relate “events in Heaven” and the validity of dreams, symbolic
rituals, the reality of places formed by intense meditation, the re-
ality of inspired imaginative visions, cosmogonies and theogo-
nies, and thus, in the first place, the truth of the spsritual sense
perceived in the imaginative data of prophetic revelations.!2

In short, that world is the world of “subtle bodies,” the idea
of which proves indispensable if one wishes to describe a link be-
tween the pure spirit and the material body. It is this which re-
lates to the designation of their mode of being as “in suspense,”
that is, a mode of being such that the Image or Form, since it is
itself its own “matter,” is independent of any substratum in
which it would be immanent in the manner of an accident.!?
This means that it would not subsist as the color black, for
example, subsists by means of the black object in which it is im-
manent. The comparison to which our authors regularly have re-
course is the mode of appearance and subsistence of Images “in
suspense” in a mirror. The material substance of the mirror,
metal or mineral, is not the substance of the image, a substance
whaose image would be an accident. It is simply the “place of its
appearance.” Thin led to a gencral theory of epiphanic places and
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forms (mazhar, plural mazahir) so characteristic of Sohravardi’s
Eastern Theosophy.

The active Imagination is the preeminent mirror, the
epiphanic place of the Images of the archetypal world; that is
why the theory of the mundus imaginalis is bound up with a
theory of imaginative knowledge and imaginative function—a
function truly central and mediatory, because of the median and
mediatory position of the mundus imaginalis. It is a function
that permits all the universes to symbolize with one another (or
exist in symbolic relationship with one another) and that leads
us to represent to ourselves, experimentally, that the same sub-
stantial realities assume forms corresponding respectively to each
universe (for example, Jabalqa and Jabarsa correspond in the
subtle world to the Elements of the physical world, while
Hiirqalya corresponds there to the Sky). It is the cognitive func-
tion of the Imagination that permits the establishment of a rig-
orous analogical knowledge, escaping the dilemma of current ra-
tionalism, which leaves only a choice between the two terms of
banal dualism: either “matter” or “spirit,” a dilemma that the
“socialization” of consciousness resolves by substituting a choice
that is no less fatal: either “history” or “myth.”

This is the sort of dilemma that has never defeated those famil-
iar with the “eighth climate,” the realm of “subtle bodies,” of
«spiritual bodies,” threshold of the Malakiit or world of the Soul.
We understand that when they say that the world of Hiirqalya
begins “on the convex surface of the supreme Sphere,” they wish
to signify symbolically that this world is at the boundary where
there is an inversion of the relation of interiority expressed by the
preposition in or within, “in the interior of.” Spiritual bodies or
spiritual entities are no longer in a world, not even in their
world, in the way that a material body is in its place, or is con-
tained in another body. It is their world that is #n them. That is
why the Theology attributed to Aristotle, the Arabic version of the
last three Enneads of Plotinus, which Avicenna annotated and
which all of our thinkers read and meditated upon, explains that
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each spiritual entity is “in the totality of the sphere of its
Heaven”; each subsists, certainly, independently of the other, but
all are simultaneous and each is within every other one. It would
be completely false to picture that other world as an undifferenti-
ated, informal heaven. There is multiplicity, of course, but the re-
lations of spiritual space differ from the relations of space under-
stood under the starry Heaven, as much as the fact of being in a
body differs from the fact of being “in the totality of its Heaven.”
That is why it can be said that “behind this world there is a Sky,
an Earth, an ocean, animals, plants, and celestial men; but every
being there is celestial; the spiritual entities there correspond to
the human beings there, but no earthly thing is there.”

The most exact formulation of all this, in the theosophical tra-
dition of the West, is found perhaps in Swedenborg. One cannot
but be struck by the concordance or convergence of the state-
ments by the great Swedish visionary with those of Sohravardi,
Ibn ‘Arabi, or Sadra Shirazi. Swedenborg explains that “all
things in heaven appear, just as in the world, to be in place and in
space, and yet the angels have no notion or idea of place or
space.” This is because “all changes of place in the spiritual world
are effected by changes of state in the interiors, which means that
change of place is nothing else than change of state. . . . Those
are near each other who are in like states, and those are at a dis-
tance who are in unlike states; and spaces in heaven are simply
the external conditions corresponding to the internal states. For
the same reason the heavens are distinct from each other. . .
When anyone goes from one place to another . . . he arrives
more quickly when he eagerly desires it, and less quickly when he
does not, the way itself being lengthened and shortened in ac-
cordance with the desire. . . . This I have often seen to my sur-
prise. All this again makes clear how distances, and consequently
spaces, arc wholly in accord with states of the interiors of angels;
and this being so, no notion or idea of space can enter their
thought, although there are spaces with them equally as in the
world. "4
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Such a description is eminently appropriate to Ni-koja-Abad
and its mysterious Cities. In short, it follows that there is a spiri-
tual place and a corporeal place. The transfer of one to the other
is absolutely not effected according to the laws of our homoge-
neous physical space. In relation to the corporeal place, the
spiritual place is a No-where, and for the one who reaches Na-
koja-Abid everything occurs inversely to the evident facts of or-
dinary consciousness, which remains orientated to the interior of
our space. For henceforth it is the where, the place, that resides
in the soul; it is the corporeal substance that resides in the spiri-
tual substance; it is the soul that encloses and bears the body.
This is why it is not possible to say where the spiritual place is
situated; it is not situated, it is, rather, that which situates, it is
situative. Its ubi is an ubique. Certainly, there may be topo-
graphical correspondences between the sensory world and the
mundus imaginalis, one symbolizing with the other. However,
there is no passage from one to the other without a breach.
Many accounts show us this. One sets out; at a given moment,
there is a break with the geographical coordinates that can be lo-
cated on our maps. But the “traveler” is not conscious of the
precise moment; he does not realize it, with disquiet or wonder,
until later. If he were aware of it, he could change his path at
will, or he could indicate it to others. But he can only describe
where he was; he cannot show the way to anyone.

II. THE SPIRITUAL IMAGINATION

We will touch here on the decisive point for which all that pre-
cedes has prepared us, namely, the organ that permits penetra-
tion into the mundus imaginalis, the migration to the “eighth
climate.” What is the organ by means of which that migration
occurs—the migration that is the return ab extra ad intra (from
the exterior to the interior), the topographical inversion (the in-
tussusception)? It is neither the senses nor the faculties of the

Mundus Imaginalis B 15

physical organism, nor is it the pure intellect, but it is that inter-
mediate power whose function appears as the preeminent medi-
ator: the active Imagination. Let us be very clear when we speak
of this. It is the organ that permits the transmutation of internal
spiritual states into external states, into vision-events symboliz-
ing with those internal states. It is by means of this transmuta-
tion that all progression in spiritual space is accomplished, or,
rather, this transmutation is itself what spatializes that space,
what causes space, proximity, distance, and remoteness to be
there.

A first postulate is that this Imagination is a pure spiritual fac-
ulty, independent of the physical organism, and consequently is
able to subsist after the disappearance of the latter. Sadri Shirazi,
among others, has expressed himself repeatedly on this point
with particular forcefulness.!> He says that just as the soul is in-
dependent of the physical material body in receiving intelligible
things in act, according to its intellective power, the soul is

‘equally independent with regard to its imaginative power and its

imaginative operations. In addition, when it is separated from
this world, since it continues to have its active Imagination at its
service, it can perceive by itself, by its own essence and by that
faculty, concrete things whose existence, as it is actualized in its
knowledge and in its imagination, constitutes ¢o #pso the very
form of concrete existence of those things (in other words: con-
sciousness and its object are here ontologically inseparable). All
these powers are gathered and concentrated in a single faculty,
which is the active Imagination. Because it has stopped dispers-
ing itself at the various thresholds that are the five senses of the
physical body, and has stopped being solicited by the concerns
of the physical body, which is prey to the vicissitudes of the ex-
ternal world, the imaginative perception can finally show its es-
sential superiority over sensory perception.

“All the faculties of the soul,” writes Sadra Shirazi, “have be-
come as though a single faculty, which is the power to configure
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and typify (taswir and tamthil); its imagination has itself become
like a sensory perception of the suprasensory: its imaginative
sight is itself like its sensory sight. Similarly, its senses of hearing,
smell, taste, and touch—all these imaginative senses—are them-
selves like sensory faculties, but regulated to the suprasensory.
For although externally the sensory faculties are five in number,
each having its organ localized in the body, internally, in fact, all
of them constitute a single synaisthésis (hiss moshtarik).” The
Imagination being therefore like the currus subtilis (in Greek
okhéma, vehicle, or [in Proclus, Iamblichus, etc.] spiritual body)
of the soul, there is an entire physiology of the “subtle body”
and thus of the “resurrection body,” which Sadra Shirazi dis-
cusses in these contexts. That is why he reproaches even Avi-
cenna for having identified these acts of posthumous imaginative
perception with what happens in this life during sleep, for here,
and during sleep, the imaginative power is disturbed by the or-
ganic operations that occur in the physical body. Much is re-
quired for it to enjoy its maximum of perfection and activity,
freedom and purity. Otherwise, sleep would be simply an awak-
ening in the other world. This is not the case, as is alluded to in
this remark attributed sometimes to the Prophet and sometimes
to the First Imam of the Shi‘ites: “Humans sleep. It is when they
die that they awake.”

A second postulate, evidence for which compels recognition, is
that the spiritual Imagination is a cognitive power, an organ of
true knowledge. Imaginative perception and imaginative con-
sciousness have their own noetic (cognitive) function and value,
in relation to the world that is theirs—the world, we have said,
which is the Glam al-mithal, mundus imaginalis, the world of
the mystical cities such as Hiirqalya, where time becomes re-
versible and where space is a function of desire, because it is only
the external aspect of an internal state.

The Imagination is thus firmly balanced between two other
cognitive functions: its own world symbolizes with the world to
which the two other functions (sensory knowledge and intellec-
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tive knowledge) respectively correspond. There is accordingly
something like a control that keeps the Imagination from wan-
derings and profligacy, and that permits it to assume its full
function: to cause the occurrence, for example, of the events
that are related by the visionary tales of Sohravardi and all those
of the same kind, because every approach to the eighth climate is
made by the imaginative path. It may be said that this is the rea-
son for the extraordinary gravity of mystical epic poems written
in Persian (from ‘Attar to Jami and to Nir ‘Ali-Shah), which
constantly amplify the same archetypes in new symbols. In order
for the Imagination to wander and become profligate, for it to
cease fulfilling its function, which is to perceive or generate sym-
bols leading to the internal sense, it is necessary for the mundus
imaginalis—the proper domain of the Malaksut, the world of
the Soul—to disappear. Perhaps it is necessary, in the West, to
date the beginning of this decadence at the time when Averro-
ism rejected Avicennian cosmology, with its intermediate angelic
hierarchy of the Animae or Angeli caclestes. These Angeli cae-
lestes (a hierarchy below that of the Angels intellectuales) had the
privilege of imaginative power in its pure state. Once the uni-
verse of these Souls disappeared, it was the imaginative function
as such that was unbalanced and devalued. It is easy to under-
stand, then, the advice given later by Paracelsus, warning against
any confusion of the Imaginatio vera, as the alchemists said,
with fantasy, “that cornerstone of the mad.”16

This is the reason that we can no longer avoid the problem of
terminology. How is it that we do not have in French [or in
English] a common and perfectly satisfying term to express the
idea of the @lam al-mithal 1 have proposed the Latin mundus
imaginalis for it, because we are obliged to avoid any confusion
between what is here the object of imaginative or imaginant per-
ception and what we ordinarily call the imaginary. This is so,
because the current attitude is to oppose the real to the imagi-
nary as though to the unreal, the utopian, as it is to confuse sym-
bol with allegory, to confuse the exegesis of the spiritual sense
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with an allegorical interpretation. Now, every allegorical inter-
pretation is harmless; the allegory is a sheathing, or, rather, a
disguising, of something that is already known or knowable oth-
erwise, while the appearance of an Image having the quality of a
symbol is a primary phenomenon ( Urphinomen), unconditional
and irreducible, the appearance of something that cannot mani-
fest itself otherwise to the world where we are.

Neither the tales of Sohravardi, nor the tales which in the
Shi‘ite tradition tell us of reaching the “land of the Hidden
Imam,” are imaginary, unreal, or allegorical, precisely because
the eighth climate or the “land of No-where” is not what we
commonly call a utopia. It is certainly a world that remains be-
yond the empirical verification of our sciences. Otherwise, any-
one could find access to it and evidence for it. It is a suprasensory
world, insofar as it is not perceptible except by the imaginative
perception, and insofar as the events that occur in it cannot be
experienced except by the imaginative or imaginant conscious-
ness. Let us be certain that we understand, here again, that this is
not a matter simply of what the language of our time calls an
imagination, but of a vision that is Imaginatio vera. And it is to
this Imaginatio vera that we must attribute a noetic or plenary
cognitive value. If we are no longer capable of speaking about
the imagination except as “fantasy,” if we cannot utilize it or tol-
erate it except as such, it is perhaps because we have forgotten
the norms and the rules and the “axial ordination” that are re-
sponsible for the cognitive function of the imaginative power
(the function that I have sometimes designated as imaginatory).

For the world into which our witnesses have penetrated—we
will meet two or three of those witnesses in the final section of
this study—is a perfectly real world, more evident even and
more coherent, in its own reality, than the rea/ empirical world
perceived by the senses. Its witnesses were afterward perfectly
conscious that they had been “elsewhere”; they are not schizo-
phrenics. It is a matter of a world that is hidden in the act itself
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of sensory perception, and one that we must find under the ap-
parent objective certainty of that kind of perception. That is why
we positively cannot qualify it as sémagsnary, in the current sense
in which the word is taken to mean unreal, nonexistent. Just as
the Latin word or¢go has given us the derivative “original,” I be-
lieve that the word smago can give us, along with imaginary,
and by regular derivation, the term émaginal. We will thus have
the ¢maginal world be intermediate between the sensory world
and the sntelligible world. When we encounter the Arabic term
Jism mithali to designate the “subtle body” that penetrates into
the “eighth climate,” or the “resurrection body,” we will be able
to translate it literally as smagsnal body, but certainly not as
imaginary body. Perhaps, then, we will have less difficulty in
placing the figures who belong neither to “myth” nor to “his-
tory,” and perhaps we will have a sort of password to the path to
the “lost continent.”

In order to embolden us on this path, we have to ask our-
selves what constitutes our real, the real for us, so that if we
leave it, would we have more than the imaginary, utopia? And
what is the real for our traditional Eastern thinkers, so that they
may have access to the “eighth climate,” to Na-koja-Abad, by
leaving the sensory place without leaving the real, or, rather, by
having access precisely to the real? This presupposes a scale of
being with many more degrees than ours. For let us make no
mistake. It is not enough to concede that our predecessors, in
the West, had a conception of the Imagination that was too ra-
tionalistic and too intellectualized. If we do not have available a
cosmology whose schema can include, as does the one that be-
longs to our traditional philosophers, the plurality of universes
in ascensional order, our Imagination will remain #nbalanced,
its recurrent conjunctions with the will to power will be an end-
less source of horrors. We will be continually searching for a new
discipline of the Imagination, and we will have great difficulty in
finding it as long as we persist in seeing in it only a certain way
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of keeping our distance with regard to what we call the rea/, and
in order to exert an influence on that real. Now, that real ap-
pears to us as arbitrarily limited, as soon as we compare it to the
real that our traditional theosophers have glimpsed, and that
limitation degrades the reality itself. In addition, it is always the
word fantasy that appears as an excuse: literary fantasy, for exam-
ple, or preferably, in the taste and style of the day, social fantasy.

But it is impossible to avoid wondering whether the mundus
imaginalis, in the proper meaning of the term, would of neces-
sity be lost and leave room only for the imaginary if something
like a secularization of the émaginalinto the imaginary were not
required for the fantastic, the horrible, the monstrous, the
macabre, the miserable, and the absurd to triumph. On the
other hand, the art and imagination of Islamic culture in its tra-
ditional form are characterized by the hieratic and the serious,
by gravity, stylization, and meaning. Neither our utopias, nor
our science fiction, nor the sinister “omega point”—nothing of
that kind succeeds in leaving this world or attaining Na-koja-
Abad. Those who have known the “eighth climate” have not in-
vented utopias, nor is the ultimate thought of Shi‘ism a social or
political fantasy, but it is an eschatology, because it is an expecta-
tion which is, as such, a real Presence here and now in another
world, and a testimony to that other world.

II1. TOPOGRAPHIES OF THE
“EIGHTH CLIMATE”

We ought here to examine the extensive theory of the witnesses
to that other world. We ought to question all those mystics
who, in Islam, repeated the visionary experience of the heavenly
assumption of the Prophet Muhammad (the mi‘r4j), which of-
fers more than one feature in common with the account, pre-
served in an old gnostic book, of the celestial visions of the
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prophet Isaiah. There, the activity of imaginative perception
truly assumes the aspect of a hierognosis, a higher sacral knowl-
edge. But in order to complete our discussion, I will limit myself
to describing several features typical of accounts taken from
Shi‘ite literature, because the world into which it will allow us to
penetrate seems, at first sight, still to be our world, while in fact
the events take place in the eighth climate—not in the imagi-
nary, but in the imaginal world, that is, the world whose coordi-
nates cannot be plotted on our maps, and where the Twelfth
Imam, the “Hidden Imam,” lives a mysterious life surrounded
by his companions, who are veiled under the same incognito as
the Imam. One of the most typical of these accounts is the tale
of a voyage to “the Green Island situated in the White Sea.”

It is impossible to describe here, even in broad terms, what
constitutes the essence of Shi‘ite Islam in relation to what is ap-
propriately called Sunni orthodoxy. It is necessary, however, that
we should have, at least allusively present in mind, the theme
that dominates the horizon of the mystical theosophy of
Shi‘ism, namely, the “cternal prophetic Reality” (Hagqiqat
mobhammadiya) that is designated as “Muhammadan Logos” or
“Muhammadan Light” and is composed of fourteen entities of
light: the Prophet, his daughter Fatima, and the twelve Imims.
This is the pleroma of the “Fourteen Pure Ones,” by means of
whose countenance the mystery of an eternal theophany is ac-
complished from world to world. Shi‘ism has thus given Islamic
prophetology its metaphysical foundation at the same time that
it has given it Imamology as the absolutely necessary comple-
ment. This means that the sense of the Divine Revelations is not
limited to the letter, to the exoteric that is the cortex and con-
tainant, and that was enunciated by the Prophet; the true sense
is the hidden internal, the esoteric, what is symbolized by the
cortex, and which it is incumbent upon the Imams to reveal to
their followers. That is why Shi‘ite theosophy eminently pos-
sesses the sense of symbols.
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Moreover, the closed group or dynasty of the twelve Imams is
not a political dynasty in earthly competition with other political
dynasties; it projects over them, in a way, as the dynasty of the
guardians of the Grail, in our Western traditions, projects over
the official hierarchy of the Church. The ephemeral earthly ap-
pearance of the twelve Imiams concluded with the twelfth, who,
as a young child (in A.H. 260/A.D. 873) went into occultation
from this world, but whose parousia the Prophet himself an-
nounced, the Manifestation at the end of our Aion, when he
would reveal the hidden meaning of all Divine Revelations and
fill the earth with justice and peace, as it will have been filled un-
til then with violence and tyranny. Present simultaneously in the
past and the future, the Twelfth Imam, the Hidden Imam, has
been for ten centuries the history itself of Shi‘ite consciousness, a
history over which, of course, historical criticism loses its rights,
for its events, although real, nevertheless do not have the reality
of events in our climates, but they have the reality of those in the
“eighth climate,” events of the soul which are visions. His occul-
tation occurred at two different times: the minor occultation
(260,/873) and. the major occultation (330,/942).17 Since then,
the Hidden Imim is in the position of those who were removed
from the visible world without crossing the threshold of death:
Enoch, Elijah, and Christ himself, according to the teaching of
the Qur’n. He is the Imam “hidden from the senses, but pres-
ent in the heart of his followers,” in the words of the conse-
crated formula, for he remains the mystical pole [gotb] of this
world, the pole of poles, without whose existence the human
world could not continue to exist. There is an entire Shi‘ite liter-
ature about those to whom the Imam has manifested himself, or
who have approached him but without seeing him, during the
period of the Great Occultation.

Of course, an understanding of these accounts postulates cer-
tain premises that our preceding analyses permit us to accept.
The first point is that the Imam lives in a mysterious place that
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is by no means among those that empirical geography can ver-
ify; it cannot be situated on our maps. This place “outside of
place” nonetheless has its own topography. The second point is
that life is not limited to the conditions of our visible material
world with its biological laws that we know. There are events in
the life of the Hidden Imam—even descriptions of his five sons,
who are the governors of mysterious cities. The third point is
that in his last letter to his last visible representative, the Imam
warned against the imposture of people who would pretend to
quote him, to have seen him, in order to lay claim to a public or
political role in his name. But the Imam never excluded the fact
that he would manifest himself to aid someone in material or
moral distress—a lost traveler, for example, or a believer who is
in despair.

These manifestations, however, never,occur except at the ini-
tiative of the Imam; and if he appears most often in the guise of
a young man of supernatural beauty, almost always, subject to
exception, the person granted the privilege of this vision is only
conscious afterward, later, of whom he has seen. A strict incog-
nito covers these manifestations; that is why the religious event
here can never be socialized. The same incognito covers the
Imam’s companions, that clite of elites composed of young peo-
ple in his service. They form an esoteric hierarchy of a strictly
limited number, which remains permanent by means of substitu-
tion from generation to generation. This mystical order of
knights, which surrounds the Hidden Imam, is subject to an
incognito as strict as that of the knights of the Grail, inasmuch as
they do not lead anyone to themselves. But someone who has
been led there will have penetrated for a moment into the eighth
climate; for a moment he will have been “in the totality of the
Heaven of his soul.” :

That was indeed the experience of a young Iranian shaykh,
‘Ali ibn Fazel Mazandarani, toward the end of our thirteenth
century, an experience recorded in the Account of strange and
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marvelous things that he contemplated and saw with his own eyes
on the Green Island situated in the White Sea. 1 can only give a
broad outline of this account here, without going into the de-
tails that guarantee the means and authenticity of its transmis-
sion.1® The narrator himself gives a long recital of the years and
circumstances of his life preceding the event; we are dealing with
a scholarly and spiritual personality who has both feet on the
ground. He tells us how he emigrated, how in Damascus he fol-
lowed the teaching of an Andalusian shaykh, and how he be-
came attached to this shaykh; and when the latter left for Egypt,
he together with a few other disciples accompanied him. From
Cairo he followed him to Andalusia, where the shaykh had sud-
denly been called by a letter from his dying father. Our narrator
had scarcely arrived in Andalusia when he contracted a fever that
lasted for three days. Once recovered, he went into the village
and saw a strange group of men who had come from a region
near the land of the Berbers, not far from the “peninsula of the
Shi‘ites.” He is told that the journey takes twenty-five days, with
a large desert to cross. He decides to join the group. Up to this
point, we are still more or less on the geographical map.

But it is no longer at all certain that we are still on it when our
traveler reaches the peninsula of the Shi‘ites, a peninsula sur-
rounded by four walls with high massive towers; the outside wall
borders the coast of the sea. He asks to be taken to the principal
mosque. There, for the first time, he hears, during the
muezzin’s call to prayer, resounding from the minaret of the
mosque, the Shi‘ite invocation asking that “Joy should hasten,”
that is, the joy of the future Appearance of the Imam, who is
now hidden. In order to understand his emotion and his tears, it
is necessary to think of the heinous persecutions, over the course
of many centuries and over vast portions of the territory of Is-
lam, that reduced the Shi‘ites, the followers of the holy Imams,
to a state of secrecy. Recognition among Shi‘ites is effected here
again in the observation, in a typical manner, of the customs of
the “discipline of the arcanum.”
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Our pilgrim takes up residence among his own, but he notices
in the course of his walks that there is no sown field in the area.
Where do the inhabitants obtain their food? He learns that food
comes to them from “the Green Island situated in the White
Sea,” which is one of the islands belonging to the sons of the
Hidden Imam. Twice a year, a flotilla of seven ships brings it to
them. That year the first voyage had already taken place; it
would be necessary to wait four months until the next voyage.
The account describes the pilgrim passing his days, over-
whelmed by the kindness of the inhabitants, but in an anguish of
expectation, walking tirelessly along the beach, always watching
the high sea, toward the west, for the arrival of the ships. We
might be tempted to believe that we are on the African coast of
the Atlantic and that the Green Island belongs, perhaps, to the
Canaries or the “Fortunate Isles.” The details that follow will
suffice to undeceive us. Other traditions place the Green Island
elsewhere—in the Caspian Sea, for example—as though to indi-
cate to us that it has no coordinates in the geography of this
world.

Finally, as if according to the law of the “eighth climate” ar-
dent desire has shortened space, the seven ships arrive somewhat
in advance and make their entry into the port. From the largest
of the ships descends a shaykh of noble and commanding ap-
pearance, with a handsome face and magpnificent clothes. A con-
versation begins, and our pilgrim realizes with astonishment that
the shaykh already knows everything about him, his name and
his origin. The shaykh is his Companion, and he tells him that
he has come to find him: together they will leave for the Green
Island. This episode bears a characteristic feature of the gnostic’s
feeling everywhere and always: he is an exile, separated from his
own people, whom he barely remembers, and he has still less an
idea of the way that will take him back to them. One day,
though, a message arrives from them, as in the “Song of the
Pearl” in the Acts of Thomas, as in the “Tale of Western Exile”
by Sohravardi. Here, there is something better than a message: it
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is one of the companions of the Imdm in person. Our narrator
exclaims movingly: “Upon hearing these words, I was over-
whelmed with happiness. Someone remembered me, my name was
known to them! Was his exile at an end? From now on, he is en-
tirely certain that the itinerary cannot be transferred onto our
maps.

The crossing lasts sixteen days, after which the ship enters an
area where the waters of the sea are completely white; the Green
Island is outlined on the horizon. Our pilgrim learns from his
Companion that the White Sea forms an uncrossable zone of
protection around the island; no ship manned by the enemies of
the Imim and his people can venture there without the waves
engulfing it. Our travelers land on the Green Island. There is a
city at the edge of the sea; seven walls with high towers protect
the precincts (this is the preeminent symbolic plan). There are
luxuriant vegetation and abundant streams. The buildings are
constructed from diaphanous marble. All the inhabitants have
beautiful and young faces, and they wear magnificent clothes.
Our Iranian shaykh feels his heart fill with joy, and from this
point on, throughout the entire second part, his account will
take on the rhythm and the meaning of an initiation account, in
which we can distinguish three phases. There is an initial series
of conversations with a noble personage who is none other than
a grandson of the Twelfth Imidm (the son of one of his five
sons), and who governs the Green Island: Sayyed Shamsoddin.
These conversations compose a first initiation into the secret of
the Hidden Imdm; they take place sometimes in the shadow of a
mosque and sometimes in the serenity of gardens filled with per-
fumed trees of all kinds. There follows a visit to a mysterious
sanctuary in the heart of the mountain that is the highest peak
on the island. Finally, there is a concluding series of conversa-
tions of decisive importance with regard to the possibility or im-
possibility of having a vision of the Imam.

I am giving the briefest possible summary here, and I must
pass over in silence the details of scenery depiction and of an in-
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tensely animated dramaturgy, in order to note only the central
episode. At the summit or at the heart of the mountain, which is
in the center of the Green Island, there is a small temple, with a
cupola, where one can communicate with the Imam, because it
happens that he leaves a personal message there, but no one is
permitted to ascend to this temple except Sayyed Shamsoddin
and those who are like him. This small temple stands in the
shadow of the Tuba tree; now, we know that this is the name of
the tree that shades Paradise; it is the Tree of Being. The temple
is at the edge of a spring, which, since it gushes at the base of the
Tree of Paradise, can only be the Spring of Life. In order to con-
firm this for us, our pilgrim meets there the incumbent of this
temple, in whom we recognize the mysterious prophet Khezr
(Khadir). It is there, at the heart of being, in the shade of the
Tree and at the edge of the Spring, that the sanctuary is found
where the Hidden Imam may be most closely approached. Here
we have an entire constellation of easily recognizable archetypal
symbols.

We have learned, among other things, that access to the little
mystical temple was only permitted to a person who, by attain-
ing the spiritual degree at which the Imiam has become his per-
sonal internal Guide, has attained a state “similar” to that of the
actual descendant of the Imam. This is why the idea of internal
conformation is truly at the center of the initiation account, and
it is this that permits the pilgrim to learn other secrets of the
Green Island: for example, the symbolism of a particularly elo-
quent ritual.!? In the Shi‘ite liturgical calendar, Friday is the
weekday especially dedicated to the Twelfth Imam. Moreover,
in the lunar calendar, the middle of the month marks the mid-
point of the lunar cycle, and the middle of the month of Sha‘ban
is the anniversary date of the birth of the Twelfth Imam into this
world. On a Friday, then, while our Iranian pilgrim is praying in
the mosque, he hears a great commotion outside. His initiator,
Sayyed, informs him that each time the day of the middle of the
month falls on a Friday, the chiefs of the mysterious militia that



28 B Swedenborg and Esoteric Islam

surrounds the Imam assemble in “expectation of Joy,” a conse-
crated term, as we know, which means: in the expectation of the
Manifestation of the Imam in this world. Leaving the mosque,
he sees a gathering of horsemen from whom a triumphal clamor
rises. These are the 313 chiefs of the supernatural order of
knights always present incognito in this world, in the service of
the Imam. This episode leads us gradually to the final scenes that
precede the farewell. Like a leitmotiv, the expression of the de-
sire to see the Imam returns ceaselessly. Our pilgrim will learn
that twice in his life he was in the Imam’s presence: he was lost
in the desert and the Imam came to his aid. But as is an almost
constant rule, he knew nothing of it then; he learns of it now
that he has come to the Green Island. Alas, he must leave this is-
land; the order cannot be rescinded; the ships are waiting, the
same one on which he arrived. But even more than for the voy-
age outward, it is impossible for us to mark out the itinerary that
leads from the “eighth climate” to this world. Our traveler oblit-
erates his tracks, but he will keep some material evidence of his
sojourn: the pages of notes taken in the course of his conversa-
tions with the Imam’s grandson, and the parting gift from the
latter at the moment of farewell.

The account of the Green Island allows us an abundant har-
vest of symbols: (1) It is one of the islands belonging to the sons
of the Twelfth Imam. (2) It is that island, where the Spring of
Life gushes, in the shade of the Tree of Paradise, that ensures
the sustenance of the Imam’s followers who live far away, and
that sustenance can only be a “suprasubstantial” food. (3) It is
situated in the west, as the city of Jabarsa is situated in the west
of the mundus imaginalis, and thus it offers a strange analogy
with the paradise of the East, the paradise of Amitabha in Pure
Land Buddhism; similarly, the figure of the Twelfth Imam is
suggestive of comparison with Maitreya, the future Buddha;
there is also an analogy with Tir-na’n-Og, one of the worlds of
the Afterlife among the Celts, the land of the West and the for-
ever young. (4) Like the domain of the Grail, it is an interworld
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that is self-sufficient. (5) It is protected against and immune to
any attempt from outside. (6) Only one who is summoned there
can find the way. (7) A mountain rises in the center; we have
noted the symbols that it conceals. (8) Like Mont-Salvat, the in-
violable Green Island is the place where his followers approach
the mystical pole of the world, the Hidden Imam, reigning invis-
ibly over this age— the jewel of the Shi‘ite faith.

This tale is completed by others, for, as we have mentioned,
nothing has been said until now about the islands under the
reign of the truly extraordinary figures who are the five sons of
the Hidden Imam (homologues of those whom Shi‘ism desig-
nates as the “Five Personages of the Mantle”2? and perhaps also
of those whom Manichaeism designates as the “Five Sons of the
Living Spirit”). An earlier tale?! (it is from the middle of the
twelfth century and the narrator is a Christian) provides us with
complementary topographical information. Here again it in-
volves travelers who suddenly realize that their ship has entered
a completely unknown area. They land at a first island, al-
Mobaraka, the Blessed City. Certain difficulties, brought about
by the presence among them of Sunni Muslims, oblige them to
travel farther. But their captain refuses; he is afraid of the un-
known region. They have to hire a new crew. In succession, we
learn the names of the five islands and the names of those who
govern them: al-Zahera, the City Blooming with Flowers; al-
Ra‘%eqa, the Limpid City; al-Safiya, the Serene City, etc. Who-
ever manages to gain admittance to them enters into joy forever.
Five islands, five cities, five sons of the Imam, twelve months to
travel through the islands (two months for each of the first four,
four months for the fifth), all of these numbers having a sym-
bolic significance. Here, too, the tale turns into an initiation ac-
count; all the travelers finally embrace the Shi‘ite faith.

As there is no rule without an exception, I will conclude by
citing in condensed form a tale illustrating a case of manifesta-
tion of the Imam in person.22 The tale is from the tenth century.
An Iranian from Hamadan made the pilgrimage to Mecca. On
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the way back, a day’s journey from Mecca (more than two thou-
sand kilometers from Hamadin), having imprudently gone
astray during the night, he loses his companions. In the morning
he is wandering alone in the desert and placing his trust in God.
Suddenly, he sees a garden that neither he nor anyone else has
ever heard of. He enters it. At the door of a pavilion, two young
pages dressed in white await him and lead him to a young man
of supernatural beauty. To his fearful and awestruck astonish-
ment, he learns that he is in the presence of the Twelfth Imam.
The latter speaks to him about his future Appearance and finally,
addressing him by name, asks him whether he wants to return to
his home and family. Certainly, he wants to do so. The Imiam
signals to one of his pages, who gives the traveler a purse, takes
him by the hand, and guides him through the gardens. They
walk together until the traveler sees a group of houses, a
mosque, and shade trees that seem familiar to him. Smiling, the
page asks him: “Do you know this land?” “Near where I live in
Hamadin,” he replies, “there is a land called Asadabad, which
exactly resembles this place.” The page says to him, “But yox
are in Asadabad.” Amazed, the traveler realizes that he is actu-
ally near his home. He turns around; the page is no longer there,
he is all alone, but he still has in his hand the viaticam that had
been given to him. Did we not say a little while ago that the
where, the ubi, of the “eighth climate” is an ubique?

I know how many commentaries can be applied to these tales,
depending upon whether we are metaphysicians, traditionalist
or not, or whether we are psychologists. But by way of provi-
sional conclusion, I prefer to limit myself to asking three small
questions:

1. We are no longer participants in a traditional culture; we
live in a scientific civilization that is extending its control, it is
said, even to images. It is commonplace today to speak of a “civ-
ilization of the image” (thinking of our magazines, cinema, and
television). But one wonders whether, like all commonplaces,
this does not conceal a radical misunderstanding, a complete er-
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ror. For instead of the image being elevated to the level of a
world that would be proper to it, instead of it appearing invested
with a symbolic function, leading to an internal sense, there is
above all a reduction of the image to the level of sensory percep-
tion pure and simple, and thus a definitive degradation of the
image. Should it not be said, therefore, that the more successful
this reduction is, the more the sense of the imaginal is lost, and
the more we are condemned to producing only the imaginary?

2. In the second place, all imagery, the scenic perspective of a
tale like the voyage to the Green Island, or the sudden en-
counter with the Imam in an unknown oasis—would all this be
possible without the absolutely primary and irreducible, objec-
tive, initial fact (Urphinomen) of a world of image-archetypes or
image-sources whose origin is nonrational and whose incursion
into our world is unforeseeable, but whose postulate compels
recognition?

3. In the third place, is it not precisely this postulate of the
objectivity of the imaginal world that is suggested to us, or
imposed on us, by certain forms or certain symbolic emblems
(hermetic, kabbalistic; or mandalas) that have the quality of ef-
fecting a magic display of mental images, such that they assume
an objective reality?

To indicate in what sense it is possible to have an idea of how
to respond to the question concerning the objective reality of su-
pernatural figures and encounters with them, I will simply refer
to an extraordinary text, where Villiers de L’Isle-Adam speaks
about the face of the inscrutable Messenger with eyes of clay; it
“could not be perceived except by the spirit. Creatures experi-
ence only influences that are inherent in the archangelic entity.
“Angels,” he writes, “are not, in substance, except in the free
sublimity of the absolute Heavens, where reality is unified with
the ideal.... They only externalize themselves in the ecstasy they
cause and which forms a part of themselves.”?3

Those last words, an ecstasy . . . which forms part of themselves,
scem to me to possess a prophetic clarity, for they have the quality
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of piercing even the granite of doubt, of paralyzing the “agnostic
reflex,” in the sense that they break the reciprocal isolation of the
consciousness and its object, of thought and being; phenomenol-
ogy is now an ontology. Undoubtedly, this is the postulate im-
plied in the teaching of our authors concerning the imaginal. For
there is no external criterion for the manifestation of the Angel,
other than the manifestation itself. The Angel is itself the ekstasis,
the “displacement” or the departure from ourselves that is a
“change of state” from our state. That is why these words also
suggest to us the secret of the supernatural being of the “Hidden
Imam” and of his Appearances for the Shi‘ite consciousness: the
Imam is the ekstasssitself of that consciousness. One who is not in
the same spiritual state cannot see him.

This is what Sohravardi alluded to in his tale of “The Crimson
Archangel” by the words that we cited at the beginning: “If you
are Khezr, you also may pass without difficulty through the

mountain of Qaf.”
March 1964
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pilgrims around the temple of the Ka‘ba, at Mecca, is a hikdyar
of the procession of the angels “in heaven” around the celestial
Temple.! A hikayat is, therefore, an imitation (a mimésis), a rep-
etition, a history certainly, but a history that is essentially an im-
age or symbol. It is this symbolic quality of the history that im-
parts, as such, an unusual form to the commonplace texture of
external events; the latter are henceforth related to a higher re-
quirement, just as, in the example given above, the bikayas sus-
pended the usual grammatical rule. From that point onward, it
is impossible not to question the “meaning” of that history and,
in general, the “meaning of all history” for a traditional culture,
particularly the one that concerns us here, in the case of Islamic
gnosis. This meaning cannot be anything other than the spiritual
truth (the bagigat) of that history, and this spiritual truth cannot
be glimpsed without placing oneself within a perspective alto-
gether different from the one familiar to our modern mythology
of the “meaning of history.” That is why the term hikaya: scems
to me to introduce best a certain way of viewing the theme that
has been suggested to us this year, namely, “the human drama
in the world of ideas.” Because it refers all of history to another
universe, this term feads us, in fact, to an immediate broadening
of the suggested subject, that is, “in the Spiritual World”—the
world that is at once real and invisible, not a world of abstrac-
tions and general, technocratic faws, but a concrete spiritual
world, which is the place of “events in Heaven.”

Since Hegel established the phenomenology of historical con-
sciousness, we have been accustomed to placing Nature and
History in contrast, with History constituting in its own right
the world of man. Now, for the type of vision of the world that
we will consider here, which includes everything that is closely
or distantly related to Neoplatonism, the opposite of Nature is
by no means History, since History, like Nature, is also part of
the physis: it is the victim of the irreversible sequence of chrono-
logical time, of a homogeneous time that measures the revolu-
tions of the stars; its “events” are subject to the laws of a space
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that disperses them far from each other, that renders them ab-
sent from each other. Taken as a whole, the opposite of Nature
and History is to be sought in the vertical, in a world whose level
dominates the level common to both Nature and History. This
is the Spiritual World, which presents a highly complex structure
of diversity and hierarchy.

Both the natural world and the historical world of man on
earth are the krkdyat, the mimeésis, afflicted, alas, by an inevitable
solecism, which is the history that is an imitation of the world of
the Soul. Nature and History are both the visible, external, exo-
teric (zahir) appearance of this spiritual world that is the hidden,
the truly real (bagigat), the esoteric (batin); it is in this world
that true history is revealed by an approach that is called in Ara-
bic za’wil, spiritual hermeneutics, a process that consists etymo-
logically in “bringing back” everything, every event, to its truth,
to its archetype (as/), by uncovering the hidden and concealing
the appearance. It is evident that the meaning of prophethood,
for example, is not in the simple material facts of the external bi-
ography of the prophets and the Imdms of Shi‘ism, but it is in
their spiritual meaning, that is, in the events that happen to
them, invisibly, in the world of the Spirit. Externally, these
events have a natural framework, human scenery. Nature, too, is
a Liber mundi, the hidden meaning of which must be deci-
phered by a’wil, just as by means of £a ’wil the spiritual meaning
of the Liber revelatus is unveiled, the true meaning of the Book
that “decended from Heaven™ and thus the secret of the
prophets, that is, that of hierohistory.?

By its nature, at the heart of a prophetic religion—that is, a re-
ligion that professes the necessity of superhuman mediators be-
tween the divinity who inspires them and humanity as a whole—
there is the phenomenon of the Sacred Book that every prophet
who has the quality of a Messenger (morsal, rasul) brings to
man. This phenomenon preeminently creates a “hermeneutic
situation,” the great issuc being to know and understand the
true meaning of the Book. It is on this point that, for a number
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of years, my research has drawn my attention to the common
factors in the manner in which spiritual individuals, mystics or
mystic theosophers, have read or read the Bibie in Christianity
and the Qur’an in Islam. I do not refer in any way here to the
very famous medieval theory of the four meanings of the Scrip-
tures (literal, moral, allegorical, and anagogic); this theory, in re-
lation to our present subject, is as inoperative as it is harmless.
The way of reading and comprehending to which I refer presup-
poses, in the strict sense of the word, a theosophia, that is, the
mentat or visionary penetration of an entire hierarchy of spiritual
universes that are not discovered by means of syllogisms, be-
cause they do not reveal themselves except through a certain
mode of cognition, a hierggnosis that unites the speculative
knowledge of traditional information to the most personal inte-
rior experience, for, in the absence of the latter, technical models
alone would be transmitted, and these would be doomed to a
rapid decline. It also happens that the truth of the hidden mean-
ing is manifested from time to time as a new revelation under
the inspiration of the Spirit; the hermeneutics are renewed; they
accompany the recurrence of a certain number of archetypes,
which attests in a way to the objectivity of the spiritual worlds
on which these hermencutics rely.

Only two pinnacles can be considered in the course of this dis-
cussion. In the cighteenth century, in Christianity, the great
Swedish visionary theosopher Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-
1772) was truly, in his immense work, the prophet of the inter-
nal sense of the Bible—and this spiritual sense has nothing to do
with allegory.* In Islam, on the other hand, there is the entire
religious phenomenon of Shi‘ism, which, whether in its Twelve-
Imam or Seven-Imim (Isma‘ili) form, is based essentially on the
spiritual hermenecutics of the Qur’an, on the esoteric sense of the
prophetic Revelations.

Of course, I am the first to recognize the complexity, to say
the least, of this comparative task. We should begin, no doubrt,
by comparing information that is common to the Bible and the
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Qur’an regarding the history of the prophets; we should also
pinpoint the differences and specify their source. In addition, we
must analyze how, in both cases, owing to the spiritual
hermeneutics professed, there is a tendency to construct a gen-
cral theology of religions. It is certain, for example, that the
Swedenborgian vision of the Nova Hierosolyma aspires to a lofti-
ness of level that is not the one of official dogmatics, just as the
loftiness of level of the Isma‘ili hermeneutics of the Qur’in is
not the same as that of Sunni Islam. Finally, in both cases, we
are concerned with spiritual hermenecutics that are rigorous, sys-
tematic, and highly complex, in full possession of method, and
vivified by a spirituality that cannot be ignored if there is a true
desire to understand and interpret (for that is the actual meaning
of the Greek word kberméncia, hermeneutics).

The methodological and phitosophical presuppositions of this
study, however, cannot be clearly stated without applying them.
On one hand, symbolic hermencutics are developed by Sweden-
borg with systematic precision and admirable coherence, and ap-
plied to every detail and representation, to every person, every
image of verses of the Bible. On the other hand, Shi‘ite herme-
neutics are developed on several planes or octaves of universes.
For Isma‘ihsm in particular, ali the events of hierohistory have
agents who are members (bodsid) of secret celestial and terres-
trial hierarchies; the exoteric narrative of their actsis only the
bikayat, the mimésis of events that take place in the Spiritual
World; the true nature and role of the protagonists, their activity
and its meaning, escape the notice of external history and the
historian of external things. Despite the complexity of these
matters and the incompleteness of preliminary work, perhaps an
initial result may be hoped for if we limit ourselves to the mean-
ing discerned, in both cases, in the events that continue to be the
beginnings of the spiritual history of man. What does the role of
Adam signify? What does the departure from Paradise signify?
What is the significance of the drama experienced by Noah?
What do the Ark and the Flood represent? It is striking that in
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both cases it is proclaimed that this is not the history of a past
that is closed and gone, but that it has a present significance, and
that the meanings which emerge in both cases are convergent.

We ourselves must proceed phenomenologically, that is to
say, hermencutically: these are the modes of being (mods essends)
that are expressed in modes of understanding (mods inzells-
gendi), and in this way it can be discovered what there is in com-
mon in the approach of thought and in the structure of the um-
verses reached in both cases, in the series of events, and in the
postulates that are clearly stated. Perhaps this research is only a
venture, but where can it be attempted if not at Eranos? It re-
quires recourses other than those that suffice for philological dis-
cussions, means other than a transposition of methods or results
ranging from historical criticism to criticism of the Qur'an,
which, at best, leads to nothing but a Qur’an that has never
been read by any believer. Our point of departure is a spiritual
fact, a phenomenon of understanding: how has certain informa-
tion common to the Bible and the Qur’an been read and under-
stood by spiritual individuals who had faith in these Books, and
how is a certain type of common comprehension revealed in the
manner of perceiving the hidden meaning of events and the uni-
verses that this meaning presupposcs? The issue, then, is a com-
parative study that consists essentially in the hermenecutics of the
“phenomenon of the Sacred Book.”

I. SWEDENBORG’S SPIRITUAL HERMENEUTICS

L. The Theory of Correspondences
Swedenborgian hermeneutics® are governed by a general doc-
trine of correspondences, which is itself linked to a gnoseology
[philosophy of cognition] that places at the highest degree of
cognition an immediate spiritual perception, to which we can re-
late our term hierggnosis. This cognition was the privilege of a
very ancient humanity, the first humanity, the idea of which is
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fundamental in the work of Swedenborg. The state of these an-
cient peoples was still that of a celestial humanity, which means
that in observing every possible object in the world and on the
surface of the earth, they saw them, certainly, but they thought,
by means of them, of the celestial and divine things that these
objects represented or signified for them. Their visual (optic)
perception was only a means. For them the process was as it is
for our hearing when we listen to a speaker; we hear the words,
of course, but actually it is not the words that we hear, it is their
meanings. The decline began among the descendants of these
celestial human beings when the object of sensory perception
became the principal thing, instead of being the imstrument.
While for the first humamty, the objects of sensory cognition
possessed a character that conformed them and subordinated
them to their “internal man,” to the extent that outside of this
they had no interest in sensory things, their descendants, on the
other hand, by placing the latter before those of the internal
man, separated one from the other. In fact, they began to reason
about spiritual things in the same manner as they reasoned
about sensory things, and in this way they became spiritually
blind.®

As Swedenborg repeats frequently in the course of his im-
mense work, this is the reason that so few people know what
“representations” and “correspondences” are. In order to know,
it is necessary, in fact, to know that there is a spiritual world dis-
tinct from the natural world, and that the things which are dif-
fused throughout the natural world from the spiritual world are
representations of spiritual things. They are given this name be-
cause they “represent” the latter, and they represent them be-
cause they correspond to them,” that is, they symbolize with
them. A very succinct idea of this is provided by the fact that our
internal affections, everything that occurs in our thought and in
our will, arc manifested in the expressions of our face and look;
the features of the face are their correspondences, the looks are
their representations. The same holds true tor gestures carried
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out by the body, actions produced by the muscles. Gestures and
actions are representations of things that are in the soul; insofar
as they agree, they are their correspondences.® But, of course,
the mode of existence of these physiognomic images, these ges-
tures and actions of the body, is not the same as that of the
thoughts they express; they are natural things “representing”
spiritual things. It may be said that the things belonging to the
internal person are extended into images (“imaginalized™) in the
external person; thus, the things that appear in the external man
are representatsves of the internal man, and the things that agree
between them form correspondences®

The bipartition of the world, therefore, should be understood
not only in the universal sense, according to which there is, on
one hand, a Spiritual World (itself comprising the heavenly an-
gelic world, the intermediate world of spirits, and the infernal
world) and, on the other hand, a natural world where we live in
the present life; it must also be understood that this bipartition
applies to every human individual, in the sense that for each per-
son his “internal person” is a spiritual world while his external
being is for him a natural world.'? In support of this bipartition,
there is value in the principles of a cosmology for which natural
forms are essentially effects; they cannot be seen as causes, still
less as causes of causes, that is, sufficient to account by them-
selves for their appearances and mutations. Every form derives
from the precise cause that it manifests and represents, and for
this reason it is preceded by that cause.The same holds true for
the various degrees of the spirituat world. This, too, is a point on
which Swedenborg is in profound accord with every theosophy
that is closely or distantly related to Neoplatonism,'! but his
conclusion is also based primarily on direct experience.

We know how far he extended his studies of anatomy, for ex-
ample. That a man could, in addition, thanks to angelic assis-
tance of which he was conscious, decipher in transparency the
secrets of the invisible spiritual organism on an anatomical plate
was an extraordinary privilege that Swedenborg never regarded
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as a result of personal merit, but as a pure divine favor. It was in
this way that he knew, from direct experience, that in the three
kingdoms of the natural world there is not the smallest thing
that does not represent something in the spiritual world, and
that does not have something in the spiritual world to which it
corresponds. This is the secret that he elaborated on throughout
his commentaries on the Bible, and this is the key to those Ar-
cana that open most often onto an unforeseen horizon.!? The
more unforeseen because, while he lives in the body, man is ca-
pable of feeling and perceiving only a little of all this; we apply to
celestial and spiritual things a fatal naturalization that degrades
them into natural things homogeneous to our “external man,”
and within us the “internal man” has lost sensation and percep-
tion of these things. “Blessed at that time is he who is in corre-
spondence, that is, whose external man corresponds to his inter-
nal man.”13

In the modern Western world, he himself was certainly one of
those rare Elect and, indeed, to judge by his influence, one who
opened the path to many others. He wrote that “the existence
of such correspondence had become so familiar that it would be
difficult to name anything else that would be more familiar.” He
knew by experience that our whole existence derives from the
spiritual world,'* that without this connection with the spiritual
world, neither man nor any part of man could subsist for a mo-
ment. [t was also granted him to understand which angelic com-
munities are in particular relation with each part of the human
body, and what their qualities are. Briefly, everything in the nat-
ural world, in general as well as in the most infinitesimal detail,
including constellations, atmospheres, the entirety and the com-
ponents of the animal, vegetable, and mineral kingdoms—all
this is nothing more than a sort of “representative theater” of
the spiritual world, where we can see things in their beauty if we
know how to see them in the state of their Heaven.!®

Let us point out that this conception of things agrees, even in
its texicon, with that professed by the theosophers of the Light
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in Islam (the Ishrdgiyin of Sohravardi, Ibn ‘Arabi, $adra Shirazi,
etc.): sensory things are apparitional forms, the places of
epiphany (mazahir, plural of maghar), the theatrum of
suprasensory universes (whence the idea of maghariya, the
epiphanic or theophanic function of images). Stated more pre-
cisely, this epiphanic relation is already established among the
universes that precede, ontologicaily, the sensory world. Thus,
in the intermediate World of Spirits, which, according to Swe-
denborgian topography, is situated below the angelic worlds,
there exist what are designated in his lexicon as continuous and
innumerable “representatives” (or symbolic forms), which are
the forms of spiritual and celestial things, not unlike those that
are in this world, which abound as a result of the ideas, reflec-
tions, and conversations of the angels of the higher universes.
For every angelic idea contains infinite things, in comparison
with the idea of a spirit, and unless this idea were formed and
shown “representatively” in an image corresponding to the level
of spirits, or more preciscly to the lower Sphere where there s a
corresponding society of spirits, the latter would have difficulty
understanding its content. These “representative™ or symbolic
forms may constitute long series, and the visionary theosopher
to whom it was granted to be their witness could only estimate
their length in quantities of earthly time, but he knew that it re-
quired pages and pages to describe them: they could present
cities, palaces of astounding architectural artistry never scen,
fandscapes crossed by cavalcades of supernatural horsemen. It 1s
also by means of these visions that humans who have become
spirits are initiated after death into the higher universes.!s

From all this emerges the fundamental plan of the spiritual
universes. There are three heavens arranged in a hierarchy of in-
creasing interiority and purity: a lower heaven, a middle heaven,
and a higher heaven.The first is a natural realm, the “abode” of
good spirits; the second is the abode of angelic spirits or spiritual
angels; the third is the abode of the “celestial” angels (the term
celestial here should by no means be confused with anything re-
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lating to astronomy, nor, in this context, especially with the An-
Jeli caelestes of classical Avicennian cosmology). Just as there are
three heavens, there are three senses in the Divine Word, the
Bible: the natural sense, the spiritual sense, and the “celestial”
sense. We will soon see that this is the basic doctrine of Sweden-
borgian hermeneutics. Each of these heavens is differentiated
into innumerable communities; each of these, in turn, into innu-
merable individuals who, through their harmony, constitute, as
it were, a person, and all of these communities together form a
single Person. The communities result spontaneously from
affinities of intelligence and love, just as some are differentiated
from others according to the differences of their love and their
faith. These differences are so innumerable that even the most
general cannot be listed. Each angel and each community are,
respectively, an image of the universal heaven, something like a
“small heaven.”*”

But though Heaven is spoken of as an “abode,” this must be
understood as an abode that is the sate of the internal man.
That is why the topography of the Infernum, situated opposite,
presents a distribution of its “abodes” symmetrical to those of
the “abodes” of Heaven, because the demons and infernal spir-
its, as well as the angels and spirits that inhabit Heaven, were all
human beings in this life, and each person bears within himself
his heaven as he bears within himself his hell. By this law of inte-
riority it is necessary to understand that the phases of #me and
the places of space are interior states of man as well;!® Sweden-
borg mentions this frequently, and it must always be remem-
bered. With this hicrocosmology that determines in a parallel
manner the structure of the hermenecutics of the Bible, we are
undoubtedly at the heart of the Swedenborgian vision of the
world. But we can only note here, very briefly, a few indications
regarding certain aspects that derive from it and that are of con-
sequence to our purposc: there is a double light, a double heat,
a double Imagination, and finally there is the theme of the
Homo maximus, which is of fundamental importance.
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There is a double light: the light of the world and the light of
Heaven, which we will again call here “celestial” light, in order
to avoid any confusion with that of the astronomical sky. The
first of these proceeds from the visible sun, the second proceeds
from the spiritual Sun. For us, the first is natural or external, that
is, with regard to the things that appear to the external person,
since we cannot apprechend anything except by means of things
that exist in our solar world, and that take form there through
light and darkness. Ideas of time and space, at least insofar as
these constitute an irreversible succession and an external local-
ization, without which we cannot think of anything, are related
to the light of the world. But the second, the celestial light, is
for the internal spiritual person; he is within this light itself.!®

When one speaks of correspondences and representations, and
of their source and foundation, the issue, then, is one of corre-
spondence between the things that relate to the light of the world
of the external man and the things that relate to the celestial
light of the internal man, for everything that exists in the first is
the representation of what exists in the second. In order to grasp
this “representativity” (or this symbolic function) that natural
things assume of their own accord by virtue of their spiritual and
celestial correspondences, it is necessary to utilize a higher fac-
ulty so well implanted in us that it is the one we carry with us
into the other life; it is designated as spiritual sensitivity, the
senses of the spirit (animus), or as interior imagination. For af-
ter death (this is one of the essential points of Swedenborg’s
doctrines) we possess the fullness of the human form—in the
spiritual state, to be sure, and of a subtle constitution. This
higher faculty, then, is so deep-rooted in us, and we are so deep-
rooted in it, that we do not have to learn to use it. We are placed
immediately in it as soon as we are liberated from our physical
organism. On the other hand, during our life we usually remain
ignorant of this higher faculty. There is a continual influx of
things from the spiritual world into natural things; the former
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manifest themselves “representatively,” symbolically, in the lat-
ter, and we are unaware of anything, totally given up to the nat-
ural things that we have rendered silent.2®

For the more we are immersed in the things of this world, the
more the things that relate to the celestial light appear to us
paradoxically like darkness and emptiness, though inversely all
that appears only in the light of this world constitutes thick
darkness for the angels.?! Yet these two lights are, together,
everything that comprises our intelligence while our present life
passes. Our natural imagination consists solely of forms and
ideas of things, marvelously varied and structured, which we
have apprehended through our corporeal vision, but our interior
imagination consists solely of forms and ideas of things, even
more marvelously varied and structured, which we have received
through the vision of the spirit, in the celestial light, for by
means of influx from the spiritual world the inanimate things of
this world become endowed with life 22

There is more. It is necessary to speak not only of a double
light but also of a double heat. “The heat of heaven {proceeds]
from the spiritual sun, which is the Lord, and the heat of the
world from the sun thereof, which is the luminary seen by our
physical eyes. The heat of heaven manifests itself to the internal
person by spiritual loves and affections, whereas the heat of the
world manifests itself to the external person by natural loves and
affections. The former heat causes the life of the internal person,
but the latter the life of the external person; for without love and
affection man cannot live at all. Between these two heats also
there are correspondences.”?? Spiritual light and heat have as
their opposites the infernal darkness and cold inhabited by the
infernal spirits, who breathe only hatred and violence, fury and
negation, tending to the destruction of the universe, to the
point that if their rage were not continually combatted and re-
pelled by the beings of the spiritual world, the entire human race
would perish, unconscious of the secret of its history.24
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It may be said that the dominant idea here is that at the
source of every natural principle, whether of psychology or cos-
mology, there is a spiritual principle. Light and heat are related,
respectively, to intelligence and will, or again to wisdom and
love. When Swedenborg speaks of intelligence and will, his vo-
cabulary refers to something far more profound than the two
“faculties” so named in the psychology of philosophers; for him
the two words designate two essential components of an organ-
ism that is the spiritual organism of man. This is also the reason
that to the eyes of angels the light appears like light, but there
are intelligence and wisdom in it, because the light derives from
both. Similarly, the heat is perceived by angelic sensitivity as
heat, but there is love in it, because it derives from love. Love is
therefore called spiritual heat and constitutes the heat of a per-
son’s life, just as intelligence is called spiritual light and consti-
tutes the light of a person’s life. From this fundamental corre-
spondence all the rest is derived.?5

From this derives, for example, the idea that Swedenborg of-
fers us of the first, celestial humanity, discussed above. As we will
see, the initial chapters of the book of Genesis relate the origin
and decline of that humanity. Swedenborg was shown, by a di-
vine influx that he could not describe,2® the nature of the dis-
course of these first people while they lived in this world, a silent
discourse regulated not by the breath of external respiration but
by a pure internal respiration. It is necessary to refer to the de-
scription that Swedenborg gives of the “discourse” of spirits and
angels. Among all of them, discourse is carried out by represen-
tations, for they manifest everything they think about through
marvelous variations of light and shade, in a living manner, to
both the interior and the exterior vision of the one to whom
they are speaking, and they introduce it into him by means of
appropriate changes in the state of the affections experienced.

Among the angels of the interior heaven (the “spiritual an-
gels™), discourse is even more beautiful, more attractively repre-
sentative and symbolic, but the ideas that are formed there “rep-
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resentatively,” symbolically, cannot be expressed by words. Spiri-
tual things that pertain to the True, that is, to the category of in-
telligence, are expressed there by modifications of the celestial
light, resulting in an infinite and wonderful variety of affections
experienced. Spiritual things that pertain to the Good, that is, to
the category of love, are expressed there by variations of heat
and celestial blazing, setting all sorts of new affections into mo-
tion. As for the discourse of the angels of “the most interior
heaven” (the “celesual angels”), it is also representative, sym-
bolic, but it cannot be either apprehended by us or expressed by
any idea. Nevertheless, there is such an idea within man, if he is
in celestial love, and after the separation from his material body,
he comes into this love as though born into it, although during
his life in the material body he could not apprehend anything of
it as an idea—just as he can also come into one or another of the
forms corresponding to a lesser kind of love, for in his essential
being, without any possible subterfuge, man is such as is his
love.??

Finally, the vast doctrine of correspondences that unfolds like
a phenomenology of angelic consciousness, together with the
hierarchy of degrees of perception and representation that it im-
plies, is recapitulated, so to speak, in the great theme of the
Homo maximus, a theme that I had occasion to discuss here at
Eranos several years ago in its striking “correspondence” (the
word is certainly apt here) with the idea of the “Temple of
Light” (Haykal nsirant) of the Imam in Isma‘ili gnosis.2® We al-
luded to it a few moments ago, but we must now learn what im-
age it is appropriate that it should represent for us when,
throughout his immense biblical commentaries, Swedenborg ut-
ters this word: the Lord ( Dominus). The theme in fact conceals
the mystery itself of the divine anthropomorphosis as eternal
theophany “in heaven.”

“It is a truth most deeply hidden from the world,” writes
Swedenborg, “(and yet nothing is better known in the other life,
cven 1o cvery aplrit), that all the parts of the human body have a
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correspondence with such things as are in heaven, insomuch
that there is not even the smallest particle in the body, which has
not something spiritual and celestial corresponding to it, or,
what is the same, which has not heavenly communities corre-
sponding to it: for these communities exist according to all the
kinds and species of spiritual and celestial things, and indeed in
such an order, that they represent together one person, and this
as to all things in general and particular thereof, both interior
and exterior. Hence it is, that the universal heaven is also called
the Grand Man [ Homo maximus]; and hence it is, that it has so
often been said that one society belongs to one province of the
body, another to another, and so forth. The reason is, because
the Lord is the only Man, and Heaven represents Him...”?
These last lines are amplified by many passages in the Arcana
Coelestin. Let us only note here the postulate that they imply,
which is in profound accord with all mystical theologies. In his
personal vocabulary, Swedenborg differentiates an Esse infini-
tum and an Existere infinitum, the term existere here being prac-
tically the equivalent of manifestation.3® Jehovah (let us not em-
phasize Swedenborg’s fidelity to this vocalization of the sacred
tetragrammaton ) is the Essz infinitum. As such, He is not mani-
fested to man and has no “influence” within man or upon man.
He is the deity in His absolute absconditum (the hyperousion of
Greek theology, He who, in Isma'ili theosophy, is the Mobds,
the Principle, Super-Being). He cannot be manifested to man
and act within or upon man except by means of the human
Essence, that is, by an existere divinum in the essenual human
Form. The figure of this theophany or of this eternal anthropo-
morphosis is “the Lord”; thus all of Swedenborgian theosophy
is dominated by this figure of the Anthropos (which brings to
mind the visions of Enoch, the Ascension of Isaiah, etc.). Be-
cause the Divine cannot have any “influence” within man except
by means of the human Essence of the “Lord,” there is no con-
junction possible with the “supreme divinity” or deity of the
Lord, which remains transcendent to His epiphanic divinity “in
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heaven”; conjunction is possible only with His Divine Human-
ity, because an idea of His Humanum Divinym is possible, but
no idea is possible of the Divine in Itself.3! In other words, the
“Lord” is the Divine Man who exists from all eternity, He is,
certainly, Jehovah Himself, but Jehovah as He is an epiphany “in
heaven,” and as in this eternal theophany He assumes the Hu-
man so that men (and therefore angels, who constitute the
higher celestial humanity) can have an idea about the Divinity.32
There is thus identity, but an identity differentiated as to the re-
vealed and the concealed (the zdhir and the batin). For the se-
cret of the Divine Manifestation, of the Theophany, is that the
Lord appears to each in a form corresponding to the respective
capacity of each. (This is exactly what Ibn ‘Arabi teaches us in Is-
lamic theosophy).?? Swedenborg is explicit: the Lord does not
conceal Himself, but the evil make it appear as though He con-
cealed Himself, as though He had no existence.

It is this Kyrios Anthripos of whom it is said that He himself is
heaven,?* and this identification indeed agrees with the multi-
plicity of differentiated theophanies. In fact, insofar as heaven
“represents” Him, the relationship of the Lord to heaven as
Homo maximus is analogous to the relationship of our sun to
our perceptible world. The Lord is the spiritual Sun, and by
means of Him there is light in all that is intelligence and there is
heat in all that is love.35 But then, precisely as such, the Lord
Himself is also Homo maxsmus, in the strict sense, in the kyrio-
logical sense, He Himself alone is Man, Anthrdpos, and all hu-
mans are called men in His name, from Him, because they are
Images of Him,® to the extent that they are in Good, that is, in
the affection of love. The following lines recapitulate it best:
“The Grand Man [ Homo maximus), relatively to man, is the
universal heaven of the Lord; but the Grand Man, in the highest
sense, is the Lord alone, for heaven is from Him, and all things
therein correspond to Him.... Hence they who are in the heav-
ens are said to be in the Lord, yea, in His body, for the Lord is
the all of heaven ¥
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The theme of the Homo maximus is, therefore, the key to the
monadological conception that makes a “littie heaven” of every
individual angelic spirit, since the heaven to which he belongs
and which is in him is Homo maximus. And it is there, in that
immanence of the All in each and of each in the All, that the an-
gelological anthropology postulated by the doctrine of corre-
spondences culminates: “All spirits and angels,” writes Sweden-
borg, “appear to themselves as people, of a similar face and
body, with organs and members; and this for the reason that
their Inmost conspires to such a form . . . . The universal heaven
is such, that every one is as it were the center of all, for each is
the center of influxes through the heavenly form from all, and
hence an image of heaven results to everyone, and makes him
like to itself, that is, a pcrson; for such as the general is, such is a
part of the general.”38

We have tried to sketch out, in allusive lines, the doctrine of
correspondences, respecting which Swedenborg states that, al-
though it is unknown in our time, it was regarded by very an-
cient humanity, the initial celestial humanity, as a true science,
indeed as the preeminent science, the science of sciences, and it
was so universally known that men wrote all of their books at
that time in the “language of correspondences.” Similarly, their
rituals and the ceremonies of their religion consisted solely of
correspondences, and it is because they thought spiritually in
this way about terrestrial things that they were in community
with the angels of heaven.¥

Before the Divine Word, the text of the Bible that we read to-
day, there was another Word that is now lost. The books attrib-
uted to Moses and others refer to books that are lost today.*0
We will see the meaning that Swedenborg gives to the disap-
pcarance of Enoch, who, with the help of his people, had col-
lected the correspondences of the language of this humanity;
knowledge of it is supposed to have been transmitted to a pos-
terity that includes almost all the peoples of Asia, from where it
was transmitted to the Greeks, among whom it became mythol-
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ogy.#! In any case, Swedenborg considers it a demonstrable cer-
tainty that before the Israelite Word, there existed on earth an
ancient Word, particularly in Asia. He has shown, he says in his
Memorabilia, that “this Word is preserved in heaven among the
angels who lived in those times; and it survives at the present day
among the nations of Great Tartary.”*? Whether this preciseness
refers to Tibet or, as is now thought, to Outer Mongolia,*? can
it refer to anything but the scriptures of Mahayana Buddhism?
For Swedenborg’s heaven, as well as his vision of hierchistory,
are vast enough to contain all religions.

2. Principles of Spiritual Hermeneutics

As was said above, the doctrine of correspondences—the funda-
mental law of analogy that permits positing a plurality of uni-
verses among which there is a symbolig relationship—controls
Swedenborgian hermencutics and determines its principles and
application. It is still more precise to say that this doctrine is this
hermeneutics itself; or, again, what is expressed in this
hermenecutics as a mode of understanding ( modus intelligends) is
the mode of being itself (modus essends) that is experienced and
that proclaims itself as the being-in-correspondence of an entire
aggregate of levels of being, “representative” of one another,
“signifying” one another. There is no question, therefore, of
bringing these correspondences “from outside™ and then relat-
ing them to the text of the Bible; they are that which the text of
the Bible signifies, the Word in the act of being understood in
the true sense, that is, in the spiritual sense.

Thus, the guiding principles of Swedenborgian hermencutics,
that is, the general principles that will regulate the application of
excgesis of the details of the texts, relate, on one hand, to the as-
pects under which the biblical text appears, the styles of the
Word, as Swedenborg calls them, and, on the other, to the hier-
archical structure of the universes to which these styles corre-
spond. The firt consideration is concerned with determining
what the historical sense is and how it relates to the spiritual
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sense and with preventing any confusion of the latter with the
allegorical sense. Once this differentiation is established, the use
of the spiritual sense in its plurality will be accompiished in ac-
cordance with the schema of the three heavens, described above.

For Swedenborgian hermeneutics, the entirety of the biblical
text, the Word, appears as though written in four different
styles.#* The differentiation of these styles forces us to anticipate
the theme of the succession of the ages of humanity, and to
note, from this point on, that in the Swedenborgian vocabulary
the word Ecclessa (assembly) takes on a meaning so broad that
the “spiritual assembly” includes the angelic universes and the
World of Spirits, as well as the different ages of earthly humanity
and of the humanity of other universes (to prevent any misun-
derstanding, it should aiso be said that for Swedenborg knowl-
edge of these extraterrestrial humanities does not refate in any
way to a physical humanity of the sort that might be encoun-
tered by the astronauts of our spaceships, but a humanity per-
ceived in the spiritual state while the wvisionary was “in the
Spirit,” a perception which implies that a rhreshold was crossed,
one that is normally crossed only after death). Briefly, the Swe-
denborgian concept goes so far beyond the usual connotation of
the word church that it scems preferable to avoid any misappre-
hension and retain the Latin term Ecclesia, giving it a particular
meaning for this essay.

Of the four biblical styles, the first is a style that, under a his-
torical form, in fact presents a symbolic history, the first eleven
chapters of the book of Genesis are such a history. The second is
the historical style in the strict sense of the word, that of the his-
torical books of the Bible. The third is the prophetic style.#> The
fourth is the style of the Psalms, intermediate between the
prophetic style and that of ordinary speech. It is necessary here
only to emphasize the problems posed by the first two.

The first of the styles of the Word was that of celestial human-
ity, described above, which constituted what Swedenborg desig-
nates as the Most Ancient Assembly, the Antiguissima Ecclesia.
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The circumstances, the mode of being and knowing of the peo-
ple of this Ecclessa, differed essentially from the status of modern
humanity in our ime. We already know that they regarded all
corporeal things, which, in a general way, are the object of sen-
sory perception, as dead things if they are perceived separately
from what they represent. Their mode of knowing, the funda-
mental state of their consciousness, was characterized by an im-
mediate perception of spiritual and celestial things that sensory
earthly things represent. Therefore, their characteristic mode of
expression was that of men for whom the perception of objects
1s immediately transmuted into a perception of spiritual things,
thus transmuting inanimate things into living things.*® They
saw, certainly, with their eyes or perceived by means of their
other senses everything that is the object of sensory perception,
but simultaneously and immediately they perceived things of an-
other order, “represented,” symbolized, by sensory things.

It is this which leads Swedenborg to a detailed analysis of the
first of the biblical styles, the one in which the first chapters of
Genesis, up to the story of Abraham, are written.*” These chap-
ters are not history in the strict sense of the word; nor are they
what, in our time, is called myth or a mythic tale. The form of a
continunum, of a succession of events, was spontaneously given
by these men to spiritual things whose representation they per-
ceived in sensory things, imbuing those things with life. We thus
grasp the process that, previous to any external, material, histor-
ical datum, permits the appearance of something like a “his-
tory,” the mental operation in which is found to be, in the final
analysis, the secret of the historicization of every history, what-
ever it may be. In other words, all historicity, in order to be con-
stituted as such, presumes a metahistorical factor. Here begins
the transition to the historical style in the strict sense of the
word. But since establishing the legitimacy of spiritual
hermeneutics is the question under discussion here, an observa-
tion must be made. Because the historical style in the strict sense
of the word will originate from the symbolic or metahistorical
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style of the Anmtiguissima Ecclesin, the historical parts of the
Bible are equally representative and contain a spiritual sense-—in-
deed, several spiritual senses. In addition, the manner in which
Swedenborg analyzes the gnoseology of the first celestial hu-
manity (and he returns to this subject on many occasions), the
mode of spontaneous perception of the suprasensory in the sen-
sory, indicates very well that it is not for a moment permitted to
confuse this spiritual sense with allegory. Allegones are invented
after the fact, they serve to transpose what was already knowable
otherwise, to disguise previously existing images or thoughts.
Now, the “first biblical style,” that of the first eleven chapters of
Genesis, is the only manner of expressing a spintual perception
of origins, an unconditional perception, previous to all explana-
tion, but itself giving orngin to perhaps inexhaustible explana-
tions: the arcana of it are, in fact, innumerable.

The second style is the historical style in the strict sense of the
word, which is found in the “books of Moses™ beginning with
the stories concerning the epoch of Abraham and in the books
of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings. In these books, the his-
torical facts are indeed such as they appear according to the lit-
eral sense; however, they all contain, at the same time in general
and in their particulars, completely different things according to
the internal sense.*® This is true because these historical facts are
themselves representatives, all the words that express them are
significatives, that is, beneath the appearance of external things
they signify internal things; beneath the appearance of earthly
things and events, spiritual or celestial things and events. This is
so for all the books of the Bible called “historical.” Their con-
tent appears to be history pure and simple in the literal sense, no
doubt; but in the internal sense they conceal innumerable ar-
cana coelestin, which cannot be seen while the eyes of thought
remain fixed on the materiality of external historical facts. The
Divine Word is like a body concealing a living soul. But this soul
remains unrevealed; it is even difficult to believe that there is a
soul there, the being that survives death, before the thought
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withdraws from corporeal things in order to reach the things of
the soul. A new birth is necessary. Just as the physical body of
man must die in order that the human being may find himself
and see himself in the spiritual world and communicate with
spinitual beings, so spiritual things, the internal sense, remain ab-
solutely invisible until the corporeal things, the external data of
the literal sense, are as though dead. The natural pessels are one
thing, the spiritual things that they contain are another 4?

If this is true, if the “historical style™ of the Bible conceals so
many arcana, it is because the men of the Antigua Ecclesia,
those of the period designated by the name of Noah, gathered
in the form of doctrines (doctrinalia) the things that the men of
antediluvian humanity, those of the Antiguissima Ecclesia, had
significd in perceiving them by a direct spiritual apprehension. It
is necessary to be attentive here to the precision of Swedenbor-
gian vocabulary. For the men of postdiluvian humanity, these
same things became significatives, that is, they led them to dis-
cover internal things and, by means of these, to discover spiritual
things and then celestal things. But it happened that this sym-
bolic knowledge itself declined; earthly things themselves began
to be regarded as sacred, without a thought about their signifi-
cation. These carthly things thus became pure representatives,
with them was born the Ecclesia repracsentativa, at the begin-
ning of the period of Abraham. These representatives, therefore,
have their origin in the significatives of the Antiqua Ecclesia, and
those in turn have their origin in the celestial ideas of the An-
tiguissima Ecclesia.5?

The situation reverts here to the one we described at the be-
ginning (scc prologue) as typified in the Arabic term hikayat.
The disciple of Swedenborg knows what effort will be de-
manded of him: an effort whose success depends upon condi-
tions other than human cleverness or good will, upon a regener-
ation, a new birth that is birth in the spiritual world. A new
modus intelligendi would be impossible without a new modus es-
sends (the idea of esoteric hermeneutics as being like a spiritual
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birth, wilddat rubaniya, is also present in Shi‘ism and Isma‘il-
ism). The soul and the life of the Word are in the internal sense,
and the soul that is life is not manifested until the literal sense
has, in fact, seemed to vanish. In short, it is necessary to learn to
read the Word as the angels read it, or, more precisely, accord-
ing to the terms that Swedenborg uses in relating his unique ex-
perience of “events in heaven™; it is necessary to read the Divine
Word as the angels perceive it when it is being read by someone
in this world.5!
The angels

know nothing at all of what is in the letter, not even the proxi-
mate meaning of a single word, still less do they know the names
of the countries, citics, rivers, and persons that occur so fre-
quently in the historical and prophetical parts of the Word. They
have an idea only of the things signified by the words and the
names. Thus by Adam in paradise they perceive the Antiguisima
Ecclesia, yet not that Ecclesia, but the faith in the Lord of that
Ecclesin. By Noah they perceive the Ecclesia (spiritual assembly)
that remained with the descendants of the Antiquissima Ecclesia
and that continued to the time of Abram. By Abraham they by
no means perccive that individual, but a saving faith, which he
represented; and so on. Thus they perceive spiritual and celestial
things entircly apart from the words and the names.52

What they read are the arcana contained in each individual verse
and whose multiplicity would astound us, if we had any idea of
it, for their amplification is multiplied from heaven to heaven.
All the words of the letter are represented in a lively and daz-
zling manner in the world of the angelic spirits, which is a world
constituted of “representative ideas,” of which are made the
opening of those apparentiac reales that are the corresponding
celestial landscapes. In turn, these ideas are perceived by the
spiritual angels of the second heaven, then by the celestial angels
of the third heaven, each time with an abundance, plenitude,
and magnificence whose growth is limitless.33
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That is why, whether it is a matter of the content of spiritual
perceptions typified or “historicized” in symbolic histories, or
whether it is a2 matter of historical tales in the strict sense of the
word, that is, of historical events having taken place just as they
are described, in fact the hermeneutic imperative is the same, for
the real external events, the words that describe them, contain
arcana coelestia exactly like the typifications in symbolic histo-
ries. This may appear strange, for at first sight, where there is a
historical account, the thought remains fixed on the letter and
does not suppose that something else may be signified. Yet with-
out this other sense, the internal sense, “how would a historical
account in the Word differ from a history told by a profane his-
torian?” And then of what use would it be to know the age of
Noah, the month and the day when the flood began, if it did not
involve something else entirely other than history, namely, an
arcanum coeleste? Who cannot see that this saying, “All the
fountains of the great deep were broken up, and the cataracts of
heaven were opened,” constitutes, in fact, prophetic words.5*

These details concerning the different styles of the Word un-
derpin the entire use of the hermeneutics. As we have already
learned,% just as there are three heavens—highest heaven, mid-
dle heaven, and lower heaven—so there are, corresponding re-
spectively to each of these kingdoms or abodes, three senses in
the divine Word: a “celestial” sense, a spiritual sense, and a nat-
ural sense. This triad corresponds to a general structure that
Swedenborg explains in detail. When it is stated that the literal
sense of the Word is the basis, the covering or the veil, the sup-
port of its spiritual sense and its celestial sense, it is because in
everything divine there are three things: a first thing, an inter-
mediate thing, and a last thing. That which is first proceeds
through the intermediate toward what is last, and thus takes on
existence and subsistence. The first is, therefore, in the interme-
diate and is also, by that means, in what is last. In this connec-
tion, what is last is that which contains; at the same time it is the
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basis, and thus it turns out to be the support. These three things
may be designated, respectively, as the end, the cause, and the
effect; or as the being that is the end, the becoming that is the
cause, and the manifestation that is the effect. Everything in the
world, insofar as it is complete, is so constituted by a triad,3¢ and
this is also the structure of the Divine Word. In its literal or nat-
ural sense an internal or spiritual sense is hidden, and within that
a sense still more internal, an inmost {éntimus) and celestial
sense. “Thus the lowest sense, which is the natural, and called
the sense of the letter, is the containant of the two internal
senses, and consequently their basis and support.”57

At this point we can move forward to the solution of the ap-
parent paradox of spiritual hermenecutics. The two higher senses,
spiritual and celestial, are found together simultancously wrthin
the literal sense. To understand the process of this triadic struc-
ture, it is necessary to consider with Swedenborg that “in
heaven” and in the world the order of things is according to a
double type:38 there is a successive order, a mode of structure
where one thing succeeds and follows after another, from the
highest to the lowest; and there is a ssmultancous order, where
things are juxtaposed, from the inmost to the outermost, as in
going from the common center to the periphery of several con-
centric circles.

Successive order may be considered to be like sections of the
column of a temple, where the circumference increases in vol-
ume from the summit to the base. In the order of succession,
what is at the summit and first in origin corresponds to what is
interior and central in the order of simultanesty. So that we may
have a representation of this, let us imagine with Swedenborg
that this column, which serves here as a term of comparison, de-
scends and sinks down upon itself to form a plane surface, its
summit—that is, its origin in the successive order—now occupy-
ing the center of the new figure in the ssmultancons order. It is
the same in the case of the Divine Word. The celestial, the spiri-
tual, and the natural proceed in successive order and finally they
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appear ssmultancously in the text that is at our disposal: the ce-
lestial sense and the spiritual sense are there together, dwelling
concealed in the literal sense. The latter is the containant, the
basis, and the protection to such a degree that in the absence of
this natural literal sense, the celestial sense and the spiritual sense
would not be the Word, but would be like spirit and life without
a body, or like a temple with many sanctuaries and a Holy of
Holies at its center, but lacking a roof and walls, so that the tem-
ple would be exposed to the depredations of thieves and wild
beasts. >

The apparent paradox of spiritual hermeneutics thus turns out
to be resolved. On one hand, we are told that it is necessary to
learn to read the Word as the angelic spirits read it, and for this
it is necessary to pass through a spiritual birth that is accompa-
nied by the death of the natural literal semse. On the other hand,
this natural sense is shown to us as being the state of Manifesta-
tion, to which the proceeding of the Divine Word leads and in
which it ends; it forms the covering, the basis, and the protec-
tion of the latter, the body indispensable to the spirit and the
life. No misunderstanding is possible, however. We are faced
with the same imperative as that which is posed to the esoteric
hermeneutics of Shi‘ism in general: the simultaneity and the ne-
cessity of maintaining the simultaneity of the spiritual sense and
the literal appearance, of the exoteric {zahir) and the esoteric
{batin). The situation is, in fact: either this simultaneity is not
noticed by the profane, in which case the natural sense forms a
protective wall against any violation of the sanctuary; or else it is
known to the spiritual adept, but in this knowledge itself a trans-
mutation of the natural sense occurs, the covering becoming
transparent, diaphanous. Every natural thing tends to its
Geistlesblichkest, to that state of “spiritual body,” which
Qectinger, as a faithful disciple of Swedenborg, made into a fun-
damental idea, because it is also the state of beings and things
observed by Swedenborg in the course of visionary states re-
ported in the Memorabilia or the Dsarsum Spirituale.
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Hence the double warning against the possible double profa-
nation. On one hand, there is a profanation of the natural literal
sense, if this is diverted from its end, explained as though it were
sufficient unto itself and in that way desacralized, deprived of its
internal and external sacredness. On the other hand, there is also
always the danger, on the part of man, of a corruption of the
spiritual sense. This spiritual sense is that of the Divine Human-
ity, the sense in which the angels of heaven are, but which no
one can see, says Swedenborg, without being placed by the Lord
in divine truths. If man wants to attain to it simply by means of a
few correspondences known by him theoretically, heaven closes
itself to him and he is in peril of falling into a state of spiritual in-
sanity. It is for this reason that guards were posted before the
sanctuary of the Divine Word, in which they are called Cheru-
bim.%® And by this word, our attention is drawn to the drama
that consists in the succession of the ages of humanity, its true
history, its spiritual history.

3. The Ages of Humansity

This history would be nothing more than the continued decline
of the internal person, if there were not, from period to period, a
“Judgment in Heaven” that effected a reestablishment. Sweden-
borgian theosophy distinguishes four great periods (themselves
comprising subdivisions).®! We have already acquainted our-
selves with the first, designated as the Most Ancient (or primal)
Assembly, the Antiquissima Ecclesia. This is the period of a very
ancient humanity during which heaven acted in unison with
man, because, contrary to what was to occur afterward, it was
through direct influence upon the énternal person and by means
of it that heaven influenced the external person. Consequently,
humanity not only had enlightenment and immediate spiritual
perception but, by means of direct relations with the angels, was
also informed of heavenly things and of everything that concerns
eternal life.
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We already know that because they were “internal people,”
their sensory perception of cxternal things was simultaneously
the perception of something divine and heavenly. They per-
ceived at the same time, for example, the dawn and what it had
in common with the glory of the spirits’ love for the world, as
well as why it is that the Lord is called the morning, the Eas,
dawn, daybreak. Similarly, the man of this Ecclesia was not only
compared to a tree, he was himself a tree, a garden, that is, a par-
adise. For it was the same general affective tonality that modu-
lated all perceptions, those of the senses as well as those of the
intellect; therefore, everything that these humans saw with their
eyes was the same as heavenly things, living things, and their
worship was able to be a worship that was purely internal.62
Even their physiology was different, since their organism pos-
scssed that silent internal respiration of which not a trace re-
mained in the humanity that was drowned in the flood, nor in
the humanity that succeeded it.63 Briefly, it is this epoch that is
designated as the Golden Age. Good, in fact, has a double origin
corresponding to the two constituent organs of the spiritual or-
ganism: in the will, where it is love, and in the intelligence,
where it is wisdom and truth. Humans, then, were at once in the
fundamental form of the good that corresponds to the most in-
terior heaven, that of the celestial angels. Gold is the symbol of
this good which is celestial love, and it is this golden age that the
Word describes as paradise.

However, in the generations that successively formed the pos-
terity of this blissful humanity, communication with heaven was
progressively lost. Things reached the point that, in the human-
ity that was obliged to pass through the spiritual catastrophe
called the Fiood, there was no longer perception of anything
clse in external objects except what is of this world, material and
terrestrial. On the other hand, communication of man with his
hel was opened, and it is this hell that became the general affec-
tive tonality of all perceptions, to the point at which there was
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no longer any desire to know that something spiritual and celes-
tial exists.

The episode of the disappearance of Enoch or of his taking by
God is placed here, a disappearance that signifies the preserva-
tion of doctrinalia before permitting the raising up of a new
postdiluvian spiritual humanity, that of the Antiqgua Ecclesia,
which succeeded the Antiguissima. However, because this hu-
manity was no longer a celestial humanity, but only a spintual
humanity, it knew, certainly, but no longer had the direct per-
ception of what was thenceforth enveloped for it in symbols (the
repraesentativa and the significativa) derived from the celestial
perceptions of the first people.®* There was no longer any per-
ception, for example, of the dawn as the Lord, but there was a
knowledge of what the dawn signified and symbolized. There
was no longer a direct influx from heaven into humanity, but
there was an influx by means of correspondences and representa-
tions that are the external forms of heavenly things (their
bnkayat, the things that ¢mstaze them and that are their “his-
tory”). The transition to analogical knowledge, to the percep-
tion of symbols, comes about as a derivation of direct spiritual
perception, of hierognosis. The time of the Antiqua Ecclesia is
designated as the Silver Age, because men are no longer in the
fundamental form of good, which is celestial love—where love is
itself knowledge. The influx of heaven opens in them in the
good of intelligence, which is wisdom. Silver is the symbol of
this spiritual good, which is essentially truth, as gold is the sym-
bol of celestial good, which is essentially love.

When the knowledge of correspondences and repracsentativa
degenerated into magic, though, this Anzigua Ecclesia penished
in its turn; a third Ecclesia succeeded it, in which worship was
entirely inspired by similar observations, but their signification
was not known.% This Ecclesia was instituted with the Israelite
and Jewish naton. But becausc knowledge of cclestial things
and those relating to eternal life could not be imparted to it by
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an influx into the internal man, the angels of heaven would
somctimes converse with certain men, the elite of this Ecclesia
judaica, so that all the others could be instructed by them con-
cerning external things, for lack of being instructed regarding
internal things. Because these people were in natural good, they
received with respect what was taught to them in this way. This
time was called the Age of Bronze, because bronze symbolizes
this form of natural good, which is in the same relationship to
the preceding two as is the natural literal sense to the spiritual
sense and the celestial sense.

Finally, even natural good no longer continued to exist in the
people of the Ecclesia. At this point the Event occurred that can-
not be understood in the Swedenborgian perspective except by
mobilizing around it all the great guiding themes of his theo-
sophical theology. Let us only say here that, Paulinism having
been set aside, that is, in the case of a Christian theology such as
that of Swedenborg, which takes great care to avoid any confu-
sion between evangelical theology and Pauline theology,%® the
meaning of the Divine Incarnation on carth as well as its rela-
tionship to an eternal divine anthropomorphosis are profoundly
different from the theological teachings of the official churches.
Among other things, the meaning of the Incarnation has noth-
ing to do with the idea of a redemption, a compensation, and
“atonement”; it is essentially a combat or, rather, the continua-
tion of a combat begun at the beginning of the ages. In addition,
although He assumed the terrestrial human form only once in
person, the Lord “came” each time an Ecclesia was devastated.%”
This “coming” of the Lord is the triumph that breaks the infer-
nal assault which threatens to invade the World of Spirits, and it
is the possibility given once more to man to receive from Him
the influx of heaven and thereby to become enlightened.

A fourth Ecclesia was then constituted, the Ecclesia christiana.
In that Ecclesia all knowledge regarding heavenly things and
cternal life proceeds uniquely from the Divine Word, by means
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of which man receives influx and light, since it was written tn
correspondences and representative images that signify and sym-
bolize heavenly things. The angels of heaven come into these
heavenly things when someone reads the Word, that is, the
Bible, and when his internal vision opens to these internal
things. Thus, from that time on, by means of the Word, con-
juncrion is effected with each person to the degree to which that
person #s in the good that #s love. Unfortunately, because the
men of the Ecclesia christiana extinguished this flame, divine in-
flux does not open among them except in partial and abstract
truths, without any connection with the form of good, which is
love. That is why this time is called the Age of Iron.%®

The spiritual history of humanity therefore constitutes a
drama in several acts, and the intermission between these acts
causes the appearance of a characteristic conception that over-
turns completely the usual concept of “Last Judgment,” a con-
cept that the theology of our day, in its powerlessness, includes
among those “myths” that are necessary to “demythologize.”
Swedenborg speaks neither of “myth” nor of “demythologiz-
ing.” The Last Judgment signifies the last times of an Ecclesta,
and it is also the final state in the life of each person, for every
person’s resurrection follows his exit from this world. Each Ec-
clesia is terminated by a Last Judgment, and we have just read
that the Lord “comes™ each time there is a Last Judgment, that
is, the transition from an old Ecclesia to a new one. Here, the
Swedenborgian idea of Judgment converges in a remarkable
manner with the Isma‘ili idea of Qfyamar (judgment and resur-
rection), ending a period and marking the transition to a new
period in the cycle of prophecy (from the period of Adam to
that of Noah, from the period of Noah to that of Abraham, etc.,
from the period of Jesus to that of Muhammad). There was a
Last Judgment of the Antiquissima Ecclesia (called Adamic)
when its posterity perished; it is that destruction (always in the
spiritual sense) which is described as the Flood. There was a Last
Judgment of the Antigua Ecclesia (called Noachian) when al-
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most all had succumbed to magic or idolatry. There was a Last
Judgment of the Ecclesia repraesentativa when the ten tribes
were taken into captivity and later during the dispersion. As to
the Last Judgment of the Ecclesia christiana, it is signified in the
vision of the Apocalypse as “a new heaven and a new earth,” that
is, in the vision of the New Jerusalem, Nova Hierosolyma 6°

The internal sense of this vision has been so generally un-
known that when the Last Judgment is mentioned, everyone
imagines an event that must be accompanied by the destruction
of the worid, by a physical catastrophe embracing our terrestrial
globe and bringing an end to the visible world, and only then
“the dead shall be raised” to be brought to judgment. But all
those who accept such conjectures completely ignore the fact
that the internal sense of these prophetic statements (those of
the Apocalypse, as well as those of the Gospel of Matthew)? is a
sense that is totally different from the appearances of the literal
sense: the “heaven™ does not signify the astronomical sky, the
“earth™ does not signify the telluric mass of our planet, but does
signify that Ecclesia which is the spiritual world,”! and it is in the
spiritual world that the Judgment has been pronounced hence-
forth on our Age of Iron.”? Certainly, the vision of the kings of
the earth making war on the horseman mounted on the white
horse, who appeared when heaven opened (Rev. 19:11 ff.), and
that of the dragon pursuing into the wilderness the woman who
had brought forth a man-child (Rev. 12), indicate that much
time will be needed for the spiritual sense to be recognized and
for there to be a response to the call of the angel standing in the
sun, gathering all the fowls that fly in the midst of heaven to the
supper of the great God (Rev. 19:17).73

It was just said that “much time will be needed.” But basically
what does this expression mean? What does “the succession of
time” mean, when the the question is one of an essentially spiri-
tual history? Repeatedly in his enormous work Swedenborg re-
minds us that the ideas of succession of time and localization in
an external space relate only to our sensory world; in the
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suprasensory world everything consists essentially and uniquely
of changes and modifications of spiritual states, which may well
appear as something like time and space, yet the angels do not
have the least idea of what we call time and space.” It is the real
state of each person that determines, in the other world, h#s time
and his space; thus, time becomes reversible, spatial distances
vary according to intensity of desire. This must never be forgot-
ten, in order not to be astonished at scenes that Swedenborg, in
the course of his “visions in the Spirit,” witnessed in that other
world where reality ss vision and vision s reality. It must also not
be forgotten when it is a matter of understanding the sense of the
spiritual history that we have sketched since the Antiguissima
Ecclesia, and that is entirely different from what is called in our
time the “sense of history.” It is completely different because the
verb can always be put in the present tense; it is a history that is al-
ways imminent, whose sense is, consequently, eminently
current, present. In just this way celestial humanity, from its ori-
gin, was not, és not itself anything other than the seventh day of
Creation. It is the six days of Creation, the hexaémeron, that
constitute the key to this history and that give it its present
sense, because what they measure is not a more or less mythical
cosmogony, but is the creation, the raising up, of the spiritual
man. And it is with this teaching that the immense work of the
Arcana Coclestia opens.

4. The Hexacmeron of the Creation of Spiritual Man
How should the first two chapters of the book of Genesis be un-
derstood in their internal, that is, spiritual, sense? It must be
done by applying what the Christian world has so utterly forgot-
ten: that everything in the Word, to the smallest detail, envelops
and signifies spiritual and celestial things. If this is ignored, life
itself withdraws from the dead letter, as the external man dies
when he is separated from the internal man. In the absence of
this, what else is there to discover in the sense of the letter ex-
cept that the subjects treated are cosmogony, the creation of the
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world, the Garden of Eden that is called Paradise, and Adam as
the first man created? Who would imagine anything else? And
yet, in fact, the first chapter of the book of Genesis in its internal
sense treats of the new creation of man, his new birth, that is, his
spiritual regeneration, and thus of the establishment of the An-
tiquissima Ecclesia.”®

Now, the times, that is, the stazes, of the spiritual regeneration
of man are divided into six and are called the “six days” or peri-
ods of his creation (the hexaémeron); they proceed from the mo-
ment when there is still nothing of a man, to when there is
something of a man, and end by reaching the “sixth day,” when
he becomes Imago Dei.”® Analyzed more closely, the succession
of these six days or periods beginning with “prehumanity” is
presented as follows: the first day is the state of childhood, fol-
lowed by the state that immediately precedes regeneration; this
is a state of “emptiness,” or “thick darkness.” The sccond day or
sccond state is when the distinction is made between things that
belong to the internal man and those that belong to the exter-
nal man, in other words, those that belong to the Lord and
those that are characteristic of man. The third day is that of in-
ternal change (conversion, metanoia); henceforth it is the inter-
nal man that acts, but his works are still inanimate things, be-
cause he thinks that they come from himself. The fourth day is
the state of man affected by love and enlightened by faith, that
is, by the “two lights™ that are within him. But it is only on the
fifth day that he speaks by faith and that the works produced by
him are “animated”; they are called “fish of the sea™ and “birds
of the sky.”

Finally, the sixth day: the spiritual man, who, by means of faith
and love simultaneously, acts according to and expresses what is
true and good. The works that he produces are thenceforth
called a “living soul,” and he himself is Imago Dei. Nevertheless,
his natural life still finds its pleasure and its support in things that
belong to the body and the senses; thus, a combat persists until
the work of the sixth day attains its completion in the seventh,
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when under the sway of pure love man becomes celestial. In our
time, however, most people do not go beyond the first state; a
few achieve the second state; others, the third, fourth, and fifth;
a few, the sixth; scarcely any achieve the seventh state.””

What emerges immediately is the distinction made bertween
the spiritual man (the sixth day) and the celestial man (the sev-
enth day). This differentiation corresponds to the hierarchy of
the Swedenborgian heaven, and it may be said that the “seven
days” characterize in their way the degrees of Swedenborgian
imtiation and spiritual hierarchy. But Swedenborg deplores the
fact that in our time, “none have been acquainted with the na-
ture of the celestial man, and few with that of the spiritual man,
whom in consequence of this ignorance they have considered to
be the same as the celestial man, notwithstanding the great dif-
ference that exists between them.””8

What is this difference, characterized as the transition from
the sixth day to the seventh day? It is said of the spiritual man
that he is Imago Dei; but the image is according to the likeness of
the model, it is not #he likeness itself, the similitude. The spin-
tual man is an image; he is called a “son of light” (John 12:35-
36), a “friend” (John 15:14-15). The celestial man is the like-
ness itself, the similitude; he is called a “son of God™ (John
1:12-13).7% So long as man is spiritual (the sixth day), his do-
minion proceeds from the external man to the internal. But
when he becomes celestial (the seventh day), his dominion pro-
ceeds from the internal man to the external, because his activity
proceeds from pure love 3¢

Stated clearly in the commentary on the first two chapters of
Genesis is the fundamental idea of Swedenborgian anthropol-
ogy, dominated by the two categories of intelligence and will:
things relating to the cognitions of faith are called spiritual; all
those that are of love for the Lord and the neighbor are called
celestial; the former belong to man’s intelligence, the latter to
his will 3! With regard to the differentiation that is under discus-
sion, we have then: the spiritual man (the sixth day) is he in
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whom predominate the faith and wisdom that belong to the in-
telligence; this is the Imago Dei. The celestial man (the seventh
day) is he in whom predominates love, which belongs to the
will, and this primacy of love is the divine hkeness or simili-
tude.?? Herein lies the profound meaning of the verse: “Male
and female created He them™ (Gen. 1:27). The intelligence of
the spiritual man, that is, all his power of understanding, is what
the men of the Antiguissima Ecclesia called the male;, will, that
is, the fundamental power of love, which is the heart, the nucleus
of the human being, is what they called the female. The con-
junction of the two was for them the archetype of the heavenly
marriage.83 The appearance of Eve will be understood, as we will
see, on the basis of the same anthropology.

Thus, the entire schema of this anthropology appears in per-
fect symmetry with the doctrine of the three heavens, the three
categories of beings who have their “abode” there, and the three
senses of the Divine Word. The first chapter of the book of Gen-
esis discusses the spiritual man; the second chapter discusses the
celestial man; that man was formed from the dead man. (1) The
dead man, that is, spirituaily dead, does not recognize anything
as true and good except that which belongs to the material body
and to this world. The ends that influence him concern only the
life of this world. Even if a suggestion is made to him regarding
knowledge of another world, a suprasensory world, he refuses it;
he cannot believe in it. If he must confront a combat in his soul,
that is, in the combat for the soul, he is defeated in advance. He
is the slave of his external servitudes: fear of the law, of the loss
of life, wealth, and reputation—all the things that he values for
themselves. (2) The spiritual man acknowledges the spiritual and
the celestial as being the True and the Good, but the basis of his
acts is still a principle of faith, not pure love. The ends that influ-
ence him concern the life beyond this world. His “combat for
the soul” is a victorious combat; he knows only purely internal
bonds, the bonds of conscience. (3) The celestial man has not
only knowledge but also direct perception of the spiritual and the



72 B Swedenborg and Esoteric Islam

celestial. He acknowledges no other faith but that which pro-
ceeds from love, which is the principle of his action. The ends
that influence him concern the Lord and His realm. He has
nothing more to combat; he s the victorious one, he is the firee
being. He knows no other bonds but his perceptions of the
Good, which is the order of heavenly love, and of the True,
which proceeds from that love 8¢

From the entirety of these characteristics, a precise feature
stands out: that direct, immediate perception, which is the divine
grace imparted to the celestial man. This is the central theme of
the drama of the anthropology, of the history of Adam. The
spiritual man is still only the sixth day of creation; he is the eve
of the seventh day, the eve of the Sabbath. When he becomes
celestial man, he s5 the seventh day, the Sabbath, the “work of
God,” because the Lord alone fought for him during the six
days, that is, created, formed, and made him.®® Thenceforth the
external man obeys the internal man and is in his service; the ce-
lestial man is the “perfect man,” complete by means of the life of
faith and the life of love; the life of faith prepares him, but it is
the life of love that makes him man, for a man is such as is his
love, even as to his intelligence and his faith 8¢

The celestial man #s himseif the garden in which it is said that
the Lord set man. It is permitted him to know what is good and
what is true by means of all possible perceptions. However, al-
though the garden is A, it is not kis; all his perceptions are acti-
vated in him by the Lord; the day when he considers that he can
perceive from himself, that is, when he will want to investigate
the arcana of faith and of the suprasensory worlds, relating
them to sensory things, to “scientific” things, which are knowl-
edges of the “external memory,” on that day the death of his ce-
lestial nature will occur.?” Then there will be an interruption, in
his subtie spiritual being, of that mysterious internal respiration,
the nature of which we have no idea about today, and that is
why the substantial existence of something like the spirit scems
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improbable to so many people, since they confuse what is con-
noted by the word spiritus with the breath of their physiological
respiration, 38

These lines sketch out the meaning of the first drama of this
humanity. Like the drama itself, they concern the entire An-
tigusssima Ecclesia, which was the seventh day. At the same time,
all the interior realities (the interiora) of the Word are of such a
nature that whatever is said in it of the Ecclesia may also be said
of each individual member, for if every individual were not him-
self an Ecclesia, a temple of the Lord, he could not be a part of
the Ecclesia, nor could he be what is signified by the “temple”;
for that reason the entire Antiguissima Ecclesia is called Homo in
the singular.® It is in this monadological reciprocity of the All
and the “every” that will now be seen the internal sense of the
drama that began with the decline of the seventh day, a drama
that was by no means the “drama of the flesh,” as a popular and
common exegesis would have it, but a drama—the drama—of
human understanding and consciousness, On this point there is
a striking accord between Swedenborgian exegesis and Isma‘ili
excgesis.

However, as a prelude to the explanation of the internal sense
of this drama, it is necessary above all to bear in mind the techni-
cal details that Swedenborg gives regarding what he designates
as perception. There is no knowledge today of what it is, he says,
because it concerns a certain internal sensation, a spiritual sensi-
tivity®? that evidently can be only a paradox for all agnostic ra-
tionalism. But the celestial men of the Antiguissima Ecclesia
knew very well what it was, and we have already been told that
they participated in the privilege of this angelic perception
(whereas the spiritual man has conscience, but does not have
perception, and the dead man does not even have conscience).
Perceptions are of two kinds: one consists in perceiving directly
truth or falsity, the being or non-being of a thing, and in per-
ceiving also the source itself of the thought; there is another
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kind, common to angels and spirits, which consists in perceiving
the quality of a being who comes toward them, simply by means
of his approach and by a single one of his ideas.!

With Swedenborg, however, the theory of this perception
proceeds from a profoundly and authentically mystical senti-
ment. It presupposes a transparency, a perfect translucence, in
the sense that the being to whom it is imparted knows that in
each of his acts of understanding and thinking, willing and act-
ing, the active Subject is in fact the Lord Himself.%2 In a way, it
is the substitution of cogitor for the Cartesian cagsto, and it is this
which makes of the celestial man a paradise, that is, the “garden
of the Lord.” On the other hand, there are spirits who cannot
do otherwise than to assume that they are the real agents of their
acts of understanding, of their intelligence, and of their wisdom;
and that if all this were to “inflow” into them, they would be de-
prived of life, they would not exist, and it would be another who
was thinking, not they themselves. For these, it is impossible to
understand what perception is and what life is, that is, the myste-
rious influx from the spiritual world, which is the light of every
natural man.?? Not being able to understand it, they withdraw
into an illusory self, and the more they cling to it, the more they
become dark and opaque to that light. They can no longer re-
cover what it is in them that is their true self, they commit an act
of mortal confusion about the human proprium, they are ex-
pelled from the garden that man himself was, in his being, in the
state of divine transparency. But since man was that garden, to
be expelled from it is nothing less for man than to be expelled
from himself. This was the decadence of the Antigusssima Eccle-
sia, that is, of the celestial person, whose posterity was finally
suffocated by the Flood.

5. The Spiritual Sensc of the History of Adam
At the risk of oversimplification, it is necessary here to summa-
rize Swedenborg’s long and very dense pages as concisely as pos-
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sible. Inasmuch as the place of a spiritual being is his internal
state, the garden or paradise is, therefore, the celestial man him-
self, his internal state. The trees of that garden are all his possible
perceptions of love and intelligence, of the Good and the True;
we have just seen the technical meaning of this, and it is decisive
for what follows. But among these trees there is one that he
must not touch, on pain of death. On the level of spiritual
hermeneutics, what does this mean? The celestial man, the man
of the Antiguissima Ecclesia, had a direct perception of all the
things of heaven through direct relations with the Lord and the
angels, through revelations, visions, and dreams. What his mode
of being permitted was the infinity of these perceptions derived
from the divine Principle active in him, but what his mode of be-
ing prohibited was making these perceptions derive from himself
and from the world, that is, inquiring into the things of heaven
by means of the things of the senses, things called “scientifics,”
for then the celestial aspect of faith is destroyed. “A desire to in-
vestigate the mysteries of faith by means of the things of sense
and of scientifics, was not only the cause of the fall of the poster-
ity of the Antigquissima Ecclesia, as treated of in the second chap-
ter of Genesis, but it is also the cause of the fall of every church,
for hence come not only falsities, but also evils of life.”%*
Because the signification that thus bursts forth in this chapter
of Genesis is perpetually immediate, let us be certain that we are
clear as to what Swedenborg is saying. To understand heavenly
things, suprasensory things, through the medium of sensory
things is the approach of analogical understanding, of the per-
ception of symbols. Of course, that is not what is referred to
here—namely, the “science of correspondences,” which is, we
have seen, the preeminent science, the “science of sciences,”
which our theosopher, who was also a great man of science,
himself practiced throughout his biblical commentaries, show-
ing, for example, how the anatomy of the human brain can re-
veal for us analogically the topography of heaven as Homo max-
imus. No, the “fault” here would be precisely to forget the
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approach of analogical reasoning, the anaphora, in order to re-
quire in its stead a scientific demonstration, reducing the analo-
gous to the identical. The forbidden tree, the forbidden knowl-
edge, is what the person of this world lays claim to when he
requires that evidence for the suprasensory things of faith should
be given to him by means of logical and empirical demonstra-
tion, without which he refuses them any adherence. Now, this
requirement and the knowledge that it postulates proceed from
man’s proprium, that is, from a person who is isolated from the
Principle that is his life and his light. Such knowledge is also im-
possible because it would violate the order of things. It claims to
assimilate rationally the suprasensory to the sensory, to eliminate
the former by dimimshing things to their sensory appearance or
reducing them to their mathematical equivalent, which is the ex-
act opposite of analogical—that is, hermeneutical—knowledge.
This kind of knowledge receives its light from the Threshold
that it crosses, where life is; the other sort proceeds only from
the man of this world, remains on this side of the world, and
bears death within itself.®> In our day, we know quite well how
certain forecasts termed “scientific” claim to describe the future
of humanity, all the while ignoring everything about the Thresh-
old that it is necessary for them to cross.

Now, it is this drama that is recounted by the first three chap-
ters of Genesis, in the “history” of the Antiquisima Ecclesin
from its first period, that of its flowering, when man was a celes-
tial man, to the periods of its decline and disappearance. In or-
der to grasp well the intentions of Swedenborgian hermeneutics,
it is important to group together several essential features: the
Antiguissima Ecclesia is the one that is designated as Homo, man
in the abstract, who, as we already know, was created male and
female, the signification of which we also know. The fall, the de-
cline, and the disappearance of its posterity will be caused by an
increasing attachment to what Swedenborg designates as the hu-
man proprium. What connection is there, then, between these
two representations of Homo and his proprium?
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In Swedenborg’s vocabulary this latter word designates what
belongs personally to an individual, his selfbood, his spsesty
(Selbsthest). But this personal ipseity can be conscious of itself as
inseparable from its Principle; it is then transparent to It; the life
and light that are within it are the life and light of its Principle
(this is the state that is expressed in Islamic spirituality by the
saying “He who knows himself knows his Lord™). Or else, on
the contrary, it can regard itseif as though it existed indepen-
dently of its Principle; it encloses itself within its fictitious auton-
omy, and at the same time it envelops itself with darkness and
succumbs to annihilation and death. This is the key to the states
of a person’s proprium, of his ipseity, according to which he
acts—in conformity with the schema of the anthropology that
we already know—from the celestial person, the spiritual person,
or the material person. For the last, his own self, his progrium, is
absolutely everything; he does not imagine that he can continue
to be if he loses it. For the second, the spiritual person, the feel-
ing and the conviction that his Principle (the Lord) is “itself”
the power of thinking and acting within him constitute, in a
way, theoretical knowledge. Only the first, the celestial person,
has the actual perception of it. In addition, although he has no
desire for it, a proprisum, a self is truly given to him. It is a self
like that of an angel, who, in supreme serenity, tastes the joy of
governing himself by a self, a proprium, “where there are all
things that are of the Lord Himself.” This is the tru¢ proprium,
the celestial Self, whereas that of the material person is the infer-
nal self, hell itself.9¢

Thenceforth, events followed in rigorous succession: the pos-
terity of the Antiguissima Ecclesia was not disposed to “dwell
alone,” that is, to be guided by this internal proprium, this celes-
tial Self. Like another Ecclesia later, it desired “to be among the
nations.” And because it desired this, it is said, “it is not good
that the man should be alone” (Gen. 2:18).97 Then a deep sleep
fell upon the man (Gen. 2:21). This sleep is the state into which
man was led to the point that it seemed to him that he possessed
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his own ipseity, that he was himself by means of himsclf, a state
that is, in fact, a deep sleep, because while he is in it a person
knows only that he lives, thinks, speaks, and acts from himself.
When he begins to recognize the illusion of this, he rouses him-
self and wakes up as though emerging from a deep sleep.”

His waking from this sleep is, according to the biblical ac-
count, precisely the moment when the Lord, having fashioned
one of the man’s “ribs” into a woman, gave her to him (Gen.
2:22). The man was no longer alone. Of course, this is not a
matter of some sort of surgical operation performed on the
physical person of the individual Adam, but it is a matter of one
of the most profound arcana that there is to meditate upon.
This “rib,” this element of the bony system that surrounds the
chest and the heart, symbolizes the proprium of man, for as the
angels of heaven sce it, the proprium, the inmost self of man, ap-
pears as something bony, inanimate, like a dead and illusory
thing, although it appears to man himself as something real. In
fact, if life from his Principle (the Lord) is withdrawn, he falls
dead, like a stone thart falls. On the other hand, while he has
within him—and knows that he has within him—life from his
Principle (his Lord), his proprium no longer appears like bone to
the angels, but scems to them living flesh, that flesh of which it
is written that it took the place of the rib.” The woman, Eve, is,
therefore, the proprium, the self of man, vivified by the Lord.
That is why it is said not that the woman was “created,” but that
the man’s “rib,” his inmost self, his proprium, was fashioned
into a woman, 90

Let us return, then, to the previous exegesis'®! of the verse
that concerned not Adam the individual, but Homo: “Male and
female created He them™ (Gen. 1:27). This exegesis teaches us
that the masculine or man (»sr) signifies or symbolizes the intel-
ligence and everything that relates to it, consequently all things
of wisdom and faith, while the feminine or woman signifies or
symbolizes the will, consequently all things relating to love, and
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consequently relating to life, since life proceeds only from
love.'%2 Now, the power designated as will is the nucleus, the in-
most heart of the human being. It is also said that the Tree of
Life, which is love and from which faith derives, was “in the
midst of the garden,” that is, in the will, the heart of the internal
man.!% The feminine in the human being, or man’s internal
feminine, is, therefore, man’s self, his proprium, but a self that is
transparent to the Principle that vivifies it, for as celestial man is
constituted on the morning of the seventh day, he is Homo,
masculine and feminine ( mas femineus, said the alchemists), that
is—although the word was not uttered by Swedenborg—his
spiritual constitution was androgynous (more precisely, in Swe-
denborgian terms, the spiritual constitution of the androgyne
persists in the celestial cosple, and that is why it is said that the
two members of that couple are a single angel, cach being the
“reciprocal” of the other),104

Yet, the posterity of this Homo inclined to a desire that was
the reason for the divine remark, “It is not good that the man
should be alone.” The formation of Eve thus symbolizes a
process of exteriorizing, of objectifying, the Selfof man, his pro-
prium. That is why, in the first case, the feminine symbolizes the
Self, the proprium of the internal man; thenceforth it symbol-
izes the self, the proprium of the external man. Meditating at-
tentively upon Swedenborg’s dense pages, one cannot but recall
the commentary of Jacob Bochme on these same verses of the
book of Genesis: how Adam was scparated from Sophia, the “be-
trothed of his youth,” his feminine self, and how Eve, his exter-
nal feminine, was given to him in compensation. Eve is, then,
before Adam’s triumphant greeting, “the betrothed and wife.”
Adam-Eve is the sophianic couple, because Eve is the proprism
of Adam, his proprium vivified by the Divine Presence; the
Adam-Eve couple has the perception of all the Good of iove and
the Truth of faith and consequently possesses all wisdom and all
intelligence in ineffable joy. This is what Swedenborg also finds
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signified in a verse of Jeremiah (31:22), where it is said: “Jeho-
vah hath created a new thing in the earth, a woman shalt com-
pass a man.” “It is the heavenly marriage that is signified in this
passage also,” he says, “where by a ‘woman’ is meant the Self,
the proprium vivified by the Lord, of which woman the expres-
sion ‘to compass’ is predicated, because this proprism (this Self)
is such that it encompasses, as a rib made flesh encompasses the
heart.”!%5

It is, however, just there, in that exteriorization of the Self, of
the very ipseity or proprium, that the seed of danger is found.
For the exteriorization of the proprium bore within itself the
threat of desires for power, possessive desires that will be the de-
struction of celestial love and marriage. There 15 a striking paral-
lelism between the drama of knowledge, the decline of human
celestial consciousness, on one hand, as Swedenborg finds it sig-
nified in the first chapters of Genesis, and, on the other hand,
the contrast between celestial love and debauched, infernal love,
a contrast that inspired one of his most beautiful books, a book
that is one of the richest in doctrine and in vision, and one that
perhaps conceals the very foundation of his thought.}% In the
first celestial person, the internal person was so well differenti-
ated from the external person that he perceived what belonged
to the one and to the other, and he perceived how the Lord
governs the external person by means of the internal person. His
posterity, however, experienced an increasing desire for the pro-
prium that belongs to the external person; such a radical alter-
ation ensued that people no longer even perceived the difference
between the internal person and the external person, but imag-
ined that one was indistinguishable from the other.!%” Herein is
the origin of that yearning to possess a knowledge that gives
possession even of the inaccessible object—inaccessible to all
knowledge other than a perception of the faith deriving from
love. This yearning will be the death of the celestial person.

Such was the destiny of the third postenity of the Antigquis-
sima Ecclesia: doubt. It was the destiny of people who main-
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tained that there should be no faith in revealed things, that the
existence of suprasensory spiritual worlds should not be ac-
cepted, except on condition that they were seen and perceived
by common empirical knowledge.!% The serpent, all kinds of
serpents, in ancient times always designated those who had more
trust in things presented to their senses than in revealed and
suprasensory things. Their guile has been increased even more in
our time, when they command an entire arsenal of knowledge
called “scientific,” which was unknown to the ancients. Some-
times it is the person who believes only his senses; sometimes it
is the scientist, sometimes the philosopher. Here Swedenborg
returns to his favorite theme, for his entire work—that of thinker
and that of visionary—is testimony to the existence of a spiritual
world more substantial, richer in images and forms, than the
scnsory world, whereas the deniers agree in rejecting its exis-
tence. They speak of the spsriz in terms that they themselves do
not understand. Cartesianism is particularly referred to here, for
at best the philosopher consents in affirming that the spint is of
the thought, but then he removes from the spirit any substantial-
ity that would make intelligible its independence with respect to
the physical organism.!% All, therefore, have profaned and con-
tinue to profane the Tree of Knowledge by maintaining that
knowledge of suprasensory things may be subjected to postu-
lates, laws, and demonstrations of empirical knowledge; but be-
ing unable to succeed, they declare that suprasensory things are
nonexistent. It is precisely this that the celestial person of the
Antiquissima Ecclesia refrained from doing at the beginning, but
it is to this that his posterity succumbed.!19

The change is indicated in an eloquent symbolism. At the be-
ginning it is said (Gen. 2:9) that it was the Tree of Life that was
in the center of the garden (the garden that man himself was).
Then, during the conversation between the serpent and Eve, it is
the Tree of Knowledge, the Tree of which one must not eat, that
is situated in the center of the garden (Gen. 2:17, 3:3). It is no
longer the same person—or the same human state. The person
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for whom the Tree of Life is in the center of the garden is the
person in whom love predominates, the person for whom all
knowledge and all wisdom proceed from love; it is also by means
of love that such a person knows what faith is. When that gener-
ation had disappeared, there was the person for whom it was no
longer the Tree of Life, but the Tree of Knowledge, that was in
the center of the garden; the order of forces is reversed. It is no
longer by means of love that people have knowledge of the
things of faith, but it is by means of knowledges of faith they can
also have knowledge of what love is, although among most there
is rarely anything but a purely theoretical knowledge.!!!

This change, now, prepares the transition from-antediluvan
humanity to postdiluvian humanity, from the Antiguissima Ec-
clessa to the Antigua Ecclessa, from the celestial person to the
spiritual person. The character of the first was totally different
from that of the second; but something of the celestial seed of
the first passed into the second, at least among those who were
saved from what 15 designated as the Flood. The majority of the
others proceeded toward the catastrophe. The fourth posterity
was the one that “saw that the Tree was good for food™; it com-
prised those who allowed themselves to be seduced by the love
of self, considered their proprium, their self possessed in its own
right and without transparence, as the source of their knowl-
edge, and refused to believe in things revealed unless they saw
them confirmed by the things of the senses, by logical or scien-
tific knowledge. The nakedness that frightened them was pre-
cisely this: the surrender to their own ipseity; they found them-
selves stripped of intelligence and wisdom, because having
believed that they had found the source of these in themselves,
they found nothing there but the illusion of themselves. Thus,
they were naked with respect to the True and the Good. The di-
vine voice that they heard in the profaned garden was the inte-
rior voice, the last vestige of the celestial perception that they
had possessed.!!'? Here again we observe a remarkable conver-
gence waith Isma“ili gnosis, which interprets Adam’s transgres-
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sion as a breach in the relationship between zakir and batin, the
external and the internal, the exoteric and the esoteric (see infra,
§ 2). Here, the breach is consummated with the fifth posterity,
expelled from Paradise. Thereafter the Cherubim prevented ac-
cess to it. Before them is the flame of a turning sword, which is
the love of self and its senseless desires, its persuasions that push
man to want to reenter Paradise, but he is continually flung back
toward material and terrestrial things. For the Tree of Knowl-
edge having been profaned, henceforth it is access to the Tree of
Life that is forbidden.!!3

The states of the Antiguissima Ecclesia were in the following
succession: (1) Homo in the state of oneness (masculine-femi-
nine); (2) externalization of ipseity, of the proprium, signified by
the formation of Eve; (3) the appearance of doubt; (4) the fall;
(5) the expulsion from Paradise. The sixth and seventh posteri-
ties (Gen. 3:24) fell below the level of man; these exiles from
Paradise, whose corruption was even greater because they fell
from a higher degree, were the people of the Flood. Chapters 4
and 5 of the book of Genesis treat of the degeneration of the
Antiguissima Ecclesia !'* The ten names (Seth, Enoch, Kenan,
etc.) that are spread out in the course of chapter 5, up to
Noah,!!3 signify not personal individuals, but doctrines, schools,
stages in the decline of the Antiguissima Ecclesia, unul finally no
more remain except the small number described under the name
of Noah as the Nova Ecclesia, reemerging from the darkness.!'6

6. The Spiritual Sense of the History of Noakh
“And God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the
earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart
was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5). In the literal sense the
earth is where man is, but in the internal sense it is where love is,
since man is such as is his love. Now, love is related to the basic
and constitutive force or reality in man that is called will; this is
why the earth signifies here the will itself of man; for it is from
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his basic willing that man is man, and not so much from his
knowledge and intelligence, for these only proceed from his ba-
sic reality, to such an extent that he wants neither to know nor
to understand what does not proceed from it.'!’

On the other hand, “Noah™ signifies a Nova Ecclesia, which,
we know, will be called Antiqua Ecclesia to distinguish it from
both the one that preceded it, before the Flood, and the one
that succeeded it.!'® But the state of each differs profoundly
from the other. We have already seen this difference described.
The people of the Antiquissima Ecclesia had an immediate and
direct perception of the Divine Good and of the Truth that pro-
ceeds from it. Those of the Antigua Ecclesia, “Noah,” no longer
had direct perception, but they had a conscience and knowl-
edge. Now, direct perception designates something other than
conscience (vulnerable, if it is alone, to all sorts of doubts), and
it also is the entire difference between the person that Sweden-
borg characterizes as the celestial person and the one that he
designates as the spiritual person. For the first, it was by means
of love that he was given to perceive all truths, those of the intel-
ligence and of faith; in him, faith and knowledge were love. The
person of the Antigua Ecclesia became entirely different.'1®

As a prelude to his exegesis of chapter 6 of Genesis, Sweden-
borg repeats the warning that he has reiterated in his books. No
one can see or understand the history of Noah in its true sense if
he intends to apply himself exclusively to the sense of the letter,
for here again the style that is historical in appearance is in reality
symbolic, that is, metahistorical; it is not a matter of external
events that would impose their course upon a historical narra-
tive, it is a matter of events of the soul that are “historicized™ in
the form of external history.12® The Ecclesin called Noah was the
residue, the “remains,” of the Antiquissima Ecclesia that was
saved; it is that which is signified by the Ark and which is de-
scribed in the measurements and the plan of the Ark.!?! How is
the Ark used as a symbol to describe the formation of this new
Ecclesia?
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If it is its symbol, it is because everything that life sdll pos-
sessed and was worthy of possessing was received into it. But be-
fore it could be set up, it was necessary that the man of the new
Ecclesia should pass through all sorts of ordeals, which are signi-
fied and described as the rising of the Ark upon the waters of the
Flood, its floating and drifting on the surface, the long duration
of the voyage, until this man finally became a spiritual man, a
man who was liberated and free, to whom it could be said: “Go
forth from the Ark.”122 The whole tale seems like the account of
a long initiatory ordeal, and it is important to stress how closely
Swedenborg’s hermeneutics agree with what “traditional™ sci-
ences teach us, and how, for their part, the latter are confirmed
by the testimony of visionary experiences that sustain his spiri-
tual hermeneutics of the Bible.

The state of the person of the Ecclesia called Noah is thus that
of a person in whom the organs of the internal person are
closed, in the sense that they can no longer have direct commu-
nication with the spiritual world, with “Heaven,” except in such
a way that the person remains unconscious of it. Henceforth he
must be instructed in it by external means, those of the senses
and sensory things; he must learn how to transmute these into
symbols. This will be possible, thanks to what has been pre-
served of immediate revelations or “celestial ideas™ of the An-
tiguissima Ecclesia; these will be the doctrinalia preserved by
Enoch, of whom it is said that “God took him” (Gen. 5:24), be-
cause these doctrinalia—at the moment when “he was taken™—
were not of use or purpose to anyone.!23

In addition, the state of humanity represented in the Noah
Ecclesia as a residue, “remains™ saved from the originat celestial
Ecclesin among the exiles from Paradise, is reveated in the pro-
found sense of these words: “And the Lord shut him [Noah]
infto the Ark]” (Gen. 7:16). The man Noah could no longer
have interior communication with heaven. In fact, a communi-
cation remained possible, for the degrees and modalities of com-
munication with the spiritual world are limitless; even an evil or
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malevolent person has one, however weak and remote it may be,
by means of the angels who are near him, otherwise the person
would not even be able to exist. Since “the door was shut,”
though, the spiritual worlds have not been open as they were for
the man of the Antiquissima Ecclesia. Afterward, many people,
such as Moses, Aaron, and numerous others, had conversations
with spirits and angels, but in an entirely different manner. The
barrier is of such a kind and the reason for it is so deeply hidden
that the person of our time does not even know that there are
spirits, much less that there are angels with him, and he imagines
that he is completely alone when there are no visible compan-
ions present and that he is thinking by himself, that is, only by
means of the deliberation of his proprium, his iliusory self. The
reason for this occultation is profound, and Swedenborg ana-
lyzes it in an observation that is no less profound. It is that peo-
ple have so inverted the orders of life, have succumbed to the
obsession of wanting to judge suprasensory things only on the
basis of sensory things and according to their laws, that in this
state any manifestation of the things of heaven would be ex-
tremely perilous for them; it would lead inevitably to profana-
tion and blasphemy, to the confusion of the sacred and the pro-
fane (the spirtual and the social), which, if it occurs in a spirit,
places him in community with infernal spirits in the other
world.!124

A person acquires a life, his life, by means of all the things that
he professes, his inner convictions. Those that do not affect him
are as though nonexistent for him, since it is by means of him that
they must exist. Thus, the unpardonable profanation of holy
things is not possible except for someone who has once been
convinced of them and has then come to deny and reject them.
Those who do not acknowledge them and whom they do not af-
fect may always come to know; it is as though they had not
known, for their case is the same as that of people who accept
things that have no existence. This is why the mysteries of faith
are not revealed except when the state of men is such that they
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no longer believe in them and consequently cannot profane
them. This is the “total devastation.”!2% [t was therefore neces-
sary for the antediluvians to be expelled from Paradise, for they
had known; it was necessary that men should no longer know.
Thus, there is an extraordinary symmetry between the man
Adam driven out to the exterior of Paradise and the man Noah
entering into the iénterior of the Ark that is then closed upon
him. In this there is also a profound way of expressing the neces-
sity for esoterism. The man Noah does not “come forth from
the Ark” until he has overcome the ordeal of the Flood.

In order, then, to understand in what the Flood consisted, as
well as to understand the transition from the person of immedi-
ate spiritual perception { Antiguissima Ecclesia) to the person of
conscience {Antiqua Ecclesia), and with this transition the ne-
cessity for esoterism, it is essential to bear in mind the leitmotiv
that Swedenborg stresses particularly in this regard, namely, the
physiology of the celestial person compared to that of the spiri-
tual person. The first, we already know, had, aside from his ex-
ternal respiration, a totally silent internal respiration. Among
themselves, people did not communicate so much by means of
articulated words, as we do, but they did so by ideas, as the an-
gels do. Swedenborg knew that what he formulated in this way
would seem incredible, and yet it 1s so. He also knew that it
would be difficult, and perhaps futile, to describe the mode of
perception made possible by this internal respiration, for it
would not be understood. When the external respiration alone
remained, requiring language in words uttered and articulated,
in which ideas are delimited and captive, the human state was
entirely changed. This is the reason that people may no longer
have immediate perception; people no longer had anything but
conscience or, at best, something intermediate between immedi-
ate perception and conscience, an intermediary that is still
known in our time. In bnef, however, the result was that people
could no {onger be instructed directly by means of the internal
person; it was necessary to pass through the external person.!26
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Expressed in these terms, the anthropological change allows
us to have an idea of the drama. A double danger threatens man:
the danger of suffocation by spiritual things, a knowledge of
which required that mysterious internal respiration, for he can
no longer “breathe” them; and suffocation caused precisely by
the absence of the things that had been his life. This double suf-
focation is the Flood. Throughout the Sacred Books, water or
waters are symbols of things that relate to intelligence and
knowledge, and, as a corollary, to lack of knowledge, for falsifi-
cation, lies, and deception pertain negatively to knowledge.!?’
(Again, let us note in this spiritual exegesis a striking conver-
gence with the Isma‘ili gnosis of the Flood; see infra, § 3.)

The Flood, in its internal signification and its spintual truth, is
not a geological cataclysm, nor is it a cataclysm affecting the
physical totality of the earth, of its telluric mass. We know what
the designation earth symbolizes: those who constituted the last
posterity of the Antiquissima Ecclesia. In them there was still a
“breath of life,” albeit in a germinal state, that they retained
from their distant ancestors, although they themselves were no
longer in the life of faith proceeding from love. Possessed by in-
sane desires, abominable appetites, they immersed the things of
faith in them; the deceitful persuasions of their being extin-
guished and suffocated all truth and all good, rendering inopera-
tive the residue, the “remains” of life that they still had. But in
suffocating that, in drowning and stifling the internal person and
his respiration, they destroyed themselves and expired. Such was
the death of the antediluvians, for no one succeeds in living, /-
ing in the sense that excludes death, without a minimum of con-
junction with Heaven.!28

This conjunction is what maintained the man Noah in the
Ark, by preserving the “breath of life” there. But it was at the
cost of a long ordeal, a long combat and severe tribulations, be-
fore he could achieve the regencration refused by those who
preferred the desolation of their own devastation. All the num-
bers that are given—the forty days of the Flood, the one hun-
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dred fifty days of the submersion of the earth, the age of Noah,
as well as the date of the event (“the six hundredth year of
Noah’s life”)—have a symbolic, and consequently initiatory, sig-
nification. Thus, the signification is current, present. For the an-
gels of Heaven it is all the same whether a thing is past, present,
or to come: “What is to come is present, or what is to be done is
done.”!??

We understand, then, the human ordeal symbolized in that of
the man Noah or the Ecclesia Noah. What our theosopher was
witness to in the course of his “visions in the Spirit” was the in-
flux of infernal spirits as something impulsive, furious. Their ob-
ject was the total subjugation of man, not only to make man one
of them, but to reduce him to nothing. People are not free of
their domination and their yoke except at the cost of the combat
that the Lord gives through the agency of the angels that are
with everyone. As long as this internal combat lasts, man re-
mains, for his salvation, in the Ark, ringed by the waters of the
Flood, shaken by ordeals, that is, by the attempts of the evil spir-
its. At the end of his regeneration, “God spake unto Noah, say-
ing, Go forth from the Ark” (Gen. 8:15-16). This address by
God to Noah is nothing other than the divine Presence hence-
forth recovered, for so far as He is present, God speaks with
man; and His Presence implies freedom. The more the Lord is
present, the more people are free, that is, the more a person is in
the state of love, the more freely he acts.!3® Noah, then, may
leave the Ark; he has overcome the ordeal of the Flood. We have
been told that the celestial person is called the “Victorious.”

Of necessity, we have been limited here to these few themes
illustrating the spiritual history of humanity, a recurrent history,
always present, since in the spiritual world the moments of time
are nothing other than successive internal states; a reversible
time, for it is not 2 homogeneous quantitative time, a time to
which some unit of external measurement would relate, subject
to the irreversible progression of numbers. What we have been
able to gather here, in relation to Swedenborg’s immense work,
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is not even a drop of water in relation to the ocean. Neverthe-
less, it has allowed us to penetrate sufficiently into what consni-
tutes the reality and the essence of a spsritual event, in order to
understand how the truth of this event controls all the ap-
proaches of spiritual hermeneutics, that is, the comprehension of
a sense that, as such, can absolutely not be closed and conse-
quently cannot be enclosed in the literal sense of a histery hence-
forth “past and gone.”

In this way we have approached somewhat more closely to
what constitutes the phenomenon of the Sacred Book, the Re-
vealed Book, and to what distinguishes it from every profane
book, namely, the exegesis that it imposes: to understand its
true sense, a sense that, as it is frue, is the present sense. It is here
that there is profound accord between the spiritual
hermeneutists of the Bible and the spiritual hermeneutists of the
Qur’an—the more easily because the Qur’an gathers much data
from the Bible, particularly about the history of Adam and the
history of Noah, themes to which our examination of spiritual
hermeneutics has limited itself, for the time being. This pro-
found accord in the quest for the true sense of the Sacred Book
arranges for us the modulation that will allow us to pass from
one subject to another. We do not have to search very far for
that transition. It is best indicated to us in the response given to
one of his acquaintances by the Fifth Imdm of the Shi‘ites,
Imam Mohammad al-Biagir (A.H. 57/A.D. 676-A.H. 115/
A.D. 733), who declared: “If the revelation of the Qur’an only
had meaning with regard to the person or group of people as a
result of whom one or another verse was revealed, then the en-
tire Qur'an would be dead today. No! The Sacred Book, the
Qur’an, is alive, it will never die; its verses will be fulfilled among
the people of the future, as they have been fulfilled among those
of the past.”131

This remark by the Imam admirably anticipates and defeats,
before the fact, the trap of what we call today historicism, that is,
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the systematic attitude which, by making the significance of the
Sacred Book captive to the date of its material composition, sti-
fles any potential for a significance that goes beyond that “past.”
We will see that, on both sides, the mirage of these opinionated
so-called historical solutions is escaped by means of the presemce
of spiritual universes that symbolize with each other, by means
of a comparable architecture, and in relation to which what we
call history is a hskayat, a “history” that is a miméss. Such will
be, in fact, the Shi‘ite and Isma‘ili vision of things.

II. IsMA‘ILI GNOSIS

L. Shi‘ite and Isma‘ili Hermeneutics
It is only possible here to mention allusively, in a few words,
what constitutes the essence of Shi‘ism in general, both Twelve-
Imam Shi‘ism and Seven-Imam Shi‘ism or Isma‘ilism; for more
details, the reader is referred to our previously published
works.!32 The Shi‘ite religious phenomenon concerns us here in
the first place because it differs from Sunni Islam insofar as it
postulates, even as its foundation, spiritual hermeneutics of the
Sacred Book, the Qur’in. This exigency derives from a theologi-
cal and theosophical conception that constitutes the originality
and the richness of Shi‘ism, so that the question that was posed
early in Sunni Islam regarding the created or uncreated nature of
the Qur’an appeared ill posed in this context, because it was de-
prived of the metaphysical horizon that it presupposes. It is to
Shi‘ism that Islamic thought is indebted for a prophetology and
a prophetic philosophy. This prophetology is characterized by
the fact that the mission of the prophet-messengers (simultane-
ously Nabi and Rasul), instructed to reveal a Sacred Book to
men, is inscparable from the walayat, that is, the spiritual quak-
fication of the Imams, successors to the Prophet, as “Friends of
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God” (Awliya’ Allah), to whom is entrusted, since they are
“Spiritual Guides” and “Sustainers of the Book,” the task of ini-
tiating men into its £rue sense.

Prophecy and Imamate (or walayat) correspond to a double
cosmic movement: mabda’ and ma‘ad, genesis and return, de-
scent and ascent to the origin. To this double movement corre-
spond, on one hand, tanzil, Revelation—the act of sending
down the Sacred Book, the letter of which the prophet is in-
structed to express (the shari‘az, the Law, the positive reli-
gion)—and, on the other hand, ¢a’wil, which is the act of bring-
ing back the letter of Revelation to its true sense—spiritual
exegesis, which is the function of the Imam. This true sense is the
spiritual sense, the hagigat or Idea. As one of the greatest
Isma‘ili theosophers of Iran, Nisir-e Khosraw (eleventh cen-
tury), wrote: “Positive religion [shari‘at] is the exoteric aspect of
the spiritual Idea [ hagigaz], and the spiritual Idea is the esoteric
aspect of positive religion; positive religion is the symbol
[mathal], the spiritual Idea is that which is symbolized
[ mamehal).”133

All of Shi‘ism, considered as Islamic esoterism, is in agreement
on these essential concepts. There are, however, a certain num-
ber of internal differences between the two principal forms of
Shi‘ism: Twelve-Imam Shi‘ism, on one hand, which is still called
Imamism and which, for the past five centuries, has been the of-
ficial religion of Iran; and, on the other hand, Seven-Imiam
Shi‘ism or Isma‘ilism, which itself now includes two main
branches. The difference relates essentially to the concept of the
Imamate, and consequently to the structure of the esoteric hier-
archies, and thus to the application of spiritual hermeneutics.
Twelve-Imam Shi‘ism limits the number of Imams (“Spiritual
Guides™) to twelve persons in all, who, together with the
Prophet himself and his daughter Fitima, the origin of their lin-
eage, form the pleroma of the “Fourteen Pure Ones” (in Per-
sian, Chabardeh-Ma‘sum). Together, they are the earthly mani-
festation of the Hagigat mobammadiya, cternal prophetic
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Reality, in its double aspect ( Lagos-Sophia) of the exoteric mani-
fested in law-giving prophecy and the esoteric manifested in the
Imimate. With the Twelfth Imim, the Imamate withdraws into
occultation (ghaybat). The Imam is never absent from this
world, of which he is the mystic pole (gotb), without which
mankind would not be able to continue to exist, but he was “re-
moved” from this world, as were, according to our Western tra-
ditions, the holy Grail and its guardian. Consequently, in both
cases, the esoteric hierarchy itself lives in strict incognito; we are
not able to say whoe its members are, and they are not permitted
to reveal themselves.!34

The spiritual hermeneutics of Imamite theosophy is applied in
terms of the Manifestation of eternal prophetic Reality, that is,
of the Fourteen Pure Ones, to the different degrees of the hier-
archy of the spiritual universes preceding our world of sensory
phenomena.'3 This Manifestation is accompanied by a state of
the Divine Wé)rd, the Book or eternal Qur’an, varying according
to each of these universes. To simplify matters, we will say that
four of these are distinguished, symbolized by the “four Lights
of the Throne™ that are mentioned in traditions extending back
to the holy Imims themselves: there are, below the pleroma of
the Hagiqat mobammadiya, the world of pure Lights (‘alam al-
Anwar), the world of the jabarut [the world of the Cherubim,
of the Divine Names of God], symbolized by white light; the
world of Spirits (@lam al-Arwak), the world of the higher
Malakut [the world of the Animace coelestes, the esoteric aspect
of the visible heavens), symbolized by yellow light; the world of
Souls (%4lam al-Nofus), symbolized by green light, and includ-
ing the mundus imaginalis, the world of subtle bodies and the
emerald cities; and the world of material bodies (%lam al-
afsam), symbolized by red light (it can be seen that the first
three are, respectively, in correspondence with the three degrees
of Heaven, as Swedenborg describes it: celestial angels, spiritual
angels, and angelic spirits).

Each of these worlds is the internal, the esoteric (bdtin) in
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relation to the one or ones below it, but it is itself the exoteric
(zdkir), the containant, the rind ( géshr), in relation to those that
are above it. Thus, in a way, an esoterism to the fourth power is
reached. Each of these four degrees is capable, besides, of a sev-
enfold resonance. Another schema relates the exoteric or zahir
to the entirety of the visible world (from celestial Spheres to
minerals); the esoteric or batin to the Fourteen Pure Ones in
their earthly Manifestation; the esoteric of the esoteric { #dtin al-
batin) to their epiphany in the higher spiritual universes; ta’wil,
as the first exegesis, leads back, on one hand, to the microcosm
that is the human individual, and, on the other hand, to the
mesocosm, to the middle world, which is that of alchemical oper-
ation. These few premises suffice to make understandable why
our thinkers declare that meditation on the Qur’in is inex-
haustible. An entire library would be necessary in order to real-
ize integrally the totality of the hermeneutic plan for the totality
of verses in the Qur’in.!3¢ Moreover, it is the function of the
Hidden Imam, at the time of his appearance, to reveal the eso-
teric sense of all the Divine Revelations; it is precisely this which
1s the Qsyamar (resurrection).

However close the affinities may be, things appear somewhat
differently in Isma‘ilism. Up to the time of the Sixth Imim,
Ja‘far al-Sidiq (d. 148,/765), one of the great figures in Shi‘ite
Islam, there was only one Shi‘ism. For very complex reasons,
one group of his followers (his “Shi‘ites”) then became attached
to the Imamic line represented in the person of his oldest son,
Imam Isma‘il, whose premature death caused so many difficul-
ties; for that reason, they were called Isma‘ilis.!3” The remaining
followers transferred their allegiance to his other son, Miisa
Kizem, as Seventh Imam; thesc were the Imamites or Twelve-
Imam Shi‘ites. In fact, under the appearance of historical contin-
gencies, the secret law that gives rhythm to spiritual history
imposed itself in both instances: in one case, the number twelve
(each of the six great prophets had his twelve Imams); in the
other, among the Isma‘ilis, the number seven (the succession of
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each prophet passes through seven Imams or several heptads of
Imiams).

Isma‘ilism, the preeminent Islamic gnosis, experienced the
most formidable and paradoxical ordeal that an esoteric religion
may undergo, when it gained a temporal and political triumph
with the Fitimid dynasty of Egypt. Its eschatological essence
would otherwise have required that this triumph be the end of
the story. Instead of stopping there, however, external history led
to the schism resulting from the death of the Eighth Fitimid
caliph, al-Mostansir bi'llah (487 /1094). Today, Isma‘ilism is still
divided into two major branches: one perpetuates the Fatimid
tradition, and for it, too, the Imam has entered into occultation
with the last Fatimid of Cairo; the other branch, the adherents of
the Aga Khan, emerged from the Iranian reform of Alamut.

Alamiit! The stronghold lost in the high solitary summits of
the Elburz mountain chain, to the southwest of the Caspian Sea,
where, on 8 August 1164, the Great Resurrection ( Qiyamar al-
Qsiyamat) was proclaimed. We should celebrate its eight hun-
dredth anniversary this month { August 1964 ] (at least according
to the solar calendar).!3® Undoubtedly, though, a proclamation
of this type pertains to that spiritual history, the events of which
occur unnoticed by external official history, because their impli-
cation cannot be suspected by historians whose attention is
given exclusively to the latter. In any case, the proclamation of
the Great Resurrection was intended to be the triumph of ab-
solute spiritual hermeneutics, since it purely and simply abol-
ished the shari‘ar and its observances, in order to permit the
reign of the spiritual Idea (the hagigat) alone to subsist. Here
again, the impatience of the soul provoked a premature anticipa-
tion of eschatology, although the Event proclaimed on 8 August
1164, which passed unobserved by the external history of our
world, perhaps had the sense of one of those judgments “in
Heaven,” about which we have heard Swedenborg speak. On
the other hand, the Shi‘ism of the Fitimid tradition, as well as
Twelve-Imam Shi‘ism, continued carefully to maintain (as did
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Swedenborg) the coexistence of the exoteric and the esoteric,
for as long as the human condition remains what it is in the pre-
sent world, the sout cannot manifest itself without being con-
tained in a material body.

For Isma‘ilism as well, the literal sense, the external appear-
ance, the exoteric containant {z#ksr) conceals a plurality of inter-
nal senses ordered in a hierarchy of universes that symbolize
with each other. The Principle (Mobdi‘), Divine Silence and
Abyss, remains, as in every gnosis—and as with Swedenborg—
strictly inaccessible, Super-Being (hyperousion) beyond being
and nonbeing. From the First Archangelic Intelligence that
emerges from this Silence, raised up in being as Dews revelatus,
proceeds the entire supreme pleroma of the primordial Estab-
lishment (‘@lam al-1bda"), formed of hierarchical archangelic In-
telligences. A cosmogony that is simultaneously speculative and
dramatic posits that from one of these Intelligences, our demi-
urge, is the origin of our physical universe, the macrocosm, in-
cluding the astronomical sky and the world of Elements; the ms-
crocasm, or world of man, the structure of which is homologous
to that of the macrocosm; and finally, an intermediary world, the
mesocosm, which is the spiritual world constituted by the esoteric
community on earth.

The idea of the macrocosm, which is that of the cosmic Man,
is well known in other gnostic and theosophical systems; it is the
theme of the Human Form as archetype of the universes (Greek
poaxpavBponos, Arabic Insan kabir). We have mentioned above
that it is a dominant theme in the Swedenborgian topography of
the spiritual universes ( Homo maximus), and the theme seems to
us to be in particular accord with the Isma‘ili idea of the Imam
to come, the last Imim of our A¢dn, as Imim of the Resurrec-
tion (Qa’im al-Qiyamat), for everything upon which speculative
gnosis has meditated in the theme of the Anthripos is found col-
lected together in the person of the Imam as Anthropos in the
absolute sense. Herein is, in fact, his divinity (his lahdt), that is,
the human form arising in its truth and its integrality; in its
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archangelic splendor it is the “Temple of Light” {Haykal
n#rani), constituted by all the “forms of light™ of the initiates of
the esoteric community, the future temple of their apotheoses,
where each of them assumes a rank and a role respectively analo-
gous to those of each of the organs and members in the physical
human body.!%

The hierarchical structure of the mesocosm, or of the esoteric
community in our world, symbolizes with that of the “Temple
of Light,” as it symbolizes with the hierarchical structure of the
astronomical sky, and as the latter also symbolizes with the hier-
archy of the invisible heavens of the archangelic Pleroma.
Isma‘ili metaphysics is characterized by this fundamental hierar-
chy of being, and the springboard of its spiritual hermeneutics is
essentially the strict correspondence between the degrees of the
celestial hierarchy and the degrees of the earthly esoteric hierar-
chy. The mesocosm also concerns anthropology and angelology
simultaneously, since to enter into the mystic community on
carth, as a member of the corpus mysticum, is to enter into the
“virtual paradise,” and thereby to allow the potential angelhood
in the human being to achieve actual angelhood after death.
Here, too, there is another concept that is in profound accord
with Swedenborgian anthropology.

Certainly, the developments and vicissitudes of Isma‘ili
thought have led to modifications in the conception of the detail
of these hierarchies. In its most complete form, as it is presented,
for example, in the work of Hamid Kermini (d. about 408/
1017), the schema agrees with that of the Avicennian philoso-
phers. To the Ten Archangelic Intelligences of the supreme
Pleroma {each of these Intelligences itself containing an entire
pleroma), corresponds the visible astronomical sky and the
grades of the esoteric hierarchy.!*0 Before and afterward, less
complex schemas were known, especially in the work of the
Isma‘ili author whom we will be questioning here regarding the
Isma‘ili conception of the spiritual sense of the history of Adam
and the history of Noah.
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Qiaz No‘man, who lived in the tenth century, was a prolific
writer; among other works, we are indebted to him for one en-
titled Asds al-Ita’wil (“the book of the foundation of esoteric
exegesis, or of spiritual hermeneutics”),!4! devoted especially
to our subject here. The book is presented, in the form of eso-
teric hermeneutics of the Qur’an, as an account of the spiritual
history of the prophets, more specifically the six great law-
giving prophets whose names designate the six great periods in
the cycle of prophecy: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus,
and Muhammad. The author assembles all the qur’anic data
that concern each of these prophets, and indicates the esoteric
sense hidden in the events, words, or acts related about that
prophet.

Everything is transposed strictly onto the spiritual plane. Let
us be more explicit. Where Swedenborg speaks of an Ecclesia
embracing all the visible and invisible universes, all the times of
our history and of metahistory, the Isma‘ili thinkers speak of the
da‘wat. Literally, the word means “convocation,” “call.” This
refers to a Call, a Convocation that begins “in Heaven” with the
Call addressed by the First Intelligence to the entire original
pleroma. Prophecy thus begins “in Heaven” and, following the
“drama in Heaven” that is the source of the cosmogony, it is
perpetuated on earth from cycle to cycle. The da‘war, the
Isma‘ili Convocation, is nothing other than the particular form
taken by the Convocation or eternal da‘wat in this final period
of our cycle or Aéon, the period of Muhammadan prophecy and
of the Imamate that succeeds it. In that sense, the da‘wat is, in
short, the Isma‘ili Ecclesia.

Let us, then, remember essentally this: what is the object of
this Convocation, this Call or da‘war It is the call to rawhid,
the call to recognize the Unicity and Unity of the Divine
Unique. In fact, in this again is the exoteric sense, since the
Principle is beyond our affirmations and our negations, which
can only attain to a Dewus revelatus sew determinatus. What, then,
does the initiate deny by the negation {3 ildha ( Nullus Deus
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[there is no god]), and what does he affirm by affirming slla Al-
lah (nisi Deus [but God])?!42 What is proclaimed and revealed
by the esoteric sense of these words that compose the shabida:
(the attestation of the Unique) is precisely the ranks of the dou-
ble celestial and earthly hierarchy that proceeds from the pri-
mordial Theophany, from the First Archangelic Intelligence as
Deus revelatus. In other words, to escape from the double snare
of agnosticism (#a¢il} and anthropomorphism (tashbib) is to
recognize the mystery of the Unique in each of the Uniques, ce-
lestial and earthly, such that the Unique is determined for each
by the rank that precedes it. These Uniques are thus the mem-
bers, the dignitaries (bodud) of the da‘wat, in heaven and on
earth. They arc the dramatis personae of events and vicissitudes
of the da‘wat, that is, of the secret spiritual history of humanity
that is the esoteric sense (the batsn, the bagigat) of the apparent
letter of the Qur’an, the dramatis personae of which, however,
remain unknown to whoever is attached only to the material
data of the visible history.

Our present subject does not require us to enter into detail re-
garding these hierarchies. Let us recall briefly how the analysis of
the shahadar (the testimony, the profession of faith) permits the
Isma‘ili authors to deduce the principal figures from it. The four
words that compose it refer to the two supreme celestial “digni-
taries,” the First Intelligence and the First Soul (Sabig and Tals),
and to the two supreme earthly “dignitaries” who correspond to
them: the Prophet and the Imam. That is why it is said that the
shahadat is the “key to paradise,” and our authors indicate that
the four words that compose it and the four branches of the
Christian cross are together the symbols of the same realities.!43
The seven syllables that express the shabadat refer to the seven
Imams who succeed each other in the course of a period of
prophecy. The twelve letters that compose the Arabic writing of
the shahadat are the symbols of the twelve dignitaries called Ho-
j7at (proof, pledge) or lawakig (devotees, assistants) who perma-
nently form, from one generation to another, the close entourage
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of the Imam.!* They are doubled by twelve others called Wings
(afniba); these are the da‘Fs, the secret emissaries assigned to
propagate the Call, the da‘wat, in each of the twelve jazira
(regions) into which, ideally at least, the world is divided. Such is
the order of things presented by Qaz No‘man, the author whom
we are following here, and it is sufficient to understand the
spiritual dramaturgy concealed under the external history of
Adam and Noah, the double theme to which we must limit
ourselves here, before saying a few words about Isma‘ili
Christology.

2. The Esoteric Sense of the History of Adam
We have just described the twelve esoteric “dignitaries” desig-
nated as Hojjat of the Imam. Their establishment extends back
to the initiation of the one who was the first Adam on earth, the
universal primordial Adam (Adam al-awwal al-kolli), panan-
thrapos who must not be confused with the partial Adam, initia-
tor of our present cycle of prophecy. He must also not be con-
fused with the spiritual Adam (Adam rabani), celesual
Anthrapos or Angel of humanity, who was the protagonist of the
drama that occurred in the Pleroma, the drama of which our
earthly history, understood as hierohistory or spiritual history, is
after all the hikdyat (the repetition, the imitation). Preciscly the
duration of earthly time, that of the cycles of hierohistory begins
in the “delay of eternity” that occurred in the being of the celes-
tial Anthrapos, immobilized in doubt, in the vertigo of his own
person. Earthly time must fill in the delay, which is “expressed in
numbers” in the degradation in rank of the celestial Adam (from
third 1o tenth). From cycle to cycle, from prophet to prophet,
spiritual humanity, that which responds to the da‘wat, to the di-
vine Call, tends to this “reconquest,” the result of which is as-
sured by the triumph that its Angel has alrecady gained—and
gained over himself. It is impossible here to say more about it or
to explain how this “drama in Heaven” is the origin of the ver-
tiginous succession of cycles on earth, where a “cycle of
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epiphany” (dawr al-kashf) and a “cycle of occultation” (dawr al-
satr) alternate with each other. Evidently, the only one that may
even be spoken about in full knowledge of cause is our present
“cycle of occultation.” 45

What becomes apparent—and this is what interests us here—
is the manner in which spiritual or esoteric hermeneutics of the
Bible and the Qur’an, particularly the hermeneutics of data
common to both, tends in each case to discover the same secret
that explains the present condition of man. In both instances,
there is revealed essenually a drama of knowledge, a dislocation
of the conscience, a fall of perceptive and cognitive powers,
which cuts off the human being from his presence in other
higher universes, in order to imprison him in the fate of his soli-
tary presence in this world. If certain hermeneutic differences
cannot but emerge, they are no less instructive, and a great
many of them are not irreducible.

In both cases we find spiritual hermeneutics of the idea of the
hexaemeron, the six days of Creation, a profound symbol that an
obsolete literalism can degrade to the point of making it puerile.
We have scen that, in Swedenborg’s works, the six degrees or
stages of creation of the spiritual man are represented; the “sev-
enth day” is the celestial man who symbolizes the Antiguissima
Ecclesia. For Isma‘ili gnosis, the hexaémeron constitutes the six
days of the creation of the hieracosmos, that 1s, of the religious
and sacral universe (‘@lam al-Din) of spiritual humanity. These
“six days” are the six periods of our present cycle, each marked
by the name of its prophet: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Je-
sus, Muhammad. We are only at the sixth day of Creation; the
“seventh day” (the Sabbath) will be the advent of the Imam of
the Resurrection (Qa’im al-Qiyamat).'%® But in both cases, ce-
lestial man, that is, the state of angelhood in act in man, is at the
same time behind us and before us. Bebind us: as the man of the
“cycle of epiphany” before ours, in Isma‘ili terms; this is like
Swedenborg’s morning of the seventh day. Before us: under the
name of Nova Hierosolyma, in Swedenborgian terms; under the
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name of the Imam of the Resurrection, the seventh day of the
hexaémeron of the prophecy of which Adam was the first day, ac-
cording to Isma‘il gnosis.

For Swedenborg, the seventh day is the establishment of man
as celestial man, as earthly paradise, Garden of Eden, as the man
in whom the perception of sensory things is concomitant with
the immediate perception of suprasensory celestial things; it 15
this spiritual organism that will be dislocated, devastated, by the
satanic suggestion to submit suprasensory things to the same
laws as sensory things. In Isma‘ili gnosis, the “earthly paradise”
marks the descent of man on earth from the angelic state of the
humanity of the previous “cycle of epiphany.” The norm of his
Knowing is the concomitance of the external and the internal,
the exoteric (z4hir) and the esoteric (batin), the perception of
symbols. This concomitance will be broken, disiocated, by the
suggestion of Iblis-Satan, whose intervention is explained here
by a preceding state of things. The consequence of the break is a
denial of symbols, not so much on account of the exclusive pre-
eminence accorded to sensory things thenceforth limited to
themselves, as because of a pretension to direct attainment of
the suprasensory. These are simply two complementary aspects
of the same transgression, for in Isma‘ili terms as well, the sen-
sory, the exoteric, is condemned in both cases to signifying
nothing but itself. Heaven is closed from that point on. In both
cases, the departure, the exile from Paradise, the condition of
our humanity, is foreshadowed as resulting from the desire to be
present in this world—and exclusively in this world.

What, then, of the “prologue in Heaven” announcing, ac-
cording to Isma‘ili gnosis, the transition to our present “cycle of
occultation™?'*” A verse of the Qur’an states: “Behold, thy Lord
said to the angels: ‘I will create a vicegerent on earth.” They said:
‘Wilt Thou place therein one who will make mischief therein
and shed blood?...” He said: ‘I know what ye know not’”
(Qur’an 2:28).148 Other verses are explicit: “Behold, thy Lord
said to the angels: ‘I am about to create man from clay. When |
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have fashioned him (in due proportion) and breathed into him
of My spirit, fall ye down in obeisance unto him.’ So the angels
prostrated themselves, all of them together. Not so Iblis”
(Qur’an 38:71-74).

Isma‘ili hermeneutics perceives in this verse a discourse ad-
dressed to his own by the last Imam of the “cycle of epiphany”
that preceded our “cycle of occultation,” Imam Honayd, the fa-
ther of “our” Adam, whose decision 15 motivated by grave symp-
toms, the remembrance of which our memory has lost, and
which marked the decline of the cycle. The Imam foresaw the
cessation of this blessed state for his own, and the necessity to
provide for the conditions of a new cycle, charactenzed by what
we would call the “discipline of the arcanum.” This is what the
angels “knew not.”'%? But the angels whom he addresses do not
constitute the totality of the angelic hierarchy. They are the
twelve lawaliq (devotees, assistants), to whom we alluded earlier,
and above whom there are superior angelic ranks. He chooses
these twelve to be the companions of Adam, who is placed at
their head. He informs them of his intention to establish Adam
“on earth,” and “to create him from clay.” These two particulars
indicate the transition from the celestial condition of the preced-
ing cycle to the condition of the present cycle. In esoteric terms,
clay signifies knowledge that is external or exoteric, opaque, ma-
terial. Now, the angels were created in a state of subtle knowl-
edge, of esoteric, internal, spirtual science, a knowledge that did
not depend upon imtiatory instruction ( ta%m), and that was ex-
empt from ritual obligations and observances of the Law. In
brief, “the human being created on earth” signifies the condition
of a being who cannot thenceforth attain to the esoteric, to hid-
den spiritual reality, except through the intermediary of the exo-
teric, that is, by means of the knowledge of symbols.

This is emphasized by a hadith (a tradition) illustrating the
qur’inic verse, which declares that Adam remained there, flung
like an inert body, until God breathed His spirit into him, that
is, until He had had breathed into him spiritual science, the
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science of the esoteric of things, that “science of Names”
{Qur’in 2:29), by means of which beings are promoted to their
true being. [t was because of this science that the angels gave
their allegiance to Adam. In the interval, however, Iblis had ob-
served him and, being conscious of his own preeminence, cried:
“He is nothing but emptiness.” Thus he refused to bow down
before Adam. Iblis himself had been one of the angels of the
preceding “cycle of epiphany” (one of the twelve lawakiqg).
When he is asked: “What prevents thee from prostrating thyself
to one whom I have created with My hands? Art thou haughty?
Or art thou one of the high ones?” (that is, according to the
Isma‘ili exegesis, “Are you one of the superior angels who are
not concerned with the order given?”), “Iblis said: [ am better
than he: Thou createdst me from fire, and him Thou createdst
from clay” (Quran 38:75-77, 7:11), which, in the esoteric
sense, means: “You created me in the knowledge of the spiritual
world, a knowledge that flashes by immediate divine influx (a/-
“hm al-ta’yidi al-barig), with which a material external object
cannot coexist. Him, however, You created in a state of discur-
sive, physical, material, opaque knowledge. How, then, should I
bow down to him?” The secret of his refusal being thus di-
vulged, Iblis is cursed, expelled, cut off 150

There is here a profound intuition on the part of Isma‘ili
hermeneutics, when it connects the refusal of Iblis and the cre-
ation of Eve, not at all because the Feminine plays the role of
something satanic, as in a certain Christian asceticism, but quite
the opposite. Iblis, by refusing to admit that the esoteric may be
organically linked to the exoteric, betrayed Adam; he deprived
Adam of that esoteric and forbade him the perception of sym-
bols. The profound idea is that the Feminine, Eve, was given to
Adam in compensation for the betrayal by Iblis, who became a
fallen angel—because the Feminine is the esoteric. A qur’anic
verse (4:1) reminds men: “Your Lord created you from a single
sout, and from this single soul He created his mate (his spouse,
the female companion of this single soul).” The Isma‘ili cxegesis
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in no way sees here a physical anthropogenesis taking place in
the physical order; what is spoken of is the spiritual history of
man, the hidden sense of his drama. Man’s companion and
spouse, created from his single, solitary soul, signifies the cre-
ation of the res religiosa (din), and when an Esma‘ili author ut-
ters or writes the word din, he thinks about “religion in truth,”
that is, esoteric religion. [t is this esoteric, therefore, that is sym-
bolized by Eve.!5!

This is why Qazi No‘man is extremely sarcastic with regard to
those literalists who imagine that God took advantage of
Adam’s sleep to practice some sort of surgical operation on his
body.!52 They have read, he says, that God replaced one of
Adam’s “ribs” and made Eve, Adam’s wife, from that rib, but
they have understood nothing. The spiritual sense, though, is
clear! Man has twelve ribs; they signify, the twelve lawabig or
“angels” who had been chosen to surround Adam and help
him,’? in order to be twelve leaders, twelve spiritual princes
(nogaba’). Iblis was one of these twelve, but by his betrayal he
cut himself off from their number. In that sense, Eve is given to
Adam in compensation for Iblis, and that is why Adam transmits
to Eve, invests in her, all his knowledge of the esoteric. Thence-
forth, Eve assumes and bears the esoteric, and that is why she 1s
his wife; in terms of the Isma‘ili hierarchy, she is his Hojjat, the
Hojjat of the Imam Adam.

Something emerges here that is highly significant for the spir-
itual world of Isma‘ilism: namely, that the esoteric is essentially
the Feminine, and that the Feminine is the esoteric (the Self that
is deep and hidden from man; the sense of the formation of Eve
in Swedenborg’s work should be compared here). That is why,
in the bi-unity, the couple or dyad, that forms the prophet and
the Imam, the prophet who is instructed to state the exoteric,
the Law, symbolizes the masculine; the Imidm, invested with the
esoteric and the spiritual sense, symbolizes the feminine. It may
be said of the Imam (or of his Hojjat, when the Imam has suc-
ceeded the Prophet) that he is the “spiritual mother” of the
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believers.!3* The consequences of this will be fundamental,
when it involves interpreting the personages of spiritual history
who are designated by feminine names, particularly for the en-
tire chapter on Christology in Qazi No‘min’s book (see infra, §
4). The “Eternally feminine™ refers here not to a quality of the
secular state, but to a spiritual state, to a metaphysical status.

It is this masculine-feminine couple, Adam-Eve, that God es-
tablished in the garden, the earthly paradise, “the most sublime
thing that God has created.”'5% To understand what this garden
is and what the transgression was that resulted in exile from it is
to understand, with the law of the esoteric, the secret of spiritual
hermeneutics and, by that means, the secret of the spiritual his-
tory of man. It may be said that on this point the approach of
Swedenborgian hermeneutics and that of Isma‘ili hermencutics
are in profound accord. The Isma'ili authors emphasize repeat-
edly that when we practice ta’wil, that is, the exegesis that
“takes a thing back” to its hidden signification, to its esoteric,
we in no way destroy the appearance that covers it, its exotenc.
Just as we cannot see in this world, among humans, a spirit that
does not subsist in a body, neither can we sce an esoteric de-
prived of its exoteric appearance, or else it would no longer be
the esoteric, that is, the internal content hidden under an ap-
pearance. When, therefore, the esoteric of Paradise is men-
tioned, there is no denial that there exists a garden of eternal de-
lights, even if it is in the sense in which we see both Sadra Shirazi
and Swedenborg indicate how, in the other life, it is one or an-
other form of spiritual consciousness that causes a manifestation
of the substantial appearance (apparentia realis) which corre-
sponds to it.156

Qizi No‘midn emphasizes this: “Understand this well, O
group of faithful believers! . . . Let your hearts be perfectly con-
scious of it, for most of those among the men of this science
[the men of ta’wil, the esoterists] who go astray perish in this
manner. It is also for this reason that Adam fell into the error in
which he fell . . . For if the exoteric of a forbidden thing is a for-
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bidden thing, its esoteric also corresponds to a forbidden thing;
the esotenic does not transform the illicit into the licit, it cannot
sanction libertinage. That is what must be known with regard to
the exoteric and with regard to the esoteric.”1%7

This is why all esoterists—a Swedenborg as well as those of
Shi‘ism and Isma‘ilism—have seen here the secret of the human
drama considered in its spiritual profundity. It is because there
are two (complementary) ways of effecting an irreparable scis-
sion between the sensory and the spintual, between the exoteric
and the esoteric: namely, by an exclusive attachment to one or
the other; the catastrophe is the same in either case. Esoterism
degenerates into a purely abstract knowledge, that of the forces
of nature, for example, or else succumbs. to spirituat libertinage
(whence the Shi‘ite criticism of a certain type of Sufism); the ex-
oteric, deprived of its theophanic function, degenerates into a
covering, a hollow cortex, something like the corpse of what
might have been an angelic appearance, if this would be conceiv-
able. Everything, then, becomes institutionalized; dogmas are
formulated; legalistic religion trumphs; the science of Nature
becomes the conquest and possession of Nature, a science
whose origin in the West is sometimes dated to the thirteenth
century with Averroism, and which was abusively designated as
“Arabism” because it was unknown that there was also in Islam
the “prophetic philosophy™ of Shi‘ism. Certainly, once the mys-
tical Sword of the Word is broken into pieces, nothing less than
the guest of a Galahad is needed to reunite them. All the effort in
the West from Robert Fludd to Gocethe, from Bochme to Swe-
denborg, takes on this meaning, the meaning that is also that of
the science of the alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyin for Isma‘ili
gnosis. ' 58

Let us, then, consider the Garden of Eden. It does involve
something that #5s a garden, but the hidden truth that makes a
garden of it is found in its esoteric. Here, that esoteric is the di-
vine inspiration (ta’yid) that flows into the human being directly
and without an intermediary, knowledge in the true sense, pure
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spiritual science in its subtle state. That is the garden whose
sweetness surpasses all other sweetness; the onc who under-
stands this entirely renounces the interests of this world, because
they have all become insipid for him, and consequently he is
thenceforth bound to that spiritual knowledge and can only be
one with it!5? (in Swedenborg, this is the state of the man of the
Antiguissima Ecclesia). Showing him the garden, God says to
Adam: “Dwell thou and thy wife in the Garden; and eat of the
bountiful things therein as ye will; but approach not this tree, or
ye run into harm and transgression” (Qur’an 2:33). God puts
them on their guard against Iblis, who will not rest until he
causes them to leave the garden (Qur’an 20:115), that is, until
he induces them to renounce the exoteric, which is, however,
the “place” of the flowering of symbols.

Exoterically, in fact, the divine prohibition signifies that God
opened to the human being all the esoteric ranks (bods#d) of the
da‘wat, that is, of the Ecclesia spiritualis, this determines the sta-

tus for the entire time of our “cycle of occultation” as cycle of

prophecy. This status is understood from a knowledge that has
the exoteric, the zdhir, as a necessary intermediary, a knowledge
that is thus essentially the perception of symbols, of the
suprasensory concealed under this appearance, and which is con-
comitant with ritual obligations that are themselves invested
with a symbolic signification. This is also the reason that some-
thing must remain inaccessible to man: the Tree that he is for-
bidden to profane. For Isma‘ili gnosis, this Tree represents the
Imim of the Resurrection (Qd’im al-Qsyamat), the last Imam,
whose future Appearance will conclude our cycle, will bring the
time of our A#dn to an end. He alone (who has been identified
by many Twelve-Imim Shi‘ite thinkers as the Paraclete, an-
nounced in the Gospel of John) will have the function of reveal-
ing the hidden sense of all Divine Revelations and of releasing
men from their ritual obligations; what is today visible, exoteric
(zahir), will become hidden while what is today hidden, esoteric
(batin), will become manifest (in Isma‘ili terms, this is the “scv-
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enth day” of Creation). That is why, by touching the forbidden
Tree, the human being, the couple Adam-Eve, usurped the pre-
rogative of the Resurrector; this means that he tried to do vio-
lence to the science of the Resurrection, which, until the coming
of the last Imam, will remain inaccessible to man; in order to
commit that violence, he had to break the union between the
zahir and the batin that is presently necessary; or, rather, that
breaking was itself his act of violence. In this way, man opened
his own drama.!%?

Undoubtedly, he did this at the suggestion of Iblis, whose in-
tervention is explained better within the context of Isma‘ili
gnosis, since we already know about the previous existence of
Iblis and his intennons. In order for those intentions to succeed,
Iblis needed to awaken in man the nostalgia for that science of
the Resurrection: ““Your Lord only forbade you this tree, lest ye
should become angels or such beings as live forever.” And he
swore to them both, that he was their sincere adviser” (Qur’an
7:20-21). In fact, Iblis and Adam had both belonged to the pre-
ceding “cycle of epiphany,” where the “angelic” condition of
man exempted him from the circuitousness of knowledge by
means of symbols, as it exempted him from the obligations im-
posed by the enunciator-prophets (the notaga’) of a religious
Law (sharias). It is this memory that Iblis awakens in Adam, in
order to induce him to transgress the limit that marks the rank
of the prophets, and to usurp the rank and the mission of the
Imdm of the Resurrection.!6!

This, then, is what unveils the profound sense of the simple
words: “When they tasted of the tree, their shame [nudity] be-
came manifest to them™ (Qur’in 7:22; see Gen. 3:7). It must be
understood that the attempt on the part of man, Adam-Eve, to
do away with the exoteric was equivalent to a laying bare of the
esoteric (batin), since it deprived the latter of its garment. As we
have just mentioned, the esoteric in its pure state is the science
that can only be manifested by the Imiam of the Resurrection.
Adam had neither the possibility nor the power. That is why, in
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wanting to lay bare the &drin, his own nakedness, that of
Adam-Eve, was manifest to him, that is, his powerlessness, his
ignorance, his internal darkness was laid bare (Swedenborg
would say that it was the darkness of his proprium, his self, when
this is separated from its Principle). Such is also the profound
scnse of this other qur’anic verse: “Satan . . . stripped them of
their raiment, to expose their shame” (7:27), that is, the raiment
of the Divine Word, which, by means of its light (like a robe of
light), concealed any darkness that might have been in them.

Adam and Eve together are the actors in this drama, since it
destroys both the esoteric (Eve) and the exoteric (Adam). What
happens, as we have said, is this: the desire, doomed to failure,
to lay bare the esoteric prematurely has, as its corollary, the re-
duction of the exoteric from sensory appearance to the state of
still life, to a corpse.1%2 If a certain science of our time views Na-
ture in this way, it may be said in return that it is this transgres-
sion which all esoterisms have subsequently tried to redeem, and
that is their significance for a spiritual history invisible to histon-
ans of external events. However, because the triumph cannot
occur except with the manifestation of the Imam-Paraclete, no
esoterism, until the coming of the Imam, can be anything more
than a witness, recognized by a small number, ridiculed by all the
others, and not progressing except in the mght of symbols.

The entire human drama is played out on the plane of gnosis
and gnostic consciousness. It is a drama of knowledge, not a
drama of the flesh. Our Isma‘ili authors are the first to be
amazed and indignant that the signification of the drama re-
counted in the Qur’in and in the Bible could be degraded to
the level of the common exegesis that we all know. They wonder
about the reason for this: perhaps it is attributable, they think, to
certain Jewish converts to Istam, who, unfortunately, were not
esoterists. That exegesis has led to all sorts of puerile and unwor-
thy explanations of the garment that Adam made for himself. !¢
On the other hand, this is the spiritual sense that Isma‘ili gnosis
perceives in the verse: “They began to sew together the leaves of
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the Garden over their bodies” (Qur‘an 7:22; Gen. 3:7). Adam’s
attempt, we know, was equivalent to losing the sense of sym-
bols; now, to lose the sense of symbols is to be placed in the
presence of his own darkness, his own ignorance, it is to see his
own nakedness. Both Adam and Eve, then, frustrated in their
endeavor for a pure esoteric (#dtin) that inevitably escapes them,
become attached to remembrance, as to the last hght of wisdom.
This remembrance of lost symbols constitutes the “leaves of the
Garden™ by means of which they try to resl their state, the
nakedness that was unveiled to them by the fact that divine in-
spiration (ta’vid) was withdrawn from them. Have men been
doing anything else since then? As Q3zi No‘min remarks, many
have perished in this effort, by misjudging its finality or by suc-
cumbing to spiritual libertinage. !4

Nevertheless, the end of the episode, in both the qur’inic
teaching and in Isma‘ili hermeneutics, has none of the somber
resonance to which the religious man of the West has become ac-
customed over the centuries. 1t is said that Adam did not persist
in his error and that God returned to him, for He is “Oft-return-
ing [al-Tawwab], most Merciful” (Qur’an 2:37).195 Adam de-
parted from Paradise, but thenceforth, by means of gnosis, he
effected a return to the “potential paradise™ which is the 4z wat.
The qur’anic verses say this: “Their Lord called unto them: ‘Did
I not forbid you that tree [that is, the science of the Resurrec-
tton], and tell you that Satan was an avowed enemy unto you? . .
. Get ye down with enmity between yourselves [Adam and
Satan]. On earth will be your dwelling place and your means of
livelihood,—for a time . . . but from it shall ye be taken out
[at last]*” (7:22, 24, 25).

The call that God addresses to them is not, of course, that of a
voice that makes the air vibrate physically; it is the reuniting of
spiritual science to their consciousness. For when God “returns”
to them, He does not degrade Adam from the rank of the
caliphate and the Imamate that He had estabhished for him; He
does not deprive him completely of His Word, of His wisdom—
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in bnef, of that divine vitality (maddat) that is the “column of
light,” divine magnetism, gnosis.'% But He causes him to “de-
scend” from Paradise, that is, from the “celestial” state that is
the ¢a’wil without its veil, the direct and immediate spiritual per-
ception of the esoteric sense, of the symbolism of beings and
things. He causes him to descend “to earth,” the carth that is
the da‘wat, the Isma‘ili sodality, where the “primordial divine
vitality” is conjoined to the initiates, but only by means of the
intermediary of all the ranks of the celestial and earthly hierar-
chies.}®7 It is this “spiritual earth” of the da‘wat that is their
temporary abode, while they wait for the “seventh day” to
dawn,!8 and that is why he who responds to the Call, to the
da‘wat, has thenceforth returned virtually to Paradise. It is this
“virtual paradise” of which, in the period of Noah, the Ark is the
symbol; in it are grouped the Friends of God and their adher-
ents, and the “party of Iblis,” to use the qur’inic expression, is
the party of those whom Iblis had taken possession of to the
point of making them forget the remembrance (dhskr) of God.
There is another profound note here: this “forgetfulness” is
their “delay” (za’kkir); now, we know that Isma‘ili metaphysics
understands the origin of zsme as a “delay of eternity” that oc-
curred “in Heaven.”16?

The work of Iblis becomes worse throughout the period of
Adam, a period that is given its rhythm by the succession of
Imams who were the posterity of Seth, son and Imam of Adam,
to whom Adam confided his secret. Their names correspond to
the names that we can read in the fifth chapter of the book of
Genesis,!”? and their line leads us to the arsing of a new
prophet, Noah, who opens a new period of prophecy, necessi-
tated by the increasing corruption of the posterity of Adam.

3. The Esoteric Sense of the History of Noah
Noah is the second day of hierohistory, that is, of the bexa-
emeron, the six days of spiritual Creation that must lead to the
manifestation of the Perfect Man, to the “seventh day” that con-
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cludes our Ason, in the person of the Jast Imam, who announces
the Resurrection of Resurrections ( Qsyamat al-Qiyamat). While
the Qur’an, in accord with the Bible, numbers the “duration of
Noah™ at 950 years, our Isma‘ili authors know very well that this
impressive number of years relates not to the age of Noah the
individual and his physical person, but to the duration of his pe-
rod in the cycle of prophecy!”! (in the same way, as we have
scen, Swedenborg relates this figure to the duration of the Anti-
qua Ecclesia). In the events that filled this period in the history
of prophecy, Isma‘ili gnosis discerns the same number of spir-
tual events; everything is transposed to the initiatory plane, re-
sulting, of course, not in a succession of allegories, but in a suc-
cession of real events, “coded” under the appearance of external
events, a secret history remaining unknown to those who are at-
tached only to the latter. It is impossible for us to analyze in de-
tail the sequence of these events; we can only emphasize the
symbols typical of the qur’anic and biblical history of Noah.

In order to orentate our attention, let us recall that these
symbols are essentially the event of the Flood and the construc-
tion and navigation of the Ark. On these two points we will
encounter, in relation to Swedenborg’s hermeneutics, a conver-
gence that seems to presage the fruits that may be expected from
a comparative study in depth of the spiritual hermeneutics of
the Bible and the Qur’an. Here again, the Flood is a spirtual
event, a real event that takes place in souls, a suffocation of souls
as a consequence of the same drama of Knowledge opened by
Adam at the beginning of his cycle. The motive forces of the
drama are designated as the exoteric and the esoteric of the Di-
vine Word; the dramatis personac are determined by the role and
attitude that people assume, respectively, toward the exoteric
and the esoteric. In this way most of humanity will be drowned
and suffocated by the exotenc of the Divine Revelations, the
literal appearance of positive religion, either because some do
not want to know anything more than the exoteric, or because
others assert that they do not need anything more. Both, for
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opposite but complementary reasons, will refuse to take a place
in the Ark, the symbolic signification of which is self-evident.

The figure of Noah belongs to the category of prophet-mes-
sengers ( Nabi Morsal, Nabi and Rasil),'”? instructed to set out
to man a new religious Law, a new shari‘at. Now, as such, as the
mission of an Enunciator-Prophet ( Ndtig), Noah’s mission es-
sentially consists in calling people to the zahir, to the exoteric
and, by this means, to the observance of rtual. His call is ac-
cepted only by those who have a modest enough opinion of
themselves to understand this necessity, and they are a small mi-
nority. On the other hand, Noah’s preaching instantly unites
against him, in the posterity of Iblis, a double opposition: those
who consider that they can and must have immediate access to
the esoteric, to the bdtin; and those who are the prey of the exo-
teric left to itself, as we have seen, as a resuit of Adam’s transgres-
sion, and who reject any esoteric implication. Thus, the leaders
object to Noah: “We see in thee nothing but a man like our-
selves” (Qur’an 11:27). In other words, Noah is not brnging
them anything new; the exoteric is something that everyone al-
ready knows, and the only advantage that it has for them is to
permit them to satisfy their will to power through keeping people
together by agreement or by force. That is why, in order to divert
their people from Noah’s preaching, they say to them: “Abandon
not your gods” (Qur’an 71:23), that is, the learned from whom
they had received teaching until then, those learned in the Law,
who were only masters in misleading them (71:24).173

From that moment, Noah knows, by divine inspiration, that
the number of his adherents will not increase, and the same di-
vine inspiration orders him to construct the Ark (Qur’an 11:36
ff.). Let us note here again the importance that our authors at-
tach to the simultaneous preservation of the zahsr and the bitin,
the symbol and the symbolized. The image of the Ark is an im-
age that is absolutely necessary in order that the sense of the
da‘wat, the Isma‘ili Convocation, may appear before the spiri-
tual catastrophe already begun. To construct the Ark is, at God’s
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order, to establish the da‘wat, the esoteric sodality together with
its grades and its initiation, so that the spirts of its adherents
may find, through the life of the spiritual science that is imbued
with the nature of light (baydt al-‘tim al-rihani al-nirani), sal-
vation outside of submersion in unconsciousness, outside of
negation and misleading, just as a ship preserves bodies from
drowning in the physical sensc.!”# In the face of this effort, the
leaders of Noah’s people act as their sort has always acted in rela-
tion to the gnostics: “Every time that the Chiefs of his people
passed by him,” the qur’anic verse tells us, “they threw ridicule
on him. He said: ‘If ye ridicule us now, we [in our turn] can
look down on you with rdicule likewise! But soon will ye know
who it is on whom will descend a penalty that will cover them
with shame,—on whom will be unloosed a penalty lasting’”
(11:38-39). .

We are reminded that Water is the symbol of knowledge and
of everything that relates to it; each, respectively, the symbol and
the symbolized (each at its own level of being is the symbol of
the other), can either safeguard life or cause death. Those who
are conveyed by a secure ark float safe and sound from the peril
of the water; those who have a rank in the da‘wat float safe and
sound on the ocean of knowledge. Thus, there is a perfect corre-
spondence between every detail of the structure of the Ark and
the structure of the da‘wat. It is impossible to enter into these
details here. Without difficulty, Qazi No‘main indicates how the
structure of the Ark permits a reference to be read in it to the
Sour, to the seven, and to the twelve: to the four figures that dom-
inate respectively the celestial hierarchy (First Intelligence and
First Soul, Sabig and Tali) and the earthly hierarchy (Prophet
and Imam); to the seven prophets of the cycle (that is, including
the Imam of the Resurrection, the “seventh day”)'”5 and to the
seven Imams of each period; and to the twelve Hojjat who per-
manently surround every Imam of every period.!” Each of these
correspondences also emphasizes the permanence of the symbol
of the eternal 4a‘wat, from period to period in the cycle of
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prophecy, for all these correspondences are found as well in the
symbol of the Christian cross with its four branches and in the
structure of the shabadat, the testimony of the Unique for the
Islamic faith (four words, seven syllables, twelve letters). Exoter-
ically, these symbols may differ among themselves, esoterically,
our author stresses, the archetype (the as/) remains the same.

The establishment of a 4a ‘wat appropriate to its period, that
is, the construction of the Ark by Noah, is therefore the Call, the
da‘wat, inviting men to take their place in the Ark, in the ranks
of the higher spiritual science. Of course, the lack of success is as
complete as it was before, when Noah called men only to the ex-
oteric. It is this failure that is recorded in a prayer of Noah, re-
ported in moving terms in the quranic verses: “O my Lord! I
have called to my people night and day, but my call only in-
creases their flight. And every time I have called to them, that
Thou mightest forgive them, they have only thrust thesr fingers
into their ears, covered themselves up with their garments,
grown obstinate, and given themselves up to arrogance. So I
have called to them aloud; further I have spoken to them in pub-
lic and secretly in private, saying, ‘Ask forgiveness from your
Lord; for He is Oft-Forgiving; He will send rain ( from Heaven)
to you in abundance; give you increase in wealth and in sons, and
bestow on you gardens and bestow on you rivers of flowing wa-
ter’” (71:5-12). Let us consider with Qazi No‘man the esoteric
sense of these verses (in which we have italicized here the sym-
bolic words); we will discover, along with the sense of the hiero-
history of Noah, the actual sense of what is designated by the
name of the Flood.

A Call made day and night; a Call made openly, which is fol-
lowed by secret conversations: this signifies Noah’s double Cail,
calting to the exotersc as Enunciator-Prophet of a shari‘at, and
calling to the esoteric, that is, to the da‘war, to the mystic sodal-
ity that he established in the person of his Imam as a repository
of the sccret of his preaching, and by his Imam in the person of
all those who took their place, according to their rank, in the
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Ark. All the prophets have done this (it is easily grasped how all
this tends to restore order to things out of balance—out of bal-
ance originally because of Adam’s transgression). The word for-
Jiveness (ghofran), even in its etymology (“act of veiling”), indi-
cates to us what must be understood each time we encounter 1t:
to ask divine “forgiveness” is to enter into the esoteric of the
da‘wat. That God loves to forgive means that He loves to confer
upon us the gift of esoteric knowledge.!”” Heaven symbolizes
with the Enunciator-Prophet ( Natig) as the Heaven that domi-
nates the mesocosm (or hierocosmos, ‘alam al-Din), the hieratic
world intermediate between the macrocosm and the microcosm.
Therefore, when you have asked for the gift of esoteric spiritual
science, God rains down Knowledge, true wealth, upon you
from the Heaven of prophecy; He gives you increase in sons, that
is, you in turn will be Callers (44 %) to whom men will respond
(mostajibiin, your spiritual sons). We know that the promised
gardens are the symbol of the da‘wat (potential paradise}, vivi-
fied by those rivers of flowing water that are the gnostics who
compose the Ecclesia spiritualis. But it is this Call of Noah that
the chiefs and the learned in Law ridiculed with their mockery
(Qur’an 11:38).

From that point, there is a presentiment as to what the Flood
will consist in as a spiritual event, something much graver than
the geological catastrophe, the physical phenomenon that is its
symbol. On one hand, it will result in the Water “that flows
from the Heaven of prophecy,” and on the other hand, follow-
ing the letter of the qur’anic verse (11:40), in the boiling over or
gushing forth from the mysterious furnace called al-tannsr (it is
known that the furnace of the European alchemists was desig-
nated by the word atanor, transcribed from Arabic). This com-
ing to boiling signifies, acording to Qazi No’main, the advent of
the ta’wil, that is, of the esoteric hermenecutics that dispense
light, offered by the one whom Noah instituted as his Imam, the
repository of his secret. From that point also, the Water appears
in its ambivalent symbolism. For those who have “entered into
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the Ark,” it is the Water that bears them; for those who have re-
fused, it is the Water that suffocates them, the unconsciousness
whose monstrous waves the Ark must cleave.!”8

“Those who have entered into the Ark” are all those to whom
the divine order has referred: “We said: ‘Embark therein, of each
kind two, male and female®” (Qur’in 11:40), for this order con-
cerns the da‘wat, the Isma‘ili sodality. The degrees of its esoteric
hierarchy form couples among themselves: each grade (hadd,
“limit”) forms a couple with the grade that comes immediately
after it (mahdaid, that which is “limited” by it) and that it carries
along behind it, all being responsible for each other until the Af-
terlife.!”® Moreover, each grade of the carthly hierarchy forms a
couple with the grade that corresponds to it in the celestial hier-
archy.'8 Therefore, it is to all the members of the mystic broth-
erhood that Noah addresses himself when he says: “Embark ye
on the Ark, in the name of God, whether it move or be at rest!”
(11:41).

“So the Ark floated with them on the waves [towering] like
mountains” (11:42), which means: the Imam, invested with es-
oteric teaching, floats in his da‘wat like a mystical Ark, together
with all those who have responded to his Call (the mostajibin),
on the ocean of knowledge; he floats from mystical grade to
grade (from hadd 1o hadd), in order to initiate each one into the
higher spiritual science (ma ‘rifat); the waves that he confronts,
towering like mountains, are the learned in Law, the literalists
(‘wlama’ al-zahbir) who pass as men of science, although they are
empty of any knowledge in the true sense; that is why they col-
lapse before the Imam, as the waves of the sea collapse after hav-
ing given the illusion of being high mountains. “The divine
da‘wat (the mystical Ark) floats upon the heads of these people
who give themselves the airs of the learned. It cleaves them as a
ship cleaves the waves. It floats upon them while they frighten
men with their shallow science, inflating themselves in the way
that the waves of the sea rise and collide with each other . . . .
But those who have entered the da‘wat are sheltered there from
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their misleading, as the traveler in a ship is sheltered from the
waves. 181

Among the latter, alas, one of the sons of Noah is absent; the
Qur’in alludes to his case, and Isma‘ili hermeneutics clanfies the
meaning of his transgression. That transgression is nothing
other than a repetition of the attitude of Iblis with regard to
Adam. Noah calls him: “O my son! Embark with us, and be not
with the unbelievers” (11:42). In vain. His son had hoped that
the Imamate would be conferred upon him. Frustrated in his
hope, like Iblis, he prefers to take refuge alone on a high moun-
tain. Perhaps the latter also symbolizes, as Qazi No‘min says,
the learned in Law, the literalists, since it is true that the hero of
a “failed initiation”™ has no other refuge than agnosticism,
whether it is that of the pious literalists or that of the desperate.
Noah intercedes for him in vain. He is told in response: “O
Noah! he is not of thy family” (11:46), that is, of your spiritual
family, the mystical companions of the Ark. That is why “the
waves came between them, and the son was among those over-
whelmed in the Fiood” (11:43), overwhelmed by doubts, un-
certainties, and the false knowledge that destroys the symbols by
isolating the symbol (the zdhir) from the symbolized (the
batin).182

Although we are summarizing here in bold outline, something
can be glimpsed. The spiritual truth of the phenomenon
“Flood,” the reality of the event as it occurs in the esoteric, that
is, in souls, is seen to be similar as it is brought out by the spin-
tual hermeneutics of Swedenborg on one hand, and by Isma‘ili
hermeneutics on the other. This acknowledgment is important
for our subject of a comparative study of spiritual hermeneutics.
We have read in Swedenborg that, from one aspect, the Flood
was the suffocation of men by spiritual things for which, once de-
prived of their internal respiration, they no longer had an organ.
In Isma‘ili gnosis, in the person of the leaders and in that of
Noah’s son, who recapitulates the pretension of Iblis, we see man
frustrated, as Adam was after having yielded to the suggestion of
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Iblis, and suffocating in his inability to achieve an esotenc
stripped of its covering. From another aspect (the two aspects
being complementary), we have read in Swedenborg how the ab-
sence of spiritual things that had been the “breath of his life” for
man caused in him the suffocation and death of his spiritual or-
ganism. In Isma‘ili gnosis this corresponds to the suffocation
produced by the science of the pure exoterists, the learned in
Law, who want to know only the appearance, the actual letter,
without any signification that goes beyond it. The two comple-
mentary aspects correspond to the ambivalence of the symbolism
of Water: the Water which is the knowledge that gives life, and
which may become the knowledge that suffocates and causes
death, if refuge is not taken in the Ark.

This convergence of our spiritual hermeneutics is also felt in
the meaning that they bring out with regard to the departure
from the Ark. The end of the Flood is signified by the order that
is recounted by the qur’inic verse: “Then the word went forth:
‘O earth! swallow up thy water, and O sky! withhold [thy
rain)!"” (11:44). It is the entire future of the esoteric da‘wat
that is signified here. We know that the Sky {Heaven] is the
symbol of the prophet (and the reverse). Noah had received the
order to call men to the exoteric, to the observance of the
shari‘at sct out by him, and also to call them to the esoteric, to
the secret and purely spiritual sense of that shari‘at, that is, to
enter into the mystical Ark. From that time on, each prophet
will limit himself strictly to his role as Enunciator of a shariat:
he will only call men to strict ritual observance. “O earth! swal-
low up thy water” means that spiritual science—the Water that
gushed forth from the esoteric Earth that is the Imamate, at the
same time that the Water flowed from the Heaven of
prophecy—will henceforth withdraw into the person of the
Imim as the abode of the esoteric.'®3 As the waters vanish from
sight when they are absorbed by the earth, so secret gnosis with-
draws and remains hidden in the person of the one who is its
abode. This is the last resting place of the Ark. The Qur’an men-
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tions not Ararat, but another name. “The Ark rested on Mount
Judi” (11:44), and this final point designates the last degree, or,
rather, in the order of initiation, the initial degree of the esoteric
hierarchy, that of the neophytes (the mostajibin). We have read,
in fact, that the mystical Ark (esoteric science) floats, together
with the Imam, from grade to grade in the entire hierarchy. It fi-
nally comes to rest on the last, the initial grade, below which
there is only the profane world, that is, the exoterists.!® To
them, nothing will be unveiled, except to the elect, who, one by
one, will respond to the da‘wat, to the “calling” secretly ad-
dressed to them by the Imam.

“The word came: ‘O Noah! come down from the Ark with
peace from Us and blessing on thee and on some of the peoples
{who will spring] from those with thee’” (Qur’in 11:48). Swe-
denborgian hermeneutics has shown us that the command “Go
forth from the Ark” puts an end to the ordeal of the “Flood” for
those who have overcome it victoriously and have thus become
spiritually free men (see supra § 6). Similarly, for Isma‘ili gnosis,
the sojourn in the Ark has the sense of an ordeal: those who
have passed through it become true believers in the invisible
world (mu’minin fi’l-ghayb).'®> All the others are those who
“remain delayed” (takhalluf)'® with respect to the spiritual or
gnostic realities of faith (haga’ig al-iman), consequently those
who violate the pact of faith in the invisible (al-iman bi’l-ghayb),
those who establish the exoteric independently of the esoteric
(iqimar al-zabir duna’l-bitin), and who do not admit that
there is celestial support for theosophical wisdom (al-ta’yid bi’l-
bikmat), for secret spiritual gnosis (m maknan ribani
masiin).'%” The final prayer of Noah (Qur’in 71:26-27) asks
God to preserve his da‘wat from their incursion and from their
corrupting nature.'%¥ Noah may depart from the Ark because it
has now come to rest at a final point; the Waters (esoteric gno-
sis) have withdrawn and hidden themsclves in the Imam and his
own. All those whom the Ark has preserved move around incog-
nito and free among men, the masses who are incapable of
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enduring the encounter between the celestial Waters and the
Waters that gush forth from the Earth, that is, between the sci-
ence of the exotenc (that of the prophets) and the science of the
esoteric (that of the Imams).}® The departure from the Ark is
accompanied by the discipline of the arcanum. It will remain so
until the advent of the last Imam, the Imam of the Resurrection,
who alone will have the function of revealing openly the ta’wil,
the concealed sense of all Divine Revelations.!??

It is on the perspective of this prophetic succession that the
Isma‘ili chapter of the spintual history of Noah ends, with re-
gard to these qur’anic verses: “And We sent Noah and Abraham,
and established in their line Prophethood and Revelation [the
Book]. . .. Then, in their wake, we followed them up [others of]
Our apostles: We sent after them Jesus the son of Mary, and be-
stowed on him the Gospel” (57:26-27).

These qur’anic verses, together with several others, best ex-
press the theme that, in Islamic prophetology (actually, Shi‘ite
prophetology), echoes the theme of Verus Propheta in primitive
Judeo-Chnistian theology: the True Prophet, hastening from
prophet to prophet until the place of his rest, the last prophet.
The purest substance of prophecy will be transferred from Adam
to one descendant after another, until Noah; from him, until
Moses; from Moses, until Jesus; from Jesus, until Muhammad.
It is not only a matter of physical postenty, since neither Moses
nor Jesus had any, but also of spintual postenty and descent by
birth in the da‘wat (bi-mawlid al-da‘wat).'®' However, Shi‘ite
prophetology contains something more than Judeo-Chrnistian
prophetology, something that is already promised in the juxta-
position emphasized in the verse cited above: propbecy and the
Book. For Shi‘ite prophetology, the Book, in esoteric terms, des-
ignates the Imam, since in its integrality the “phenomenon of
the Sacred Book™ presupposes not only the enunciation of the
exotenc letter by the prophet but also the spintual science of the
esotenic that has its foundation in the Imim. The prophetic suc-
cession, in both the Isma‘ili and the Twelve-Imam Shi‘ite con-
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ception, includes simultaneously the line of the great prophets
(the “law-giving” prophets) and the line of their Imams.

There is here a fact of major importance for the actual concept
of a “spiritual line.” In fact, if the Shi‘ites find expressly affirmed
in the Qur’an the Abrahamic descent of Jesus, this can only
mean a spintual descent, since Jesus did not have an “carthly™
father, a father of the flesh. On the other hand, we know that
since the hierohistory of Adam the esotenc is the Feminine (and
the reverse). From this stems the typological correspondence
that Shi‘ite thought establishes between Maryam, mother of Je-
sus, and Fitima, daughter of the Prophet Muhammad and
mother of the holy Imdms, a correspondence that is so striking
and of such still unsuspected implication. Shi‘ism generally is
sometimes reproached for basing the principle of prophetic suc-
cession on the idea of physical descent. dt is simply forgotten
that this kind of descent has never sufficed: both nassand “smat,
investiture and complete punty, are also necessary. It is also for-
gotten that physical descent is through the feminine, in the per-
son of Fitima, daughter of the Prophet Muhammad, which
would be sufficient to place the line of Imams outside of any
companison with some political dynasty, “legitimate” or not. In
a moving conversation with the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad, the
Seventh Imadm of the Shi‘ites, Misa Kizem (d. 183/799), re-
sponded pertinently by emphasizing the typological correspon-
dence between Maryam and Fiatima: just as Jesus possesses his
prophetic ancestry from a woman, Maryam, so do the Imiams
possess their prophetic ancestry from their mother, Fitima.!%2

The implication of this parallelism is understood perfectly
only if it is known that the Feminine represents the esotenc.
Isma‘ili Christology will indicate to us that it is actually this
which gives its meaning to the “virginal conception™ of Jesus,
and all of Shi‘ite theology extends the qualification of Virgin
Mother to the person of Fitima (al-Batil). This is what shows
through the meaning that Christianity takes on in the compre-
hensive conception of unitary prophetic religion as embracing
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the entire history of humanity. Adam’s transgression consisted
in yielding to the suggestion of Iblis: to attain to the esoteric in
its pure state. Christianity will be understood here as originating
in the purely esoteric, in the secret of the “virginal conception”
of its prophet, while Shi‘ism, as the esoterism of Islam, claims a
corresponding ancestry. It may, therefore, be said that what is
proclaimed in the typological correspondence between Maryam
and Fatima is the final advent of the Imam-Paraclete, with which
all the consequences of Adam’s transgression will be abolished,
because by revealing the esoteric of all Divine Revelations, he
will reveal the secret of the Resurrection.

What, then, can be said of Shi‘ite Christology in general and
more specifically of Isma‘ili Christology? The question is of
great importance, since all research in depth on comparative
spiritual hermeneutics of the Bible and the Qur’an will con-
clude, at one time or another, by encountering the Christologi-
cal differences. Shi‘ite prophetology is completely comfortable
in conceiving a Christology, and it has done so. On the other
hand, it has been impossible until now for Christian Christol-
ogy, at least in its official form, to conceive of a prophetology ca-
pable of evaluating positively the significance of the Muham-
madan prophetic revelation. Because the “history of religions”
has continued subsequently to Christianity, we are faced with a
fundamental problem in the spiritual history of man, a problem
that is undoubtedly insurmountable for some and stimulating
for others; in any case it is one that has been very little reflected
upon, and that remains posed in all its theological extent, be-
cause every political philosophy in history in fact bypasses the
problem that is actually posed. Of course, the data vary accord-
ing to the form of the Chnstology itself, and there has been a
certain amount of data in Christianity outside the official Chnis-
tology of the Councils. It is certain, for example, that in the the-
ology of Swedenborg, which does not accept the idea of the
Trinity—at least as official dogma accepts it—Christology takes
on an entircly different form. We do not have the time or the
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space here to refer to it for our project of comparative spiritual
hermeneutics, but we can indicate provisionally the broad out-
line of the Christology of Isma‘ili gnosis, and discern the per-
spective toward which it orientates us.

4. Isma‘ili Christolagy

We will discuss this subject only allusively and in a few lines, re-
ferring to the work of Qazi No‘min, but without following in
detail the Isma‘ili exegesis of the qur’inic verses cited, as this
would require lengthy treatment. Let us remind ourselves that
here again the a‘wil, Isma‘ili hermeneutics, transposes all the
events onto the spiritual or initiatory plane, on the basis of a
doctrine of correspondences that has never been found—and
never can be found—in that false situation, that impasse, in the
face of which certain theologians of our time have spoken of the
need to “demythologize” the data of biblical history. Far from
it. For the most part, we can identify in the canonical Gospels or
in the Gospels that are considered apocryphal the sources of the
Christology that is related in the quranic verses or the hadith
(the traditions of the Prophet Muhammad) that are referred to
by the Shi‘ite and Isma‘ili theosophers. The reflections of these
men result in a gnostic exegesis of the sources that is completely
unexpected given our habits of thought.

The chapter that expounds the za‘wil, the spiritual interpreta-
tion of the history of Jesus, or his hierohistory, is prefaced with a
chapter that begins by giving the Isma'ili gnostic interpretation
of the history of Zacharias.!?3 The discussion here involves, as it
does from one end to the other of the cycle of prophecy, the hi-
erohistory of the da‘wat, and eo spso the spintual history of hu-
manity; the dramatss personae will again be the “dignitaries” of
the eternal da‘wat, “in Heaven” and on earth. Their decisions
and their behavior have no meaning except in relation to the
hierohistory of that cternal 4a‘wat, and something results
from this that has no analogy, as far as I know, in any other
gnosis.
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Let us bear in mind the process of the double prophetic and
imamic succession. The mission of the Prophet-Messenger
( Nabi-Morsal) is to enunciate, to reveal the exoteric of a new re-
ligious Law. Beside him, he whom he establishes as his Imam is
simultaneously the treasurer and the treasure of the esoteric of
the positive religion. As long as the Enunciator-Prophet ( Natiq)
is in this world, the Imam is the Silent One (samit). For the
prophet, he is the preeminent Hajjat (his Proof, his Pledge). Es-
oterically, the Imam, since he is invested with the esoteric, is the
Enunciator of the Law in relation to the prophet, as the femi-
nine in relation to the masculine; we noted above that the Imam
is therefore designated as the “spiritual mother” of the believers
(in Persian madar-e rihani). When the Prophet leaves this
world, the Imam succeeds him at the head of the community
and assumes his “masculine” spiritual responsibilities. From
among the twelve permanent Hojsat, he chooses one who will
then, in his turn, be at his side in the role that he himself played
at the side of the Prophet, by assuming the “feminine” esoteric.
The Imam- Hojfsat couple succeeds the Prophet-Imam couple.
When the Imam disappears, the Hojjat, in turn, succeeds him,
and so forth. The promotion of a Hojsat results from the spiri-
tual conjunction of the prophetic-masculine (the prophet or the
Imam who succeeds him) and the esoteric-feminine (the Imam
for the prophet, the Hojsat for the Imam). This is the norm of
succession and regular initiatory filiation that must be kept in
mind in order to understand the figure of Maryam, mother of
Jesus.

When the fourth period of the cycle of prophecy, that is, the
period of Moses, was in the process of reaching its end, the
Imam of the time was named ‘Imrin.!?* He had the foreknowl-
edge that he would not live until the fifth great prophet would
be raised up (that is, Jesus, prophet of the “fifth day” of the
hexaémeron). His own Hojsat had left this world before they had
been able, together, to choose the one who would have been
the future Imam, the spiritual successor of ‘Imran, spiritually
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born (wiladat rihaniya), so to speak, of the latter and his Hoj-
jat. That is why ‘Imran had designated Zacharias in advance as
the Imam, his successor. But Zacharias did not belong directly
to the da‘wat of ‘Imran, that is, to his jazira, those who owed
their initiatory birth directly to ‘Imran. In order to provide for
the future, ‘Imran also chose from among his young dignitaries
the one in whom he discerned the greatest spiritual precocious-
ness, and he entrusted him to Zacharias for his initiatory
education, so that the young man could eventually succeed
Zacharias one day and return the imamic succession to the spiri-
tual line of ‘Imran. The young disciple whom ‘Imran entrusted
to the care of Zacharias was designated exoterically by the name
Maryam.19° _

In fact, Maryam was shown not to have the aptitude for the
Imamate, but, rather, to have the aptitude for the function of
Hojjat, that is, as being devoted essentially to the esoteric, as a
figure who is, esoterically, “in the essential feminine,” so that
‘Imran’s hope was fulfilled, but in a way that he had not fore-
seen. We find oursclves here simultaneously before the mystery
of the figure of Maryam and before the rigorous implications of
Isma‘ili gnosis. For the name Maryam can also conceal a digni-
tary of the da ‘wat who would be physically masculine, a man. In
fact, grammatically, our text passes with indifference from the
masculine to the feminine and vice versa. Since the beginning of
the history of Adam-Eve, we know that the esoteric is essentially
the feminine. Whether the figure of Maryam is physically—
legally, so to speak—a man or a woman is not important; what is
important is the metaphysical and esoteric status, which, in terms
of its rank and status in the da‘wat, is essentially the feminine.
Thus, regardless of whether he is physically a man, his real starus
is the same. Certain historical examples, however, indicate that
this figure could also be physically a woman who assumes the
spiritual role of a man in the feminine.!%® That is why he is spo-
ken of in the feminine, and the casc of Maryam is repeated typo-
logically with regard to all the feminine names of hierohistory
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(Khadija, wife of the Prophet Muhammad, Fitima, his daughter,
Mary Magdalene as another name for Simon Peter, etc.).!¥”
From this will follow the meaning of the initiatives taken by
Maryam, which lead, under the directon of the celestial bodid,
to the raising up of the new prophet.

For his part, Zacharias felt the desire to ensure the imamic
succession in its proper spiritual descent. With the help of his
Hojjas (corresponding to the figure of Elisabeth), he was able to
establish, belatedly, it is true, Yahya, that is, John the Baptist, as
his future successor. Yahyi would be Imam for a while after
Zacharias, but he would not be of his succession as Zacharias
had arranged it. In the meantime, the spiritual education of
Maryam goes forward; in fact, Zacharias does not play much of a
role in this, for Maryam receives everything not from a human
master, but from invisible celestial Guides (the qur’inic verse
3:37 alludes to this: each time that Zacharias enters Maryam’s
room, he discovers that she is already provided with a mysterious
food). This is the situation until the scene of the Annunciation,
which the Qur’in divides into two parts, First the Angels (the
celestal “dignitaries” whose hierarchy corresponds to the ranks
of the earthly da‘wat) announce the figure of Jesus to Mary: his
name, the discourses that he will give, and the works that he will
accomplish. Then, there is the personal manifestation of the An-
gel Gabriel as Holy Spirit.

In order to make us understand the meaning of these events
on the initiatory plane, Qazi No‘min explains: Maryam as
Hojjat, as a feminine figure symbolizing the pure esoteric,
is not qualified to reccive the solemn obligation that inte-
grates a new initiate into the da‘wat, she cannot do this except
with the consent and spiritual assistance of the Imim, who,
as the successor of the prophet of the period, symbolizes eso-
terically the “masculine,” the “spiritual father.” This is the
reason for Maryam’s fear and protestations at the Annunciation
of the Angel. She asks the Angel to swear before God that he is
not of those whom the discipline of the arcanum (tagiveh)
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would forbid having such a purpose, which would reult in
violating the solemn pact that pledges them to the lmim.
According to the exoteric letter of the qur’inic text, she
protests that she is not a “woman of wicked life”; this means
that she has never infringed the mystical law of the sodality by
denying the role and the prerogative of the Imam: ““How shall
I have a son, seeing that no man has touched me?’” {Qur’an
19:20; cf. Luke 1:34).

In fact, at first sight, and as Isma‘ili hermeneutics reads the
text, what the Angel announces to Maryam can only appear to
her as an enormity. By ordering her to receive the entry of Jesus
in the da‘war (to “give him birth” in the da‘wat), he instructs
her, by God’s command, to receive, without the knowledge, or-
der, or consent of the Imdm, not simply the entry of a young
man as a new initiate, but the entry of one who will be the fu-
ture prophet, the prophet of the “fifth day” of spiritual Cre-
ation, that is, of the fifth period in the cycle of prophecy; and
this prophet will be “her son” in the higher spiritual and esoteric
signification of the word, “Jesus son of Maryam.” The appear-
ance of the Angel signifies the conjunction—immediate and
without intermediary—with Maryam of what the Isma‘ili lexicon
designates as 7a %yid, celestial aid, as maddaz, pre-eternal vivifying
and fecundating divine vitality, “column of light,” divine mag-
netism, ctc.!®® The law of regular initiatory filiation, and thus
the earthly lineage of the prophetic succession, insofar as it is
carthly, is broken by the direct celestial intervention of the An-
gel. The mystery of the “virginal conception™ of Christ is here; it
is not something that belongs to the physical nature of the hu-
man body; it is the “spiritual birth™ of the future prophet as pro-
ceeding, by the command of Heaven, uniquely from his mother,
that is, from the purely esoteric, without intervention of the
masculine principle that is the exoteric and the Law. This is not
a question of allegory; the spiritual trush of the event, recap-
tured on the plane to which it relates, is the lteral truth. Ismatili
gnosis thus gives the origins of Christianity and its function in
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human history the meaning that integrates it into the eternal
da‘wat.

Certainly, this is a Christianity altogether different from the
one generally studied in the official history of external events;
but there are perhaps traces of this “other Chrstianity” to be
found in certain Western traditions. The sequence of spiritual
events is rigorously connected according to Isma‘ili hermeneu-
tics. When the moment arrives, the Imam of the time, John the
Baptist (Yahya), son of Zacharias, is the first to approve the ini-
tiative taken by Maryam at the Angel’s order, and to bow before
the new prophet. This is the scene of the Baptism of Christ, re-
ported in our canonical Gospels and recorded in many hadith,
through which our Isma‘ili authors know about it, but they give
it 2 meaning that converges with the one given to it in other re-
spects by Judeo-Christian gnosis. Finally, the Qur’an (4:157) is
resolutely “docetist™ Christ did not dic on the cross; God raised
him up unto Himself, for men did not have the power to kill the
Word of God (Kalam Allah), the Spirit of God (Rub Allah).
But men had the illusion that they killed him, and in doing so
they obtained what they wanted: doubt, perplexity, misleading
(all that we call “agnosticism™); the “punishment™ that is
promised to them is exactly this. On the other hand, the myste-
rious meal to which certain qur’anic verses allude (5:115-118) 15
interpreted by our Isma‘ili authors as a mystical Communion, as
the form of Manifestation assumed by Jesus after his disappear-
ance in order to give his teaching to his disciples; and this, Qazi
No‘min emphasizes, is not reported of any other prophet.
Henceforth, all the Shi‘ite traditions say, Chnst will not “reap-
pear” except when the Imam of the Resurrection (the Q#’im al-
Qiyamat) will himself appear, and will have scattered before him
all the deniers.

The Isma‘ili chapter of the spiritual history of Jesus closes
with an allusion to the meaning that must be given to the in-
struction ordering everyone “to take up his Cross.”!*” The sym-
bol of the Cross, not in the sense that is familiar to Christian as-
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ceticism, but in its internal esoteric reality, involves the same sig-
nifications as the Ark constructed by Noah and the four words
that compose the shahidat, the Islamic testimony of Unity. The
symbol of the Christian Cross, thus integrated into the hierohis-
tory of the eternal and unique 4a‘wat, addresses to believers the
same Call to faith and to a return to the suprasensory spiritual
world, a Call that makes known to them its presence by unveil-
ing for them the correspondences of universes that symbolize
with each other. This Call may differ as far as exoteric aspects are
concerned, but the spiritual hermeneutics of the prophets’
teaching, from one end of the cycle of earthly humanity to the
other, preserves its unity. For esoterism, everywhere and always,
leads to the same end.

We mentioned a little while ago that perhaps the most dramatic
problem in discussing the spiritual history of man results from
the stop arbitranly imposed on this history, when theologies
claim to impose limits upon the God Whose Word they want to
explain. The question is: when a religion is based on the “phe-
nomenon of the Sacred Book,” which has occupied our atten-
tion here as the principle and the source of spiritual hermeneu-
tics, is it faithful to the spiritual sense when it wants to stop at
itself and to stop the history of religions with itself, finding itself
powerless to understand and validate any religious form that has
come after it? For one does not “stop™ history, inasmuch as one
is situated in it and claims to “make history” oneself.

In Islam, Shi‘ism defies simultaneously the past and the pre-
sent through its eschatological expectation, by professing that
after the conclusion of “law-giving prophecy,” the religious fu-
ture of humanity is not closed. Something is still to be expected,
not only a “future” that gives its meaning to the “present,” but
an inrush of metahbistory that makes evident the unidimensional-
ity of our “historical consciousness.” That inrush is signified by
the advent of the Imam of the Resurrection, whom many Shi‘ite
authors expressly identify with the Paraclete, announced in the
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Gospel of John (15:26, 16:13-14).2% This eschatological expec-
tation was an essential element in primitive Christianity. To the
extent that in our time it has not become purely a matter of
words, it alone can clarify the situation to which we are led in-
evitably, at one time or another, by comparative spiritual
hermeneutics of the Bible and the Qur’in, that is, hermeneutics
of the “Sacred Book” as it is practiced, not by the literalists or
rational dogmatists, since there is no result in that case, but by
all those who are called mystics or mystic theosophers.

In other words, if not only a general theology of the history of
religions but also a general theology of religions is necessary and
conceivable, it cannot be established either as a synthesis or as a
process of the “historical past.” It is not feasible, in one form or
another, except as a theology or a theosophy of the Paraclete.
This begins when our bondage to the unidimensional and linear
perspective of the consciousness called “historical” ceases. What
we have called here hierohistory is the appearance of a hieratic di-
mension, heterogeneous to our historical time; the time of this
hierochistory is the one that we have seen Swedenborg analyze as
a succession of spiritual states, and the events that are visions—
those of Isma‘ili hierohistory, for example, or those that fill our
cycle of the holy Grail—are true and actually take place “in that
time.”

I believe that for the first ime, we have noted here certain
hermeneutic convergences in a spiritual writer like Swedenborg,
based on the Bible, and among the Isma‘ili spiritual writers in Is-
lam, based on the Qur’in. We have only been able to indicate a
very limited number of aspects, with regard to the hierohistory
of Adam and that of Noah; there are a great many others to
study. We would have to involve, from the Islamic side, all
Shi‘ite hermeneutics in general, all those of Sufism, those of Ibn
‘Arabi, Semnini, Sadri Shirazi, etc. From Christianity, we would
have to include all of Christian gnosis, the entire school of Jakob
Boehme, and go as far as the extraordinary hermeneutic monu-
ment erccted by Emil Bock. The task would be overwhelming.
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Will it not impose itself upon us someday, though, in one form
or another? We cannot yet foresee what may result, for example,
from a comparison between the Christian theology of Sweden-
borg, who is neither trinitarian nor Pauline, with the specific
form of Islamic Shi‘ite theology, where imimology assumes a
function homologous to that of Christology in Christian theol-
ogy.2%! But what one can foresee is that there is something in
common between the idea of the Nova Hicrosolyma and the
parousia of the “Hidden Imam,” identified with the Paraclete in
the Twelve-Imam Shi‘ite conception. Perhaps this foresight re-
quires the spirit of spiritual freedom that we have heard signified
in the order given to Noah: “Go forth from the Ark™—or in
what Berdyaev called “Christ in motion,” in contrast with the
Christ of immutable dogma.

If the grand task of a general theology of religions was ever
foreseen, it was surely by the great Protestant theologian of
German romanticism, Schleiermacher, himself a master of
hermeneutics. If he is scarcely to the taste or in the style of our
time, this is perhaps owing to a symptom not only of dryness of
heart in our theologies, but of resignation, of secret agnosticism,
which insists that one should be more attentive to questions that
are, in fact, at the level of sociology, even when they bear the
name of ecumenism. In a striking page of his Discourses on Reli-
gion, a page totally inspired by the verses in John concerning the
Paraclete, Schleiermacher professes that if| since the flowering of
the first Christianity has passed, the Sacred Scriptures, the Bible,
have come to be considered a closed code of religion, it is be-
cause it has been claimed that limits can be imposed on the
boundless freedom of the Holy Spirit. In fact, it would be neces-
sary to make it appear dead, and for that it would be necessary
that religion itself—a divine work, not a human onc—should be
dead. Schleiermacher would not have spoken otherwise if he had
been, like us, witness to the efforts of the theologians who have
made themselves the accomplices of that death, by affirming,
under the pretext of safeguarding the divine transcendence, that
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Christianity is not a religion and by obstinately repeating that re-
ligion is only the work of man—as though man could be capable
of this effort at salvation without God being its active Subject.

In contrast, Schleiermacher proclaims: “All those who have
still felt their life in them, or have perceived it in others, have al-
ways declared themselves against that innovation which has
nothing Christian in it. The Sacred Scriptures became the Bible
by means of their own power; they do not forbid any other book
to be or to become the Bible; they would willingly allow any-
thing written with the same power to be added.”2®?

This page of Schleiermacher could be the charter of all future
comparative spiritual hermeneutics.
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*Noah.’ This church is to be called the Ancient Church (verses 28, 29). {467:]
Lamech is described as retaining nothing of the perception that the Most An-
cient Church enjoyed; and ‘Noah’ is described as a new church (verse 29).”
For its part, 1sma'‘ili gnosis knows perfectly well that the “age of Noah,™ for ex-
ample, designates not his person but his period (see sec. 3 of part 2). The ten
names enumerated above are also known to Shi‘ite prophetology, with several
alterations resulting from the Arabic writing system. S¢e note 170,

116. We have already had occasion to mention above (sec. 3) the analogy of
this conception to that of the Qfydmads in 1sma‘ili gnosis.

117. Arcana Coclestia, § 585.

118. See sec. 3.

119. Arcana Coclestia, § 597.

120. 1bid., § 605.

121, 1bid., §§ 599-604. See § 639: “That by the ‘ark’ is signified the man of
that church, or the church called ‘Noah,’ is sufficiendy evident from the de-
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scription of it in the following verses [Gen. 5:14]; and from the fact that the
Lord’s Word everywhere involves spiritual and celestial things; that is, that the
Word is spiritual and celestial. 1f the ark with its coating of pitch, its measure-
ment, and its construction, and the flood also, signified nothing more than the
letter expresses, there would be nothing at all spiritual and celestial in the ac-
count of it, but only something historical, which would be of no more use to
the human race than any similar thing described by secular writers. But because
the Word of the Lord everywhere in its bosom or interiors involves and con-
tains spiritual and celestial things, it is very evident that by the ark and all the
things said about the ark, are signified hidden things not yet revealed.” Swe-
denborg remarks that the same is true in the case of Moses’ cradle (Exod. 2:3)
and the Ark of the Covenant. “In like manner the tempie of Solomon was not
holy at all of itself, or on account of the gold, silver, cedar, and stone in it, but
on account of all the things which these represented.” lsma‘ili gnosis professes
the same doctrine with regard to the esoteric {bdtin} signified by the Ark and
its structure.

122. Arcana Coclestia, § 605 and § 606: “The ‘flood,’ the ‘ark,’ and there-
fore the things described in connection with them, signify regeneration, and
also the temptations that precede regeneration.™

123. 1bid., § 609.

124. 1bid., §§ 301, 784,

125. 1bid., §§ 301-303, 784,

126. 1bid., §§ 607-608.

127. 1bid., § 790.

128. 1bid., §§ 660-662.

129. 1bid., §§ 705, 730.

130. 1bid., §§ 904-905.

131. Many badith of the Fifth and Sixth Imims (Mohammad Bagqir and
Ja'far al-Sidiq) formulate, with some variations, the same fundamental idea.
See Abi’l-Hasan Sharif Nabati 1spahini, Tafsir Mirdt al-Anwar (Teheran,
A H. 1375), p. 5. It is upon this same fundamental idea that the Shi‘ite tradi-
tions base the necessity for the continued presence of the Imam in the world,
even when it is a marter of his “concealed™ presence, as it is for the Twelve-
Imiam Shi‘ites; for it is by means of this presence of the one who knows and in-
spires the hermencutics of the Book that the Book never dies and its sensc al-
ways remains to come. See Kolayni, Kitab al-Ogal mina’l-Kafi, Kitab
al-Hojfat (Treatise of the Imam), 10, 3rd badith. The commentary by Molla
Sadr3 Shirdzi is particularly dense on this point. See Shark al-Osal (lithogr.;
Teheran, n.d.), p. 490.

132. For the entirc seccond part of the present study, we will refer to our pre-
viously published research, esp.: Trilogie ismadisenne; Histoire de la philosophie
isiamique, part 1; En Istam iranien, 1: 219 f1.; Molla Sadri Shirazi, Le Livre des
pénétrations métaphysigues { Kitak al-Mashi‘ir), Bibliothéque lranienne, vol.
10 (Paris : Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1964).
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133. See Nisir-c Khosraw, Le Livre réuninant les deux sagesses (philosophie
grecque es théosophie ismaélienne), Bibliothdque Iranienne, vol. 3, (Paris:
Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1953), p. 67 of our “Etude préliminaire.”

134. Regarding this hicrarchy, sce En Islam jranien, 4:205 ff., 346 ff.

135. Sce the excellent summary by Sayyed Kizem Reshti (d. 1259/1843) at
the beginning of his commentary on the “Throne Verse™ (Sharh Ayat al-Korsi)
(Tabriz, n.d)., pp. 1 ff,, as well as his “Epistle on the Exoteric, the Esoteric,
and Symbolic Exegesis™ (R. fi magamds al-gabir wa'l-batin wa'l-ta’wil), in
Magmii‘a of 34 treatises (Tabriz, 1276), pp. 366-368.

136. Scmnini even calculated the approximate number of volumes neces-
sary! See En Ilam iranien, 3: 226 ff.

137. That is why it is preferable to retain the name Isma‘ilisto designate this
branch of Shi‘ism, and to reserve the name Iswea ‘ilites as an ethnic designation
that refers to an entirely different concept. Of course, the figure of 1sma‘il, son
of Abraham, also plays a predominant role in Isma‘ili prophetology; Isma‘il
was the titular Imim (mostagarr) while Isaac was only the trustec Imim
{mostawda ). After that, the real Imamate entered into a sort of “secrecy™ until
the time when it reappeared, during the period of Muhammad, in the line of
Imims descended from ‘Ali ibn Abi-Talib. In the interval, it was the “trustec”
Imims who occupied the “front of the stage™ during cach prophetic period, al-
though the texts also inform us of the names of the real Imams.

138. For the essential differences between the Isma'ilism of the Alamat re-
form and the Isma‘ilism of the Fatimid tradition, se¢ esp. our two works Trilo-
gie ismaélienne and Histoire de la philosophic islamigue. See also our “Eighth
Centenary of Alamiit,” Le Mercure de France, February 1965.

139. Sece note 28, and our “Etude préliminaire” to the book by Nisir-¢
Khosraw, Le livre réunissant les denx sagesses, pp. 74, 81, 83 note 157, 87 fr.,
91.

140. Sce the diagrams given in our book Cyclical Time, pp. 94, 96, and in
Trilogic ismatlienne, p. 60.

141. Sce W. Ivanow, Ismaili Literature: a Bibliographical Survey, The Is-
maili Society Series A, no. 15 (Teheran, 1963), pp. 32 ff. QiZi No‘man (Aba
Hanifi al-No*min ibn Abi ‘Abd-Allah al-Tamimi al-Qayrawini, d. 363/974)
was a prolific author, many of whosc books have unfortunately been lost. He
originally belonged to the Malikite rite, or, much more likely, was already a
Twelve-Imim Shi‘ite. As a young man, he entered the service of the Fatimid
caliph al-Mahdi in 313/925. He is interesting in that he is recognized by both
the Isma‘ilis and the Twelve-Imam Shi‘ites, that is, by the two great branches
of Shi‘ism. The book Asds al-Ta’wil, to which we will refer particularly here,
was translated into Persian by Mo’ayyad Shirizi (d. 470,/1077), but the only
manuscript known to date is 2 modern Persian translation (see W. Ivanow, Is-
maili Literatwre, p. 47, no. 169). The present study is based in part on the edi-
tion of the Asds al-Ta’wil issued by Aref Tamer in Beirut in 1960. Regreuably,
this edition, collated from two unsatisfactory manuscripts, is itself defective and
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incomplete; the alterations of the text have rendered certain passages incom-
prehensible, and the edition does not give precise qurtanic references (numbers
of suras and verses). We could not have completed our study if W. Ivanow had
not kindly placed at our disposal, in Teheran, two other manuscripts of 1the
work. We devoted an entire course to it at the Ecole pratique des Hautes-
Etudes (scc the report in Annuaire de la Section des Sciences religiesses {1964 -
1965 ]: 89 ff.).

142. Sce Histoire de la philosophic islamigue, 1: 118 ff., and Trilogic ismaéls-
enne, first chapter of the second treatise, pp. 149 ff. of the French translation.

143. Sce Trilogic ismacélienne, chapters 31 and 32 of the Livre des Sowrces by
Abii Ya'qab Sejestani, pp. 97 ff. of the translation. Sce also the end of sec. 4 of
part 2 of the present essay.

144. In Twelve-Imam Shi‘ism, the twelve letters symbolize the Twelve
Imims (themselves symbolizing with the twelve signs of the zodiac, the twelve
streams that Moses caused to gush from the rock, the twelve leaders of the
tribes of Israel, ¢tc.). The structure is different, because the idea of the Ima-
mate is different and limited to Twelve Imidms. See Trilogie ismaélienne, index
under “douze™; and Sadri Shirazi, Le Livre des pénétrations métaphysigues, in-
dex under “Imam,” “Quatorze Trés-Purs,” ete.

145. For this succession of cycles, see Trilogie ismaélienne, index under *“cy-
cle,” “di’irat,” ctc. Qi No‘min does not discuss this in his Asds al-Ta'wil;
we are giving a brief overview here of the entire subject. Sce also Cyclical Time,
pp- 78-84.

146. Regarding the esoteric sense of the hexaémeron, sec Trilogic ismacli-
enne, index under this term (other references given there as well). Sce also
Cyclical Time, pp. 96-97, and my introduction to Commentaire de la Qasida
ismaélienne, pp. 74 fI. (on the “theosophy of history™).

147. As was said above, QiZl No'‘man does not discuss the origin and suc-
cession of the cycles in his book, but for the a’wif there is not a word to be
changed in the letter of the text, when the “prologue in Heaven™ is under-
stood as the Imdm Honayd, father of “our™ Adam, conversing with his
Lawahig. The chapter about Adam in the Kitéb Asis al-Ta'wil, pp. 50 ff. of the
edition cited above (note 141), opens with a number of observations regarding
the Imimate and prophecy.

148. The qur’inic references given in the original text of this articte were ac-
cording to the tradition of Koufa, generally followed in 1ran; the numbering of
verses corresponds to that in the old edition of the Qur’an issued, in the West,
by Fliigel. For the convenience of readers, the present English translation of
Corbin’s article gives the numbering and translation found in The Holy
QOwur'an: Text, Translation, and Commentary, by A. Yusuf Ali {(Washington,
D.C., 1946).

149. Asds al-Ta’wil, pp. 54 ff.; Cyclical Time, p. 82; Trilogie ismaélienne, pp.
126 fF.

150. Sce references in the previous note. The initial origin of 1blis-Satan
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goes back to the “drama in Heaven,” when the Spiritual Adam ( Adam richini,
celestial Anthripos, Angel of humaniry), having wrenched from his own being
the darkness that had immobilized him in doubt, cast it into the abyss, where it
caused the appearance of our physical cosmos. During the cycles of epiphany,
this form of Darkness (of dark fire) remained harmless and invisible. It reap-
peared as a terrible counterforce at the threshold of a cycle of occultation;
more precisely, it is the agent of that cycle, for Iblis had been with Adam as
one of the Angels of the preceding cycle; antagonism thus breaks out. It is be-
fore the revelation of Iblis's secret that the Angels, that is, the twelve lawdhig,
understand that they themselves have crossed the boundary of transgression by
asking: “Wilt Thou place therein [on earth]...?” For they wanted to say: “We
did not think that God would create a being superior to us.” They therefore
sought refuge near the Throne ( ‘arsh) and circumambulated it for a week. In
rclation to this subject, the Asds al-Ta’wil (p. 57) recounts a very instructive
hadith regarding the origins of the temple of the Ka‘%s. Imam Ja‘far as-Sidiq,
while still 2 young man, was performing the rites of circumambulation in the
company of his father (Mohammad Bigir, the Fifth Imam), when a mysterious
stranger (a2 blond man dressed in two white robes) asked him about the ongins
of the temple. Imim al-Biqir stated to him the episode that we have just read,
and continued: “Descend to earth, said their Lord to the Angels, and build
there a temple near which those of the children of Adam who will have com-
mitted a rransgression will find refuge. They will circumambulate around the
Temple as you yoursclves have sought refuge near the Throne.... Thus, they
built this Temple (the Ka‘®a), but God removed it at the epoch of the Flood;
it is now in the Fourth Heaven. And the Angels make the pilgrimage there un-
til the day of the Resurrection. Afterward, Abraham built the present Temple
on the foundations of the other.” All this is of very dense signification for hi-
crohistory. The Temple that is in the Fourth Heaven, the Bayt al-Ma‘miir, is
the celestial archetype of the wisible and carthly Temple of the Ka‘ba, which is
its fskayat (imitation, “history”). Its origin is connected to a “drama in
Heaven®”; evil exists before carthly man, but is redeemed from that point on.
The Flood is the epoch when the Temple built on carth by the Angels was fi-
nally removed to Heaven (as happened to the holy Grail); we have only the
copy, the hikdyat (built on the foundations of the first Temple; now, the word
Asds, “foundation,” designates preeminently the Imim). Thus the esoteric
sense of the history of Noah. Finally, regarding the “pilgrimage of the Angels
until the day of the Resurrection,” it should be recailed that the Isma‘ili da‘wat
is the “potential paradise.” By accomplishing the carthly pilgrimage to the
Ka‘ba, the Isma'ili initiate knows that, in doing so, his rite symbolizes with the
pilgrimage of the Angels. Moreover, according to the tradition of Alamat, it is
carthly life that is itself the pilgrimage to the encounter with the “celestial
‘Temple,” of which the Imim is the foundation.

151. When the drama is transposed to its origin, in the person of Adam
rahani, third Angel of the pleroma who became tenth because of his error, it is
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a matter here, too, of the *betrothed of the Spiritual Adam who returned to
his paradisc.” See Cyclical Time, p. 179 note 58 (with other references).

152. Qizi No'min explains the literalist puerilities committed on this point,
as well as on the subject of the “leaves of the garden” referred to farther on, by
the influence of Jews converted to Islam, who were unfortunately not esoter-
ists and who recounted what they believed they had read in the Torah (Asas al-
Ta’wil, p. 68). See also note 163.

153. Ibid., p. 59. The text states: man has twelve ribs on each side; those on
the right side are the symbol of esoteric knowledge ( “ifm bitin), those of the
lefr side are the symbol of exoteric knowledge. The double lincage of Isma‘ili
prophetology (prophets and Imams) therefore proceeds from a very different
idea of the double prophetic lineage in Judeo-Christian prophetology. 1t is also
necessary to recall here the cwelve Hojfrat of the day and the twelve Hojfjat of
the night. See Trilggie ismaélienne, index under the rerm.

154. For example, Nisir-e Khosraw, The Book of the Two Wisdoms ( Jami‘ al-
Hikmatayn), chap, 30, pp. 295 ff. of the Persian text. Regarding this “femi-
nine” spiritual aspect of the Imiams, See our book, Spéritwal Body.

155. Asas al-Ta’wil, pp. 59 ff. “The garden (paradise) is the most sublime
thing that God has created. God has made it good news [ boshra, evangelion!]
for the faithful believers. He says: One day shait thou see the belicving men
and the believing women—how their light runs forward before them and by
their right hands: [ Their greeting will be:} ‘Good News for you this day! Gar-
dens beneath which flow rivers! To dwell therein for aye! This is indeed the
highest achievement’™ (Qur’an 57:12).

156. Regarding apparentiae reales, see Spiritual Body, index under this term.

157. Asds al-Ta'wil, p. 60. The author makes a precise distinction between a
natural symbol (the ta’wil refers to the “intention” of the things themselves)
and a parable (the ta’wil refers to the intention of the writer}). This is an essen-
tial distinction that the adversaries of symbolic exegesis do not always make.

158. Scc our Histoire de la philosophic islamigue 1: 184 fF; and our study
“Le ‘Livre du gloricux® de Jabir ibn Hayyin,” Eranocs-Jabrbuch 18 (1950).

159. This is the theme of one of the famous conversations between the First
Imam and his disciple Komayl ibn Ziyid, the charter of “philosophy™ for all
Shi‘ite thinkers. The text appears in the sixth part of Nakj al-Baligha. The au-
thor prescnts only the first part of the conversation here. Regarding this, see
Trilogie ismaélienne, index under “Komayl,” and En Islam iranien, 1: 111 ff.

160. Compare this with the exegesis of Adam’s transgression given in
Twelve-Imdm Shi‘ism, for example, in Haydar Amoli’s work: an act of mad-
ness, and perhaps sublime madness, because it was necessary that Adam depart
from Paradisc. See En Idam iranjen 1: 97 f1.

161. Asas al-Ta’wil, pp. 65-66.

162. 1t could also be said that the scission of the gdkirand the batin, like the
scission of the “masculine™ and the *feminine,” would correspond here to
what Jakob Bochme symbolizes as the separation of Adam and the heavenly
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Sophia, a reminiscence of which, at least, we have noted in Swedenborg.

163. Asis al-Ta'wil, pp. 68-69. “This is a type of ta’wil that is intolcrable to
the intellect, and that remains absolutely ineffective.™ Sce note 152, 1t does
not scem that the lsma'ilis had much knowledge of Jewish gnosis, with which
their own, however, has many affinities.

164. 1bid., pp. 66-67.

165. 1bid., p. 67. Regarding the “Words™ that Adam learned from his Lord
(Qur'in 2:37), and that are the seven supreme Letters, the seven Cherubim,
the seven Divine Words, sce Trilogie ismaélienne, index under “sept™; and
Sadra Shirazi, Le Livre des pénétrations métaphysigues, index under “Kalimdt
tammidr” (the Perfect Divine Words).

166. Asis al-Ta’wil, pp. 69-70. Regarding the concept of mdddat, see Trilo-
gie ismaélienne, index under this term.

167. Asds al-Ta'wil, p. 70. “The Messenger of God said: I receive the Divine
Revclation { waly) from Gabriel; Gabriel receives it from Michael, and Michael
receives it from Scraphicl; Seraphiel receives it from Lawh mabfuz (Tabula Sec-
reta, the Soul, the Tali), which receives it from the Qalam (the Intelligence,
the Sabig). Thus, the ta’yid (Divine Inspiration) is conjoined with the Enunci-
ator-Prophets ( Notaga’) by the intermediary of five celestial dignitaries, and
from the prophets it is conjoined with the Mostajébin (the ncophytes) by the
intermediary of five carthly dignitaries.” Regarding the archangelic pentarchy
and the meaning of the designations Jadd, Fath, Khaya! for the triad Gabriel,
Michacl, and Seraphiel, in the writings of Abia Ya'qib Sejestani and Nisir-¢
Khosraw, see our “Etude préliminaire” to Nisir-¢ Khosraw, Le livre réunissant
des dewx sagesses, pp. 91-112. For his part, Ja‘far ibn Mangir al-Yaman (who
wrote ca. 380/990) devotes many pages of his Sara’ir al-Notaga’ to this
theme ( Kbayal = Scraphicl, Fath = Michael, Jadd = Gabriel. Khayal assumncs,
in a way, the function of transcendental Imagination). Sce personal photocopy
of 2 ms. of the Sard’r, fol. 7-9%. Unfortunately, 1 cannot dwell on it here.

168. Regarding this theme, see a beauriful page by Nisir-e¢ Khosraw: “Now
the Earth is dark, and when the Resurrection comes, it will be an Earth of
light.... That other Earth is now hidden in the night, until the light riscs upon
it. 1t is said of the other Earth that the esoteric sodality is founded upon it
through firmness of faith—in spirit, and by ne means in a material sense. That
Earth is dark today, but it will become Terra lucida, and the darkness of the
contradictory literalist exegeses will be dissipated by that splendor of light. 1t is
upen the Book of God that our sodality is founded.” Sec our “Etude prélimi-
naire,” p. 126.

169. It is the ¢ntire “drama in Heaven” causing the downgrading of the
Third Angel to the rank of Tenth, our demiurge. Sce Trilogse ismaélienne, in-
dex under “Adam spirituel,” “ra’akbkhor”; and Sadri Shirdzi, Le Livre des péné-
trations mystigues, index under “¢a’akbkbor.”

170. Asis al-Ta*wil, pp. 74-75. The importance accorded here to Seth (Hi-
bar Allah, that is, Adeodatus, Nathanael} reminds one of the Sethian gnostics.
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The names of the Imiams of the Adamic period are the names that appear in
chapter 5 of Genesis: Seth, Enosh, Qinin (Kenan), Mahalic] {Mahalalel),
Okhnokh {Enoch), Matishalah, Lamek, father of Noah. $e¢e note 115. In the
tradition of Alamiit, where the Imam takes precedence over the Enunciator-
Prophet and is permancntly Mawlina { Dominus noster), the Imim of the peri-
ods of Adam, Noah, and Abraham is none other than M¢lchizedek.

171. Asas al-Ta’'wil, p. 87. The figure of 950 years corresponds to the one
indicated in Gen. 9:28-29: “And Noah lived after the flood three hundred and
fifty years. And all the days of Noah were nine hundred and fifty years; and he
died.” On the other hand, (Gizi No‘min knows quite well that the age of the
physical person of Noah did not exceed 125 years, which also agrees with Gen-
esis 6:3: “for that he [man] also is flesh: yet his days shall be an hundred and
twenty years.”

172. Regarding the categorics of prophets, see En Islam iranien.

173. Asas al-Ta'wil, pp. 76-77. When speaking of him, Noah’s enemies use
the word bashar (man), which, in the current language, means the epidermis,
the surface of the skin; they signify by this the gdkér and use it to tell Noah that
what he is bringing them they already know, and that he has no preeminence
over them. The qur'anic verses commented upon in their Isma'ili sense in the
present section mostly come from sura 11 {Hod) and sura 71 (Noah).

174. 1bid., p. 78.

175. The Imim of the Resurrection is often called the “seventh Nagig,” as
though concluding the succession of the six great prophets (as the “seventh™
day of the hexaémeron), although he does not proclaim a new shari‘at, his role
being to unveil the ta’wil, the esateric sense, of the revelations received by the
preceding prophets. As the “seventh day,” he is the perfect Man. 1t was seen
that in Swedenborg's work, the “seventh day™ is the celestial Man.

176. Asis al-Ta’wil, pp. 79-80. Regarding the number twelve, see notes 144
and 153.

177. 1bid., pp. 81-82.

178. Sece ibid., p. 92, the commentary on the parallel qurinic verses (54:11
f£.): “So we opened the gates of heaven, with water pouring forth, and We caused
the earth to gush forth with springs. The esoteric sense of the beginning of the
verse is the opening of the gates [bab)] of the Enunciator, that is, of those
whom Nozh had appointed with a view to the exoteric of Knowledge, while
the following part significs the act of giving an outlet to gnosis from the digni-
taries in charge of the esoteric, that is, the twelve Nogaba’' appointed by
Noah'’s Imim in ¢ach of the twelve regions [jazira]. 1t is the same thing that is
signified in the history of Moses by the twelve springs that Moscs causes to
gush from the rock by striking it with his staff (Qur’an 2:60). So the waters
[from heaven] met [the waters that gushed forth from the carth] to the extent de-
creed, that is, the science of the exoteric [that of the prophets] will meet the
science of the esoteric [that of the Imams and the Nogabi’], in the order that
has been decreed or predetermined for them.”
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179. Regarding the co-responsibility of the bodiid until their post morzem be-
coming, scc Trilagic ismaélienne, pp. 163 and 173 note 200.

180. Sec the diagrams to which we referred above, note 140.

181. Asas al-Ta'wil, pp. 83-84.

182. Ibid., pp. 84-85.

183. Shem was the Imam appointed by Noah, sec, however, what was stated
in notc 170, regarding Mclchizedcek.

184. Asas al-Ta'wil, p. 86.

185. 1bid., p. 90.

186. Regarding this concept (e ‘akbkbor, takballof), scc note 169.

187. Asds al-Ta'wil, p. 89.

188. 1bid., p. 95, the beautiful final prayer of Noah (Qur’an 71:28): “O my
Lord! Forgive mc, my parcnts, all who enter my housc in faith, and all believ-
ing men and belicving women™ The “forgiveness™ significs reentry into the cs-
oteric; the two parcnts arc those who had reccived Noah into the da‘wat and
given him his spiritual cducation (that is, the last Imam of the period of Adam
and his Hajffat); the believing men and belicving women are all those men and
women to whom, before him and after him, the da‘wat, the Ecclesia spivitualis
universa, was cxtended.

189. Asdsal-Ta'wil, p. 92.

190. Ibid., p. 86. Qa¥i No'min emphasizes the difference between the “de-
parture from the Ark™ and the “departure from Paradise.™ In fact, Adam was
obliged to “descend” from Paradise for having wanted to attain to the bétin
without the zahir and doing violence to the knowledge of the Resurrection; in
wanting to lay barc the batin, it is his own nakcdncss (his darkncss) that ap-
pears to him. Noah had received the order to “conveke” men to the zabir and
the batin; but they refused, and the gdhir withour the batin (the huge waves)
suffocated them. Noah receives the order to “descend” from the Ark when the
“waters” (the esoteric) have withdrawn into the Imam.

191. Asis al-Ta'wil, pp. 93-95 for this entirc context. The Imams of the pe-
riod of Noah, like those of the period of Adam sec note 170), bear names thar
appear in Genesis 10:10-27, albeit altered by the Arabic writing system: Ar-
fakhshad (Arphaxad, son of Shem), Shilikh (Salah), ‘Abir (Eber), Filij (Pecleg),
Ra‘G (Reu), Sarij {Scrug), Tiarikh (Terah, father of Abraham and his two
brothers Niakhor and Haran). 1bid., p. 106.

192. Scc ‘Oyiin Akbbiar Imam Reta (Qomm, 1377), 1: 83-85. We will re-
turn to this clsewhere.

193. For all that follows, Asds al-Ta’wil, pp. 291-313. We arc giving an cx-
tremely abbreviated summary here.

194. This *lmrin is carcfully distinguished by our lsma'ili authors, as by
many other commentators, from the ‘Imrin of the family of Moscs (sec
Qur*in 3:33), just as the Aaron whose sister is Maryam here, is not the Aaron
who is the brother of Moses, but a dignitary of the end of this period. There is
homonymy, not an anachronism, which our authors would have been
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prevented from committing, given their conception of cach period of the cycle
of prophecy.

195. For all that follows, the qur'inic verses commented on arc 3:35-36,
37-38, 45-47, 5:113, and sura 19 (Maryam).

196. The treatise entitled Ghiyat al-Mawalid, atrributed to Sayyid-na al-
Khattab (d. 533/1138), after a long discussion as to whether a woman can be
a Hojjat, responds in the affirmative. That was the case in Yemen, with the
Princess al-Horrat al-Malika. Scc W. lvanow, Ismaili Tradition Concerning the
Rise of the Fatimids (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1942), p. 21.

197. Regarding Mary Magdalenc (Maryam al-Majdaliniya), see Cyclical
Time, p. 97.

198. Regarding the concept of maddat, scc note 166.

199. Asasal-Ta'wil, p. 313. Scc notc 143,

200. Scc Trilogic ismaéliennce, pp. 98-100 notes 196 to 202, and pp. 141 f.

201, There arc a number of texts by Swedenborg concerning Islam and
Muslims, their “place in Heaven,™ etc., texts that are expressed cither in terms
of doctrine or ex auditss et visis. It would be important to group them together
with a vicw to a special study of all the questions that arc thus posed, cspecially
the manner in which Swedenborg is in a position to value positively the
prophctic message of lslam (Truc Christian Religion, § 833). Let us note,
however, that where the expression “Son of God™ appears as referring to “the
wisest of prophets,” it is appropriate to substitute the cxpression “Spirit of
God™ (Rih Allah), as it is customarily used in lslam to designate Jesus, son of
Maryam.

202. Schleiermacher, Discourses on Religion, fifth discourse.
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