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INTRODUCTION

THIS CHAPTER INTRODUCES THE DEEPER COSMOLOGICAL AND ONTOLOGICAL SYMBOLISM
and significance of three concepts in Islamic philosophy and mysticism that affirm
the significance of harmony as both the origin and outcome of universal equilibri-
um: first, the concept of subjugation, second, the concept of sujiid or prostration
in prayer and third, the concept of oneness. I shall draw on the work of three
noted medieval Islamic thinkers and philosophers: Abt Hamid al-Ghazali (1058-
1111 CE), Muhyi-d-Din ibn ‘Arabi (1164-1240 CE) and ibn Qayyim al-Jawzi-
yya (1292-1350 CE).! After examining the exoteric and esoteric connotations of
sujiid and its intimate relationship with the Islamic view of subjugation, I will
explore how these two interrelated concepts can elevate the spiritual seeker to a
state of ‘oneness’, a mystical awareness of the harmonious unity of the cosmos.

Although the exact Arabic equivalent of the term ‘harmony’ is nonexistent
in the major lexical works of prominent medieval Arab linguists and philologists,
the concept of ‘harmony’, on the other hand, is ubiquitously present in Islamic
theology, philosophy, cosmology and mysticism. The modern Arabic synonym
for ‘harmony’ or ‘to be in harmony’ is tandghum (5%, a term derived from the
root na-gha-ma which according to medieval lexicons may either denote musical
melody and beautiful tone in singing or enunciation or concealed speech.? The
definition of na-gha-ma corresponds with the notion of universal harmony de-
picted in the Holy Qur’an expressed as the entire universe being subject to (k)
Allah, in verbal or physical expression, whether perceptible or imperceptible,
audible or inaudible:

The seven heavens and the earth, and all beings therein, declare His glory:
there not a thing but celebrates His praise; and yet ye understand not how
they declare His glory!3

Believers are urged by the Qur’an to be in musical concordance with this cosmic
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melody sung by all creation, and to be synchronised with the universal cycles in
order to attain spiritual bliss:

Celebrate (constantly) the praises of thy Lord before the rising of the sun,
and before its setting; yea, celebrate them for part of the hours of the night,
and at the sides of the day: that thou mayest have (spiritual) joy.*

A verse reported to have been composed by Al ibn ‘Abi Talib (601-661 CE),
the Prophet Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, and the fourth caliph after the
Prophet, which reads ‘A little body thyself thou deem, while the great universe in
thee dwells’ equally reflects a cosmology that sees the universe as a unified whole,
with harmonious affinities, despite apparent randomness, disconnection and
dispersion.® Similarly, two of the most fundamental principles of Islam, namely
‘ubiidiyya (%35%) or being subject to Allah (which I shall refer to as subjugation),
and tawhid (+.~%) or monotheism, reveal to ibn al-Qayyim, ibn ‘Arabi and al-
Ghazali a cosmological perception that confirms the harmonious interconnected-
ness of the inner self of the individual and the outer manifest cosmos.®

SujOD AND SUBJUGATION:
THE INTERCONNECTEDNESS OF THE CELESTIAL AND TERRESTRIAL

Sajada, the perfect verb from which the infinitive sujiid is derived, is generally
defined in medieval Arabic lexicons as the action of placing one’s forehead on the
ground.” In the liturgical sense, sujid involves the deliberate placement of seven
body parts on the ground following the Prophetic tradition: ‘I have been or-
dered to prostrate (asjidu) on seven bones, on the forehead (and then the Prophet
pointed towards his nose) both hands, both knees and the toes of both feet’.?
Sajada and its derivatives are used in the Qur’an to describe the act of lowering
oneself in prostration before Allah as a physical expression of utmost glorifica-
tion, ‘of those whom We guided and chose; whenever the Signs of (Allah) Most
Gracious were rehearsed to them, they would fall down in prostrate adoration
and in tears’.” Originally written as a commentary on the spiritual manual Mana-
zil al-Sa’irin or Stages of the Wayfarers by Sufi scholar Imam al-Haraw1 (1006-
1089 CE), Ibn al-Qayyim’s Madarij al-Salikin or Ranks of the Divine Seekers
provides the reader with profound spiritual insights pertaining to the concepts of
sujid and ‘ubiidiyya, or subjugation, the latter being the origin from which the
former emanates.!’
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According to ibn al-Qayyim, subjugation is a four-tiered concept that reflects
absolute, exclusive and unconditional love for Allah through the expression and
action of the heart, the former two being the first and second tiers respectively,
while the expression of the tongue and the actions of the body parts respectively
constitute the third and fourth tiers.!" The expression of sincere love for Allah
via the heart involves an intrinsic and sound belief in the His Divine Names,
Attributes, Actions, angels and prophets as described in His revealed words.'?
The expression of the heart must then be solidified through metaphorical actions
of the heart, such as entrusting one’s soul and destiny to Allah, committing to
His commands and abstaining from His prohibitions.'® Internal sentiments and
thoughts are then to be explicitly disclosed through the verbal articulation of the
tongue and the physical actions of the limbs.'* Sujiid may hence be understood as
the physical, external and final demonstration of subjugation.

ibn al-Qayyim also noticed that subjugation and sujiid, in their spiritual con-
notations, transcend the tangible and individual to the abstract and universal.'®
The latter, according to ibn al-Qayyim, is ‘universal subjugation,” a variety of
subjugation which comprises ‘all creatures of the heavens and earth to Allah, the
pious and the impious, the believer and the disbeliever, for this is the subjugation
of [Allah’s] Coercion and Dominance’.'¢ Since subjugation and sujiid are nearly
synonymous concepts, ibn al-Qayyim added that universal subjugation naturally
finds expression through a parallel mode of sujiid, similarly universal and ubiqui-
tous as mentioned in the Qur’an:

Seest thou not that to Allah bow down in worship [yasjidu] all things that are
in the heavens and on earth — the sun, the moon, the stars; the hills, the trees
the animals; and a great number among mankind? But a great number are
(also) such as are fit for Punishment: and such as Allah shall disgrace none
can rise to honour: for Allah carries out all that He wills.*”

Clearly, the universal expression of sujiid to which ibn al-Qayyim was referring is
a holistic form of submission to the Lordship and Authority of Allah that encom-
passes in its entirety both the perceptible sujiid of humans and the metaphorical
sujid of everything else. Within this category falls a sub-variety of sujiid defined
by ibn al-Qayyim as sujiid al-korh or coercive sujid illustrated in the Qur’anic
verse ‘“Whatever beings there are in the heavens and the earth do prostrate them-
selves to Allah (acknowledging subjection) — with good — will or in spite of
themselves: so do their shadows in the mornings and evenings’.!® Although one
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does not find sufficient explanation by ibn al-Qayyim on the unique character-
istic of coercive sujid, it seems that he was indirectly equating it to the theologi-
cal concept of ‘ubiidiyyat al-rubiibiyya, or deistic subjugation, which asserts the
compulsive and inescapable subjection of all creation to the Lordship of Allah,
His Will and His ordained natural laws. Coercive sujid, as a reflection of deistic
subjugation, greatly resonates with the Ghazalian perception of universal subju-
gation:

Nature is in subjection to God the most exalted, not acting of itself, but
serving as an instrument in the hands of its Creator. The sun, moon, stars
and elements are also in subjection to His command, for none of them act in
accordance to their own essence.™

In contrast, ibn ‘ArabT’s al-Futithat al-Makkiyya or Meccan Revelations introduc-
es to the reader deeper esoteric and cosmological interpretations of the Qur’anic
verses on the universal and coercive varieties of sujiid. In ibn ‘Arabt’s view, the
universal sujid mentioned in the verse above is in truth symbolic of prostration
of animate and inanimate beings to the mashi’a or Divine Decree of Allah, the
Omnipotent.>® Nevertheless, ibn ‘Arabi also noticed that in the same verse, the
partitive ‘a great number’ is used in reference to humans only and no other be-
ings, which means that universal sujiid includes only a limited portion of fortu-
nate humans enabled by Divine Decree to participate in the universal harmonious
compliance with the universal Laws of the Creator:

Joining [through willed prostration] thus those [the creatures] that prostate
in heavens and [the creatures that prostrate] on earth, and the [prostration
of] the sun as it sets, and [of]| the moon as it wanes, and [of] the stars in their
stations, and [of] the mountains in their stillness, and [of] the trees in their
erection, and [of] the quadrupeds in their submission [to humans].>*

Evidently, ibn ‘Arabi saw that what differentiates the sujiid of humans from the
sujiid of the rest of creation is that the former represents the willed surrender to
Divine Laws as opposed to the spontaneous and mechanical submission of other
entities and bodies. The free will of humans, however, remains determined by, and
subordinate to, the superior and ultimate mashi’a or Divine Will as affirmed in
the Qur’an: “Ye shall not will except as Allah wills the Cherisher of the Worlds’.>*
Alternatively, the second Qur’anic verse on coercive sujiid, “Whatever beings there



HarMONY IN IsLamic COSMOLOGY 97

are in the heavens and the earth do prostrate themselves to Allah (acknowledging
subjection) — with good — will or in spite of themselves: so do their shadows
in the mornings and evenings,” provides ibn ‘Arabi with an alternative, and rath-
er mystical, interpretation.>> The verse, as ibn ‘Arabi considered, delineates the
structure of a cosmos inhabited by beings that belong to two distinct groups:
mental beings, intelligences or angels, existing in the upper realms, and the terres-
trials, which possess material, corporeal, forms.>* Humans possess the qualities
of both mental and terrestrial beings and therefore belong to the celestial and
terrestrial realms simultaneously.>s Since the corporeal form is in actuality the
‘shadow’ referred to in the same verse, it becomes merely a projection of the true
essence of the spirit and the mind.*¢ In other words, a physical body in prostra-
tion is purely a mirror of the mental prostration of the soul within, the former
prostration controlled and coerced by the selective and voluntary prostration of
the latter. And so, when the believing servant of Allah develops both facets of
their existence equally, they become what ibn ‘Arabi described as the ‘Human-An-
gel and Angel-Human prostrating via both will and coercion’.>”

In comparison, ibn al-Qayyim perceived the sujiid of humans as an individ-
ualistic form of sujid, which in its turn reflects an individualistic form of sub-
jugation that is based on love and is expressed through devotional compliance
with the commands of Allah.>® Summarising his thoughts, ibn al-Qayyim wrote,
‘subjugation and devotion originates from the love of Allah [...] And if loving
Him [Allah] was in truth the essence of, and the secret behind, being in subju-
gation [to Him], [it thus becomes apparent] that it [subjugation] is realised only
through complying with His Laws, and abstaining from what He forbade’.* In
this instance, the individualistic sujiid of believers, as specified by ibn al-Qayyim,
appears to be reflective of ‘ubudiyyat al-ulubiyya or theistic subjugation which
results from the fulfillment of the four-tiered prerequisites for a perfected person-
al subjugation.

ONENESS: THE HoL1sTIC PERCEPTION

It may therefore be deduced that the ‘Angel-Human’ places their free-will in sub-
jection to the commands of the Creator, aligning themself to the harmonious
cycles of the cosmos, participating actively in the universal subjugation to al-
Fard al-Ahad, the One Eternal God. Tafakkur, or thoughtful meditation, upon
the malakiit of Allah, or all that exists in His created universe, is another form of
worship which has been described in the Qur’an as the deed of the wise believers:
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Behold! in the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the alternation of
Night and Day, — there are indeed Signs for men of understanding.

Men who celebrate the praises of Allah standing, sitting, and lying down on
their sides, and contemplate [yatafakkariin] the (wonders of) creation in the
heavens and the earth, (with the thought): ‘Our Lord! not for naught hast
Thou created (all) this! Glory to Thee! Give us salvation from the penalty of
the Fire.*

Tafakkur has been equally praised by the Prophet, for ‘An hour of thoughtful

meditation [fikra] is better than the worship of sixty years’.>* In ‘Ihya’ “‘Ulim al-

Din or Revival of Religious Sciences, al-Ghazali discussed how meditative wor-

ship through zafakkur can lead one to a higher level of ontological awareness of

the unparalleled Unique Divinity of Allah, yet unrestrained tafakkur, al-Ghazali

warned, could be detrimental to the mental and psychological wellbeing of the

contemplator:

The vision [gained through tafakkur] of the rest of mankind and [their capac-
ity to perceive] the Majesty and Glory of Allah is comparable to the vision
of a bat and [its capacity to perceive] the light of the sun, for it cannot ever
endure it, and so instead, it [the bat] hides during daytime and emerges during
the night [so that it can tolerate] whatever has remained of the sunrays [as
reflected] on the earth [...] And similarly so, looking at His Being [through
tafakkur] causes bewilderment, perplexity and confusion to the [human]
mind.3?

The only alternative, and tolerable, path towards the profound mystical aware-

ness of His Divinity, as al-Ghazalbs proposed, is tafakkur upon the wondrous

creations of Allah:

For they all demonstrate His Glory, His Mightiness, His Holiness, His Tran-
scendence, and indicate the perfection of His Knowledge, His Wisdom, and
the penetrative force of His Will and His Omnipotence. And so, His Attributes
are understood through looking [by means of tafakkur] at the effects of His
Attributes, for we are not capable of looking [directly and through tafakkur|
at His Divine Attributes [...] Everything which exists in this [mundane] world
is [merely| a [manifest] effect [reflective] of the effects of the Omnipotence of
Allah, Exalted He is, and is [merely] a single light [emanating] from the lights
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of His Being. Indeed, there is no darkness more abysmal than nonexistence
and no light brighter than existence [wujid].33

Al-Ghazali was alluding to the transcendental states of awareness known to Sufi
mystics as wuhdat al-shubiid or oneness of witnesses, and wuhdat al-wujid or
oneness of existence, both states corresponding to, respectively, the advanced
third and fourth stages of tawhid, the uncompromising monotheistic belief in the
indivisible oneness of Allah as declared by the descendants of Abraham: “We shall
worship thy God and the God of thy fathers — of Abraham Isma’il and Isaac —
the one (true) God to Him we bow (in Islam)’.34 According to al-Ghazali, tawhid
as an absolute unitarian belief may be classified into four distinct categories, or
accumulative experiences, that may be compared to the layers of a walnut.?s The
first stage is superficial and apparent, just like the external shell of a walnut, and
the professed tawhid of a person at this stage is similarly superficial; it is the mean-
ingless utterance of the tawhid phrase, ‘La illaba illa Allak’, or ‘There is no God
but Allah’, by the hypocrite and the imposter; it lacks depth and value.3¢ The sec-
ond stage resembles the inner lining of the shell, and being a secondary shell, it re-
mains somewhat depthless, yet being close to the seed, it reveals that the declared
tawhid reflects monotheistic faith in the heart, however shallow such a faith may
be.>” The third and fourth stages, which al-Ghazali correlated to the walnut kernel
and the walnut oil respectively, reflect a profound ontological realisation of the
absolute truth of monotheism seldom experienced by ordinary people.:® Although
the latter two stages are equally complex states of intrinsic awareness, the third
stage involves the state known as kashf — enlightened perception or revelation —
and the fourth stage involves the state of fana’ in tawhid, the complete annihila-
tion of the self and subsequent absorption into the truth of tawhid.>

Before proceeding to further examine wuhdat al-shubid and wuhdat al-wujid
as transcendental states of awareness, it is necessary to first understand the Sufi
phase or station known as fana’. According to Imam al-Harawi, the author of
Manazil al-Sa’irin or Stages of the Wayfarers, when the seeker of the Eternal One
embarks upon the path of profound monotheism, they transit through one hun-
dred stations, or states of awareness, that reflect the level of their spiritual pro-
gression.+ Positioning fana’ in the ninety-second stage, al-Harawi perceived it
as an advanced state of elevated awareness that precedes attaining the highest
level of tawhid possible.+* Succinctly describing fana’, al-Harawi wrote, ‘[it is] the
fading away of that which is inferior to the Absolute Truth [one of the Names
of Allah] through intelligent perception, then [through] negation, then [through]
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certainty’.#* In his commentary on al-HarawT’s manual, ibn al-Qayyim pointed
out that al-HarawT was referring to how fana’, or the annihilation of the perceived
world in the mind of the perceiver, develops:

[All that is created and seen] fades from the heart and awareness through
intelligent perception, even if its own being [its physical body| was not at
that time decayed or faded, so that the images of the existing [creatures]
vanish from the awareness of the servant, as if it has entered into [the state
of] non-existence, just as it has been before it was made existing, and what
remains is the Absolute Truth [Allah], the Lord of Bounty and Honour, alone
in the heart of the witness, just as He has been before the creation of the
worlds.#

After the process of annihilation of the apparent world from the perception of
the viewer, they then go through a total intrinsic negation of all that is not the
Creator, and a subsequent refusal to attribute any effects to anything other than
Allah, the Omnipotent Cause of all effects.#+ Once that is attained, the seeker
witnesses how the celestial and terrestrial worlds are sustained and maintained in
a state of harmonious equilibrium by the Powerful and All-Capable Allah as He
said in the Qur’an: ‘It is Allah Who sustains the heavens and the earth, lest they
cease (to function): and if they should fail, there is none not one can sustain them
thereafter’.#s Ibn al-Qayyim then concluded that the last manifestation of fana’
belongs to the people of gnosis who are totally immersed in witnessing the things
that testify to al-Haqq, the True and Only Creator.#

The first two sub-stages of fana’ correspond to the third stage of fawhid de-
scribed by al-Ghazali as the point when the seeker sees through kashf, or enlight-
ened Divine revelation, that the apparent multiplicity of all that is created testify
[yashhadii] to the unrivaled mightiness of the One.#” Such is the state of wuhdat
al-shubiid, which Tmam al-QushayrT (c. 986-1073 CE) attempted to depict in his
Epistle on Sufism via the poetic verses:

My existence [wujudi] is to be absent from all that is existing [al-wujid]
Through what appears to me through the witnesses [al-shuhad]*

Thus, wuhdat al-shubiid is the state of aware intelligent realisation of the ho-
listic and interconnected nature of all creation as witnesses, or shubiid, that
testify through their impeccable harmonious synchronicity to the existence of
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a Masterful and Knowledgeable Creator. The final stage of fana’ is equivalent
to al-Ghazali’s fourth stage of fana’ in tawhid, the phase when the existence of
all things fades away from the consciousness of the seeker, including awareness
of his own existence, to be replaced by an overwhelming and all-encompassing
monotheistic devotional awareness of the Creator.# It is a mystical regression
into an era that preceded time, space and creation, when according to the Pro-
phetic saying, ‘Allah was, and nothing was except him’.5°

CONCLUDING REMARKS

I have explored the significance of three Islamic concepts, namely subjugation,
sujiid and oneness, which assert the importance of harmony as one of the Divine
Laws that sustain the equilibrium of the cosmos. It is clear that, to the Islamic
mystic and thinker, subjugation, and its external manifestation sujiid, go beyond
the individual and humanistic to the universal and cosmic since all creation is
in perpetual metaphorical universal subjugation and sujiid before the universal
Laws of Allah. The ‘Angel-Human’ who through his or her free-will performs
sujiid, and who has been fortunate enough as to be enabled to do so through
mashi’a or Divine Decree, transcends spatial and temporal limits, and actively
participates in the harmony of universal subjugation of all that is created, both
celestial and terrestrial. While subjugation and sujiid can aid the ‘Angel-Human’,
or the seeker of Divine Truth, in synchronising him or herself with the harmoni-
ous order of the cosmos, the act of contemplative meditation, or tafakkur, can
transport the seeker to a state of fana’, and subsequently to a state of oneness, or
ultimate harmony, where all apparent shapes, physical boundaries, and restric-
tions of the intellect are annihilated to reveal the True One Omnipotent Creator.
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