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Introduction

نَمو.ءيشلوحالولٍدجيُّأِهتنيمل.ةكئالملالوحلدجلاِهتنيملوةّينيطنطسقلاتطقس

؟داقتعالامدعنملُمجأمهدوجوبداقتعالامادامةفارخمأةقيقحُةكئالملاناكنإهّمهي

يّنمتلايفاّلإانلرايخالمادامو؟اذهككٍشدنعفّقوتنىّتحنيقيلايفنوحباسنحنلهو

ّنجملااذهعْدنلف،لايخلايفاّلإةّيرحالو امدنعهحملننَمهسفنوههّنإ.هتيامحبانرمغينتافلاحَ

.ديلاهيلإلصتالامءاروحرسنونينيعلاضمغن

1جاحلايسنأ

Angels are ubiquitous in Islam: They are part of the six articles of faith, they are

saluted five times a day by practicing Muslims at the end of the ritual prayer,

and Gabriel is commonly seen as the transmitter of the Revelation. Angels,

however, rarely seem to be the focus of any body of work in Islamic litera-

ture. In pre-modern Arabic literature, there do not seem to be any before the

ḥadīth compilation, Al-Ḥabāʾik fī akhbār al-Malāʾik by al-Suyūṭī (d. 911/1505).

This renders their textual presence in Arabic literature hard to trace, as they

are everywhere, but only on the periphery, slightly out of focus, usually seen as

inconspicuous surviving elements from other cosmologies.

Are angels a suitable means to attempt a glimpse into the past, to peer at

such varied aspects of a given society as intellectual processes, theological

debates, imaginaries and worldviews? Many scholars posit this notion,2 and

1 Unsī al-Ḥajj, “Malāʾika,”Al-Akhbār, April 10, 2010. https://al‑akhbar.com/Archive_Conclusions

/113758.

2 “Angels provide privileged grounds for exploring a whole range of issues from epistemol-

ogy and metaphysics, to philosophy of mind and language” (Isabelle Irribarren and Martin

Lenz, Angels in Medieval Philosophical Inquiry: Their Function and Significance (Aldershot:

Ashgate, 2008), 4.); Angels are “a driving force for speculation concerning the borders of the

universe and themultiplicity of worlds;” they are also “a religious ingredient that turns out to

be poly-compatible. Angels can be imported and redefined, amalgamated, and mixed; they

belong at the same time to folk-religion and to official theology and, as such, are highly flex-

ible entities. This is why this angelology remains an extremely productive pool of motifs for

the religious imagination” (Johann Ev Hafner, “Where Angels Dwell, Uranography in Jewish-

Christian Antiquity,” inThe IntermediateWorlds of Angels, Islamic Representations of Celestial

Beings in Transcultural Contexts, ed. Sara Kuehn, Stefan Leder and Hans-Peter Pökel (Beirut:

Orient Insitut Beirut, 2019), 230, 234–235); “In fact, it may be said that in medieval theology

and philosophy in particular, humannature is defined in reference to angelic nature and vice-

versa” (GiselaWebb, “Hierarchy,Angels, and theHumanCondition in the Sufismof IbnArabi,”

The Muslim World 81, no. 3–4 (1991): 245–253); “ ‘Islamic angelology’ has the potential to be

https://al-akhbar.com/Archive_Conclusions/113758
https://al-akhbar.com/Archive_Conclusions/113758
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this book will focus on “Sufi angels,” or angels from a Sufi literary point of view.

What are the roles and functions of angels as characters in Sufi literature? Do

they differ in any way from those of Quranic angels? What might transpire

through their appearance in these mystical premodern texts? How are they

“used” inside and outside the text, and to what purposes? What parts of the

Islamic cosmological imaginary may these theological creatures let us see?

1 Preliminary Remarks

This is an attempt to trace the evolution of angels as literary characters and ele-

ments of a mythopoeic process, as textual and extratextual products of human

imagination.

Burge notes that there are many Islamic angelologies, as they tend to reflect

theological debates, or the product of such debates, giving rise to contradic-

tory systems, as was the case in Christianity and Judaism. Therefore, it would

seem that there are at least as many angelologies as there are authors.3 As late

waves of converts brought different perspectives and viewpoints into Islamic

writings,4 I suppose that Islamic angelology reflected in part the great complex-

ity and changes witnessed in the period from the late-antique Arabic phase to

the Empire phase, but I also argue that a singularity might also run through

different writings. As many Islamic angelologies as there are per author, this

study should show that there are some common functions to them all, with a

particularity characterizing Sufi writings.

a fertile new interdisciplinary field of study that explores broad conceptions of transcen-

dence and immanence and the relationship between human existence and religious ideas.

(…) Studying angels in Islam froma comparative perspective can, thus, help us to identify and

understand continuities of tradition beyond Islamic belief, as well as specific developments

within” (Sara Kuehn, Stefan Leder, Hans-Peter Pökel (eds.), The IntermediateWorld of Angels,

Islamic Representations of Celestial Beings in Transcultural Contexts (Beirut: Orient Institut

Beirut, 2019), 38); The use of angels blurs the frontier between popular, official, and norma-

tive literature (Stephen R. Burge, Angels in Islam: Jalal Al-Dīn Al-Suyūṭī’s Al-Ḥabāʾik fī Akhbar

al-Malāʾik (London: Routledge, 2015), 8); they also reveal what themes and aspects of life are

more important for a given group of people (Stephen R. Burge, “ ‘Panangelon:’ Angelology

and Its Relation to Polytheism, A Case Study Exploring Meteorological Angels in Jalāl al-Dīn

al-Suyūṭī’s al-Ḥabāʾik fī akhbār al-malāʾik,” in The Intermediate Worlds of Angels, 165–166.)

3 Burge, Angels in Islam 108. Another scholar offers to use “angelopedia” to designate the study

and accumulation of themany discourses existing on angels (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divi-

nité des anges, Paris: Cerf, 2018, 18).

4 Antoine Borrut, “De l’Arabie à l’empire, conquête et construction califale dans l’islam pre-

mier,” in Le Coran des historiens, 3 vols. i (Paris: Cerf, 2019), 249–289.
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While angels in general have been studied,5 angels in Islamare amore recent

focus of research.6 Angels in Sufism are rarely an object of study—at least in

Arabic sources7—although, as with angels in Islam in general, there is a great

number of mentions of angels in various works, throughout all kinds of literary

and theological studies, but these works are rarely focused on these beings.

A first preliminary remark is that Islamic cosmologies, like antique and

medieval Christian cosmologies, followmultiple variations of Ptolemaic-Greek

5 Such an example is FriedrichV. Reiterer, Tobias Nicklas and Karin Schöpflin, Angels: The Con-

cept of Celestial Beings; Origins, Development and Reception (Berlin, New York: De Gruyter,

2007); David Keck, Angels and Angelology in the Middle-Ages (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1992); Delphine Lauritzen, Inventer les anges de l’antiquité à Byzance: conception, rep-

resentation, perception (Paris: Association des Amis du Centre d’histoire et de civilization de

Byzance, 2021). Also relevant to early Islamic angels andmost Sufi cosmologies is Luc Brisson,

Seamus O’Neill and Andrei Timotin, Neoplatonic Demons and Angels (Boston: Brill, 2018) and

Annette Yoshiko Reed, Demons, Angels, and Writing in Ancient Judaism (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2020).

6 There are a number of good articles and chapters on angels in Islam which provide gen-

eralist overviews of angels in Quran and well-known texts in the Western academic tradi-

tion (by authors such as Ibn Sīnā, the Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ, al-Fārābī): Louis Gardet, “Les Anges

En Islam,” Studia Missionalia 21, (1972): 207–227; Pierre Lory, “Les anges dans l’islam,” Con-

naissance des religions (2004): 155–166, https://halshs.archives‑ouvertes.fr/halshs‑00323707;

Fehmi Jadaane, “La place des anges dans la théologie cosmique musulmane,” Studia Islam-

ica, no. 41 (1975): 23–61; Olga Lizzini and Samuela Pagani, “Islam,” in Angeli, Ebraismo, Cris-

tianesimo, Islam, ed. Giorgio Agamben, Emanuele Coccia (Vicenza: Neri Pozza Editore, 2011),

1453–2012; Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 339–362; Pierre Lory, La dignité de l’homme face

aux anges, aux animaux et aux djinns (Paris: Albin Michel, 2018), 159–220; Sachiko Murata,

“The Angels,” in Islamic Spirituality, Foundations, ed. S.H. Nasr (New York: Crossroads, 1987),

324–344.

There are also more specific articles and chapters on angels in Quranic polemics (Crone,

Patricia. “Angels versus Humans as Messengers of God: The View of the Qurʾānic Pagans”, in

The Qurʾānic Pagans and Related Matters (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 102–124); in Ibn ʿArabī (Webb,

“Hierarchy.”); in al-Suhrawardī (Stephen R. Burge, “The Provenance of Suhrawardian Angelol-

ogy,” Archiv Orientální, 76, no. 4 (2008): 435–457); as well as two important books, Angels in

Islam by Burge and The IntermediateWorlds of Angels recently published by the Orient Insti-

tute in Beirut (Sara Kuehn, Stefan Leder, Hans-Peter Pökel (eds), The Intermediate World of

Angels, Islamic Representations of Celestial Beings in Transcultural Contexts, (Beirut: Orient

Institut Beirut, 2019). Lastly, another book came out recently that covers angels and dreams

in relation to the traditions around the Prophet’s family in both Sunni and Shia traditions:

Christopher PaulClohessy, AngelsHastening, theKarbalāʾ Dreams, (New Jersey:Gorgias Press,

2021).

7 In the wider Islamicate corpus, in other languages than Arabic, there are of course the works

of Henry Corbin on angels in the Persianate tradition—angels in these works and tradition

would deserve their very own study. Corbin also contributed a lot in establishing the notion

of “imaginal” (as developed by Ibn ʿArabī in contrast to simple human imagination) known

toWestern readers.

https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00323707
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cosmology.8 Likewise, Sufism is often infused with Neo-Platonic influences,9

and within this mental frame, correspondences are also frequent between

planets, heavenly spheres, elements, philosophical concepts, and other such

cosmological elements.10 Therefore, wemay expect angels in our selected texts

to be molded to fit such models.

Secondly, considering monotheisms’ anthropological need for intermedi-

aries (e.g., priests, angels) despite their theological claims, some might won-

der why Judaism and Christianity would have needed angels as intermedi-

aries between believers and God, when priests can be seen as fulfilling this

role.11 This might make the need for their presence in Islam, with its lack of

clergy (at least in Sunni Islam), less surprising. Burge describes them in an

Islamic context as “God’s presence on Earth,” quoting Henry Corbin, according

to whommonotheismwould perish in an “illusory triumph”12 without angelol-

ogy.

Thirdly, angels also appear in the context of late antiquity, where the con-

cept of deus otiosus, or “high God” removed from the daily affairs of the world,

is usually opposed to the concept of deus actuosus, which corresponds to the

idea of a governing god who manages his Creation.13 Are angels then a way to

bring back the high God to his Creation, as a governing God? Or, on the con-

trary, have they pushed him out of the picture, which is what the Quran, in its

maximalist transcendence, tries to reverse? Thematter is open to discussion.14

8 Kuehn, Leder, Pökel, The Intermediate World of Angels 21; Jadaane, “La place des anges”

28–29.

9 Knysh, Sufism, a New History 124–136.

10 For a comparative chart of Aristotelian, Islamic theological and Islamic philosophical cos-

mologies, see Arnol YasinMol, “Laylat al-Qadr as SacredTime, Sacred Cosmology in Sunni

Kalām and Tafsīr,” in Islamic Studies Today, ed. Majid Daneshgar, Walid Saleh (Leiden:

Brill, 2017), 81; for a similar chart based on the Epistle of the Brethren of Purity, see de

Godefroid de Callataÿ, “The Ikwān al-Ṣafāʾ on Angels and Spiritual Beings,” in The Inter-

mediate Worlds of Angels, 350–351.

11 Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 22.

12 Burge, Angels in Islam 75: Henry Corbin, Le paradoxe du monothéisme (Paris: L’Herne,

1981), 100.

13 For Giorgio Agamben, this duality is the gnostic question par excellence, and “angelol-

ogy is the most antique, articulated and detailed consideration on this particular form of

power or divine action that we could define as ‘the governing of the world.’ ” See Giorgio

Agamben, “Introduzione,” in Angeli, Ebraismo, Cristianesimo, Islam, ed. Giorgio Agamben,

Emanuele Coccia (Vicenza: Neri Pozza Editore, 2011), ebook.

14 In the Bible, angels are one of the main devices to build the transcendence of God, and

create aprogressive distancebetweenmanandGodafter their direct interactions inGene-

sis (Pierre Gibert, “Fondements bibliques,” inHistoire de la théologie, ed. Jean-Yves Lacoste

(Paris: Points, 2019), 23–24); angelsmay thus be seen as renderingGod as “jobless” (Johann
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A fourth remark relates to angels as a means of divine communication:

In Judaism, angels are seen as one form of continuation of the Revelation,

even after it is officially considered closed.15 In another way, Burge writes that

through the ḥadīth “God interacts with humanity continually, through the

angels, to affect changes in the course of salvation-history on all levels, national

and personal.”16 Examples of Sufi literature will show strong echoes of this

throughout this book.

A fifth point regards the influence of other monotheisms on Islamic angels:

Burge argues that Judeo-Christianmilieus influenced the first pre-Quranic and

Quranic periods—but not so much the early formative period of Islam—and

that their influence possibly became stronger only later on, “as addition to the

available material.”17

A sixth point applies to the results of Burge on angelic roles and functions.

He notes that “the relationship between function and angel is central to most

angelologies,” further explaining that angels inhadīth are always devoted to one

specific role (which he calls “function”), or several angels for one role, but very

rarely one angel for different roles (such as Gabriel and Michael).18 This is true

for the angels in ḥadīth literature, and as Burge remarks, angels can be used in a

more heterodox fashion in suchworks as those of Ibn ʿArabī or al-Suhrawardī.19

This study will explore what Sufi texts make of this mono-functional distribu-

tion, and whether they are heterodox indeed or more orthodox than he sup-

poses.

EvHafner, “Where Angels Dwell, Uranography in Jewish-ChristianAntiquity,” inThe Inter-

mediate Worlds of Angels, 229–250).

15 Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 141–142.

16 Burge, Angels in Islam 76. A similar interaction with the divine, which became highly tex-

tual even though not Quranic, is the example of the ḥadīth qudsī, seeWilliam A. Graham,

DivineWord and PropheticWord in Early Islam: A Reconsideration of the Sources, with Spe-

cial Reference to the Divine Saying Or Ḥadīth Qudsī (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1977).

17 Burge, Angels in Islam 68. Additionally, he writes that: “The interaction between Islamic

beliefs about angels and their Jewish and Christian counterparts is complex. Many com-

mentators have simply argued that Islamic angelology has its origins in Judaism and

Christianity.When looking at the Quran, the influence of Judaism and Christianity is cer-

tainly unmistakable, but surely this is not surprising. However, the influence of Judaism

and Christianity appears to diminish during the formative period of Islamic theology and

Quranic exegesis. Above all, Islamic angelology always remains distinctly Islamic, and this

distinctiveness cannot be attributed to Jewish and Christian influences. The two other

Abrahamic faithsmay have provided some basic core beliefs, imagery, and conceptualiza-

tions, but the Muslim community developed them in their own unique way.” Ibid. 69.

18 Ibid. 39.

19 Ibid. 8.
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This leads us to our seventh point, the object of this book: angels in Sufi

Islam. The definition of Sufism is notoriously complex, and tracing it through

history is a delicate matter.20 Given the selection of our sources, for this study

we could define it functionally as “Sunni mysticism,” a part of Islamic esoteri-

cism, although non-Sunni texts and concepts may be included. Not all authors

would agree on translating Sufismor taṣawwuf as “mysticism,” aword that has a

different landscape of meanings in English.One of these scholars explainswhy:

“When [using terms likemysticism], it is important to realize that taṣawwuf, for

many Islamic scholars, more than an overwhelming personal experience, was

first and foremost approached as a discipline of religious knowledge of the self

and of approaching the divine that was bound to rules and restrictions.”21

The concept of “esotericism”, which is related, if not always equated, to

Sufism, has recently become a subject of more intense study and discussion

in Islamic studies.22 We may note that Alexander Knysh’s reflections about

defining Sufism23 somewhat mirror what Liana Saif wrote on defining Islamic

esotericism.24 The reader only needs to keep in mind that Islamic esotericism

20 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History (Leiden: Brill, 2000), and Sufism, a

New History; For an introduction to Sufism in the period we are concerned with, see Taw-

fīq b. ʿĀmir, al-Taṣawwuf al-islāmī ilā al-qarn al-sādis al-hijrī, ruʾya naqdiyya wa-namādhij

muntakhaba (Beirut: Kanz Nāshirūn, 2017). He also writes: “Our own position regarding

the issue of defining Sufism privileges inclusion over against exclusion. Events, personali-

ties, and practices that various groups or observers (both insiders and outsiders) associate

with Sufism should be included into its definition unless there are compelling reasons not

to do so.” Alexander Knysh, “Definitions of Sufism as aMeeting Place of Eastern andWest-

ern ‘Creative Imaginations,’ ” in Sufism East andWest (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 69.

21 Pieter Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univer-

sity Press, 2018), 10.

22 Feras Hamza, “Locating the ‘Esoteric” in Islamic Studies,’ in Islamic Studies Today: Essays

in Honor of Andrew Rippin, ed. A. Rippin, M. Daneshgar, W.A. Saleh, (Leiden: Brill, 2017),

354–366; Mark Sedgwick, “Islamic and Western Esotericism,” in Correspondences 7, no. 1

(2019): 277–299.

23 Alexander Knysh, “Definitions of Sufism as a Meeting Place” 53–75.

24 Liana Saif, “What is Islamic Esotericism?,” Correspondences 7, no. 1 (2019): 1–59. She

lists four principles of Islamic esotericism: “1) Exegetical principle: Islamic esotericism

is pivoted on Qur’anic exegesis, 2) Epistemological principle: Intellectual or revelatory

reception, hidden natural and celestial phenomena, the Divine realm, and the nature of

Qur’an, 3) Social principle: personal or collective salvific investment through the enlight-

enment and perfection of the human soul and/or the restitution of a community, 4)

Trans-linguistic principle that demands the use symbols and allegory” (ibid. 45–46). For

a longer critique of Western scholarship on esoteric Islam, see Liana Saif, “ ‘That I Did

Love theMoor to Live with Him’: Islam in/and the Study of ‘Western Esotericism,’ ” in New

Approaches to the Study of Esotericism, ed. Egil Asprem, Julian Strube (Leiden: Brill, 2020),

67–87.
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and Sufism, two categories usually used as synonyms (though not always over-

lapping), and a part of Islamic religious traditions, may involve ideas ranging

from the very orthodox to the very heterodox. In this case, through this research

on the evolution of the roles and functions of angels, I wish to show how

these characters illustrate andparticipate in the Sufi imaginal textual andextra-

textual processes, and how they help define some aspects of Sufi cosmological

views.

At this point, however, a brief review of the roles and functions of angels in

the Quran will help the reader understand their evolution better in the selec-

tionof texts used in this book: different Sufi commentaries and twocase studies

of what could be seen as commentaries in the “wider” sense, that is, Sufimiʿrāj

narratives and theMeccanOpenings by Ibn ʿArabī. I hope to perceive an evolu-

tion over time in this literature, in a period qualified problematically at times

by the very large (and non-Arabic) adjective “medieval”25 or the ideologically

charged “Golden-Age,” to which I prefer “pre-Mongol.”26

2 Angels in the Quran

In order tobetter understand thepossible evolutions of the figure of angels over

time in the later Islamicate imaginary, and what this might tell us of a possible

construction and differentiation of a new cosmology related to the historical

consolidation of a new religion, it is important to first explore what the Quran

initially presents.27

Although angels are an obvious locus of influences and interactions with

previous monotheisms, as a simple reading of the Quranic text makes evident,

the late-antique milieu in which Islam appears and takes shape is more com-

plex than a monotheistic continuation. As noted by Angelika Neuwirth, the

Quranic text is on the one hand a reflection of the confluence of several tradi-

tions, including the interaction of the biblical and theArabian canons of which

Quranic angels are an example; on the other hand, the Quranic text is also the

25 DanielMartinVarisco, “Making ‘Medieval’ IslamMeaningful,”Medieval Encounters: Jewish,

Christian, and Muslim Culture in Confluence and Dialogue 13, no. 3 (2007): 385–412.

26 This refers to an event significant for the civilization concerned, while somewhat his-

torically more accurate: the period from the Quranic revelation in the 1 century ah/7th

century ad to the Mongol invasion in 6th ah/13th ad. We will also use both dating sys-

tems, Anno Hegirae and Anno Domini, throughout the study for date of death of authors.

27 This part summarizes and offers some conclusions on findings from a study of Quranic

angels summarized in Appendice 1. Its main results are given in the beginnings of Chap-

ters 1, 2, and 3.
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reflection of a struggle between twoworldviews commonly found in antiquity:

the literal and the figurative.28 This book follows the continuation of this strug-

gle beyond theQuran, a strugglewhere angels are presented as narrative figures

between the literal and the figurative.

As Neuwirth calls formore studies of the Quran as a literary text,29 research-

ing its mythopoeic process,30 Todd Lawson attempts to analyze it more pre-

cisely as an epic, a foundational referential, “a dictionary for the language of

self-identity, of ‘mythography’, and thebroader cultural code.”31He finds indeed

that the Quranic text is closer to what is understood today as the “epic” genre,

both in function and form. Such a literary study of the Quranic angels and then

Sufi angels might be fruitful in that it highlights mental representations and

cosmologies inhabited by writers and readers, worlds constructed with imagi-

nary material in interaction with previous and contemporaneous neighboring

belief systems from nearby cultures or groups, at a time when debates and

speculation did not separate the physical world from the ‘invisible’ world(s)

as starkly as they do now.

In aworldwhere a potentially vast butmostly lost Arabianmythology shows

through Quranic echoes,32 the angelic figures operate a mythopoeic shift in

the new cosmology offered by the sacred text. In order to delineate this shift,

I selected all Quranic verses about angels, with two categories emerging: First,

28 Angelika Neuwirth, “The Qurʾān Enchantment of the World,” in Islamic Studies Today:

Essays in Honor of Andrew Rippin, ed. A. Rippin, M. Daneshgar, W.A. Saleh (Leiden: Brill,

2017), 125–144. On the polygenetic roots of the new religious tradition, see also Azīz Al-

Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam in Late Antiquity: Allāh and His People (New York: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2014), 40.

29 Angelika Neuwirth, “The Qurʾān Enchantment of theWorld” 129.

30 Angelika Neuwirth, “From Sacred Mosque to Remote Temple: Sūrat Al-Isrāʾ between Text

and Commentary,” inWith Reverence for theWord:Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in Judaism,

Christianity, and Islam, ed. Walfish, Barry D., Joseph W. Goering and Jane Dammen

McAuliffe (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 377–407.

31 He follows Northrop Frye and his work on the Bible (for whom it was literature, but also

more than literature), as he tries to understand by what means the theological content of

the Quran has been communicated to many of its readers. See Todd Lawson, “The Qur’an

and Epic.” Journal of Qur’ānic Studies 16, no. 1 (2014): 58.

32 In these paleo-islamic times, to borrow Aziz al-Azmeh’s phrase, the Quranic text and its

allusions and references would have been clearer to its contemporary audience, while

many are eluding us today, becoming objects of many discussions in Quranic studies.

However, on this fascinating subject, the reader may want to start with Aziz al-Azmeh,

The Emergence of Islam in Late Antiquity: Allāh and His People (NewYork: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2014), 341; AaronHughes, “The Stranger at the Sea:Mythopoesis in theQurʾān

and Early Tafsīr,” Studies in Religion, vol. 32, no. 3 (2003), 261–279; Jaroslav Stetkevych,

Muhammadand theGoldenBough (Bloomington, Indiana: IndianaUniversity Press, 1996).
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a group of verses clearly mentioning angels by name or proper name (malak,

malakayn, malāʾika, Jibrīl, Mīkāl) that I call the “angel verses,” and second, a

group of verses that may be alluding to angels and thus constitute what I call

the “alluding verses,” where neither the verse nor its immediate context make

the presence of angels certain.

From the first category, the angel verses, I listed several roles33 from which

I derived several literary functions held by angels: a narrative function, a theo-

logical function, a praxis function (these are detailed in the beginning of Chap-

ter 1), a cosmological function that includes the particular role of messenger, an

overlooked function of challenger, and the special cases of named angels (these

are detailed in the beginning of Chapter 2). From the second, the alluding-verse

category, I also found a number of roles echoing those of the angel verses (roles

seen in the beginning of chapters 1 and 2). As for the relationship of angels with

jinn and the special case of theDevil, that jinn-angel, details are included in the

beginning of Chapter 3, along with non-Quranic functions.

We find that angels in the Quran take the messenger role away from the

jinn completely. Angels actively take part in showing an absolute monotheism,

with no partially-willed or fully free-willed delegates, since Quranic angels do

not have the agency that many pre-Islamic celestial beings had. They retain

distinct functions, and some of them even acquire proper names in the Medi-

nan surah al-baqara,34 but all their actions, even if questionable at first glance,

or at the origin of earthly problems (Hārūt and Mārūt, Satan), are shown to

be ultimately carried out according to God’s will, albeit in a slightly indirect

way. Beyond their individual and group functions, angels as a group represent

a single creedal function.35 In other words, problematic or powerful angels like

Gabriel and Michael, and the indeterminate and nameless as a whole, are all

brought back under God’s command. This process is not fundamentally new to

Arabia, as pre-Islamic belief systems seem to have represented intermediaries

33 See Appendix 1, “Representations, roles, and functions of angels in ‘angel verses.’ ”

34 Contrary to what O’Meara proposes in his article “From Space to Place,” where he affirms

that angels lose their individuality from early to late surahs, the proper names of Gabriel,

Michael, Hārūt, andMārūt in theMedinan sura al-baqara are a first andobvious argument

against this. He also claims that angels were “visible” beings inMeccan and earlyMedinan

surahs, although I have seennowhere in theQuranic text any verse supporting such a view.

On the contrary, not being able to see angels was a problem for the disbelievers from the

beginning, as the Quranic text reflects.

35 “Angelicalness designates a function andbetokens apresencebeyond the specific instance

of any particular angel. It manifests those operations of God that can be, and have been,

personified and individualized, all thewhile designatingGodhimself by virtue of His com-

mand.” Al-Azmeh, “Paleo-Muslim Angels and Other Preternatural Beings,” 146.
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while leaving the higher deities unrepresented (or represented by an empty

throne).36 However the systematic unification of these intermediaries in a sin-

gle and barely defined category, “angels,” is the start of a new imaginary.

One interesting literary device, that of the ‘invisibility’ of angels, is achieved

via the hypothetical role of angels, which is one of the most commonly rep-

resented in the Quran, whereby a verse mentions angels without them being

present in the narratives as characters. It rhetorically doubles the invisibility of

angels: invisible creatures to start with, they become invisible as characters in

the text aswell—that is, they become really and narratively part of theUnseen.

In this way God is brought closer to humans than the pervasive high deity fre-

quently found in antiquity, who is removed from the world and delegates its

management to lesser deities.37

Therefore, angels lose some of their pre-Islamic counterparts’ importance,

becoming strictly faithful messengers sent to prophets, and guardians for hu-

mans.They arepictured as faithful assistants followingGod’swill, as opposed to

the unpredictable and sometimes too powerful jinn inspirators of pre-Islamic

Arabia. The channels between God and humans become safer and more pre-

dictable, since everything turns into part of God’s plan—though this plan

might not be understood by humans—and thus God transforms slowly into

something more akin to the jugular vein of the human creature, to paraphrase

Q 50:16, and closer to the jinn too, who are brought under tighter control.

The Quranic text operates a transition to a new representation of the Un-

seen, shifting away from both foreign and autochthonous elements, and sig-

naling the emergence of a new worldview among late antique cultures and

imaginaries. The messenger function taken from jinn and given exclusively to

angels and prophets denotes a first shift—and a well-known one—of this new

mythopoeic process that will continue in post-Quranic times. Now that angels

36 Robin, “L’Arabie préislamique,” 136. The high god of the kingdom of Dadān (also known as

Liḥyān) in North-East of Arabia, called “the absent one” (dhū-l-ghayba), a characteristic

which was to remain unrepresented, also sounds like a prefiguration of Islam’s reluctance

concerning divine representations (I first learned about this through a personal com-

munication when visiting the archeological site in 2019. This name is also mentioned as

“dhī ghayba” in Abdulrahman Alsuhaibani andMohamedMetwaly, “Integrated Results of

Aerial Image, GroundMagnetics andExcavation for SettlementAssessment atDadan Site,

Al-’Ula Area, Saudi Arabia,”Archaeological Prospection 27, no. 3 (2020): 263–274. However,

an older reference mentions a “Dhu Ghaba” as meaning “Lord of the Grove,” see Robert

G. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs 141.)

37 Beck has also analyzed the evolution of Quranic theology in the earliest surahs moving

from such a Mesopotamian-like model to a personal/human model, writing on the early

Qur’anic surah of the subordination of a ‘angelic apocalypse’ to a ‘human prophetic func-

tion’ (Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾan 121.)
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are established as archetypal spiritual entities, barely defined or even purpose-

fully kept undefinedby theQuran, navigatingbetween the celestial spheres and

the human sphere, this book will explore how these beings of the Unseen play

into the formation of a newmystical worldview.

Burge has noted that while scriptures have a limited and undefined angelol-

ogy, other religious sources show an expanded angelic world formed along

three different processes: delegation (a transcendentGoddelegating functions,

which the Quranic text limits); polytheism (angels as traces of a polytheistic

world); and exegesis (angels are used by exegetes for clarification of verses).38

In particular, this latter exegetical process will be prominent in this book,

given the specific corpus selected. These texts were produced once Islam had

emerged out of Arabia, and when the process of a new civilization had begun,

mirroring the establishment and growing complexity of the newmythic imagi-

nary. How did this impact the representations of angels, andmore broadly, the

imaginary pertaining to theUnseen? Canwe detect any significant new angelic

roles or functions, beyond the exegetical increase in the number of angels? Is

there an evolution in the formation of the new Islamic cosmology through a

reversal of the depersonalization of Quranic angels, or a continuation of the

Quranic process that subsumes and recreates older roles under a “new man-

tle”?

3 Angels in Sufi Commentarial Literature

Evolving from this late-antique situation, angels in Sufi commentarial literature

will be themain focus of this book, through a selection of Sufi texts.What I call

“commentarial literature” here are texts understood both as Sufi commentaries

(tafsīr) in the strict sense, and in the broader sense of Sufi works using Quranic

verses and ḥadīth, and elaborating on them, even if they are not classified as

tafsīr per se. These texts were produced in pre-modern times, but in a world

already different from that of the Quran, and they will help us determine what

roles and functions the characters of angels keep, lose, or gain, as the reading

and interpretative acts reshape them.

Tafsīr, usually translated as “interpretation” or “exegesis,” is a literary genre

designating any commentary written on any text-source. In the specific reli-

gious Islamic context it is often understood as “Quranic exegesis.”39 Exegesis

38 Stephen R. Burge, “ ‘Panangelon:’ Angelology and Its Relation to Polytheism” 153.

39 For a discussion on the definition and characteristics of this genre, see Andreas Görke,
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can be seen as completing scriptures,40 or as “a pure vertical, scientific desire

to come to terms with and explore the epic ethos at what might be thought a

narratological molecular level.”41 Aaron Hughes explains that one of the gen-

eral functions of Quranic tafsīr is to help to establish the Quran in a different

time and place than its initial context, to have this text make sense to a partic-

ular public. Furthermore, Karen Bauer writes that “it is a process of meaning

creation, because what the scholars read into the text is not always explic-

itly there.”42 This creates new possibilities, and renews a vision of the world,43

which is why the representation of angels in this type of work can be useful, if

one is to trace their evolution.

As already noted, angels are also subject to an “exegetical increase” in num-

ber.44 Angels are developed out of exegesis, whereby words become angels

(such as Riḍwān), referring to the work of Saul M. Olyan, who studied this

exegetical increase of the number of angels in Judaic traditions.45 This angelic

increase might also be related to the integration of various neighboring tradi-

tions into these Islamic texts, uncovering older and contemporary traditions

that circulated at the time of their writing.46

Johanna Pink, Tafsīr and Islamic Intellectual History: Exploring the Boundaries of a Genre

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 3–7; Walid Saleh, The Formation of the Classical

Tafsīr Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 14–22; Norman Calder, “Tafsīr from Ṭabarī to Ibn

Kathīr: Problems in the description of a genre, illustrated with reference to the story of

Abraham,” in Approaches to the Qurʾān (London: Routledge, 1993), 101–140.

40 JohnE.Wansbrough,Qurʾānic Studies: Sources andMethods of Scriptural Interpretations—

with a Foreword, Translations and Expanded Notes by Andrew Rippin (Amherst: Prome-

theus Books, 2004), 100.

41 Lawson, “The Qur’an and Epic” 58.

42 Karen Bauer, ed. Aims,Methods and Contexts of Qurʾanic Exegesis (Oxford: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 2013), 8.

43 “Tafsīr is existential. It reconstructs, and subsequently anchors, the material out of which

the Quran has been constructed. The main task of the early exegete is to recreate a dia-

logue with previous discourses that the Quran, through its terse style, has abolished. In

the subsequent recreation, however, tafsīr also provides a series of exegetical surprises

and unexpected possibilities which also deconstruct the original thrust (if it can be dis-

covered) of the prior discourse. Much like commentary in general, tafsīr is one among

many means of locating a human tradition in both cosmic and terrestrial space vis-à-vis

other traditions, aspects of the real word, etc.” Hughes, “The Stranger at the Sea” 266.

44 “The interpretation and elucidation of scripture, particularly when the supra-mundane

is concerned, has a tendency to expand the text greatly. If one looks at the references

to angels in al-Suyūṭī’s al-Ḥabāʾik fī akhbār al-malāʾik, a great increase in the number of

angels can be seen” (Burge, Angels in Islam 5).

45 Ibid. 33.

46 David Hamidović, “Les écrits apocryphes juifs et le Coran,” in Le Coran des historiens, vol. 1

(Paris: cerf, 2019), 234.
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The word “tafsīr” recalls an almost synonymous word, “taʾwīl”, which is usu-

ally translated similarly in English, and which has been a synonym of “tafsīr” at

various times throughout Islamic literary history, especially in the early period.

However, their relationship is complex, and taʾwīl has evolved to designate the

personal opinion of the commentator as well (as opposed to interpretations

based on other sources), or the esoteric interpretation of both Shias and Sufis,

in their attempt to explain the “inner” (bāṭinī) meaning of the verses.47 While

reading through the different commentary works used here, however, I noticed

the differences between the words were not always clear-cut. Authors seem to

have used the two words interchangeably at times, their commentaries being

somewhat easily included in the fold of traditionally Sunni interpretations,

or rather, belonging to a “Traditional Sunni—Mystical Sunni” spectrum. For

clarity’s sake, the word “tafsīr” is kept throughout this book to designate the

genre and individual works, whilemaking a distinction only between “esoteric”

and “exoteric” types of individual commentaries, by qualifying them as such.

Indeed, while the authors differ on the number and adjectives used for the lev-

els of understandings of the Quranic text that they see as necessary for reading

and interpreting it, all commentators seem to agree on a certain esoteric/exo-

teric distinction.

Regarding this distinction, “esoteric” is used here to qualify the generally

non-exoteric quality of commentaries (sometimes “mystical” and “inner”might

be used as well). This usually translates the meaning of the adjective bāṭinī in

Arabic in the appropriate context (the literal translation of this word could be

“internal”), while the word “exoteric” is used to qualify the non-mystical type of

commentary, and usually translates the word ẓāhirī in Arabic (literally “exter-

nal”).48

However, if the distinction within a commentary on a verse between eso-

teric and exoteric sources or interpretations is somewhat clear, the distinc-

47 Poonawala, “Taʾwīl,” ei². Jamal Elias also writes: “In the majority of Sufi writings on the

Qur’an from the classical period onwards, tafsīr is often used to refer to structural explana-

tions of an aya—such as the circumstances of its revelation (sabab al-nuzul), while taʾwīl

is its allegorical or metaphysical interpretation” (Jamal J. Elias, “Ṣūfī Tafsīr Reconsidered:

Exploring the Development of a Genre,” Journal of Qur’ānic Studies 12, no. 1–2 (2010): 42).

48 The reader has to keep in mind that using the words “esoteric” for bāṭīnī, like using “gnos-

ticism” or “mystical Islam” in the context of Sufism, has a long history full of epistemo-

logical complexities involving various concepts and religious traditions, and they reflect

the translator’s world(s) as much as they do the translated words. Regarding this discus-

sion on the esoteric/exoteric (bāṭin/ẓāhir) distinction and related concepts, such as ʿirfān

(“mystical knowledge”), and the complexities of the history of these words, see Liana Saif,

“What is Islamic Esotericism?”.
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tion between works qualified as “Sufi” and “Sunni” or other such categories

is not always straightforward, such as the example of the commentary of al-

Thaʿlabī.49 Jamal Elias also notes that the esoteric aspect is not necessarily part

of any and all Sufi interpretations.50Over time, certainworks came to be clearly

marked as Sufi or esoteric, such as the commentary of Rūzbihān Baqlī and his

poetic-mystical style,51 while others are less obviously esoteric in appearance,

or are so in a different way, such as the works of Ibn Barrajān, who uses mostly

traditional exoteric sources and references.52 Despite these liminal cases,many

works can be easily classified as belonging to the Sufi commentary subgenre,53

either because the author clearly states his affiliation to this trend through

his education, preferred masters and other such indications54 and/or because

most of his interpretations are esoteric in nature and in goal, even though they

do not declare themselves as Sufi.55

49 Shia commentaries contain an esoteric part by principle (Rippin, “Tafsīr”, ei²), while al-

Thaʿlabī wrote a commentary which is usually classified as Sunni, although he was the

first mainstream exegete to incorporate mystical interpretations in his commentary work

(Saleh, The Formation of the Classical Tafsīr Tradition 152). Another interesting aspect of

his commentary that has an incidence on some of the commentaries studied here, is

that al-Thaʿlabī was also the first one, as far as is currently known, to have systematically

included ḥadīth in the Quranic commentary, while this genre was kept mostly separate

from the tafsīr genre before him (ibid. 191–198).

50 See his very interesting discussion of what constitutes and defines a Sufi tafsīr, including

the different periodizations offered for these works (Elias, “Ṣūfī Tafsīr” 41–55).

51 Carl Ernst says of him: “His predilection for the outrageous ecstatic sayings (shaṭḥiyyāt) of

earlier Ṣūfīs earned him the sobriquet “Doctor Ecstaticus” (shaykh-i shaṭṭāḥ). He recorded

his spiritual experiences with directness and power, using a prose style of great rhetorical

density.” Ernst, “Rūzbihān”ei².

52 Formore on Ibn Barrajān, see Yousef Casewit,TheMystics of al-Andalus: Ibn Barrajān and

Islamic thought in the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

53 For practical purposes we call all mystical trends, including the Andalusi indigenousmys-

tical tradition identifiedbyCasewit, as such.KristinZahra Sands explains thatwhat distin-

guishes Sufi commentaries fromothers is that the exoteric knowledge, althoughnecessary,

is only a steppingstone for a deeper understanding of the Quranic text, which comes from

within, by divine inspiration. See Kristin Zahra Sands, Ṣūfī commentaries on the Qurʾān in

Classical Islam (London: Routledge, 2006), 28.

54 Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 68–70.

55 Such is the example of Ibn Barrajān, who identified Sufis as part of a distinct mystical

Eastern trend with which he did not identify. Regarding his relationship with Sufism, and

whether one can describe him as Sufi today, see Casewit, TheMystics of al-Andalus 67–74.

Yousef Casewit argues that “al-Andalus was home to an indigenous mysticophilosophi-

cal tradition that was distinct from the Arabic Sufi tradition that developed in the central

and eastern lands of Islam”, the followers of which were calling themselves the Contem-

platives (“Muʿtabirūn”), with Neoplatonic influences (including the Ikhwān al-ṣafā). Ibn

Barrajān was its foremost representative, and as such did not consider himself a Sufi, a
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Through the Sufi works of Quranic commentary, we can perceive an exam-

ple of the progressive building of concrete themes, motifs, and traditions that

form what came to be qualified as “Sufi,” in which “creative imagination” was

key.56 We will see how angelic characters illustrate and participate in this Sufi

textual and extra-textual imaginal process, how it helps define some aspects of

Sufi cosmological views, and what specificities arise from the nature of com-

mentarial literature.

The following three chapters (1, 2, and 3) will be devoted to Sufi commen-

taries by five different authors (al-Tustarī, al-Sulamī, al-Qushayrī, Ibn Barrajān,

and Rūzbihān Baqlī), falling in the category of tafsīr or Quran commentary,

stricto sensu. These chapters tend to be mainly descriptive, as they gather ele-

ments from a vast corpus that can be used for future analysis. These elements,

however, herald tendencies that are shown more clearly in the last two chap-

ters, based on more well-known sources.

Indeed, the last two chapters (4 and 5) are focused on “case studies” that

could be seen as commentaries in the wider sense. I mean by this that they are

explanations and narratives “pegged” to Quranic verses, to use Burge’s phrase,

whereby different narratives are pegged to Quranic verses in order to explain

them and the world around the reader. The classical Islamic category of the

circumstances of Revelation (asbāb al-nuzūl) is a traditional example of such

a process.57 Without being classified as tafsīr in the strict sense, these texts

nonetheless revolve around the Quran and theological matters as their first

“reason of being.” Thus the fourth chapter will concern the Sufi celestial ascen-

sion narratives (miʿrāj), whichmay have had a larger audience (and beenmore

popular with some in that group) than that of the tafsīr. Sufi authors have both

commentedon thePropheticmiʿrāj andwritten about personalmystical ascen-

term which interestingly did not mean to him a mystically and philosophically-oriented

trend, as much as a trend focused on self-purification (ibid. 2–3). This tradition’s differ-

ent approach made their mystical leanings less easily discernible than the better-known

eastern tradition and its vocabulary.

Coppens similarly notes that neither Sulamī nor Qushayrī used the word “taṣawwuf”

in their tafsīr when presenting their works and the “Friends of God,” see Coppens, Seeing

God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 57. More particularly on Qushayrī and his relationship

to the concept of Sufism, see Chapter 9 inMartin Nguyen, Sufi Master and Qur’an Scholar:

Abūʾl-QāsimAl-Qushayrī and the Lạtāʾif Al-Ishārāt (Oxford: OxfordUniversity Press, 2012).

56 “If one were to apply Crone’s and Geertz’ ideas [on human imagination] to the ascetic-

mystical version of Islam, one would argue that, having originated in the imaginative fac-

ulty of its founding fathers, it gradually acquired concrete practical, doctrinal (discursive),

artistic, and institutional dimensions that constitute the abstraction we call ‘Sufism,’ ”

Alexander Knysh, Sufism: A New History 32.

57 Burge, Angels in Islam 6–7.
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sion. In contrast, the last chapterwill concern themany volumes of theMeccan

Openings (al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya) by Ibn ʿArabī, a lengthy work which might

have been relevant initially only to a small intellectual elite, although its impact

on the wider Islamic group of theologians and thinkers was doubtless signifi-

cant.

4 Last Remarks

Translations from the primary sources are all mine, except for the Quran, for

which I used the Study Quran,58 the commentary of Tustarī, and the miʿrāj of

al-Bisṭāmī, for all of which English translations already exist. Any translation

from secondary sources is also mine.

For reasons of space and readability, I refer in many cases to Quranic verses

by their number only, although I try to paraphrase or quote them as much as

possible. The reader can use the “angelic” ones in full in Appendix 2 if need be.

Regarding technical terms, I will make a few remarks here about some terms

used in Sufi texts and the translations proposed in this book, as they are some-

times translated in different ways by different scholars. Although the tradi-

tional use of “gnosticism”59 is widespread in the Islamic context, and might

still be practical for common speech, I chose to keep here the common “Sufism”

for taṣawwuf (or “mysticism”, although this interchangeability is also an open

question), and to translate maʿrifa as “mystical knowledge,” ʿārif as “mystical

knower,” in contrast to “science” or “knowledge” (ʿilm) and “scholar” (ʿālim),

except for some rare cases where the context does not imply this difference.

Among such other problematic translations, walī is translated here as

“friend” or “friend of God”, and not as the more usual “Saint.”60

Other terms relevant to angels are those related to their world: The ghayb

is translated as “Unseen.” Sedgwick explains that it had been translated many

58 Seyyed Hossein Nasr et al. (eds.), The Study Quran: A New Translation and Commentary

(New York: HarperOne Collins Publishers, 2015).

59 In his overview of the use of theword “gnosticism,” aword used both in Christianitywith a

particular meaning, and inWestern academic works for translating different Islamic con-

cepts such as taṣawwuf, maʿrifa or ʿirfān, Kevin van Bladel shows how using this word is

becoming ever more questionable (van Bladel, “Gnosticism”ei³).

60 Even though many authors prefer using “saint,” the connotation implied by the Chris-

tian religious system (more particularly Catholic and Orthodox) is too strong and might

induce undue implications about the status of walī in the Arab world. Michel Chod-

kiewicz, although using “saint,” mentions that the latin “amicitia” translates in a much

better way this relationship of strong friendship with a patron, and the protection and
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times as “esoteric,”61 but I found that in most contexts of the sources in this

study, it is used in the sense of the Unseen world: a plain reality opposed to

the other plain reality of the Seen world (ʿālam al-shahāda), regardless of the

esoteric or exoteric nature of the text. These are two realities that seem to be

part of the worldview of premodern authors, regardless of their alleged mys-

tical tendencies. Part of the Unseen is the Ākhira, Otherworld or Next World,

with eschatological connotations, the world reached after death. The Seen and

Unseen worlds, however, can be placed in parallel to ẓāhir, which opposes

bāṭin. We will translate these last terms mostly as exoteric (ẓāhir) and esoteric

(bāṭin). Although this translation does not always perfectly overlap the mean-

ings of the Arabic words, this is the best working translation I have found in the

context of these primary sources. However, the reader should keep inmind the

debate around the word “esotericism”, mentioned previously.

power involved in the words wilāya and walāya related to the walī (transposed in the Sufi

system, the patron is God). SeeMichel Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints, prophétie et sain-

teté dans la doctrine d’Ibn ʿArabī (Paris: Gallimard, 1986, 2012) 32–35. However, given how

rarely this Latin term is used, the more common “Friend” is preferred.

61 Sedgwick, “Islamic andWestern Esotericism.”
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chapter 1

Angels in Sufi Tafsīr: Basic Quranic Functions

This chapter focuses on what I call “basic Quranic functions,” which are shown

in the Quran by different angelic roles—narrative, theological, and religious

practice. These are distinct from those which fall into another category, seen

in the next chapter: “general Quranic functions.” The third chapter of this tafsīr

series will elaborate on two new (non-Quranic) functions growing out of the

commentarial aspect of these works. Each chapter starts with a presentation

of the relevant functions of angels in the Quran, before diving into the corre-

sponding functions appearing in the Sufi texts. However, a brief presentation

of these Sufi works is needed for some contextualization.

1 Some Introductory Remarks on the Selected tafsīr

1.1 TheWorks and Their Authors

The tafsīr works used in the three following chapters are: the tafsīr of al-

Tustarī (d. 283/896) (shortened to Tustarī in the rest of the book),1 the first

tafsīr of al-Sulamī (d. 412/1021) (shortened to Sulamī),2 the tafsīr of al-Qushayrī

(d. 465/1072) (shortened to Qushayrī),3 the long tafsīr of Ibn Barrajān (d. 536/

1 Sahl al-Tustarī,Tafsīr al-Tustarī, trans. Annabel Keeler, Ali Keeler (Louisville: FonsVitae, 2011).

I am using this English edition, based on three different manuscripts, and whenever I quote

Tustarī, I do so from this edition, although anArabic version exists, which I have used to check

the translations of some concepts Sahl b. ʿAbdallah al-Tustarī, Tafsīr al-tustarī, ed. Muḥam-

mad Bāsil ʿUyūn al-Sūd (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2007). For more on al-Tustarī see

Böwering, “Sahl al-Tustarī”, ei² andGerhard Böwering,TheMysticalVision of Existence in Clas-

sical Islam: The Qur’ānic Hermeneutics of the Sufi Sahl at-Tustarī (d. 283/896) (Berlin, Walter

de Gruyter, 1980). The 5 other works are not translated into English, as far as I am aware, so

all translations from these are mine.

2 Abū ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Muḥammad b. al-Ḥussayn b. Mūsā al-Azdī al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq al-tafsīr,

ed. Sayyid ʿUmrān (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2001). See also Böwering, “al-Sulamī”ei²

and Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 46–53. I will be referring to his com-

plement Ziyādāt ḥaqāʾiq al-tafsīr only rarely, as it contains very few mentions of angels of

interest, compared to his main commentary, and most of them are reused by Baqlī. See al-

Sulamī, Ziyādāt ḥaqāʾiq al-tafsīr, ed. Gerhard Böwering (Beirut, Dar al-Machreq, 1995).

3 ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif al-ishārāt, ed. IbrāhīmBasiyūnī (Cairo: al-Hayʾa al-Miṣriyya

al-ʿAmma li-l-kitāb, 2000). See also Halm, “al-Ḳushayrī”, ei² and Nguyen, Sufi Master and

Qur’an Scholar.
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1141) (shortened to Ibn Barrajān 1),4 the short tafsīr by the same author (short-

ened to Ibn Barrajān 2),5 a work independent from the first, and the tafsīr of

Rūzbihān Baqlī (d. 606/1209) (shortened to Baqlī).6 All of them, except for the

first one, are part of what Andrew Rippin calls “the mature phase of tafsīr.”7

I tried to select works somewhat representative of the Sufi or Sunnimystical

tafsīr genre, within the delimited historical period for this research (up to until

the end of the Abbasid caliphate).8 However, considering the time limitations

of this research (I could not use unpublished manuscripts), I had to choose

from published and edited existing works. Though this does not mean they are

more representative of this sub-genre than unedited ones, they are generally

recognized as historically influential nonetheless.9

The different authors of these commentarial works, in a process sharedwith

non-Sufi works, usually include various reports fromprevious Sufi scholars and

authorities within their comments. The selection of these reports is in itself

interesting and can give us clues about what a given author is looking for and

4 ʿAbd al-Salām bin ʿAbd al-Raḥmān bin Muḥammad b. Barrajān al-Ikhmī al-Ishbīlī, Tafsīr Ibn

Barrajān, ed. Aḥmad Farīd al-Mazīdī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2013). See also Bellver,

“Ibn Barrajān”, ei³.

5 ʿAbd al-Salām bin ʿAbd al-Raḥmān bin Muḥammad b. Barrajān al-Ikhmī al-Ishbīlī, A Qurʾān

Commentary by Ibn Barrajān of Seville: Īḍāḥ al-ḥikma bi-aḥkām al-ʿibra, ed. Gerhard Böwer-

ing, Yousef Casewit (Leiden: Brill, 2016).

6 Abū Muḥammad Ṣadr al-Dīn Rūzbihān bin Abī Naṣr al-Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān fī ḥaqāʾiq al-

qurʾān, ed. Aḥmad Farīd al-Mazīdī (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 2008). See also Ernst,

“Rūzbihān,”ei² and Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 65–68.

7 Andrew Rippin, “Tafsīr” ei². In Michael A. Sells’ more detailed classification, the first one is

part of the early Sufi period, the secondand third ones of the formative phase, and the last two

authors are representatives of the “Sufi synthesis” phase, of which Ibn ʿArabī is also an exam-

ple, see Michael A. Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism: Sufi, Qur’an, Miraj, Poetic and Theological

Writings (New York: Paulist Press, 1996), 17–26; For a questioning and reviewing of academic

classification of Sufi tafsīr more specifically, see Elias, “Ṣūfī Tafsīr Reconsidered.”

8 For anoverviewof thepolitical, social, and religious context of Nishapur at that time, inwhich

three of these Sufi authors lived (Al-Sulamī, al-Quhayrī, and Baqlī), see Coppens, Seeing God

in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 40–70.

9 Finding representativeworks of such aprolific genre is a challenge, and such a choice remains

highly subjective.Quranic commentaries are indeed innumerable, in thewords of Saleh: “The

self-declared inexhaustibility of God’s word found its match in the inexhaustibility commen-

tators saw in its meaning” (Saleh, The Formation of the Classical Tafsīr Tradition 1–4). He also

explains that the currently printed commentaries are not necessarily themost representative,

showing in his book how, for example al-Thaʿlabī’s commentary has been more influential

than al-Ṭabarī (ibid. 12). For a glimpse into the commentaries from other sensibilities than

Sunni Islam, see Annabel Keeler, and Sajjad H. Rizvi, The Spirit and the Letter, Approaches to

the Esoteric Interpretation of the Qur’an (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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arguing for.10 This is how the reader notices that Sulamī contains elements of

Tustarī, and that Qushayrī contains elements of these two, a genealogical pro-

cess noted by Coppens on later Sufi commentary works.11 With time, reports

tend to accumulate and sometimes contradict or complement each other,12

while the personal commentaries tend to lengthen as well, the consequence

of this being that commentary writings quickly reached encyclopaedic propor-

tions.

Another remark on the anthological style of the commentaries is that se-

lected tafsīr works can be divided very roughly into two groups. The commen-

taries of Tustarī, Sulamī, and to some degree, Qushayrī, remain concise, with

many reports and references attributed to known or unknown authors, as if

to legitimize the personal commentaries they offer following these reports (if

there are any, as sometimes a commentary on a given verse consists only of

reports attributed to others). These authors were indeed involved in a building

process within the religious landscape, being part of what will later be called

the “Nishapuri school of exegesis.”13

Conversely, the latter commentaries of Ibn Barrajān and Baqlī are much

more voluminous, at a time when theological schools were more established,

and the personal commentaries by the authors were usually longer than the

reports and other references included alongside them. The ordering of refer-

ences and reports, aswell as the length of original commentaries, all contribute

to give each author a specific voice. It is interesting to note that in Baqlī’s case,

his selected references come only after his own personal commentary on each

10 An example is shown by Baqlī with his selection of ḥadīth which support his argument

against the description of angels and jinn, while another author like Ibn Barrajān will

select reports and ḥadīth supporting his own tendency to describe asmuch as he can these

same beings.

11 Pieter Coppens, “Sufi Qurʾān Commentaries, Genealogy and Originality,” Journal of Sufi

Studies, 1–2 (2018): 102–124. For a detailed tracing of the Tustarī tradition through time

and its influence on different authors, see Gerhard Böwering, The Mystical Vision 7–42.

12 Which is a particularity of the tafsīr genre: “The preferred mode of disagreement was to

add one’s voice to the pool of interpretations inherited.” Saleh, The Formation of the Clas-

sical Tafsīr Tradition 14. It was also noted that aQushayrī comments verse by verse, while

his two predecessors did not, and that Sulamī contains mostly mystical comments while

Tustarī and Qushayrī mingle both exoteric and esoteric kinds (Nguyen, Sufi Master and

Qur’an Scholar 127).

13 Nguyen, SufiMaster andQur’an Scholar 88–94;Within this school, there are somenuances

to note: for example, Qushayrī found himself in the position to defend Sufism and anchor

it as part of the Sunni tradition, whereas Sulamī did not have to in his time (ibid. 256).

Baqlī is also considered part of this theological “school” of the Eastern tradition, in Cop-

pens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 39–45.
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verse, which denotes a shift in the approach taken by the author. His narra-

tive voice takes precedence, and the need to present older and established

voices first no longer seems necessary to build the legitimacy of his own dis-

course.

Finally, let us point out that the tafsīr of al-Sulamī contains references and

reports attributed towell-knownearlymystic scholars and figures, such as Jaʿfar

al-Ṣādiq (d. 148/765) and al-Tustarī.14 However, we used the commentary of al-

Tustarī as a separate work, as it was redacted earlier than Sulamī, in an attempt

to trace the evolution of the different commentaries over time and the uses

of references and reports between them.15 The commentary work of al-Sulamī

(both the one used here and his second Ẓiyādāt ḥaqāʾiq al-tafsīr) is used by

Rūzbihān al-Baqlī.16 The work of al-Qushayrī is also key in the development of

Sufi commentaries, and seems to have long been undervalued as such. How-

ever, its influence on later Sufi works is gaining recognition, and an example

is its impact on the tasfīr of Rūzbihān Baqlī: In the text, the only Sufi scholar

referred to by the latter as “the master” (al-ustādh) is al-Qushayrī,17 while most

authors of the other reports that he mentions are left unspecified or unquali-

fied. All of these (Tustarī, Sulamī, Qushayrī andBaqlī) are in somemeasure rep-

resentative of the easternmystical tradition, and their approach to theQuranic

verses was linked to the concept of “indication” or “allusion” (ishāra), while Ibn

Barrajān (in both works used here) is an example of the discrete Andalusian

mystical tradition based on the concept of “crossing” (ʿibāra).18 However, the

14 On the main references in Sulamī, see Gerhard Böwering, “The Major Sources of Sulamī’s

Minor Qurʾān Commentary,” Oriens 35, (1996): 35–56. He explains that the sixth Shiite

imam is mentioned by Sulamī as Jaʿfar b. Muḥammad al-Ṣādiq, al-Ṣādiq, or just Jaʿfar,

to distinguish him from another reference, Jaʿfar b. Muḥammad b. Nusayr al-Khuldī

(d. 348/959); see ibid. 52.

15 Coppens posits Sulamī as the basis on which the Sufi commentary genre developed (see

Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 40) while Ali Humayun Akhtar takes

Tustarī as the first example of this genre, based on its hermeneutical elements, which

are the ẓāhir/bāṭin aspects, the importance of dhikr, and the concept of yaqīn, see Ali

Humayun Akhtar, “Identifying Mysticism in Early Esoteric Scriptural Hermeneutics: Sahl

Al-Tustarī’s (d. 283/896) Tafsīr Reconsidered,” Journal of Islamic and Muslim Studies 2

(2017): 38–52; However since Tustarī has been known mainly through Sulamī, both can

be seen as the “originators” of the genre.

16 Böwering, “al-Sulamī”ei².

17 For more details on the influence of the tafsīr of al-Qushayrī see Alan Godlas, “Influences

of Qushayrī’s Laṭāʾif al-ishārāt on Sufi Qur’anic Commentaries, Particularly Rūzbihān al-

Baqlī’s ʿArāʾis al-bayān and the Kubrawi al-Taʾwīlāt al-najmiyya,” Journal of Sufi Studies,

2.1 (2013), 78–92. For more information on al-Qushayrī in general and his advocacy for a

“sober sufism”, see Nguyen, Sufi Master and Qur’an Scholar.

18 Casewit, The Mystics of al-Andalus 207. For more details on the religious and political
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different cultural and scholarly centers of the Islamic world were in frequent

communication, “feeding” each other in some measure over time.19

2 Reviewing Angels in the tafsīr

Drawing a list of the Quranic verses related to angels20 helped me review the

numerous mentions of angels in the different commentary works, resulting in

a table given in Appendix 3. At first, I noticed that not all angel verses neces-

sarily receive commentaries,21 however of those that did, the number of these

commentaries roughly equated the commentaries on the alluding verses. A few

liminal cases arose as verses were added to the alluding-verse category, such as

Q 51:1–4,22 although I did not consider them to be alluding to any angels based

on an initial reading of the Quranic text alone, unlike many of the so-called

“cryptic” verses in theopenings of someMeccan surahs,where the readermight

identify angels more easily.23 This is part of the re-creation of a dialogue with

the Quranic text, mentioned by Hughes, and an enrichment built on the allud-

ing verses the initial space-time context of whichmight have already have been

lost to some extent by the time these commentaries were written. As for these

alluding verses, the commentaries play their part in the mythopoeic process

context and influences informing the works of Ibn Barrajān, see also José Bellver, “ ‘Al-

Ghazālī of Al-Andalus’: Ibn Barrajān, Mahdism, and the Emergence of Learned Sufism

on the Iberian Peninsula,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 133, no. 4 (2013): 659–

681.

19 A very short example that goes beyond the historical period of this research is that of Ibn

Barrajān. As an Andalusian scholar, he would influence Ibn ʿArabī’s thought, who in turn

influenced the Islamic East, including the Ottoman world, while Baqlī, influenced by the

eastern tradition with Qushayrī and Sulamī, would also have an impact in the Ottoman

and Persianate worlds.

20 See Appendix 2. I am referring here to the two categories of verses: the “angel verses” that

mention angels clearly, and the “alluding verses” that suggest angels, mainly identified as

such by inference, comparison of narrative roles, or later interpretation.

21 In some cases, this might be due to a part missing from the original manuscripts used for

the editions used here, such as Qushayrī, which is missing verses Q 23:24–28 and their

commentaries.

22 These verses are interpreted as representing angels in Ibn Barrajān 1 (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr

v, 187), though others, such as Baqlī, give only amystical interpretation of these verses (Ibn

Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 340–341).

23 Another example are verses Q 55:2 and Q 69:40–41, which usually easily read as being

about the Prophet, however, Ibn Barrajān 1 sees Gabriel as a first possible subject there,

and Muḥammad only as a second option (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 235–237, and 378.)
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in that some—but not all—identify and confirm the presence of an angel in a

verse that merely suggests the presence of one.24

I will draw the attention of the reader to this nuance whenever relevant;

however, both the angel-verse and the alluding-verse categories, which are

more useful when reviewing angels in the Quran, are brought under the sin-

gle umbrella of “angelic verses” in the following chapters.25 This is because in

reading these commentaries, another group appeared, which I unpoetically

called the “non-angelic verses” group for clarity. While the verses themselves

are unrelated to angels per se. the Sufi author deems it important to mention

the presence of angels, or of their activity, in relation to these verses in the com-

mentaries.26

Moreover, on a second level of reading, the presence of commentary on an

angelic verse does not necessarily mean that the commentary includes any-

thing pertaining to the angel(s) mentioned or suggested in the verse. As often

as not, an exoteric commentarymentioning angels might also be found next to

an esoteric one bypassing the angel(s) in question.With this first angelic verses

group, it is indeed interesting to notice that many of them are not commented

on regarding the angelic characters, giving an overall impression of not want-

ing to “state the obvious”, ormore precisely, to “comment on the obvious,” going

instead straight into an esoteric commentary on the verse. The most striking

example is that of Q 35:1 that Sulamī does comment on but without including

any remark on the obvious—and only—subject of the verse, that is, angels and

their number of wings. By the end of this study, the reader will understand that

this kind of comment is very meaningful and leads to a specific Sufi function

given to angels.

Regarding the different types of comments,many are barelymore than para-

phrases regarding the characters of the angels, underscoring a known role or

function found in the Quranic text,27 so most of these have not been included

24 See Chapter 3 with the examples of Riḍwān the keeper of Paradise and the Zabāniyya.

25 We have thus “angelic verses” (= angel verses and alluding verses as seen in Appendixes 1

& 2) on one side, and “non-angelic verses” on the other. Of course, it sometimes gets more

complicated, for example when an author commenting on a “non-angelic” verse includes

a reference to an “angelic verse” within his commentary.

26 These “non-angelic verses” are not considered “Alluding verses” because they do not seem

to be alluding to angels at all; not by any stretch of the imagination. Differentiating

between these two groups (angelic and non-angelic verses) in the commentaries seemed

more relevant than thedifferencebetween “clear” and “suggesting” verses.One suchexam-

ple is the commentary of Tustarī (on 2:238)which includes the angel Gabriel, although the

verse only enjoins the maintaining of prayer (al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 35).

27 For instance: al-Sulamī on Q 13:23 and Baqlī on Q 21:103 in his typically flowery style.
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here. Similarly, many mentions of angels were left out, such as references to

ḥadīth pertaining to angels that the commentators might have used, except for

some particularly relevant cases, as the angels in ḥadīth have already been cov-

ered at length by Burge in his book.28

In the following three chapters, each function is thus divided between an-

gelic verses and non-angelic verses, however, the reader will not be surprised

to learn that many parts of the commentaries could be listed under different

functions at the same time. For better readability, I tried to avoid repetition

where possible, and highlight only the most relevant function of each com-

mentary.

Because of the book’s subject and to show the pervasiveness of angels in

these works, I gave preference to the angelic functions and themes in the

presentation of these first three chapters over separating each commentator

chronologically in each section, in order to avoid the multiplication of sub-

sections. The reader who is then interested in one specific commentator will

find it easier to use the index first instead of relying on the table of contents,

although I tried to keep a chronological order of commentators within each

section and theme discussed, for the reader to appreciate the evolution of the

commentaries as much as possible.

For a better appreciation of these functions in the tafsīr works, let us turn

now to the review of angelic roles in the Quran that ledme to delimit the three

basic Quranic function of angels.

3 Presentation of the Basic Quranic Functions of Angels

3.1 A Narrative Gunction: Secondary Characters Helping or Fighting

Humanity, Helping God

Taking this basic narrative function in its strict sense, angels are shown in dif-

ferent roles as unseen helpers, according to the general idea of help typical of

the function of a secondary character in relation to a protagonist in any narra-

tive. They help God in different matters, such as guarding Hell Q 66:6, Q 74:31;

bearing the Ark Q 2:248 and the Throne Q 69:17; taking souls after humans’

deaths in numerous verses; striking them and sending them toHell or welcom-

ing them to Paradise. They are also seen as helping humans: being guardians

to humans Q 6:61; seeking forgiveness for them (though forgiveness is granted

by God according to HisWill only Q 53:26); supporting believers in battle, with

28 Burge, Angels in Islam.
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a specific reference to the battle of Badr Q 3:121–125;29 or generally helping the

Prophet Q 8:9, Q 66:4.

Being helper secondary characters automatically implies being antagonists

to others. Angels are antagonists to humans fighting the Muslim army during

the battle of Badr; or more simply throughout the Quranic text, being antago-

nists to thedisbelievers, for exampleby striking them ‘above theneck’ and ‘their

every fingertip’ Q 8:12, with other such examples of violence Q 8:50, Q 47:27.30

Similarly, they are also seen cursing disbelievers Q 2:161, Q 3:87. This invites

the reader to consider the corporality of angels: Although we assumed them

to be primarily incorporeal and spiritual beings, or at least invisible, the bat-

tle of Badr is one of many examples showing that they can sometimes directly

affect the physical world.

Believers are thus enjoined to see that they have God’s support in the form

of these helping angels, and His enmity should they do otherwise. While this

narrative function of protagonist and antagonist worked inside the text, the

following functions also reach the metatext.

3.2 A Theological Function: A Defining Aspect of the Islamic Credo

In many instances, angels are presented alongside God without them taking

part in any specific action, and among these instances we find what we could

call “credo-defining” verses, where angels are presented as part of the basic

Islamic credo, clearly stating what believers should believe in Q 2:98, Q 2:177,

Q 2:285. These verses come in one specific surah (sūrat al-baqarah), regarded

as being of the Medinan period by Nöldeke and other scholars, a period when

the existence of angels is clearly asserted, and the new faith has gained more

detailed features in both theology and practice. This is also the surah that con-

tains the only mentions of angels’ personal names.

In the same credo-defining way, other verses tend to define what angels

are not: God-denying femaleness of angels Q 37:150 or being named by female

names Q 53:27, denying commands to take them as lords Q 3:80 or taking them

as spouses Q 17:40.31 We also find the angels themselves denying being wor-

shipped when asked about it by God Q 34:40–41.

29 This passage couldbe anechoof thebiblical “Lordof theHosts.” Althoughalready an inter-

pretative take on them, Al-Azmeh also understands these angels to be a personification of

the winds, which pre-Islamic Arabs would have done with jinn, in a manner comparable

to the way Valkyries of Nordic mythology were a personification of the Aurora Borealis

(Al-Azmeh, “Paleo-Muslim Angels” 149).

30 A similar functionof emphasis and support byGodagainst the enemy is given to the “angel

of yhwh” in Genesis. See Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 70–72.

31 This echoes pre-Islamic belief systems, see Robin, “Les “anges” (shams) et autres êtres
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These denials and “absences” of angels in the text might reflect adjustments

against contemporary andprevious belief systems as studiedbydifferent schol-

ars,32 here used by the Quranic text to illustrate a strict monotheist idea.33 This

idea steers away from complexities that a gendered description of God’s oth-

erworldly creatures would bring, or by a delegation of power and will to these

creatures which could have justified a separate worship or intercession ritual

inside the new religion’s practices. The Quranic text then effectively uses the

figure of angels andwhat theymight have reflected before it to reinforce a strict

monotheist idea of a unique creator in charge of the world’s affairs.

3.3 A Religious Praxis Function: Illustrating the Believer’s Expected

Actions

In a similar meta-rhetorical manner to the previous function, angels also have

the function of illustrating some basic expectations of believers, such as prais-

ingGod inQ 13:13,Q 39:75,Q42:5. Beingobedient toGodandcarryingHis orders

is one of the most represented roles. In at least 11 occurrences, angels’ main

action and representation is about obeying, such as the narrative of the bowing

down to Adam.However, this specific narrative is telling in its ambivalence. On

one hand the angels are shown as obeying God along other acts of obedience,

so they could be seen as models to the human believers. They are ordered to

bow down to Adam because of his superiority in knowledge Q 2:30–34, which

would indicate anontological superiority of manover angel.On theother hand,

they are also seen as questioning God’s decision, although God always has “the

surnaturels.” Similarly, Beck explains this as a reframing of pre-Islamic deities subsumed

into the new theology as angels. Where old gods designated by a masculine devotional

name such as al-Raḥmān could be easily assimilated to Allāh, the female deities had to

be demonized or pushed back. See Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾan 155 (fn. 15). Other

scholars argue that this denotes a change of societal structure, from amatriarchal organi-

zation to a patriarchal one, this change being reflected inmonotheist scriptures in general

(See Najm al-dīn al-Nafātī, “Ẓāhira tajassud al-malāʾika qirāʾa fī luʿbat al-dhukūra,”Majal-

lat Ādāb al-Qayrawān, no. 9–10, (2012–2013): 465–473.) However, this change appears to

me as somewhat relative in the Quranic text, which argues against both the femaleness

of angels and the taking of any kind of “son” by God. I would argue rather that angels are

strictly maintained as neutral in nature (despite the gendered vocabulary of Arabic).

32 Al-Azmeh, Beck, Chabbi, Crone, and Neuwirth have all written on this subject. We might

also mention, on the specific subject of angel veneration in late antiquity, a phenomenon

which obviously occupied theQuranic text: Rangar Cline, Ancient Angels: Conceptualizing

Angeloi in the Roman Empire (Leiden: Brill, 2011).

33 As such, the reinforcement of the monotheistic idea might be constructed more against

contemporaneous popular beliefs than other normative and canonical texts, as a similar

theological function of anonymized angels underlining the power of God is also noted in

biblical literature (Reed, Demons, Angels, andWriting 110).
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last word.” The angelic model of obedience could then be seen as dual: Where

angels are shown proper acts by “lesser” beings than them, readers might hold

this as an unspoken example of humility presented by the text, in terms of reli-

gious praxis, yet this encouraged humility does not equate to unquestioning

obedience.

Attesting to His Might and superiority is another general attitude of the

angels that is perceived through their different roles, such as support of the

angels during thebattle of Badr, or their sending to take everyone’s souls includ-

ing the disbelievers. This accompanies the idea of the all-powerful deity, as in

the previous function, reinforced in some verses such as Q 53:26, where inter-

cessions are made by the angels on behalf of humans. These are granted only

by God’s leave, the angels having no proper power to grant this or to influence

divine will.

These actions show the angels’ positive acts in relation to God, and exem-

plify such concepts as obedience, support for believers, and praising God. The

text could be read as an exhortation to believers to mirror these acts as part of

the new Islamic ethos.

3.4 Guardians in Alluding Verses

The three functions I just presented were gleaned only from the angel verses.

However, the reader will find strong echoes of these functions in the alluding

verses, and one role strongly represented in these verses is that of guardian.

Using intra-Quranic comparisons, the reader might presume these in general

to be angels.34 Verse Q 6:61 describes guardians (ḥafaẓatan) sent to watch over

God’s servants; the beings in verse Q 13:11 called muʿaqqibāt guard one from

the front and the rear, whether one’s actions are done openly or in secret.

This is echoed by the verses Q 82:10–12 where these guardians are said to

be writing down everyone’s deeds, and briefly as well in Q 68:1. Similarly, in

the verses Q 50:17–18 “two receivers” (mutalaqqiyān), or a “watcher” (raqīb)

are recording words uttered by a person. The single verse Q 86:4 also men-

tions a guardian over every soul, about which Beck notes that “in Late Antiq-

uity, the idea that each person has a divine twin, or angelic counterpart, was

omnipresent.”35

In Q 72:25–28 we also find guards around the (human) messenger chosen

by God; in Q 37:1–10 we find “guardians” guarding the heavens against “defi-

34 For a short genealogy of guardian angels in Judaism and Christianity, see Hamidović,

L’insoutenable divinité 81–93.

35 Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾan 125; see also Burge, Angels in Islam 70–71; Cunial, “Spir-

itual Beings”eq.
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ant satans” (wa-ḥifẓan min kulli shayṭān mārid) who would want to listen to

the “Highest Assembly” (al-malaʾ al-aʿlā), echoing the verses Q 72:8–9, where

similarly, jinn find the heavens closed to them, duly guarded. The heavens are

similarly guarded in Q 41:12 by guardians (ḥifẓan). As for Hell, its guardians are

called “its keepers” (khazanatuhā), questioning the newcoming souls inQ 39:71

andanswering their questionsQ40:49–50,while Paradise is also guardedby “its

keepers” welcoming in the new souls Q 39:73.

Relating to the guardian category, two last possible references to angels are

first (80:15–16), “in the hands of scribes / noble and pious” (bi-aydī safara /

kirām barara) reminding us of other verses suggesting angels writing down the

deeds of humans in Q 43:80, Q 50:17–18;36 and guardians in Q 82:10–12. This

guardian role, part of the narrative function, appears of course in the Sufi tafsīr,

a first function that we will now turn to.

4 The Narrative Function of Angels in the tafsīr

4.1 Secondary Characters Helping or Fighting Humanity in Angelic

Verses

This function is the only one that is mostly intra-textual by definition, and it is

expressed through a variety of roles, startingwith the expected oneof guardian.

4.1.1 Guardians

In this category, Tustarī noticeably does not identify any angel for the allud-

ing verse Q 86:4, “Over every soul there is a guardian,” which could be easily

interpreted so, mentioning only God’s protection (ʿiṣma).37 However Qushayrī

does identify in this verse a guardian angel,38 and so does IbnBarrajān 1, though

he sees there either angels guarding “recording [man]’s work by writing it for

him”, or guarding “humanity and all existent things.”39 Themore detailed verses

Q 41:30–31 present angels as guardians, and Sulamī paraphrases the verse, see-

ing the angels as a “protection” (ḥimāya).40

36 Although the word translated as “scribes,” safara does not refer to the guardian aspect of

the writing guardians of the previous verses.

37 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 277.

38 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 714.

39
هلكتادوجوملاوناسنإلا)…(هلهبتكيهلمعظفحيكلملا

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 478

40 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 218.
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On the alluding verse Q 13:11, the “muʿaqqibāt” are identified by Tustarī as

angels “of night and day, which come one after the other in succession” (based

on the notion of “one after the other” in the verse). They preserve “all the good

and evil things that He has determined for His servant.” Furthermore, these

angels bear witness for or against this servant.41 Qushayrī also identifies them

as angels, in a long commentary on this type of guardian angels. After repeating

the idea of them coming in succession night and day, he writes:

They keep them [humans] by God’s command from God’s command,42

this because God—Exalted He be—has designated to everyone in Creation

angels who repel affliction from them when asleep or unaware, or when

awake and up and walking … And in all of their states.43

This verse, Q 13:11, appears within the commentary of Ibn Barrajān 1 on another

alluding verse suggesting guardian angels Q 6:61, where the author deduces the

presence of angels with a reference to ḥadīth literature. He explains that there

are different categories of guardian angels: guardians of actions, and guardians

of the night or of the day. These angels protect the person against death as

long as his time has not come.44 Similarly, Baqlī identifies guardian angels in

Q 6:61,45 while verse Q 13:11 elicits from him a purely mystical commentary

with an angelic metaphor: To him, guardians are then “the eyes of His kind-

nesses” (ʿuyūn alṭāfihi), or, according to an unknown report, “Who is guarded

41 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 100.

42 God is commanding the protection of humans from the existence of other things that also

sprang out of His will, and this denotes the wider meaning of the word “amr” in Arabic.

This word, translated as “command” throughout this chapter for clarity purposes, may be

translated in several manners (such as “divine arrangement”, “will”, “doomsday”, “decree”),

as its meaning is quite wide andmight differ slightly according to each theological school.

It is generally seen as part of God’s creative act, the cause of existence of things, for which

theword “command” seems the clearest, keeping inmind that theArabicwordmight have

a wider semantic field. See Schwarb, “Amr (theology)”ei³.

43
نوعفديةكئالمقلخلانمدحاولّكللكو—هناحبس—هللانأكلذو,هللارمأنمهللارمأبمهنوظفحي

.مهلاوحأعماجيفو…اوشمواوماقواوهبتنااذإوأ،اولفغواوماناذإءالبلامهنع

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 218

Interestingly, on commenting on another verseQ 4:38, Ibn Barrajān 1mentionswithin two

short paragraphs the same idea using the same phrases and vocabulary as Qushayrī: the

“muʿaqqibāt” coming in succession of night and day, protecting by God’s command from

God’s command.

44 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 222–225.

45 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 371.
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by the causes is guarded by theMaker of causes, and His Command, as the reli-

gious scholars saw only the cause, while themystical knowers saw theMaker of

causes.”46 One could understand it thus: Non-Sufi religious scholars see angels

where mystical knowers see God. Angels are but an “effect” of God, helping

humanity, but also a metaphorical sign pointing back to Him. This is one early

example of the specific Sufi function given to angels, seen in more detail in

Chapter 3, aside from presenting a picture of mystics as a sort of elite among

believers.

Qushayrī, on the alluding verses Q 82:10–12, identifies the “guardians”

(ḥāfiẓīn) of these verses as angels writing down the deeds of humans, forwhom

the sight of angels is meant as a source of fright47 (in this case, the ultimate

function will be seen in Chapter 3). Angels as a source of fear is a recurrent

motif, usually indicating the function of reminding believers that they are

under constantwatch, should theywant to disobey or act as hypocrites; or their

use for inspiring divine awe.

On Q 72:25–28, Qushayrī sees angels guarding the “revelation” (waḥī) from

the pre-Islamic priests (al-kahana) and the “satans” (al-shayāṭīn), so that these

do not add or impair the messages they bear. This comment completes a story

given byQushayrī onQ 72:1, seen in Chapter 3,48 although it is expected here, as

this surah refers earlier to jinn and their rejection as heavenly messengers. On

these same verses Q 72:25–28, Ibn Barrajān 1 interprets the two guards (raṣad)

around the Messenger as angels,49 while Baqlī gives a mystical interpretation

only.50 Overall, the role of guardian is well established and appears numerous

times throughout the commentaries, adding some details to the Quranic pre-

sentation of this role.51

4.1.2 Angelic Prayers and General Help

In the Quran, angels can intercede on behalf of humans, albeit only with God’s

permission, and the commentaries usually paraphrase this idea. It is also found

in ḥadīth literature, which places them in an ambiguous relationship with

46
بِّبسملااوأرنيفراعلاو،ببسلااوأرءاملعلاف،هرمأو،بِّبسُملابظوفحمبابسألابظوفحملا

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 224

47 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 697. Ibn Barrajān 1 identifies angels there as well by quoting a

ḥadīth (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 457).

48 Al-Qushayrī, iii, 640.

49 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 398.

50 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 450–460.

51 On guardian angels in ḥadīth, echoing the angels seen here, see Burge, Angels in Islam

71–75.
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humans, comparable to that of Saints in Christianity:52 Being prayed for by

angels might make humans look superior, but the need for intercession also

underlines the difficulties of the human condition.

On the verse involving the descent of angels and the Spirit Q 97:4, Tustarī

sees angels protecting the mystical knowers’ states and those preserving God’s

ordinances.53 Sulamī adds that angels descend to bring ease (istirwāḥ) to the

“hearts of the sincere” (qulūb al-ṣādiqīn),54 where Ibn Barrajān 1 sees angels

saluting believers and protecting them from any harm during this particular

night of the year where satans are especially active.55

On the verses Q 3:124–125, where angels descend to help the believers,

Qushayrī reminds the reader that if the ḥadīth associated to this victory gives

credit to the angel’s descent (inzāl al-malak), ultimately everything is in the

hand of the King (bi-yad al-malik), that is, God.56 This idea is presented even

more strongly in his comment on Q 8:9, “the accomplishment is from the

King” (al-injāz min al-malik), and quoting Q 3:126 “there is no victory save from

God”, reinforcing the monotheist credo, as if the reader’s attention could be

distractedby the angelic characters. IbnBarrajān 1 doesnot give anydirect com-

mentary on these verses Q 3:124–125, to which he associates Q 8:9, “I shall aid

you with a thousand angels rank upon rank,” except for a discussion about the

exact number of angels sent.57

On Q 8:12, where angels strike necks and fingertips, Ibn Barrajān 1 contin-

ues this discussion by adjoining a section on the participation of the angels

in the battle of Badr, discussing their numbers again58 as well as grammati-

cal points, reminding the readers that there was as much fighting done by the

angels as there was by human participants. He also reminds the reader than

the “ancients” (al-awāʾil) fought alongside “satans” (shayāṭīn) in the same way,

but that “they cannot bear the presence of angels, such as the darkness does

not hold with the presence of light”. He ends this section by mentioning the

presence of “jinn believers who also gave their fealty to the human believers.”59

52 Burge, Angels in Islam 94–95.

53 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 297.

54 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 409.

55 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 525.

56 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 274.

57 He elaborates longer on this last verse later: Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 587.

58 He concludes that there were 9,000 angels both here in Ibn Barrajān 1 and in his second

commentary (Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 358). Regarding angels and battles,

verse Q 9:26 is also understood in this context, and the “hosts that you saw not” are iden-

tified as helping angels in Baqlī (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 10).

59 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 445–446.
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This jinn help echoes the angelic help, and it is an interesting illustration of the

cosmological shift seen in Chapter 1: Angels become the companions of choice

for the Muslim, and the jinn are not superior to humans anymore, but on par

with them, if not lower, as the last example shows, mirroring the “helper” role

of angels to the believers.

Qushayrī mentions that the angels’ prayers for humanity in Q 33:43 is a

supplication (duʿāʾ) to God for the benefit of humanity, coming in two kinds:

forgiveness for the disobedient (bi-l-ghufrān li-l-ʿāṣī) and beneficence for the

obedient (bi-l-iḥsān li-l-muṭīʿ); it can also be for intercession (al-shafāʿa).60 On

this same verse, Q 33:43, Baqlī seconds the Islamic credo that angels ask for

forgiveness on behalf of humans by God’s will, and relates from the “master”

(al-ustādh, meaning al-Qushayrī) that God’s prayer means mercy (raḥma) and

that the angels’ prayers mean intercession (shafāʿa).61

OnQ 42:5, another versementioning the intercession role of angels, Ibn Bar-

rajān 1 summarizes the main aspect of this role:

Godhaswilled that each thing has angels fromamonghis servants attached

to it and interceding for its existence, and formaintaining what He wants to

bemaintained, and suppressing what He wants to be suppressed, andHe—

Exalted and Praised He be—has obligated the angels of the heavens to the

intercession for those on Earth, asking forgiveness on their behalf. To this He

answers, out of His kindness and generosity, and without which the Earth

would not hold together, however He willed it to hold so they [the angels]

ask forgiveness for the people of the Earth.62

60 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 165.We findangels asking forgiveness for thedisobedient andhelp-

ing those who prevent themselves from committing evil acts elsewhere, such as in the

commentary on Q 40:7–9, al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 297. Almost friendly, on Q 51:4 Qushayrī

briefly identifies angels within a longer esoteric commentary, adding that they come and

offer help in various manners, and ask different groups of people about “their states”

(aḥwālihim) (al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 459).

61 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 144–145.OnQ33:56 the same idea is explained,with an additional

report given by Baqlī attributed to Sulamī according to which praying on the prophet, as

God and the angels do in this verse, means bringingmercy upon oneself, see ibid. 147–148.

62
هءاقبإءاشامءاقبإيفكلذكو،هنوكيفنوعفشيهدابعنمةكئالملاضّيقوالإءيشنوكهللاأشيمل

ضرألايفنملةعافشلاىلإتاوامسلاةكئالم—دمحلاعلوهناحبس—ضّيقف،همادعإءاشاممادعإو

اهكاسمإءاشهنكـل،ضرألاتكسمأاممهاّيإهعيفشتيفهرسيوهفطلنمكلذالول،مهلنورفغتسي

.ضرألالهإبونذلنورفغتسيمهف

ibn barrajān, v, 60
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These commentaries tend to veer towards a generalization of the angelic role of

intercession for all beings, at all times.This stresses anoverarchingbenevolence

of God allowing the angels to intercede in a near-systematic manner, enlarg-

ing this burgeoning idea of the Quran. These details adding onto the Quranic

function are related to the “angelic increase” of the enrichment function seen

in Chapter 3. The idea of angels attached to all created things, as tiny as a blade

of grass, is also a common motif in writings of non-Islamic as well as Islamic

traditions.63

4.1.3 Angels against Humanity

Before we see how angels are described when dealing with disbelievers, the

afterlife, and the role of angels in taking souls, Tustarī comments on Q 41:30

with a ḥadīth according to which God, and so the angels who are responsible

for this action, hesitates most in the taking of the believers’ souls. This may not

add anything new to this role, yet it shows a particular nuance to this action,

someproperwill of angelswho are unwilling to frightenhuman’s souls by doing

so, by giving them “good tidings” and treating them “with honor.”64

Tustarī understands Q 69:30–32 as an order given to apparently powerful

angels:

As soon as He says that, a hundred thousand angels will rush towards him.

If just one of these angels took in the grasp of the world and the moun-

tains and seas it contains, he would be strong enough for that. [One of the

angels] will take hold of his neck with his hands, and then he will enter Hell-

fire.65

Qushayrī similarly understands Q 79:1–5 as angels “tearing the souls of themis-

creants from their bodies,” “forcing them out.”66 On Q 6:93, which describes

angels taking the wrongdoer’s souls, Ibn Barrajān 1 also elaborates that even if

The same idea of angels obligated by God to pray on humanity and to intercede on their

behalf is repeated in Ibn Barrajān 2 in the comment on 40:7 (Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān

Commentary 431).

63 Burge, Angels in islam 41; Jaadane, “La place des anges” 52–54; Jean Daniélou, The Angels

and their Mission: According to the Fathers of the Church (Indiana: Christian Classics, 1957,

1993), 3–4, 81–82.

64 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 178.

65 Ibid. 245. Ibn Barrajān 1 similarly understands this verse as God’s direct orders given to

angels (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 376.)

66 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 681.
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a disbeliever dies of a painless death, angels will come tormenting him: “it is

prescribed to the angels to take his despicable soul with unpleasantness, and

beat [him] and exert pressure upon him in the process.”67 If justice in the vis-

ible or Seen world does not show, then the commentator seem to reassure the

reader that justice will be done in the Unseen world. On the same theme, later

on Q 15:8 Ibn Barrajān 1 adds a nuance by identifying the “truth” or “reality”

(ḥaqq) brought by the angels as meaning “death” (al-mawt) or “torment” (al-

ʿadhāb), which can be a mercy (raḥma).68

However, onmany verses about angels coming to torment or take the disbe-

lievers’ souls, such as Q 8:12 and Q 8:50 and Q 74:31, the commentaries remain

short, discussing a linguistic point or paraphrasing the verse.69 This frighten-

ing aspect of angels after death seems to be more pronounced in non-mystical

Sunni readings of the eschatological role of angels.70

Later, Ibn Barrajān 2will add another detail on the angels in Q 6:93 andwhat

Ibn Barrajān 1 commented on before. Angels make a distinction between the

external and the inner sides of the people whose souls they come to collect:

disbelievers who “appear in a light state of unrest” while their inner self (bāṭin)

is indeed at fault, and the believers who might “appear in a pronounced state

of unrest” while their inner self is “proper” (muqtaḍā).71 This might be a way

of reminding the reader that angels, beings of the Unseen, are not fooled by

appearances, enjoining the believers in taking care of their inner spiritual side,

and that the Seen world and the Unseen world are at play whether before or

after death.

There are also unexpected kinds of “non-help”, such as preferable defeat. Ibn

Barrajān 1, in his discussion of angelic help on Q 8:12, ends it with a possible

case where the defeat of Muslims is preferable, in which case the angels are

67
.كلذيفهيلعديدشتوبرضو,ةكئالملانمجاعزإبةثيبخلاهسفنجارخإوهفّلكي

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 263

68 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 256–257.

69 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 443 and 460; v, 404–405.

70 Sebastian Günther, “ ‘As the Angels Stretch Out Their Hands’ (Quran 6:93), The Work of

Heavenly Agents According toMuslim Eschatology,” inThe IntermediateWorlds of Angels,

307–346.

71
ةدشلاهيلعودبتهزلأرهاظ،فيفخهزلأرهاظ

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 309

The root ʿ-l-z seems to be quite uncommon, I found it only in the Lisān al-ʿarab and Stein-

gass dictionaries.
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partly responsible for God’s order: “And the angels, in such a battle, grasp their

hands preventing them from fighting and winning.”72 This illustrates a rever-

sal of the common understanding of what is seen as negative, going beyond

the acceptance of fate or the idea that God does as He wills. Here, a negative

situation is actually caused by angels, and is explained as being potentially pos-

itive.

4.1.4 Other Roles

Summarizing the previous roles, and hinting at innumerable others, Qushayrī

identifies angels on Q 19:64 as the subject of those who descend “by the com-

mand of thy Lord:”

Indeed, the angels—peace upon them—always descend with the permis-

sion of the Real, Exalted He be, and some of them descend to assist the

oppressed, others to help the troubled, others to destroy the deniers, others

to support the believers, and others for an endless number of matters for all

people.73

Among these diverse roles, we find the unknown “driver” (sāʾiq) and “witness”

(shahīd) in Q 50:21 as interpreted by Tustarī as the recording angels (kataba)

testifying for or against the dead.74

A few verses before, on Q 50:18, Tustarī interprets the “watcher” (raqīb) as

being an angel, adding that angels have access to a person’s heart, but not his

conscience: “The angels do not know the good and evil that is within a per-

son’s conscience (ḍamīr) save when that person’s heart acquiesces in it [either

good or evil]”.75 This gives an important detail on the limitations of angels’

72
ةرصنلاولاتقلانعمهيديأنوضبقيدهشملااذهيفةكئالملاو

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 446

73
ةثاغإبمهضعبو،نيمولظملاداجنإبمهضعبف،ىلاعتقحلاهنذإبنولزنيادبأ—مالسلامهيلع—ةكئالملانّإ

سانلارومأنمىصحيُالامىلإمهضعبو،نينمؤملاةرصنبمهضعبو،نيدحاجلاريمدتبمهضعبو،نيفوهلملا

.نيعمجأ

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 436

74 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 205. This could have been an early development of the two angels ‘of the

grave’ known in Islamic tradition as Nakīr and Munkar according to Wensinck, however

Tustarī later names them as such.

75 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 204.
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capabilities,with two implications: It reinforces the ideaof manasmoreknowl-

edgeable (see Chapter 2), and it suggests that the areawhere angels can operate

and have an effect on men is situated at the heart level, or at least on mat-

ters related to the heart. This relationship between angels and humans’ hearts

is further illustrated in different instances, such as Qushayrī’s comments on

Q 8:12, where God addresses His angels: they are “whispering thoughts to men

in their hearts,” whether for strengthening believers or frightening the disbe-

lievers.76 Another widely used mystical term, “innermost secret” (sirr),77 close

to the mystical concept of “heart” (qalb) is also found in relation to the angels,

such as in the commentary of Ibn Barrajān 1 on verses Q 50:17–18 as referring to

angels who “know the innermost secret of certainty of the servant” (yaʿlamān

sirr yaqīn al-abd).78

On Q 50:17 still, Qushayrī identifies the “two receivers” (al-mutalaqqiyān)

as angels whose presence and witnessing should be frightening, and Qushayrī

gives details about their exact position around any given person:

When the servant is seated, one (angel) is on his right writing down his good

deeds, and one (angel) on his left writing down is bad deeds; if one stands

up, one (angel) is standingat his headandone at his feet; if one setswalking,

then one (angel) walks in front of him and one behind him.79

In the same comment, Qushayrī further offers different options, addressing

himself to the reader. There may be two angels during the day, and two dif-

ferent ones at night; or the one who is inscribing bad deeds one day might be

the one inscribing good deeds the next day, so that the angel can also witness

this. The ones inscribing bad deeds are often changed so that they know only a

76 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 607.

77 This word may cover two different notions in Islamic mysticism: a secret in the sense of

a teaching, reality, or doctrinal point, or a second level of reality, or secret in the sense

of “subtle organ,” one of the layers of the “heart,” inner consciousness. See Amir-Moezzi,

“Sirr”ei².

78 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 180.

79
دنعدحاوفماقاذإو،هصاعمبتكيهراسيىلعدحاوو،هتاريخبتكيهنيمينعدحاوفادئاقدبعلااذإ

.هفلخرخآوهيدينيبمئاقدحاوفايشامناكاذإو،همدقدنعدحاووهسأر

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 450–451

The angel writing good deeds on the right and the angel writing bad deeds on the left is a

motif also found in Jewish apocrypha (Hamidović, “Les écrits apocryphes juifs et le coran,”

519).
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few of those bad deeds.80 The editor of the tafsīr notes in a footnote that it is as

if the Sufi commentator keeps a hopeful attitude towards the disobedient (al-

ʿuṣāt), which might be an attempt, attributed to Qushayrī, to counter the fear

that angels induce at other times.

4.2 The Narrative Function and Its Roles in the Non-angelic Verses

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, angelic roles turn out to be just

as often represented in commentaries of verses that do not concern them. Sep-

arating comments on angelic verses from those on the non-angelic verses also

help us see how pervasive angelic presences are, and whether these comments

onnon-angelic verses add any originality. For example, Tustarīmentions angels

praying for humans by quoting different ḥadīth on Q 2:157,81 and on Q 4:41 he

gives an interesting commentary with surprising details on the general help

and assistance given by the angels to humans, mentioning an angel verse:

God, exalted is He, has placed 360 angels in the service of each Muslim

servant in accordance with the number of his veins. When he wants to do

something good, they assist him in that, but if he wants to do something

bad they chide him about it. If he acts upon any of those [intentions] they

record that action for him until the Day of Judgement, when they show it to

him, and apprehend him for it. Then when he comes before God, Exalted is

He, they will bear witness for him about the faithfulness of his obedience,

and [against him] for the sins he committed. God said, Exalted is He, and

every soul will come accompanied by a driver and a witness Q 50:21.82

Conversely, onQ87:16,Tustarī presents a typeof angel stronger thana guardian,

almost a guide, for the world-renouncing type of believer in this life:

Every believing servant who has renounced this world, [will find that] God

has placed in charge of him an angel, who will plant in his heart all kinds

of wisdom (ḥikam), just as the people of this world plant different kinds of

trees in their gardens.83

80
اهنمنوليلقلاالإكيواسمنمملعُيالأل

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif vol. 3, 450–451

81 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 23–24.

82 Ibid. 54.

83 Ibid. 279.
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Continuing the illustrated examples of angels’ actions, on verse Q 22:27, about

pilgrimage, Tustarī mentions some servants of God who “ride on conveyances

of gold covered with silk and drawn by angels.”84 On Q 89:14, Tustarī mentions

a “patrol (raṣad) of angels with hooks (kalālīb) and pikes (ḥasak) on the Tra-

verse of Hell ( jisr jahannam),” who will question people concerning religious

obligations ( farāʾiḍ).85 However, for the obedient people, Q 95:6, Tustarī men-

tions assisting angels making up for human frailties by recording the deeds of

men “when they become weak and old”, so that their good deeds might still be

rewarded, “even though they are too weak to perform them”.86

In the same hopeful attitude shown earlier, on Q 40:64 Qushayrī mentions

angels writing down bad deeds (qabīḥ mā irtakabtum), with the possibility of

God erasing this and replacing them with good ones (ḥasanāt).87 Similarly, on

Q 41:18 Qushayrī sees angels helping those who fall off the “right path” (al-ṣirāṭ)

to help them back onto it.88

Continuing with a generally gentle-minded attitude for humans, on Q 15:47

Qushayrī presents, however, a particular case where angels’ help is not needed,

namely in the purification of disobedient hearts. This is by God’s design, be-

cause “had He delegated the purification of their hearts to the angels, their

faults would have become known, so He took care of this Himself out of gen-

tleness for them.”89 This implies an image of chattering angels incapable of

keeping secrets, as if set to an automatic messenger function. Giving them

informationwould be equivalent to exposing it for all Creation to know, so that

if God wished for any information to be kept secret, out of compassion, He

would have to take care of thematter Himself. Qushayrī presents the same line

of thinking in his commentary on Q 37:22–24, which are verses about people

brought to Hell, where he elaborates on “the people interrogated by the angel,

and the people interrogated by the King.”90 The deeds of the last group are

not to bemade known, because God has compassion over them (yarḥamuhum

84 Ibid. 132.

85 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 283.

86 Ibid. 295.

87 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 314.

88 Ibid. 324.

89
.مهباقفرهسفنبكلذىّلوتف،مهبويعترهتشالةكئالملاىلإمهبولقريثأتلكوولو

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 273

90 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 230. The “malik” mentioned in this paragraph might remind the

reader of the keeper of Hell, sometimes identified as an angel when reading the Quran,

however the context here clearly suggests that it should be understood in the sense of

“king” as a designation for “God.”
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Allāh fa-lā yafḍaḥuhum) while the deeds of the first group, interrogated by the

angels, are appropriate for exposure (taṣluḥu li-l-kashf ).91

If he ismostly hopeful, Qushayrī also plays on fear, such as onQ 23:62, where

he sees in the second part of the verse, “with Us is a Book that speaks the truth,”

the presence of angel scribes who cause fear to those who were unaware that

these angels were recording their deeds.92

Regarding the moment of death, angels are often mentioned around the

event of death or in an apocalyptic setting. However, mirroring the angels in

care of death, a peculiar role is presented in the commentary by Tustarī on

Q 90:4, on angels in care of birth. Tustarī mentions the existence of an angel

whose helping role is specifically dedicated to “raise up the child’s head” in

the womb of his mother, and “if it was not for that it would drown in blood,”

from a saying attributed to a Mujāhid bin Jābir (d. 100–104/718–722).93 This is

echoed by Ibn Barrajān on the story of the annunciation to Mary in Q 19:17–23,

where he mentions a particular category of angels that appeared in ḥadīth lit-

erature, “the angels of the wombs” (malāʾikat al-arḥām),94 one of which could

have been sent instead of Gabriel.

On Q 20:44, Qushayrī sees the possible suggestion of the “two angels” (al-

malakayn) interrogating the believers in their grave ( fī al-qubūr), as a potential

hint to Nakīr and Munkar.95 On Q 22:31, Qushayrī mentions the existence of

“angels of torment” (malāʾikat al-ʿadhāb) in the context of the state of those

whoassociateGodwith something else,96 and these angels of torment aremen-

tioned again in the comment of Qushayrī onQ 75:22–29, alongwith “the angels

of compassion” (malāʾikat al-raḥma), who are among the angels driving the

souls to God for Him to decide whether to send them to Paradise or to Hell.97

Burge noted that the idea of angels of torment and compassion is a common

91 Ibid.

92
.مهلامعأمهيلعمهباتكو،ةكئالملاعالطابمهقّوخف

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 580

A similar interpretation is given for (54:53): the knowledge of angels recording everything

so that people are afraid to commit faults lest they are held accountable for them (ibid. iii,

500).

93 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 285. The only (Ibn) Mujāhid (d. 324/936) would have been younger then

Tustarī; This is also a ḥadīth attributed to Ibn ʿAbbās (d. 68/687), (Burge, Angels in Islam

195).

94 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 479. Several examples of these ḥadīth have been listed later by

al-Suyūṭī, see Burge, Angels in Islam 194–195.

95 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 459.

96 Ibid. 542.

97 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 658. Paradise is described here as “ʿilliyyīn”, in reference to (83:19),
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motif in Islamic traditions about the afterlife, although there is no mention of

them in the Quran.98

More specifically, on the Angel of Death, on Q 6:59 Baqlī presents a report

attributed to Abū Saʿīd al-Qurashī, with the following story surrounding death

of creatures (dābba): a “green leaf” (waraqa khaḍrāʾ) suspended from the

Throne is associated with each creature, and when it dries and falls on the lap

of theAngel of Death, the nameof the person andhis father’s name is inscribed

onto it, so that the Angel of Death knows that it is time to collect this person’s

soul.99

On Q 27:8, in the context of the revelation to Moses, Qushayrī mentions the

presence of angels within a long comment on this episode. When Moses fell

unconscious from the event, “God sent to him angels to revive him with the

refreshment of intimacy,” and at another time when “he fell down stricken,”

the angels are found asking to him in surprise, “Oh son of the basket, is it such

as you who asks for the vision?”100 On this same verse, Baqlī mentions that one

of the causes of Moses falling down stricken is the “angels of the heavens rais-

ing their voices”, causing the mountains to tremble.101 Later, commenting on

Q 28:29–33, he relates a report attributed to a certain al-Qāsim that identifies

two particular angels in this episode, Gabriel and Michael.102

On Q 3:13, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions the angelic verse Q 8:9, with the angelic

help sent by God, as seen above, with which he associates Q 8:41, another verse

that mentions unknown armies. According to his interpretation, the angels

sent were seen (ruʾyat al-ʿayn), as a “sign for them of thewill of God for the sup-

port of His prophet,” although, he writes, seeing angels was contrary to custom

at the time.103 Therefore he tries to resolve the apparent contradiction within

the Quranic text, of angels being seen at times (though usually in human form

as we will see later) and the credo-related verses denying the sending of angels

alongside or instead of the Prophet.

and it has different degrees (la-hā tafāwut darajāt), and Hell is called “sijjīn”, in reference

to (83:4), with equally diverse degrees.

98 Burge, Angels in Islam 74.

99 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 370.

100 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 65.

101 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 465.

102 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 87. This al-Qāsim could beQushayrī because some of the phrases

of this saying are similar to that of Qushayrī on the same verse, however, Baqlī usually

refers to Qushayrī as “al-Ustādh,” so the identity of this reference remains unsure.

103
.فرعلادوهعمنعاجراخناكٍذئمويكلذنإو،هّيبنهللاةرصنةدارإىلعمهلةيآ

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 503
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In his commentary on the 108th surah, with an unusual depiction of angels,

Ibn Barrajān 1 relates the story of a repentingman (rajul tāʾib) after he commit-

ted a hundredmurders.When death comes, it has to consider his case because

of “the dispute (takhāṣum) of the angels about him, between the angels of com-

passion and the angels of torment,” after which the man is found one measure

(shibr) closer to righteousness if such is his real intention (niyya).104 Similarly

Ibn Barrajān 2 comments on Q 1:7 that “if a person’s speech agrees with the

angels’ speech, then all his previous sins are forgiven.”105 While the dispute

of angels over the souls of humans, although unusual, is found elsewhere in

other religious traditions,106 the idea of compassion annulling previous sins via

angelic help will find echoes later in Ibn ʿArabī, on whom Ibn Barrajān had an

influence (as we will see in Chapter 5).

On Q 8:41, in commenting on this verse which distributes the gains from

a battle in different portions, with one fifth going to the Prophet, Ibn Barra-

jān 2 explains that among the recipients of this fifth portion are the angels,

as the commentator seems to consider they should be rewarded for their par-

ticipation in the battle mentioned in Q 8:9.107 This points to a proximity of

angelswith thematerial dimension of theworld appearing in the texts at times,

although this one example reflects the general commenting style of Ibn Barra-

jān, which tends to give more “realistic” or “pragmatic” explanations than the

other commentaries, as seen previously in his discussion of the exact number

of angels sent to battle.

5 The Theological Function in the tafsīr

5.1 Defining Aspects of the Islamic Credo in Angelic Verses

The commentaries generally present numerous examples of the theological

function, as briefly seen previously. They illustrate God as the ultimate cause

to all things happening on Earth, with angels following His orders and will,

without any significant independence of action, even when apparently having

some, as in the case of Hārūt andMārūt. God as the cause of everything was at

104 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 553.

105
.هبنذنممدّقتامهلرفغةكئالملالوقهلوققفاونمف

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 95

106 One such example is themotif of Michael disputing Satan over the soul of Moses, asmen-

tioned in Jude 1:9 in the Bible. See also Daniélou, The Angels and their Mission 100.

107 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 359.
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the heart of intense theological and philosophical debates.Whether He caused

everything, directly and at all times, or whether He delegated this to secondary

causes, He remained at the origin of every event.108 Angels are also used to rein-

force and explicate basic aspects of the Islamic credo over and over, implying

a lively theological debate during the commentators’ different time periods.

On Q 4:136, which defines the basic credo, Sulamī does not mention the

angels per se, however the unknown report he presents does reiterate the func-

tions of mediation accorded to the elements of this verse, among them the

angels. Paradoxically, these mediators are required for a direct connection to

the divine:

O you who are called to the baring of faith from any mediation, there is no

path for you to reach this baring except through the acceptance of themedi-

ators and following them, believe in God and His messengers.109

On this same verse, Ibn Barrajān 1 explains that “all the angels (…) are like one

angel in the matter of the belief in them”, and so the belief in all the prophets

and messengers are “as the belief in one man,”110 thus stressing the unimpor-

tance of the personal traits of both angels and prophets in order to concentrate

on the ultimate object of belief, God.The author offers this interpretation again

in IbnBarrajān 2.111 As an exoteric illustrationof theOneness of God, angels and

prophets are even more depersonalized than in the Quran, through a process

of moving from a literal reading to a figurative one. The characters are reduced

to their function of being a simple vessel of the divine message, orienting the

believer’s understanding of the monotheistic credo.

Suggesting an ongoing religious debate, the verses Q 21:27–28 suggest a

response to the Christian belief in the son of God and serve as a reaffirmation

108 For an overview of this debate, see Ulrich Rudolph, “Occasionalism,” in Oxford Handbook

of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), online.

109
لوبقبالإديرجتلاريغىلإلوصولاىلإمكـلليبسال،ةطساوريغنميفناميإلاديرجتنوعدملااهيأاي

.هلوسروهللاباونمآمهعابتاوطئاسولا

sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 164

In the first clause, it seems that either there is a word missing (Allāh?) after the “fī,” or the

“fī” itself should not be there. We also suppose that the second “ghayr” might be a mis-

spelling of “khayr” or “ghāyat,” as calling for the non-freeing of faith in this context does

not make sense.

110 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 133.

111 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 117.
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of the oneness of God,where a presence of angels is sometimes used, suggested

by the “honored servants” (ʿibād mukramūn), not preceding God in thought or

action. As often happens with alluding verses, angels are not the only interpre-

tation possible, and Sulamī presents here different reports interpreting these

servants as prophets and different creatures. However, he himself identifies

them as angels.112 Similarly, Qushayrī paraphrases verse Q 4:172, on the Mes-

siah and the “angels brought nigh” (al-malāʾika al-muqarrabūn) not disdaining

being in the service of God for some theological explanations. He writes that

mentioning the angels here does not mean that they are superior to the Mes-

siah, but rather that they are a way to address them according to their beliefs.

He reminds readers that this is not the case in the Islamic cosmology.113 This is

a usual stance in commentaries, although on this same verse, Q 4:172, and con-

trary to the general impression given by the commentaries in the next section,

angels are defined by Baqlī as better than Jesus, benefitting from a distinction

over him.114

Onanother credo-defining verse,Q2:285,Qushayrī briefly elaborates an idea

about differentmodalities of belief between the Prophet and that of the rest of

the believers: “It is said that the Creation believed through mediators (waṣāʾiṭ)

while Muḥammad believed without mediators.”115 This idea is repeated in the

comment on angelic help verses Q 3:124–125, and echoes what was seen ear-

lier, namely, that whenever angels help, credit ultimately goes to God.116 It also

alreadyhints at the Sufi symbolic function inChapter 3: From the exoteric point

of view angels are mediators, while on the esoteric side the direct connection

to the divine does not require their presence, at least here, in the case of the

Prophet.

Regarding another Quranic angelic role, Qushayrī explains that the witness-

ing of God’s unity by the angels on Q 3:18 is not useful to God per se, but on the

contrary, this act of witnessing is for God to make them happy (asʿada-hum)

112 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 5.

113
.مهدئاقعبسحىلعمهبطاخامنإ)…(حيسملانملضفأمهنأىلعلّديال

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 393

114
.ىسيعىلعةكئالملاصيصخت،ىسيعنملضفأمهنأل

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 291

115
طئاسوريغبدمحمنمآوطئاسولابقلخلانمآلاقُيو

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 215

116 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 274–275.
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and guide them to the knowledge (maʿrifa) of his Oneness.117 This appears as

a way to express the unity of God as sufficient in itself, and no acknowledge-

ment of it by any creature, even angelic ones, is really needed for this reality

to exist. This idea of God’s utter independence from angels pervades through-

out the different commentaries, especially in the comments on the creation of

Adam. This is as if authors made sure to transmit this theological reading to

their readers; they need God, whereas God needs no one.

The forbidding of taking angels and prophets as lords in Q 3:80, another

echo of a theological controversy, is contrary to the credo of the hierarchy

in Creation for al-Qushayrī. For him, this verse explains the “limitations of

humanity” (ḥaddal-bashariyya) in regard to the “truth of the lordship” (ḥaqqal-

rubūbiyya), and he further questions the precedence of forms over their cause:

“Would he command you to study the forms, and attribute the events to the

representations, after the lights of the Oneness appeared in your inner self,

and the suns of Uniqueness emerged in your hearts?”118 Similarly, Baqlī’s com-

ments on this verse, stating that angels do not ask about unbelief but, on the

contrary, inform believers of different elements such as the “lights of the divine

law,” or the unity of God and the “sacrality of his degrees.”119 This insistence on

reaffirming the basic credo in different ways suggests that the cosmological re-

ordering was a permanent process in the different commentators’ times, from

theQuranic times to Balqī’s, well into the flourishing of the Islamic empire. Did

people still tend to give an independent will to angels, seeking from themwhat

pre-Islamic people might have been seeking from the jinn? Did angels’ inter-

cessor role, present in other contemporaneous religions, turn into some form

of worship? This type of commentary and its repetition could indicate such a

possibility.

A further trace of this religious debate, although left undefined, is found in

comments on verses about Hell, in Q 40:49–50: Qushayrī identifies the keepers

of Hell (khazanat jahannam) as angels, seeing in these verses a trace of “for-

eign indications” (amārāt al-ajnabiyya) from non-Islamic belief systems that

include intercession, so “God has taken away compassion from the heart of the

117 Ibid. 226.

118
تعلاطو،ديحوتلاراونأمكرارسأيفتحالنأدعب،لاثمألاىلإناثدحلاةبسنو،لاكشألاةعلاطمبمكرمأيأ

.ديرفتلاسومشمكبولقيف

Ibid. 253–254

119 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 161.
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angels [of Hell] so that theydonot intercedeon their behalf.”120Qushayrī seems

to be more orthodox here than other Sufi masters, and less lenient than Baqlī

on the matter of Hell, the latter hinting at a possibility of salvation for all.121

Following this need for clarification and the matter of humans worshipping

angels, commentators turn to the matter of angels worshipping God. Qushayrī

adds nuance in that the bowing of all creatures in Q 16:49, including angels, is

one of witness (shahāda), and not one of worship (ʿibāda),122 pointing toward

the idea that angels, like theother creaturesmentioned in the verse, donothave

the free will that induces the need for worship. On a similar theme that offers

more ambiguity, the bowing of the angels to Adam inQ 7:11, seen inmore detail

in the next chapter, Ibn Barrajān 1 also tries to avoid reading this scene as asso-

ciationism. He explains that the bowing of angels to Adam is like the bowing

of believers behind the imam, by quoting a ḥadīth on the difference between

praying for someone else and praying for oneself, and drawing a parallel with

the creation of Adam:

As for Adam,His Lord shaped him and breathed into him some of His Spirit,

and inspired him His devotion and his bowing to Him, and when he bowed

down to Him out of devotion, the angels in their entirety bowed down out of

his bowing to God Lord of theWorlds, as He commanded them to.123

On the visibility of angels, Qushayrī offers very short commentaries on the

verses aboutGod’s choice not to send an angel alongwith the Prophet inQ 6:8–

9. He compares the sending of a visible angel accompanying the prophet to

giving a lamp to the blind: External proof does not precede an internal con-

viction,124 although revealing angels remains in God’s power.125 Qushayrī, on

the similar verses Q 15:7–8, presents a related idea, according to which if God

120
.مهلنوعفشتسيالئلةكئالملابولقنمةمحرلاعزنيهللانّإ

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 309

121 See the analysis on this subject in Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 109–

123.

122 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 300.

123
ةكئالملادجسهلادّبعتهّبرلدجساملو،هيلإهدوجسوهتدابعهمهلأو.هحورنمهيفخفنوهّبرهاّوسامنإمدآو

.مهرمأامكنيملاعلابّرهللهدوجسلنوعمجأمهّلك

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 302

124 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 462.

125 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 632.
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“shows angels to the sight of men, when they seek to see [them], because

knowledge becomes then necessary.”126 He then specifically equates the see-

ing of angels to accessing mystical knowledge, which cannot be external or

exoteric. We find in this comment the same idea of angels becoming visible

to men only when their mission is to destroy the latter: “It was known that

the time had not come for their destruction; for he [Muḥammad] knew that

there was someone in their loins who would believe in God, Exalted He be,

again.”127 This idea of frightful angels is repeated in the narratives byAbraham’s

guests, however, on Q 16:33 and the question of people awaiting for angelic

descent, Qushayrī offers an alternative explanation, assuming that disbeliev-

ers then did not know anything about angels: “The people were waiting for

the coming of the angel because they did not know about it and they did

not believe in its existence.”128 This could be one example of a commentator

linking the presence of angels with the apparition of (Islamic) monotheism,

classically considering that angels were not known, or not properly so, in other

traditions in the “age of ignorance” according to the usual Islamic historical

worldview.

On this matter, Ibn Barrajān 1 comments on Q 17:95—where God explains

thatHewould sendangels only if theEarthwas filledwith them—that theneed

for a human messenger has to do with the clarity of the message. This clarity

is brought only by human specificities, implying that the “unseen” character of

angels induces incomprehension:

If the Messenger to humanity had been an angel or something else that is

not human, the clarity of the message would not have been what it was,

because it is clarified by his words and his actions, and most of the states of

humanity are not found in angels, such as eating and drinking, defecating,

sexual relationship and its consequences, and other such states and neces-

sities.129

126
.ةيرورضةفرعملاريصتهنأل،مهراصبتسادنعكلذنوكيفمدآينبراصبألةكئالملارهظأاذإ

Ibid. 264

An anonymous reader of the manuscript kindly suggested that the original word here

might have been istiʾṣāl instead of istibṣār, as it is found in the commentaries of Ismāʿīl

Haqqī (d. 1137/1725) and Ibn ʿAjība (d. 1224/1809) on the same verse.

127 Ibid. However, angelsmay still become visible, as Qushayrī reminds us in the commentary

on (25:22), ii, 632.

128 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 296.

129
نيبيهنإف]ىرشبلاهغلبامنييبتلا[نمغلبامرشببسيلاّممهريغوأاكلمرشبلاىلإلوسرلاناكول
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On Q 11:31, Qushayrī sees in this verse a way for Muḥammad to say that he is

accomplishing only what he was told to do and nothing more (lā azīd ʿammā

umirtu) and claiming to be an angel would be considered “more.”130 This is

an important part of the Islamic credo, of Muḥammad bringing the Quran

while having “no more” than human status. These comments also stress that

the importance of the message does not erase the importance of the vehicle

of the message. The vehicle is essential for the understanding of the message’s

content.

On Q 17:95 again, Baqlī comments on the verse that illustrates best this one

detail of the Islamic credo: The messengers sent correspond in kind to their

communities (men sent to humanity, not angels), providing one of his rare

attempts at describing the angels. He explains that sending angels in their

“angelic form” (al-hayʾa al-malakiyya) to Earth would not have been possible,

since they are “pure souls” (kawnuhumnufūsanmujarrada), hence their appari-

tion in human form when need be. He mentions the verse, Q 6:9, and how

disbelievers would not recognize an angel if they saw one.131 As for the tim-

ing of the sending of messengers, Ibn Barrajān 2, on angelic verses Q 16:1–2,

explains that revelation arrives in due time, and thatmessengers should not be

pressed.132

While God may select either angels or humans as messengers in Q 22:75,

Qushayrī explains in his comment that being an angel should not be an argu-

ment in his favor, as “the virtue goes to the One who sends, and not to a par-

ticularity of the constitution of the one who is sent.”133 Reminding readers of

the correct priorities (God comes first, and only God), he also repeats later that

God is also unrepresentable, as in Q 89:22, where God descending with angels

“rowupon row” is interpreted as ametaphor. Here, angels appear as ‘metaphor-

ical proxies’, as if God could not appear literally: “ ‘Your Lord came’, that is, the

حاكنلاوهجارخإوبارشلابرشوماعطلالكأ]نم[،كلمللتسيلرشبلالاوحأرثكأوهلعفبوهلوقب

.هترورضوهلاوحأنمكلذريغىلإ،هقحاولو

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 421

Al-Qushayrī onQ 17:95 presents a concise paraphrase of this concept: “Kind ( jins) is better

suited to kind, and the form (shakl) surest to form” (Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 370).

130 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 133.

131 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 384. In Chapter 3 he presentsmoremystical commentaries on this

aspect of the credo.

132 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 446.

133
.لسَرَملايفةقلخلايفةيصوصخلال،لسِرَملاقحبةليضفلاف

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 563
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angels onHis command”. In the samewayQushayrī, on this verse, also explains

that “He does an action and calls it ‘coming.’ ”134 He insists therefore on an alle-

gorical approach to the Quranic words, where angels are used as a vehicle for a

shift from a literal to a figurative reading of the Quran.

5.2 The Theological Function in the Non-angelic Verses

Anunexpected angelic limitation is shown inTustarī’s commentary onQ39:69,

through an interpretation to this verse, which is qualified as esoteric or “inner”

(bāṭinī). Angels are given life by God through His remembrance, “just as He

gave the children of Adam life through their breathing,” however, “when He

withholds remembrance from them they perish.”135 Angels are then mortal,

which underlies their finite nature relative to God, though they might appear

as near-immortals to humans.136 This is a notable difference with regard to the

representation of angels in more philosophical texts, where they are “immor-

tal intellects,” something which also underlines the absolute divine against the

relative existence of Creation.

On verse Q 16:8, which states that “He [God] creates that which you know

not,” Tustarī gives amore imaged example. According to a ḥadīth related by Ibn

ʿAbbās, God created a planet fromwhite pearl, on which there is a mountain of

red ruby, and on this mountain is an angel filling all the space, with “660,000

heads, each head having 660,000 mouths and each mouth having 660,000

tongues, and each of these tongues praising God, Exalted is He, 660,000 times

a day.” And despite these incredible numbers, the angel will say, at the Day of

Resurrection, that his worship was not enough. This comment seems to illus-

trate the angelic function of good religious praxis (as seen in the next function),

but Tustarī also sees this verse as reinforcing the unfathomable power of God,

explaining the “inner meaning of these words” which is that the human intel-

lect is limited.137

Tustarī later illustrates verse Q 29:2, in which people say that they believe

they will not be put to the test, with a conversation between God and the

134
ائيجمهيّمسُيوالعفلعفي:لاقُيو،هرمأبةكئالملايأ،كبرءاج

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 727

135 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 173.

136 Olga Lizzini, “L’angelologia filosofica di Avicenna,” in Angeli, Ebraismo, Cristianesimo,

Islam, ebook.

137 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 107. Burge has written on this aspect, where angels are described with

superlative qualities, the goal of which seems to be to present a picture that is incompre-

hensible, hard to imagine, possibly with the function of highlighting the greatness of God

(Burge, Angels in Islam, 60–64).



angels in sufi tafsīr: basic quranic functions 49

angels. Angels complain that disbelievers receive good things from the world,

while believers are afflicted, and in response God lets the angels see the reward

of both disbelievers (the goods of the world are not a blessing), and believ-

ers (afflictions do not harm them).138 For the reader, unfairness in this world

finds a resolution here via an ultimate justice rendered by God, a justice that

not even angels are aware of. Another such conversation is related in Q 33:23, a

verse describingdifferent types of believers. Sulamīpresents a report attributed

to ʿUmar al-Makkī (?), which is a conversation between God and the angels,

who are following orders to add more and more afflictions onto the believers,

until the angels say that there are no more left. God then asks them to write

(uktubūhu) the names of those who have not changed their ways and faith

despite the afflictions cast onto them.139

On (36:11), Tustarī illustrates the act of remembrance (dhikr), in a conversa-

tion between John the Baptist and Jesus, in which John the Baptist says: “[My

heart] is attached to the Throne, and if my heart were to find rest with the

angel Gabriel for just a blinking of the eye, I would consider myself as not

having known God, Mighty and Majestic is He.”140 This illustrates again the

transcendental and direct relationship between believers and God preferred

by the Islamic credo, as not even a great intermediary as Gabriel would be

deemedacceptable. In another conversation, it isGod’smercy that is illustrated

in Q 39:53, for which Tustarī relates a conversation between Gabriel and Abra-

ham, the former informing the latter that God’s pardon of a misdeed means

turning it into a good deed.141

On a more restricted creedal level, we find a report given by Sulamī on

Q 24:35 that draws a parallel between four archangels and the four first “well-

guided” Caliphs, which shows a use of angels for legitimizing purposes to Sunni

Islam.142 This reference also serves the cosmological function via an increase in

the number of angels named, as seen in the next two chapters. This is a clear

trace of theological stances that authors defend in themidst of political turmoil

by using their interpretation of cosmological elements and “plastic” characters

like the angels.143

On Q 17:57, Qushayrī interprets this verse as hinting at the cult of Jesus,

ʿUzayr and the angels. Qushayrī stresses that asking them to be mediators for

138 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 149.

139 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 144.

140 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 163.

141 Ibid. 173.

142 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 46–52.

143 For instance, Nguyenwrites about the difficult political environment Qushayrī, student of

Sulamī, lived through (Nguyen, Sufi Master and Qur’an Scholar 23–54).
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their prayers to God does not lead to anything, because “How can they relieve

you from the affliction, while they themselves plead with God and fear him in

the states of their selves?”144 On the matter of Jesus and ʿUzayr, Qushayrī com-

ments further on Q 39:4, replying to those claiming that these are the sons of

God, and that had God willed to take a son, he would have taken an angel, as

they are not in need of food, water, and other such needs of Creation.145 We

find similar elaborations on the adoration of angels, Jesus, ʿUzayr and other

deities or defied characters in IbnBarrajān 1within the commentary of the 30th

surah.146 These suggest a recurring and lasting theological debate over the first

centuries, both in Islamic Spain (in the case of Ibn Barrajān) and the Islamic

East (in the case of Qushayrī), long after the Quranic text in 7th century Ara-

bia hinted at such debates. This reflects a cultural and theological situation

that never evolved into a fully stable and unified landscape, where different

authors always had to defend their position and that of their groups within

it.

Commenting on Q 20:134, Qushayrī pursues the theme of the disbelievers

who ask for proof in order to believe, such as summoning an angel, and the

futility of such an attempt when faced with dissatisfied or skeptical persons.

They do not accept the messengers and so ask for angels, however, had they

indeed been sent angels, they would have asked for the contrary, their argu-

ments never-ending.147

Beyond the identity of messengers, in a section within the commentary of

the 11th surah, Ibn Barrajān 1 explains that there are two types of revelation for

humanmessengers: “A revelation revealed to themessenger andbrought by the

angel with the command (amr),” and one sent “to the innermost secret (sirr) of

the heart (qalb) of the messenger.”148 One type of communication is external,

via an angel, while the other bypasses the angel to go directly to the “heart” and

the “innermost secret.” This dichotomy, which has roots in the Quran, is found

elsewhere in Baqlī (see Chapter 2 and the messenger function in non-angelic

verses) and later in Ibn ʿArabī, for example.

144
؟مهسفنألاوحأيفهنوفاخيوهللانوجريمهوءالبلامكنعنوعفريفيكف

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 354

145 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 268.

146 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 340.

147 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 490. Further below, Qushayrī mentions verse (21:27) as an answer

to these demands: God sent humans with the revelation (waḥī) (Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii,

493).

148 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 8.



angels in sufi tafsīr: basic quranic functions 51

On Q 22:65, Ibn Barrajān 1 comments on the spoken devotions and the five

articles of faith (prayer, charity, pilgrimage, fast and testimony) as being part of

the worship (ʿibāda) of God by beings and things, stemming out of their innate

nature ( fiṭra) and law (sharʿ). However, one category of being is set apart from

the rest of Creation:

Except the angels—peace upon them—because they do not have a will or

nature that can differ from God’s and not be in agreement with him, but on

the contrary, they are shaped on what He loves from them and what agrees

with Him, and this is the difference between the devotion of those in charge

[humanity] and the devotion of angels.149

This highly instrumental description of angels is also mentioned in Ibn Barra-

jān 2,within the commentary of the 34th surah,where he alludes to pre-Islamic

beliefs to reassert the fact that nothing existed before God, and that “He does

not use any of his Creation the way he uses the angels.”150 This stance is slightly

different from that of Qushayrī in the previous section, on thematter of angels

bowing to God, where angels were classified alongside the rest of Creation,

while humans were set apart (they need to worship God, but angels and the

Creation bow as “witnessing”).

Regarding the debate with pre-Islamic systems, Ibn Barrajān 1, in comment-

ing on (34:12) mentions angels, alongside prophets and the (pre-Islamic peo-

ple’s) virtuous (ṣāliḥīhim) as objects of depiction and representations. To him,

these representations, for which he uses the word usually translated nowadays

as “statue” (timthāl), used in this verse, seem tomean something closer to a gen-

eral representation, in an almost existentialist-like definition: “This is a name

for everything that is fashioned as something it is not.”151 Ibn Barrajān 1 affirms

that this is forbidden (maḥẓūr) both in Islam and in these previous religions,

suggesting here another ongoing theological debate.

149
مهيفومهبهاضروهللاةدارإفلاختةدارإمهلتسيلنيذلامهف—مالسلامهيلع—ةكئالملانمناكامالإ

.ةكئالملاةدابعونيفّلكملاةدابعنيبقرفلاوهاذهو،هاضريومهنمهّبحيُامىلعنولوبجممهلب،عبطالو

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 74–75

150
.هتقيلخنمةكئالملالمعتسيامكهلمعتسينمهعمالو

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 573

151
.هريغةروصىلعرّوصمءيشلّكلمساوهو

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 418



52 chapter 1

Within the comment of the 39th surah, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions Q 43:59–

60, offering one of many instances of angels illustrating God’s power over all

things by being involved in everything. Therefore angels are responsible for

death, angels breathe the Spirit in the wombs and spring life from it by God’s

permission, and no action, growth, death, or life happens without God, who

has angels dedicated to this.152

Later, and contrary to the difference stressed by Ibn Barrajān on their phys-

icality, Baqlī, on Q 6:38, explains only in mystical terms that both angels and

humans are similarly made, which explains the preference bestowed upon

themover the rest of Creation: “their bodies were created from theworld of the

Acts, and their spirits from the light of the Kingdom.”153 Additionally, regard-

ing their description, Baqlī comments on Q 59:6 by relating an event with the

propheticmiʿrāj story: the Prophet saw the angels, but refrained from describ-

ing them.154 This restraint from physical description is a remarkable stance

by Baqlī, since it contrasts with his propensity for using dense mystical and

illustrative phrases in almost all his comments (and in his celestial ascension

narratives); it also contrasts with the physical descriptions that Ibn Barrajān

had seemed willing to give before him.

6 The Religious Praxis Function in the tafsīr

6.1 Illustrating the Believer’s Expected Actions, or Desired Actions in

Angelic Verses

Angels can also be used to define and encourage good religious practices, a

function under which many ḥadīth fall into, as they help the believer organize

his or her daily life in its smallest details.155 Böwering has already noted that,

formystics such as al-Tustarī, angels are amodel of contemplative life, living on

the remembrance of God (dhikr).156 The verses about AdamQ 2:30–34 are usu-

ally commented on; in these, angels are seen as obeying God’s orders, bowing

152 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 538. Of course, this could also be included in the first (narrative)

function, where we find similar comments.

153
توكـلملاروننماهحاورأولاعفألاملاعنمامهماسجأتقلخ

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 354

154 “fa-amsaka lisānahu min al-waṣf,” Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 310.

155 Burge, Angels in Islam, 80–86; StephenR. Burge, “Impurity/Danger!,”Islamic Law and Soci-

ety 17, no. 3–4 (2010): 320–349.

156 Gerhard Böwering, The Mystical Vision, 201–204.
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to Adam. If this scene and its commentaries can be listed under this function,

where the total obedience of angels to God can be seen as a model for man,

these commentaries tend to be more interesting in their other main function,

the cosmological function of angels in relationship to man, seen in the next

chapter.However,we canbrieflymentionhere how the attitude of angels elicits

fromBaqlī an unattributed saying about these verses, as a lesson for his readers:

“Who takes pride in his science, and takes pride in his obedience, ignorance is

his homeland.”157

On Q 51:24, Tustarī identifies Abraham’s guests with angels, and he uses this

story to show the exemplary attitude of Abraham, who waited for his guests

without eating, which he considers “the mark of true friendship (khilla)”, as is

the act of curing “another’s illness when one is sick.”158 Qushayrī later offers the

reader a similar perspective,159 with angels as witnesses to such good acts, in an

educational spirit.

On Q 3:39, Sulamī does not comment on the angels bringing glad tidings to

Zacharia directly, but presents a series of reports, attributed to previous mys-

tics, about the spiritual benefits of being pious and patient, implying thus the

interaction with angels as among these benefits (in the case of Zacharia in the

verse), or at least ametaphorical validationof this piety.160 Similarly, inhis com-

ment onQ 39:75, Sulamī presents the angels, in a report attributed to [Abū ʿAlī]

al-Jūzjānī (d. 4th ah/10th ad), comparing the acts of angelicworship (ʿibāda) in

the verse, and the affirmation of incomparability (tanzīh), to acts the believer

should be doing if he is to approach God.161 Back on Q 3:39, Qushayrī gives the

same interpretation, by likening Zakharia in this verse to a person in need who

has to wait “by a king’s door, until the king calls to him”, which implies that this

call comesonlywhen theperson is dutiful andconstant inhis service.162On this

verse, Baqlī later submits a long string of phrases as metaphors for themiḥrāb,

such as “the garden of the lovers” (riyāḍ al-ʿāshiqīn), detailing the benefits of an

attitude like that described in the verse, such as nearness (al-qurba) and gen-

tleness (al-uns), followed by differentmystical commentaries attributed to pre-

157
.هنطولهجلاناكمهتعاطبربكتساو،هملعبربكتسانم

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 41

158 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 208. The editors point out the reference to Abraham known as “friend of

God” (khalīl Allāh), and that al-Tustarī carried this nickname himself.

159 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 145–146.

160 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 99–100.

161 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 205.

162 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 240.
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vious mystics, both unknown (introduced by “qīla”) and named.163 Elsewhere,

the presence of angels is introduced as corollary to good religious practice. For

example, on Q 1:7, Ibn Barrajān 2 mentions a ḥadīth according to which angels

answer “āmīn” after the imam ends reciting the fātiḥa,164 and people are simi-

larly surrounded by angels while reading the Quran.165

On the most angelic of all verses describing angels’ wings, Q 35:1, Qushayrī

starts his commentary by discussing themeaning given to the number of wings

of the angels. It presents an illustration of how a believer should approach His

acts and thinkabout them, andwhatGod tells himof theworld and theUnseen:

[God] made His acts known to his servants, and entrusted them with con-

sidering them, and among them [His acts] there is what we know by see-

ing such as the heavens and the Earth and other things, and among them

there is what pertains to the path of faith in them, such as information and

transmission—and not by indication from reason—and angels are of this

sort; for we do not investigate their form or their wings, and how they can

fly with three or four wings, however we know overall the perfection of His

power, and the sincerity of His word.166

This serves as an illustration of God’s power and its reach beyond human rea-

soning capabilities, drawing parallels between elements of the Seen world and

the Unseen. The advice given by the commentator here is that one should

accept some things, such as the angels’mode of transportation, based on an act

of faith rather than based on reasoning, more “bilā kayf ” than muʿtazila. This

is in line with Qushayrī’s belonging to the Ashaʿrī, as Nguyen already noted:

“Negation of tashbīh was a guiding principle in Qushayrī’s hermeneutics,”167

163 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 147–148. Among the known ones are Ibn ʿAṭāʾ (d. 309/921–922 or

311/923–924), one of the main references of Sulamī (full name: Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad b.

Muḥammad b. Sahl al-Adamī, see Böwering, “TheMajor Sources of Sulamī”) and al-Wāsiṭī

(d. 320/932, full name: Abū Bakr Muḥammad b. Mūsā al-Wāsiṭī).

164 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 88.

165 Ibid. 93.

166
ضرألاوتاوامسلاكةنياعمكلذهنمملعناماهنمف،اهبرابتعإلاىلإمهبدنو،هلاعفأبدابعلاىلإفّرعت

تايفيكققحتنالف،كلذنمةكئالملاو،لقعلاليلدبال،لقنلاوربـخلاهبناميإلاليبساماهنمو،اهريغو

،هتردقلامكملعنةلمجلاىلعنكـلو،ةعبرألاوأةثالثلامهتحنجأبنوريطيفيكو،مهتحنجأومهروص

.هتملكقدصو

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 190

167 Nguyen, Sufi Master and Qur’an Scholar 234.
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and tashbīh of God was what hid just behind the discussion of angels, crea-

tures that could be understood as “divine extensions” of the actions of God in

the world.

6.2 The Praxis Function in the Non-angelic Verses

There are other examples of angels clearly involved in the text for the reader

to understand the importance of certain religious acts in non-angelic verses.

For example, on the theme of friendship, Tustarī comments onQ 25:28 that the

personwhose prayers are goodwillmake friendswith everyone, and “the angels

may even befriend him.”168 On Q 2:238 Tustarī compares the singling out and

importanceof the “middleprayer”mentioned in the verse to “the sameway that

Gabriel and others were singled out for mention among the host of the angels,

due to a certain particularity”.169 On this verse, Ibn Barrajān 1 later defines the

“middle prayer” as the morning prayer (ṣalāt al-ṣubḥ) and the mid-afternoon

prayer (ṣalāt al-ʿaṣr), during which both angels of the day and angels of the

night are witnesses, quoting a ḥadīth about this.170

Tustarī gives another example involving Gabriel on Q 6:77, where Gabriel

asks Abraham whether he needs anything, and Abraham answers “From you,

no,” illustrating the ideal attitude of the believer depending solely on God for

his needs,171 so not even an archangel could be enough.

We also find the motif of circumambulation around the Kaaba with angelic

illustration. On (22:27), Sulamī presents a long report attributed to Dhū al-Nūn

(d. 245/859 or 248/862), with a comparison between the Kaaba and theThrone,

where angels mirror humans in their religious practice: “and the House is like

the Throne of God, and the circumambulation around it is like the circumam-

bulation of the angels around the Throne.”172 In the commentary on the 34th

surah, Ibn Barrajān 2 takes up this human-angelic mirroring to explain how

the Command circulates from God to Creation and back again in circles, and

in this circular way “the Command is composed of Creation and Creation of

the Command.”173 This comparison is also used by Baqlī in his comment on

Q 3:86, with more poetic license, where the Throne is the qibla (direction of

168 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 140.

169 Ibid. 35.

170 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 425.

171 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 66.

172 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 21.

173
.رمألابقلخلاوقلخلابرمألابكّرتيكلذىلعو

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 575
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prayer) of the angels, the Seat is that of the “drunk on the Presence” (sukārā al-

ḥaḍra), the House Inhabited (al-bayt al-maʿmūr) that of the “envoys” (safara),

the Kaaba being the qibla of all people, elite andmasses. He thenmentions the

angels’ bowing to Adam again, saying that he was then their qibla.174 This last

partmarks a difference from themore pragmatic Ibn Barrajān, whichwe saw in

the previous section (the theological function in angelic verses), trying to avoid

associationism by explaining that angels bow down to Adam as if he was their

imam only, not their qibla.

We also find other examples of mirrored comparisons between angel and

man, where angels are not examples for men, but used to exalt one particu-

lar figure and encourage worship (of God). Such an example is seen on Q 17:1,

a verse traditionally associated with the night journey (isrāʾ) of Muḥammad,

where Qushayrī introduces an interesting parallel of the relationship between

Muḥammad and both angels and humans:

It is said that the Real—Exalted He be—sent him [Muḥammad] so that the

people of the Earth learn fromhim the act of worship, and thenHe ascended

him to the Heavens so that the angels learn from him the etiquette of wor-

ship.175

While reaffirming one theological point, Ibn Barrajān 1 onQ 34:22–23 reiterates

the idea that no intercession is done or granted except by God’s will, indicating

the benefits of such intercessions and the believer’s acts of worship:

It is evident that the opening of knowledge and mystical knowledge is: bow-

ing down and praying with humility and submission, and that the open-

ing of existence is: the intercession from the Throne bearers—peace upon

them—that He entrusted with interceding forWhomsoever He wills to have

with Him.176

On the 36th surah (“Yā-sīn”), Ibn Barrajān 2 lists all the benefits of reciting

this surah during different situations, including over the deathbed of a Mus-

174 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 174.

175 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 334.

176
حتتفملوّأو،عوشخوعوضخنماهيفامبةالصلاودوجسلا:ةفرعملاوملعلاحتتفملوّأنّأرهاظلاو

.هدنعهداجيإديرياملاوعفشيلمهّرسي—مالسلامهيلع—شرعلاةلمحاهدجوأاملةعافشلا:دوجولا

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 427
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lim, which results in the coming of 10,000 angels to pray over him, intercede

for him, witness him and accompany him during his funeral; or at themoment

of death, so that the angel of death does not come to take his soul before “Riḍ-

wān the keeper of Paradise” (riḍwān khāzin al-janna) comes and gives him a

drink. Reading this surah during the Friday prayer also makes God proud of

the reader [in front of] the angels (bāhā Allāh bihi al-malāʾika).177 Such exam-

ples enjoining the believers to worship in different forms during their lives are

present in Sufi tafsīr, albeit to a lesser degree than in the ḥadīth literature on

angels, as studied by Burge. Sufi authors seem less keen on elaborating on clas-

sical “reward-punishment” approaches, insistingmoreonhowonecan improve

by imitating angels (or even by bettering them).

7 Concluding Thoughts

These examples of angels’ three basic functions, first appearing in the Quran,

show a certain stability and continuity through these Sufi works, despite small

variations. Their roles and functions are reinforced, illustrated with differ-

ent examples. Sufi authors depict angels as helpful, selfless, and encouraging

of believers to partake in good religious practices. This creates a picture of

angels as unrelated to any sort of debate, at least not at first sight. They are

omnipresent and quiet figures accompanying the believer, even if they are

frightening at timesor enmeshed in theological debates at other times, ona sec-

ond level of reading. Angels are treated slightly differently from one author to

the next. Sometimes they are set apart from the rest of Creation (Ibn Barrajān),

or men are set apart and angels are included in the non-human portion of Cre-

ation (Qushayrī). The East-West divide betweenmystical authors also becomes

apparent in their care to avoid any associationism (Ibn Barrajān), compared to

the poetic license that does not refrain frommaking Adam the Qibla of angels

(Baqlī).

As discrete characters in the “cosmological economy,” angels may also have

an impact on the physical world, such as when they help believers in battle

(a Quranic narrative) or when they receive part of the war bounties (a com-

mentarial addition to the Quranic narrative), on which authors provide some

details. On a more subtle level, the influence of these unseen creatures on the

“Seen world” transpires through their help for believers in their religious life

in various manners, such as embodying models to follow or attitudes to adopt,

177 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 586.
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interceding for them, as well as helping them to outline theological aspects of

their religion. However, we have caught a glimpse here of how these commen-

taries do not focus on the daily praxis as much as on a religious praxis leading

to experiential states for the believer. Similarly, they avoid describing Hell and

Paradise, which are not as much the focus of their discussion as is the journey

to God, as noted by Coppens in his analysis of Sufi tafsīr.178 This will be made

more evident in the following chapters.

Thus, Sufi commentaries do not seem to describe angels more than the

Quran does, confirming a picture of angels as genderless—because they are

bodyless—and different in nature and function from humans in the overall

cosmology. However, even as authors emphasize the conformity of angelic

activity as seen in the Quran in these functions, signs of a shift in the man-

ner of treating angels appear between the literal and the figurative readings

(which display tension at some level by then in the Quran, as mentioned in

the introduction). Angels are used as metaphors in some instances, leading to

a symbolic reading of verses.

In the next chapter we turn to another continuation of Quranic functions,

themore general Quranic angelic functions.Wewill discuss whether the differ-

ent sensitivities between authors also outline this shift from the literal to the

figurative or symbolic.

178 Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 120.
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chapter 2

Angels in Sufi tafsīr: General Quranic Functions

These “general Quranic functions” are understood as the global cosmological

function of angels shown in their different aspects: there are those who estab-

lish a new worldview; messengers; and “challenging” angels. Let us see how

these aspects appear in the Quran first, before looking at how they are illus-

trated in the commentaries. This umbrella of a general cosmological function

could of course include the more specific functions seen in the previous chap-

ter, but here I expand the perspective by looking at angels with a wider scope

within the broader Islamic worldview. They “appear” mostly in both the Seen

and Unseen worlds in various ways, setting the bigger picture of the Islamic

imaginary.

1 Presentation of the General Quranic Functions of Angels

1.1 A Cosmological Function: Angels as Part of Establishing a New

Worldview

In a manner closely related to their theological function, angels are used as

characters within arguments against disbelievers, which serve to establish

clearer aspects of the new Islamic cosmology. For example, the figure of angels

is used to relate the story of Moses and the Pharaoh’s standoff. This may sug-

gest that angels were known to theQuran’s audience, since this particular story,

set in Pharaonic Egypt, would not have needed angels, if we remain in the

original story’s setting. For Moses to prove his claim, the Pharaoh would have

indeed asked to see some sign of the Egyptian gods’ supporting him—but not

angels. The mention of angels is clearly an adaptation for the listeners in Ara-

bia, towhomangelswere known. In thisway,Angels are involved in theQuranic

rhetoric used to refute the disbelievers’ challenges, while slowly establishing a

re-reading of the pre-Quranic world.1

A prophet’s demand to see an angel, as proof, might be seen as a Quranic

trope.2 Similarly, a mirror argumentation is used by God, who makes the sug-

1 We find a similar remark made by disbelievers from ʿĀd and Thamūd in the verses 41:13–14.

2 There are indeed several other instances of such a demand made to the Prophet Muḥam-

mad himself, in the setting of his immediate Ḥijāzī context: These are demands to see angels

accompanying or replacing the Prophet in the verses 11:12, 15:7–8, 17:92, 23:24, 25:7, and 25:21.
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gestion of sending an angel instead of a human messenger, or of turning the

humanmessenger into an angel, only to argue that this would not convince the

disbelievers, in Q 6:8–9. None of these demands and arguments with disbeliev-

ers contradict the basic credo of an angel sent to the Prophet (as stated in the

Medinan period with the “credo verses”), as some have suggested.3 On the con-

trary, it onlymeans that angels cannot be seen by other (non-prophet) humans,

because if they could, this would not be proof enough for the disbelievers. In

this worldview, humans have no choice but to trust the humanmessenger and

his personal modalities to receive the revelation.4

In this function, we can include the obedience of angels, mentioned previ-

ously, which also helps define the general cosmology. Indeed, God’s order to

the angels to bow to Adam can be seen as a preference or superiority granted

to man over angels, which contradicts the way most Christian cosmologies

evolved (early Christianity usually placed angels above men, as possessors of

mysterious knowledge thatmen could only partially obtain).5 Angels question-

ing of God about the creation of humanity is also a narrative tool to push God

into “explaining Himself” and thus the new cosmological order, and His eter-

nal superiority in terms of knowledge; the cosmos sometimes does not make

sense to humans, and even angels wonder about it. We will see in this book

however, that this reversed hierarchy becomes somehow unstable, the ques-

tion of the superiority of angels over humans being an object of debate over

3 Francis E. Peters,Muhammad and the Origins of Islam (Albany: State University of NewYork,

1994), 143.

4 This matter of the angels’ role in regard to the arguments against polytheists and disbe-

lievers in the prophecy of Muḥammad is studied in great detail by Crone (Crone, “Angels

versus Humans asMessengers of God”), although she seems to havemissed something about

the precise situation presented by the Quran regarding the relationship between angels and

humans in the matter of angel messengers, as we will see in the next section.

5 “Since the ontological status of angels was, for the Early Church, superior to that of mankind,

due to their closer proximity to God, it was also logical that angelic knowledge should exceed

the limitations of human understanding.” Kuehn, Leder, Pökel, The Intermediate Worlds of

Angels, 13. Similarly in Judaism, angels were more knowledgeable of God than humans; how-

ever, they are described as jealous and irritated when God chooses to give the Torah to Israel

(Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 264) which reminds us of the attitude of the questioning

angels when God chooses to entrust the Earth to humans. In Christianity, angels are seen to

bow to only one man in particular, Jesus (Hebrews 1:1–6). This reminds one of the bowing to

Adam in the Quran, a narrative which is not completely new in late antiquity, as this scene

can be found in a non-canonical Christian narrative based on a Jewish source. See Guillaume

Dye, “Le corpus coranique: context et composition,” in Le Coran des historiens, vol. 1 (Paris:

Cerf, 2019), 765, 811–812. In this text, the reason given is that angels bowed to Adam because

he was made in God’s image. See also Sara Kuehn, “The Primordial Cycle Revisited,” in The

Intermediate Worlds of Angels, especially fn. 15, 176–177.
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time, at least as much as the proverbial debates about their sex. This func-

tion can also include the changing relationship between angels and jinn in the

Arabian ghayb, as mentioned in the introduction and seen in the next chap-

ter.

1.2 A Classic Cosmological Function: Angels as Messengers

As already shown by Burge6 and Crone,7 being an angel (malak) does not auto-

matically make one a messenger, as per the etymology of the word (Burge),

or the possible uses of the language by the polytheists (Crone). They are con-

sistently presented as angels, alongside others presented as “messengers” (e.g.

Q 2:285), or alongside ‘the Spirit’ (e.g. Q 16:2). This messenger role was men-

tioned previously, when angels are shown in the text bearingmessages to other

characters, such as Zachariah or Mary, and this is true for both Meccan and

Medinan periods. However, in the case of Gabriel, this role is listed here as a

function both at the text and metatext levels. The Quranic text is regarded by

all related traditions as having been transmitted by the archangel Gabriel to

the prophetMuḥammad (or partly so), as amessage itself, while the text points

to him internally as a messenger character. Gabriel’s messenger function thus

works both internally, as the text for the Prophet, and externally, for us reading

or hearing this text, which exists for the believer thanks to the angelic transmis-

sion. This basic belief is supported by the following verse, which can be easily

understood as the basis for the narrative of this transmission: “Whosoever is

an enemy of Gabriel: he it is who sent it down upon thy heart by God’s Leave,

confirming that which was there before, and as a guidance and glad tiding for

the believers” Q 2:97.

Although this messenger role is paramount both inside the Quranic nar-

ratives and in the Islamic creed about the Quranic text, angels do not seem

to be sent as messengers haphazardly. From the different verses mentioning

angels, the Quran is adamant about not needing to send an angel as a mes-

senger to the new Muslim community and the disbelievers, or an angel to

accompany (or replace) a humanmessenger. However, this does notmean that

the Quran denies their existence or denies sending angels to Muḥammad or

other prophets, as we have seen previously, nor does it mean, as Crone con-

cluded, only that “God’s messengers were always humans, or they were angels

or humans as He saw fit.”8 On the contrary, from all the verses concerned with

these polemics, and verses regarding angels sent to humans in different situ-

6 Burge, “The Angels in Sūrat Al-Malāʾika.”

7 Crone, “Angels versus Humans as Messengers of God.”

8 Crone, “Angels versus Humans as Messengers of God” 109.
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ations listed for the previous function (see Appendix 1), we notice that in the

new worldview angels are sent as messengers to main religious figures only—

if not prophets exclusively9—and that human prophets and messengers, like

Muḥammad, are sent to the rest of humanity. This is clearly supported by a

verse in particular, Q 17:95: “Say, were there angels walking about upon the

Earth in peace, we would have sent down upon them an angel from Heaven as

messenger.” With the exception of prophets, who are characters with a special

liminal status encompassing both worlds, God sends messengers to creatures

according to their nature (angels to angels, humans to humans). This mes-

senger function of angels is then paramount to the new religion’s cosmology,

although the act of sending amessage to a human through an angel is restricted

to a select type of humans, namely, pivotal religious figures such as prophets,

or at least people involved in a key manner to a prophecy.10

1.3 An Overlooked Cosmological Function: Angels as Testers

If angels as protectors and helpers in the first chapter paint a common view

of God’s subservient creatures, unquestioning of His acts most of the time,

there is the obvious case of Iblīs, who does not fit in, and to a lesser degree, the

angels questioningGod’swisdomon sendingMan as viceregent onEarth. How-

ever, a particularly long Quranic verse introduces a nuance to the archetype of

impeccable angels, one that is often overlooked or misunderstood. The story

of Hārūt and Mārūt portrays angels that are usually more related to the “fallen

angels” category,11 without going as far as the standard representation of evil,

like Iblīs/Satan:

9 In this case we would consider Zakariya and Mary as prophets, an argument which can

be and has been defended. Zakariya is regarded as such in Islamic traditions, although

he is presented as a priest in the Christian ones (Heller, Bernhard, “Zakārīyāʾ,” ei¹) As for

Mary mother of Jesus as a prophet, this view seems to have existed in early Christianity:

see N. Clayton Croy, Alice E. Connor, “Mantic Mary? the VirginMother as Prophet in Luke

1.26–56 and the Early Church,” Journal for the Study of the New Testament, 34, no. 3 (2012),

254–276. This view will also be found in post-Quranic times as a theological concept, dis-

cussed by classical and modern theologians, where both Muḥammad and Mary are seen

as the bearers of God’s word. See the chapter dedicated to this in Ḥusn ʿAbbūd, Mary in

the Qurʾan: A Literary Reading (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), 130–147; see also RusmirMah-

mutćehajić, The Praised and the Virgin (Leiden: Brill, 2014).

10 Burge notes that in all three monotheistic religions, angels are sent to: prophets, mothers

of prophets, and key protagonists in narratives (Burge, Angels in Islam 104). On this note

and following our remark in the previous chapter, angels being seen by a select group of

people denotes another specific aspect of their partial corporality and relationship to the

physical and human world.

11 On this important biblical theme (see Genesis 6: 1–4) and related myths in previous
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And they followed what the satans recited against the kingdom of Solomon.

Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved, teaching people sor-

cery and that which was sent down to the two angels at Babylon, Hārūt and

Mārūt. But they would not teach anyone until they had said, “We are only a

trial, so do not disbelieve.” Then they would learn from them that by which

they could cause separation between a man and his wife. But they did not

harm anyone with it, save by God’s Leave. And they would learn that which

harmed them and brought them no benefit, knowing that whosoever pur-

chases it has no share in the Hereafter. Evil is that for which they sold their

souls, had they but known. Q 2:102

Among the different stories developed by exegetes and commentators around

this verse in later Islamic literature,12 a common one presents these two angels

as being put to the test by God, when they claimed to be infallible, perfectly

obedient to God, pure, and unable to fall into sin as humans do. God then sent

them to Earth as a challenge, which these two angels failed to pass by commit-

ting different sins (among them adultery and killing). Georges Dumézil and

others, and more recently Roberto Tottoli, argue that the origin of these two

figures can be traced back to an Iranianmyth (the Zoroastrian archangels Hau-

rvatāt and ʿAmeireitāt), although this story, like theothers givenas explanations

to this verse, could suggest diverse origins.13 Indeed, Crone convincingly argues

that the content of this story attached to the verse comes from a text belonging

to early Christian literature, the Book of Watchers, part of the Ethiopian book of

Enoch, while the names of Hārūt and Mārūt, in form, are indeed derived from

the Iranian legend mentioned above.14

monotheistic traditions, see Annette Yoshiko Reed, Fallen Angels and the History of Ju-

daism and Christianity: The Reception of Enochic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2005).

12 For a review of the different later stories extrapolated around this verse, seeTottoli, “Hārūt

and Mārūt”ei³. For a detailed review of these stories in Sunni exegesis, and its links with

and impact on Jewish traditions, see John C. Reeves, “Some Parascriptural Dimensions of

the ‘Tale of Hārūt Wa-Mārūt’.” Journal of American Oriental Society 135, no. 4 (2015): 817–

842. More recently Jean Charles Coulon devoted a long and very good article about this

story’s developments in the early islamic tradition and the origins of islamic magic: Jean-

Charles Coulon, “Le développement de la légende de Hārūt et Mārūt et des origines de la

magie dans les premiers siècles de l’islam,” in Lauritzen, Inventer les anges, 871–941. I will

focus only on the reception of these angels in the selected Sufi corpus.

13 Georges Dumézil, Naissance d’archanges (Gallimard, Paris, 1945). For a list of scholars

arguing for this origin, see Reeves, “Some Parascriptural Dimensions,” 818 (f. 4); Tottoli,

Hārūt and Mārūt ei³.

14 Patricia Crone, “The Book of Watchers in the Qurʾān” 182–218; Jean-Charles Coulon sees
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While these narratives echo previous religious and mythical literature, we

can see here that the Quranic text does not mention or suggest them much.

These stories will be attached to Hārūt and Mārūt only later. The Quran only

describes them as being sent down into the human world during the time

of Babylon, as teachers who took care to present themselves as a trial from

God, asking people to keep their faith before teaching them anything. God also

explicitly says that if the results of their teaching did harm anyone, it was only

part of His divine plans.15 The verse then gives an image of these two angels as

a divine testing tool for humans, in contradiction to their being themselves the

subject of a test by God, as understood from the stories later attached to this

verse.

This is one example of the use of earlier or contemporary beliefs and myths

by the Quranic text. Most of these are now lost, but the audience of the time

would have been familiar with them without requiring detailed explanations.

Like other narratives echoing pre-Islamic traditions, the Quranic text modifies

or reframes this narrative in order to fit the worldview it proposes. Later, very

quickly, commentarieswill be needed, and other narrativeswill be grafted onto

it from this pre-Islamic material.

Another scene with Quranic angels questioning God—when they ask about

the creation of Adam in Q 2:30–38—is similar to the Book of Watchers,16 as if

they were questioning God’s judgment in sending humans to wreak havoc on

Earth. These different scenes discreetly fashion a picture of angels as charac-

ters who interact, question, and push other figures of the Quranic narrative to

explain themselves (including God) or to find explanations for the origins of

strife (wrongly used angelicmagic). At first sight, this is quite far from the usual

picture of impeccable angels who would not question God. Furthermore, this

function of challenge and test has also been noted in Judaic apocryphal liter-

ature, as a way for explaining questionable acts in contradiction with the idea

of a magnanimous God.17

there a Judeo-Christian adaptation of an Indo-Iranian legend, Jean-Charles Coulon, La

magie en terre d’islam au Moyen-âge (Paris: cths, 2018), 30–34.

15 Burge also notes that in Old Testament Pseudepigraphia in general, angels are thus con-

tradictorily responsible for teaching the dark arts, while being examples of righteousness

and symbolizing the might of God (Burge, Angel in Islam, 52–53).

16 Tommaso Tesei, “The Fall of Iblīs and Its Enochic Background,” in Religious Stories in

Transformation: Conflict, Revision and Reception, ed. Alberdina Houtman, Tamar Kadari,

Marcel Poorthuis, Vered Tohar (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 70.

17 For example, in an alternative narrative of Abraham’s sacrifice, it is said that an angel

(Mastema) is responsible for challenging Abraham to sacrifice his son, while God already

knows of Abraham’s fidelity. David Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 14–15.
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Lastly, in this category of fallen angels, who are somehow disobedient but

ultimately are only permitted to be so by virtue of God’s plan, the most well-

known “tester” of all is the figure of Iblīs. He cannot be seen as being fully

disobedient, since he obtains from God the role of tempter of humanity, in

Q 15:32–43, and God is shown as remaining in full control of developments

on Earth (see for example Q 6:112–113, Q 34:20–21). The unclear relationship

between Iblīs and the categories of angels and jinn will be seen in the next

chapter.

1.4 Messengers in the Alluding Verses

The role of messenger is quite well represented in the alluding verses. We find

the verses Q 15:51–65 about messengers sent to Abraham in the form of a dia-

logue between these characters. Here, the birth of a son is announced to Abra-

ham, and then these messengers state that they had been sent to Lot’s family

and people. The same story is repeated in a slightly shorter version in verses

Q 29:31–33 and Q 51:24–34. In this last retelling, we learn that a particularity of

these messengers is that they do not eat human food,18 and we find this detail

in the retelling of this same story in Q 11:69–73.

Incidentally, in Q 29:31–34, these messengers come to punish the people of

Lot, a punishment that is echoed inQ 11:77–81 andQ 54:33–39.19 These interme-

diaries are inferred by the reader to be an angelic presence, through thematic

comparisons between parts of the Quranic text containing the same narrative

and previously known biblical stories.

Another messenger role appears in the verses Q 19:17–26, where “Our Spirit”

(rūḥanā)—which could be likened to the Holy Spirit of Christians—is sent in

the form of a “perfect man” to Mary, self-describes as a “messenger” (anā rasūl)

and announces the birth of Mary’s son. Although the Spirit (rūḥ) is seen else-

where as being separate from the angels in Q 70:4,20 “Our Spirit” here has been

18 Which differs from the Bible narratives of Abraham’s and Lot’s visitors, where the angels/

messengers are described as eating, in Genesis 18:8 and 19:3 respectively. This could be an

additional hint at the Quranic specification of “angels” as a category of beings, and not

just a function: These beings have the particularity of not eating human food.

19 Nomessengers arementioned in this last groupof verses however; onlyGod is seendeclar-

ing the coming of His punishment.

20 In this case, as seen before, one could also argue that Gabriel, in the verses naming him

directly which present him in the same way with “and” (“the angels and Gabriel”), is to be

seen as separated from the angels. In the cultural context of the Quran, it would be hard

to regard Gabriel as something else than an angel, as much as a “Our Spirit” reminds us

of the Christian Holy Spirit first and foremost, but given the slippery frontiers between

angels, jinn and other invisible creatures, a doubt remains.
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understood later to be Gabriel.21 This also illustrates the previously mentioned

thesis that angels are sent only to Prophets, here Abraham and Mary.

The Quran contains other messenger roles and figures in a more cryptic

manner, as in Q 26:192–195, where a “Trustworthy Spirit” (al-rūḥ al-amīn) also

identified later as the Holy Spirit and/or Gabriel, brings the revelation. Sim-

ilarly, the miʿrāj verses Q 53:4–18 are about an “awesome power” (shadīd al-

quwā); and Q 81:19–21 about a “noble messenger” (rasūl karīm).22 Comparing

this with Q 2:97 where Gabriel is said to bring a revelation completing the

previous ones, it is relatively easy to interpret these three examples as being

about Gabriel. Similarly, verses Q 19:64–65 could be seen as a direct quote from

Gabriel addressing the Prophet.23 This indeterminate character in the Quranic

text—without a clear textual identification linking it to Gabriel—would later

be interpreted in Islamic literature as being Gabriel, in a process seen as pecu-

liar to Islam.24

There are many other roles attributed to undefined beings in the alluding

Quranic verses seen in the next chapter, which clearly echo roles from the angel

verses. This will develop into angelic protagonists in commentarial literature in

this chapter, slowly introducing the cosmological increase of the next chapter.

One such role is that of the “driver” and “witness” of Q 50:21–26.

With these elements inmind, let us turn to the commentaries andwhat they

make of these mythopoeic processes presented in the Quran.

21 For an overview of the different identifications given to the Spirit in the Quran and the

later Islamic tradition, see Burge, Angels in Islam 43–44; Griffith, “Holy Spirit,” eq; Sells,

“Spirit,”eq.

22 For a detailed study of sura 53 (al-najm) see Patricia Crone, “Problems in Sura 53,” in The

Qurʾānic Pagans and RelatedMatters (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 140–150, although she considers

at times that theword “messenger” (rasūl) and “angel” (malak ormalāʾika)mean the same

thing, such as in the case of sura 81.

23 For Beck, these are remnants from the early Quranic cosmologywhere the angelic/cosmic

messenger had a prominent role over its anonymous human herald, echoing the pre-

IslamicMesopotamian cosmologies that gave power to the celestial being over its human

servant, before a Quranic gradual shift towards the importance of the human messenger

(Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾan 126–138). On his part Al-Azmeh sees in this uncertain

“Spirit” an allusion to mal’ak Yahweh and Metatron in the Jewish literature of the time, a

being acting at times like God’s herald or “lesser Yahweh” (Al-Azmeh, The Emergence of

Islam 343–346), a Spirit continuous with God, a “translocation of divine presence,” where

angels could potentially be separate from the deity (Al-Azmeh, “Paleo-Muslim Angels”

148).

24 Al-Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam, 351; Al-Azmeh, “Paleo-Muslim Angels” 145–146. We

have such an example with Ibn ʿArabī much later, who understands Gabriel (the Holy

Spirit) as the father of Jesus, where Christians would consider this Holy Spirit as part of

the triune God.
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2 The Cosmological Function in the tafsīr

2.1 A NewWorldview, Hierarchies, and Groups in Angelic Verses

2.1.1 The General Relationship between Angels and Humans

Taking a step back from the specific interactions between angels and humans

seen in the first chapter, here are examples of more general roles, hierarchies

and relationships between angels and humanity within the Islamic cosmology,

a subject that has always been an important focus of theological discussion.25

In these Sufi tafsīr, this discussion often appears in commentaries on the fall of

Adam, a theme which has been analyzed elsewhere.26

We saw that the bowing of the angels to Adam, aside from being a pos-

sible model of obedience to God for humans (praxis function in Chapter 1)

can also help define a new worldview. Man is central while the angels’ status

is ambiguous: “inferior” when bowing to Adam, and “superior” as messengers

between the heavens and Earth. This ambiguity is also nourished by a shared

spiritual identity. In one of these scenes of the bowing to Adam in Q 38:72, an

unknown report qualifies the Spirit breathed intomanas “the spirit of an angel”

(rūḥ malak) which seems to be the reason why angels bowed once they were

informed.27 This ambiguity and the positions of different authors have been

subject matter in the literature.28 These Sufi commentaries also reflect their

authors’ own ambivalence towards the cosmological place of angels, leading

them to question angelic infallibility. The act of (dis)obedience of the verses

in Q 2:30–34 elicit from them additional details on the capacities and place of

angels.

About these verses, Tustarī writes that what God inspires the angels to

do (sanctification and glorification of God) is an action that purifies them,29

25 Burge, Angels in Islam 98; Roberto Tottoli, “The Carriers of the Throne of God: Islamic Tra-

ditions Between Sunni Angelology and Shīʿī Vision,” in The IntermediateWorlds of Angels,

297–299.

26 Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 135–173.

27 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 190.

28 Lory, La dignité de l’homme 177–201. It would seem that “hellenistic falāsifa” and “differ-

ent Shia gnoses” regard angels as superior to humans (Louis Gardet, “Les Anges En Islam”).

An interesting though brief overview of the relationship between men angels in Sunni

mysticism can be found in Pierre Lory, La dignité de l’homme face aux anges 202–220;

See also Murata, “The Angels” 338–342; a longer one in different Sunni sources is found

in Samuela Pagani, “La controversia sui meriti relativi degli uomini e degli angeli nella

letteratura religiosa musulmana,” in Angeli, Ebraismo, Cristianesimo, Islam, ebook. For a

comparison between two particular Sunni authors see Lutpi Ibrahim, “The Questions of

the Superiority of Angels and Prophets between Az-Zamakhsharī and Al-Baydāwī,” Ara-

bica 28, no. 1 (1981): 65–75.

29 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 18.
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curiously implying that angels might be impure to start with. Sulamī later

relates different reports attributed to differentmystics, an unknown one saying

that the angels do not understand Scriptures (dark al-maktūbāt),30 and other

reports stressing other limitations.31 The subsequent commentators also high-

light angelic limitations at times, a recurring one being that angels do not see

the placing of the soul inAdam’s body.32 Contrary to his predecessors, Qushayrī

tends to present a vision of angels as infallible, given this act of pure obedience,

which denotes devotion to God and not the adoration of Adam.33 This implies

the fallibility of humankind, though humans are given a special place, given

that Godmentions their creation in the Quran, and not that of angels, Paradise

and the Throne.

Still on the verses on Adam, Ibn Barrajān 1 givesmany details about the exis-

tence of different classes of angels, using the word for “tribe” (qabīla). Some

angels are made of light (nūr), and others of fire (nār), and the latter are called

“jinn,”34 as he mentions elsewhere. Then there is a group called “the angels of

torment” who question God in Q 2:30, out of pride.35 There is another group

of verses that describes the same event, Q 15:28–32, and here Ibn Barrajān 1

explains that the bowing of angels follows the guidance of Adam who is also

30 Angels can be scribes, as seen elsewhere, but here are unable to “attain the realities of the

Real,” al-Sulamī, i, 54–56.

31 Elsewhere, Sulamī finds further limitations to angelic capabilities, as well as lending them

egos they should get rid of in Q 15:28–31. In a report attributed to Jaʿfar, angels ask ques-

tions regarding Adam for God to teach them so that their egos fade away (tatalāshā

ʿindahumnufūsahum), Sulamī,Ḥaqāʾiq i, 353. A similar comment ismade, througha report

of unknown origin, on Q 38:71 (al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 190). Additionally Sulamī recounts

three anonymous reports explaining that at the moment of the creation of Adam, angels

had not witnessed God adding the soul to Adam’s body (iḍāfat al-rūḥ ilayhi), along with

“his exceptional place in creation, the uprightness of his repentance, the teaching of the

names, and the supervision of theUnseen,” however once theywere informed of this, they

praised God (Sulamī, i, 353–354).

32 We can also mention here Tustarī commenting on Q 50:18 as seen in the narrative func-

tion of Chapter 1 (the ignorance of angels of a person’s thoughts as long as they do not

reach the heart). Similarly, Qushayrī writes, on Q 18:50, that Satan refuses to bow because

he only sees the physical aspect of Adam (Qushayrī, ii, 401). Baqlī describes the same idea,

in the form of a report of unknown origin as well. However, regarding the “ensoulement”

scene of Adam, it needs to be noted that a different report from Abū al-Ḥussayn comes

shortly after wherein angels can see the “Spirit” (al-rūḥ) in Adam, thus illustrating one of

the many examples of contradicting reports mentioned in the introduction (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis

al-bayān ii, 288). All this suggests that these different limitations of angels’ capacities was

a shared representation, without any seemingly traceable origin.

33 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 79.

34 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 264.

35 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 177.
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bowing toGod.36 In IbnBarrajān 2, the textmaintains the same classification of

angels, into those of light or fire, found in Ibn Barrajān 1. However, these angels

question God in order to acquire knowledge, not out of denial.37 Ibn Barrajān 2

also provides another detail, whereby the tribe of the angels of fire cause cor-

ruption on Earth (al-mufsidīn fī-l-arḍ). These are the angels alluded to when

God is asked about sending creatures that cause corruption and the shedding

of blood on Earth, questioning the divine wisdom in this choice.38 By remov-

ing the blame from humankind (who usually had not done anything yet), this

seems to echo the narratives of the biblical fallen angels. These angelic tribes

are also a new addition to the Quranic cosmology, heralding one of the shifts

seen in detail in the next chapter. This invisible hierarchy of Ibn Barrajān some-

what foreshadows that of Ibn ʿArabī, as one of themany subtle influences of the

former author on the latter.

In contrast to Qushayrī and more in line with Ibn Barrajān 2 and Qushayrī’s

predecessors, Baqlī presents a picture of angels as being faulty, ignorant and

prideful. He explains that God has already “burned thousands of angels one by

one” because of their questioning, according to a report attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ

(d. 309/921–922 or 311/923–924); or has “stricken them with ignorance” for the

same reason, according to a report attributed to Jaʿfar.39 With regard to verses

Q 2:30–34 he alsowrites that “Adamwas created for love (maḥabba), and angels

were created for worship,”40 further explaining that, because angels could not

see God, God created Adam in his image (ṣawwara-hu bi-ṣūratihi), in which he

put the mirror of his soul (marʾāt rūḥi-hi), so that God could appear to angels

(tajallā lahum), their bowing becoming thus an act of initiation. In another

comment, Baqlī also explains that God might have punished angels for their

questioning by denying them access to knowledge, or that they took pride in

their service to Him, so Godmade them look at Adam and bow to him, to teach

them that their servicemeant nothing to Him.41 Baqlī’s explanations about the

36 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 263. The same interpretation is found in Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān

Commentary 313. This was also seen in the praxis function in the previous chapter.

37 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 124–125.

38 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 125.

39
.لهجلابمهّلكمهبرض)…(افولأةدحاوةعاسمهنمقرحأف

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 42

These same reports, withminor differences in theirwording, can be traced back in Sulamī,

Ḥaqāʾiq i, 54–55. On these two major references in Sulamī, see Böwering, “The Major

Sources of Sulamī.”

40 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 41.

41 Ibid. God not needing angels and their worship is an idea also found in both commen-
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creation of angels and Adam generally tend to differ in tone from the others,

as seen both through reports attributed to other mystics and in his own opin-

ions on the matter, as his writings accentuate both the blame and laudatory

appreciation.

Tustarī presents an interpretationof verseQ70:4,whichmentions anangelic

accent, as having an esoteric “inner meaning:” Angels ascend with the deeds of

men, testifying for these deeds andmen’s sincerity, while the Spirit (rūh), men-

tioned alongside angels, is understood as being the “intuition of the self” (dhihn

al-nafs). These angels “cover the distance to the Throne, which measures fifty

thousand years, in the blinking of an eye,” which is a faster pace than what is

presented in the verse (“on a day”).42 Sulamī offers one report on this same

verse, precisely attributed to his predecessor, al-Tustarī. Interestingly, it con-

veys the same idea in a shorter but different manner: “This means the deeds

of the children of Adam to God, Exalted is He, and the Spirit watching these

deeds in this situation.”43 Compared to the first interpretation inTustarī, where

angels are discrete beings and the Spirit is a metaphor, the second version has

themetaphor displaced: angels becomemetaphors for the deeds of men, while

the Spirit returns to being an entity in its own right. The initial tension between

the literal and the figurative reading in the Quran continues to fluctuate from

one Sufi master to his successors.

Apart from this metaphorical fluctuation, angels are also used to discuss

variations of beauty. On Q 12:31 and the story of Joseph, Ibn Barrajān 1 com-

ments on the notion of beauty between humans and angels and its different

consequences. He points out that if Joseph is compared to an angel for his

beauty, the reason is that angelic beauty is not a type which would stir nei-

ther dissension ( fitna), nor carnal desire (shahwa), as human beauty would.

taries of Sulamī (al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 221; al-Sulamī, Ziyādāt ḥaqāʾiq al-tafsīr 10) which

Baqlī presumably borrowed. This seemingly poor opinion of Baqlī on angels is sometimes

seen elsewhere, such as in his commentary of 17:14, a versewhich he interprets as a station

protecting God’s beloveds against the “jealous angels, jinn, and humans” (al-aghyār min

al-malāʾikawa-l-jinnwa-l-ins), (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 353), and it has beennotedbyCop-

pens as well (Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 152–154). It is also shared

by other authors, such as al-Farghānī (d. ca. 700/1300) who finds eighteen blameworthy

qualities of angels that are corrected bymankind’s deputyship (Murata, “TheAngels” 342).

42 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 247. This motif of angels carrying deeds or prayers is also found in early

Christian writings (Daniélou, Angels and their Mission, 79), with a variation of transport-

ing remorse to the 5th Heaven and humans’ praise to the 4th Heaven (Johann E. Hafner,

“Where Angels Dwell” 239–240).

43
.دهشملاكلذيفرظاناهيلإحورلاولجوزعهللاىلإمدآينبلامعأيأ

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 350
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This extraordinary non-human beauty is what explains the exceptional infatu-

ation with him that Zulaykha and her guests show, with the guests reacting by

cutting themselves with their knives.44 Baqlī offers the same interpretation of

this verse, explaining that Joseph could not provoke lust in anyone. He then

proceeds to compare the reaction of the women seeing Joseph with that of

the angels seeing Adam, suggesting that Zulaykha and the women’s reactions

had not always been so negative and blameworthy.45 Accordingly, the women’s

reaction is not interpreted as being lustful, or as of carnal desire, butmore akin

to a sense of marvel.46

On relations between mystics and angels, various comments throughout

the tafsīr works set this particular human group apart. Sulamī specifies on

Q 13:23 that “the people of the devotions and of the degrees” (ahl al-ṭāʿāt wa-l-

darajāt) are the ones receiving salutations from angels.47 In this same verse,

Q 13:23, Baqlī sees angels welcoming souls into Paradise as their “brothers”

(ikhwānuhum), at this stage where human spirits become as family in the “sta-

tion of knowledge and affection” (maqāmal-maʿrifawa-l-maḥabba).48Through

these examples we perceive an equality between angels and men’s souls, for

those who succeed in gaining entry to Paradise, though it apparently contra-

dicts the difference of status usually expounded in the scenes of the bowing to

Adam.

This closeness betweenmystics and angels is also found in the commentary

of another verse: on Q 13:13, Qushayrī elaborates on the effects of God’s strikes

on whomever he wills. If these target the heart of the seekers (murīdīn) while

angels have a glimpse of their hearts, “they cry tears of blood for them” (yabkūn

daman li-ajlihim).49 This illustrates an interesting aspect of a special relation-

ship between Sufi-minded practitioners and angels, and of the angels’ capacity

44 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 92.

45 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 168–169.

46 Related to this, in the theological function, Qushayrī explains on Q 8:12 that angels appear

in human form when they appear to Muslims, so that these do not know that they are

angels (al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 607). On this subject, see the messenger and symbolic func-

tions as well. They may only see them as beautiful humans, such as the Joseph narrative

suggests.

47 Al-Sulamī, i, 343. Sulamī also identifies the keepers of Paradise in Q 39:73 according to a

report attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ (d. 309/922) (al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 205).

48 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 238. The same idea is found later in the comment on Q 41:30:

Angels relaying the welcoming into Paradise comes only after God says it, letting their call

be about honoring them (tashrīf li-l-malāʾika), and not out of necessity (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-

bayān iii, 248).

49 Al-Qushayrī, ii, 221.
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to be corporeally closer to humanity at times, if only inducing this closeness by

means of metaphor.

Baqlī presents the last angel/mystic comparison on the credo verse, Q 3:18,

in which he enumerates the differences of testimony (shahāda) of angels

and of the people of science (ūlū al-ʿilm). That of the angels is uttered out

of conviction (yaqīn), out of the vision of the Acts (ruʾyat al-afʿāl), and out

of the vision of the Might (ruʾyat al-ʿaẓama), which lead them to have fear

(khawf ), whereas the testimony of the people of knowledge is uttered out of

witnessing (mushāhada), out of the vision of the Attributes (ruʾyat al-ṣifāt),

and out of the vision of Beauty (ruʾyat al-jamāl) which lead them to have hope

(rajāʾ).50

2.1.2 Relationship to God and the Angels’ Place in the Overall Islamic

Cosmology

By “place” I mean both location—physical or imaginary—and their roles, an

ambiguity induced by terms like “station” (maqām), widely used in Sufi writ-

ings as part of the arsenal of vocabulary used to describe the spiritual path and

experiences.

Such a place is the role of Throne-bearers in Q 69:17, on which Tustarī writes

that these unnamed and unnumbered angels are made up of “eight regiments

of cherubim of unknown number,”51 a comment accompanied by a ḥadīth on

an immense angel among them. In Qushayrī, the Throne-bearers in Q 40:7 are

described as being the “elite of the angels” (khawāṣṣ al-malāʾika), ordered to

praise God and asking for forgiveness for the disobedient. Following this is a

commentary on Q 40:8–9, mentioning the “angels drawn near” (al-malāʾika al-

muqarrabīn) as part of the virtuous within creation, who intervene by helping

those who refrain from doing evil, that is, from dealing with the satans of cre-

ation.52 On these same alluding verses, Q 40:7–9, Ibn Barrajān 2 uses a similar

phrase to Qushayrī’s, but for all angels: They are described as the “elite of God”

(khāṣṣat Allāh).53 Then, Baqlī also naturally identifies angels, providing a long

description of them in mystical terms, and, like Qushayrī, he presents them as

interceding on behalf of the Friends of God (awliyāʾ).54

50 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 132.

51 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 244. Roberto Tottoli reviews the studies done on these Throne-bearers

in Islamic traditions and how they are related to the biblical vision of Ezechiel (Roberto

Tottoli, “The Carriers of the Throne of God” 274–276.)

52 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 297.

53 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 703.

54 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 229.
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On the general angelic andmystical cosmology, Sulamī provides a report on

the alluding verse Q 37:164, attributed to Jaʿfar, whereby all angels and crea-

tures have a station (maqām) within creation, a station that cannot be tres-

passed for fear of destruction (halak): “to the Prophets the station of witnessing

(mushāhada),” “to the messengers the station of seeing (ʿiyān),” “to the angels

the station of awe (hayba),” “to the believers the station of nearness (dunuw)

and service (khidma),” “to the disobedient the station of repentance (tawba),”

“and to the disbelievers the station of expulsion (ṭard) and curse (laʿna).”55

In this same verse, Q 37:164, Qushayrī identifies angels as his master did,

stressing the idea of their having “known stations” (maqām maʿlūm) which

they do not trespass (lā yatakhaṭṭūna maqāmahum). He adds that Prophets

and Friends of God (awliyāʾ) also have their own stations, the difference being

in their guidance. The Prophets’ station in regard to God is made known, while

the Friends of God’s are made secret.56 Regarding Q 39:75, Qushayrī reiterates

that angels are distributed amongdifferent stations according to “what theReal

wanted from them in their devotion.”57 Commenting onQ 20:116, Qushayrī first

situates angels “in all of the heavens,”58 then, in Q 37:1–10, in a surah opening

that could allude to angels, Qushayrī identifies angels for the first four verses,

reiterating the idea of angels in different places, “arranged in the Heavens and

the air,” and others “reciting the Book of God.”59 However, in this Quranic pas-

sage Qushayrī does not identify the act of keeping the heavens from satans in

Q 37:7 with angels, but gives esoteric interpretations only.

Finally, althoughhe situates the stationsof angels and the Spirit in the “world

of the Kingdom” (ʿālam al-malakūt) in Q 70:4,60 Baqlī clearly steers away from

any physical geography regarding Q 37:1–10. There, he only gives a mostly mys-

tical interpretation, seeing only inQ 37:3 angels collecting all around the hearts

of “those in the Presence of God’s revelation.”61 Similarly, he offers a fullymysti-

55 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 182. The word “station” (maqām) (used in this Quranic verse) is

known to have both an exoteric meaning and an esoteric meaning in religious writings

(a spiritual level), something frequent in Sufi commentaries.

56 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 243. Ibn Barrajān 2 also identifies angels here (Ibn Barrajān 2, A

Qurʾān Commentary 305.)

57
مهتدابعيفقحلادارأامىلع

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 293

58 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 481.

59 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 227–228. Ibn Barrajān 1 also identifies angels in the first verses of

the 37th surah (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 487–488.)

60 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 452.

61 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 173.
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cal interpretationof Q37:164,wherebyonlybeginners and intermediates on the

mystical path know different stations, while those who are in full communion

(al-muwaḥḥidīn) know no station, because they are immersed in the Existence

and the Attributes (al-dhāt wa-l-ṣifāt). Only afterwards, in a report attributed

to Jaʿfar, does Baqlīmention angels in the station of awe (hayba),62 as seenwith

Sulamī.

Writing on Q 42:5, the peculiar verse wherein the Heavens are nearly split

open, Qushayrī gives us an interesting glimpse into a cosmology with different

interpretations and references. On ametaphorical level the Heavens are nearly

split open by the greatness (ʿaẓama) of God; the Heavens are nearly split open

by the sheer number of angels because of their weight (min thiqal al-malāʾika),

seconded by a khabar showing a picture of angels crowding the Heavens in

different positions of prayer,63 which is one of the rare allusions to a possible

corporeality of these beings. Then Qushayrī gives us a linguistic interpretation,

whereby the phrase “the heavens nearly break for him” (kādat al-samāwāt tan-

shaqqu lahu)was supposedly usedbyArabs to denote someone’s greatness, and

in this case the versewould have been a rhetorical tool in response to disbeliev-

ers, using their style of speech.64

On celestial topology, the group of verses in Q 53:4–18 is a base for the later

miʿrāj narratives (seen in Chapter 4) and they do not clearly mention angels.

However Qushayrī identifies Gabriel in Q 53:9, and as the subject of “he saw

him” (raʾāhu) in Q 53:13, Gabriel seeing God while the Prophet Muḥammad

was at the Lote Tree (sidrat al-muntahā). The commentary then elaborates on

the meaning of this tree. Situated in Paradise, this is “the utmost point where

angels, the spirits of those who witness (al-shuhadāʾ) and all the Creation’s

souls are able to reach, while behind it lays what nobody but God knows.”65

In the same comment, Qushayrī describes “the garden of refuge” ( jannat al-

maʾwā) as one of the paradises. In approaching God, angels thus become no

more advantaged than any human or non-human spirit.

Regarding the Lote Tree Tustarī explains, with reference to the alluding

verses in Q 83:18–19, that the “record” of the ʿIlliyūn is only the exoteric expla-

nation, and that the verses’ esoteric meaning refers to the spirits of the believ-

ers “gathered at the Lote Tree beyond which none may pass, in the form of

62 Ibid., iii, 182–183. Hementions the stations (maqāmāt) of the angels elsewhere, such as in

his comment on the 55th surah (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 378).

63 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 342.

64 Ibid.

65 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 482–483. “Those who witness” may also be translated as “martyrs”

depending on the context. In Chapter 3 we will again see the importance of the Lote Tree.
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green birds which fly freely in Paradise until the day of Resurrection,” while

the spirit of the disbelievers are “gathered at Sijjīn beneath the lowest Earth.”66

Here, Qushayrī echoes his other commentary on these same verses, Q 83:18–

21, about this geographical area, identifying the “ʿilliyyūn” with a place beyond

the seventh sky, “the highest of all places” (aʿlā al-amkina), or with a “book

inscribed” (kitābmarqūm)witnessed by “those drawnnear from the angels” (al-

muqarrabūn min al-malāʾika), or with the Lote Tree mentioned previously.67

More broadly, in Q 83:21 Ibn Barrajān 1 sees prophets,messengers, and angels,68

in “those drawn near” (al-muqarrabūn), whereas Baqlī refrains from defining

these.69 As for Q 89:22, Ibn Barrajān 1 also briefly explains that angelic rows

mean different groups of angels according to each realm; i.e., the angels of the

Earth and then a group of angels for each Heaven, which doubles in number

every time, from Earth to the highest Heaven.70

2.1.3 Specific Cosmological Roles

An expected andunsurprising role is that of angel scribes. In the alluding verses

already mentioned in Chapter 1, and in the alluding verse Q 68:1, Sulamī, Ibn

Barrajān 1 and Ibn Barrajān 2 all identify “honored scribe angels” (al-malāʾika

al-kirām al-kātibūn) as the subject of the verse.71 Similarly, in Q 80:15 Qushayrī

and Ibn Barrajān 1 identify the scribes (safara) as angels.72

A particular category of angels that I have encountered numerous times is

that of angels related to meteorological events, a particular case studied in

detail by Burge in the ḥadīth. In some instances, this is due to an exegetical

development of angels, which makes them closer to personifications of natu-

ral phenomena than full characters. In other instances he analyses them as the

remnants of previous myths and beliefs, which make these angels sound more

independent.73We find them in other literary genres, such as an angel causing

66 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 273.

67 Al-Qushayrī, iii, 701–702.

68 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 464. On a non-angelic verse, Ibn Barrajān 2 shows a different geog-

raphy andmeaning around the LoteTree. It is where prophecy is transmitted, while angels

and Heavens are to be found beyond it, instead of before it as suggested in these passages

(see “The messenger function in non-angelic verses”).

69 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 492.

70 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 492. Earlier he elaborated on the more physical aspect of cosmol-

ogy (spheres and associated planets), mentioning the existence of the sevenHeavens and,

more interestingly, seven Earths (al-arḍīn al-sabʿ), (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 382–384).

71 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 343; Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 365; Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commen-

tary, 783.

72 Al-Qushayrī, iii, 689; Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 448.

73 For example, the description of the angel of clouds and thunder (sometimes called Rūfīl)
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thunder when reciting glorifications of God (tasbīḥ), in some narratives of the

PropheticAscension.74An initial example isQushayrī onQ37:2,where he iden-

tifies the “drivers” (zājirāt) with angels driving clouds, before giving an esoteric

interpretation of angels driving people away from disbelief.75

The “thunder verse”, Q 13:13, is used to illustrate this meteorological role in

particular, as it associates thunderwith angels in thepraise of God.Tustarī com-

ments on this verse with a saying attributed to ʿIkrima (d. 104/723): “Thunder is

an angel who has been put in charge of the clouds; he drives them along just as

a camel herder would do his camels,” accompanied by two ḥadīth on thunder

being God’s pleasure, or being the clouds’ laugh, giving an overall very positive

viewof thesemeteorological events.76 In IbnBarrajān 1, the comment onQ 13:13

is a paraphrase, however. The editor of the volume added a lengthy footnote

with several different sources defining “thunder” (raʿd) as the voice of an angel,

or an angel dedicated to the clouds or driving them,77 suggesting a pervasive

association of meteorological events with angels. This footnote also illustrates

how the meteorological theme turns out to have a dominant role among the

different angelic roles within the commentaries of Ibn Barrajān. Indeed, we

find angels in charge of the winds in the alluding verses Q 51:1–3, Q 77:1, and

Q 79:4, as well as in various other places of the commentaries of Ibn Barra-

jān.78 Additionally, in contrast to Tustarī, it is in Ibn Barrajān 2 that we find

thunder associated with provoking fear (takhwīf ). Furthermore, with regard to

Q 13:12–13 Ibn Barrajān 2 describes the prophet as having an “angelic meaning”

in the sense of an angelic dimension (bi-mā kāna fī rasūl Allāhmin al-maʿnā al-

malakī) whichmade him sensitive tometeorological events: “Whenever winds

rose or a vision appeared in the sky, his color yellowed and his disquiet grew.”79

in some ḥadīth could be traced back to ancient thunder gods, whereby clouds were both

a destructive force and bringers of necessary rain; there is also a curious ḥadīth involving

prayers to an “angel of the sun” that could have links with ancient Egyptian mythology.

See Burge, “ ‘Panangelon:’ Angelology and Its Relation to Polytheism.”

74 Frederick S. Colby, “Uniting Fire and Snow: Representations and Interpretations of the

Wondrous Angel ‘Ḥabīb’ in Medieval Versions of Muḥammad’s Ascension,” in The Inter-

mediate Worlds of Angels, 261.

75 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 227.

76 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 100.

77 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 179–181.

78 Respectively: Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 187; ibid. 428–429; ibid. 443; I did not list all occur-

rences here, as it does not add to the function, however such examples can be found in

Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 179, 485, 545 among many others in that single volume.

79
.هقلقدّتشاوهنولّرفساةليخمءامسلايفتلّيختوأحيرلاتّبهىتم

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 422
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Baqlī provides a mainly mystical commentary on this same verse, Q 13:13 (see

the next chapter); however, hementions the report attributed to Ibn al-Zanjānī

(?), as follows: “The rumbling is the angels’ thunderbolts, lightning the sighs of

their hearts, and rain their crying.”80

In the alluding verses Q 79:1–4, Ibn Barrajān 1 sees different categories of

angels, other than meteorological ones, determined by the actions they con-

duct in these verses. Those that “wrest violently” and “draw out quickly” in

Q 79:1–2 would be angels of death; as well as angels of plants, production, and

growth, taking care of these processes by encouragingwhat needs to be encour-

aged, and removing what needs to be removed. In Q 79:3, those that “glide

serenely” would be angels in charge of making planets and starsmaintain their

course, and in Q 79:4 those that “race to the fore” would be angels preceding

God’s winds wherever these are sent, although the author offers an alternative

interpretation where horses are meant in this verse.81 In Ibn Barrajān 2 these

suggested angels have ameteorological role yet again, but the accent is on their

“core” function of vivifying creation, of “activating the object for which it was

created,” or “preserving creation,”82 awider guardian role that is seennumerous

times throughout his commentary.

2.2 The Cosmological Function in the Non-angelic Verses

2.2.1 Relationship between Angels and Humans

Commentaries on this echo the commentaries on angelic verses in a rather

expected way. Here are some examples fromTustarī to Baqlī. First, an idea that

we find in Tustarī on Q 59:783 and in other commentaries, is that one mark of

distinction for humans is to have a more specific relationship with angels. For

instance, in Q 7:46, Tustarī identifies the “people of the Heights” with “the peo-

ple of gnosis [mystical knowledge] (maʿrifa)”, honored by this standing, “and

the two angels know them.”84 Considering Q 20:118, Sulamī presents a report

attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ, in which he mentions three elements marking the spe-

cial place of man in the Creation: his external appearance, the breathing of the

80
.مهئاكبرطملاو،مهتدئفأتارفزقربلاو،ةكئالملاتاقعصدعولا

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 226

81 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 443.

82
.قولخملاظفح،هلدجوامللوفعملاطشنت

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 819

83 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 226.

84 Ibid. 73.
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Spirit into him, and the bowing of angels.85 Tustarī’s commentary on Q 114:4

relates an encounter with amanwho decided to stay inMecca after many trav-

els because itwas filledwithwonders; a placewhere “the angels unceasingly cir-

cumambulate the House [Kaaba] morning and night in diverse forms.”86 This

indicates a possible interaction, if only by sight, between people (who are not

prophets) and angels. This story also echoes the centrality of the Kaaba, seen in

the praxis and credo functions, reinforcing here the importance of Mecca and

its physical and spiritual centrality.

A possibly greater interaction between non-prophets and angels is found

in the Sulamī commentary on Q 16:128, in a report attributed to Mimshāʾ al-

Dīnwarī (d. 299/912) that provides a personal cause of revelation (sabab al-

nuzūl) to this verse: “I saw one of the angels, and he told me: ‘All of those who

are with God are annihilated except one man.’ I asked him: ‘Who?’, he told me:

‘The one with whom God was when He said “Truly God is with those who are

reverent, and those who are virtuous.” ”87

With regard to thehuman/angel comparison, Sulamī alsopresents ananony-

mous report concerning Q 18:18, in which someone is asked about the differ-

ence between the lights of God’s guidance (anwār hidāyatihi) and the lights of

the angels (anwāral-malāʾika).The answer is that the lights of the angels are the

lights of His generosity (karāmātihi) and the lights of the children of Adam are

the lights of His guidance and “this is both an inner (ẓāhir) and outer (bāṭin)

light,” a human duality that Chapter 5 echoes and shows in more detail. This

answer also causes a greater awe, hence this part of the verse: “thou wouldst

have turned away in flight.” The report ends with an allusion to a particular

ḥadīth, containing yet another comparison of a case of intra-Islamic legitimiza-

tion: “there was no flight from the angels’ lights at the occultation as there was

a flight like that of Satan from ʿUmar bin al-Khaṭṭāb.”88

85 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 451.

86 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 321.

87
؟وهنمو:تلق،دحاولجرالإكلاهوهفىلاعتهللاعمناكنملّك:يللوقيةكئالملانماكلمتيأر

.نونسحممهنيّذلاواوقّتانيذّلاعمهللانّإ:هلوقوهوهعمهللاناكنم:لاق

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 380

88
.باطخلارمعنمناطيشلارارفكارارفبجحلادنعةكئالملاراونأنمنكيملو

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 407

Several ḥadīth seem to be about Satan fleeing ʿUmar, see for instance ḥadīth 2396 in Saḥīḥ

muslim.
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On the “verse of Light” Q 24:35, for which Sulamī offers numerous reports,

one is attributed to al-Junayd (d. 298/911), whereby God enlightens (mun-

awwar) the heart of the angels so that they glorify and sanctify Him (sabbaḥū-

huwa-qaddasūhu), and the hearts of theMessengers so that they know the true

mystical knowledge (ḥata ʿarafū ḥaqīqat al-maʿrifa) andworshipHimwith true

worship (ḥaqīqat al-ʿubūdiyya). Two anonymous reports further draw a parallel

betweenmystics and angels: “the light of heavens is the angels, and the light of

the earth is the Friends of God” (on the verse of light); “He made the Earth a

dwelling-place for His Friends, and the sky a canopy for His angels” (on verse

Q 40:54).89 Above all, however, a special place is already made for the Prophet.

Within a long report on Q 48:29, attributed to al-Qāsim in Sulamī, we find a

brief mention of Muḥammad, who appears as distinguished above both angels

and other prophets.90

Herewealso find angels involved in reflectionsonemotions. Sulamīpresents

a report onQ32:16, attributed to al-Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (d. 108/728), about thenotion

of fear: “The fear of the Prophets, the Friends of God, and themasters of mysti-

cal knowledge is the fear of impudence, and the fear of the angels is the fear of

God’s cunning, and the fear of the general people is the fear of the destruction

of the self, and expectation and hope are thematter in cause”.91 This is another

example of emotions attributed to angels, although they are often presented as

pure spirits. This specific fear underlines one of their basic roles, obeying God

to the letter of His word—as misunderstanding him because of His cunning

would mean failing at their role. Another unexpected reaction of angels, that

of dispute, also emerges in the commentaries. Sulamī identifies the “Highest

Assembly” (al-malaʾ al-aʿlā) as angels in his commentary on Q 55:1–2 by allud-

89
.ءايلوألاضرألارونوةكئالملاتاوامسلارون

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq, ii, 46–52

.هتكئالملءانبءامسلاوهئايلوألارارقضرألالعج

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 212

The same report is given by Baqlī (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 239), who repeats it in more

mystical terms on Q 42:13 (ibid. 262).

90 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 259.

91
فوخوهللاركمفوخةكئالملافوخوطيلستلافوخفراعملابابرأوءايلوألاوءايبنألافوخ

.ةمهتلانيععمطلاوءاجرلاوسفنلافلتفوخةماعلا

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 138
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ing toQ 38:69,92 and so doesQushayrī, who elaborates on the same versewith a

quote attributed toMuḥammad: “I would not have had knowledge of this High-

est Assembly and their dispute if God had not informed me of it,” mentioning

further that these angels were in dispute concerning Adam and his being sent

to Earth.93

Although angels are seen as disputing about men, they also witness human

actions. Commenting on Q 7:168, Qushayrī mentions angels and the rest of the

creatures as witnesses “to the core of men, in their differences and agreement,

devotion and hypocrisy.”94 Later, writing about Q 25:44, Qushayrī puts together

an interesting summary of the variable hierarchical relationship between hu-

mans, angels, and animals, thus somehow settling the ambivalence running

through all the passages discussing this relationship:

Indeed God—Exalted He be—created the angels and molded them on rea-

son, [He created] the cattle and gave them the instinct of passion, and [He

created] humans and built in them both matters; so he who has his passion

in control of his reason is worse than cattle, and he who has his reason in

control of his passion, then he is better than the angels … So the shaykhs

said.95

92 Al-Sulamī, ii, 292. In the “angelic verse” part of this section, we have seen that the Highest

Assembly is more generally identified with the first Heaven by Ibn Barrajān.

93
ينّفرعهللانأالولهيفمهماصتخاوىلعألاألملابملعنميلناكامو

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 262

Following this is another comment, presented as a khabar on theProphet andGabriel, and

the comment ends in a way that could suppose that all of it is reported from the Prophet:

“And thus it was revealed to me and I am but a clear warner” (wa-hakadhā innamā yūḥā

ilayya wa-anā mundhir mubīn).

94
.قافنلاوصالخإلاو،قافولاوفالخلايفمهرهاوج

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 582

95
بكّرومدآينبو،مهرطفىوهلاىلعومئاهبلاو،مهلبجلقعلاىلعوةكئالملاقلخ—هناحبس—هللانّإو

…ةكئالملانمريخوهفهاوههلقعبلغنمو،مئاهبلانمّرشوهفهلقعهاوهبلغنمف،نيرمألامهيف

.خياشملالاقكلذك

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 638

On Q 98:7, Qushayrī makes a similar but much shorter comment: The believers here who

are in this verse “the best of creation” are described by Qushayrī as better than the angels

(al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 754).
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This potential of humans has been previoulsy noted and belongs to the never-

ending debate of “Who is better, man or angel?”. Similarly, within the commen-

tary of the 19h surah, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions “human satans” (shayāṭīn al-

ins) and “human angels” (malāʾikat al-ins),96 according to one’s created nature,

which could give him the same solution as offered by Qushayrī to resolve the

ambiguity in the angel/human hierarchy. However, his comment is followed

by a comparison of the order between the growth of man and cosmological

growth by God’s command (nushūʾ al-amr), “In the world, from mineral to

plant, to animal, to man and jinn, to believer, to Friend, to Prophet, to angel,

and he who studies the existence thoroughly will find it as we mentioned.”97

This gives an interesting albeit classically hierarchical vision of theworldwhich

turns the previous relationship between angels and humans, as seen in the

story of Adam, on its head. In the commentary on the 30th surah, Ibn Barra-

jān 2 echoes this cosmological hierarchy, but with the word “degree” (daraja)

which has a more mystical connotation. All creatures have different degrees,

until the Spirit is breathed into them and out of which is created the degree of

humanity. Within this degree, subcategories are classified as follows: human,

believer, Friend (waliyy), Prophet, Messenger, and then angel.98

Lastly, turning to Baqlī, he mentions the creation of Adam again when com-

menting on the 3rd surah, giving the reason that God gave “the robe of honor

of His stewardship” (khilʿa khilāfatihi) to Adam for explaining the bowing of

96 This theme of angelic and devilish humans is found in different places of Ibn Barrajān 1,

for example, a brief sentence within the commentary of the 23rd surah, on an end-of-

the-world scene with the Dajjāl and his party, sending satans in the form of men, and the

righteous party (al-ḥizb al-ṣāliḥ) sending angels in the form of men (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr

iv, 118).

97
أرقتسانموكلمىلإيّبنىلإقداصىلإنمؤمىلإنجوسنإىلإناويحىلإتابنىلإدامجنمملاعلايف

.انركذامىلعهافلأدوجولا

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 483

He presents the same hierarchy, with slightly more details and the concept of a “link”

(waṣl) between each class of beings, commenting on (43:60) (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 95),

and again the same hierarchy writing on (55:19) where he talks about a “barzakh” being

between each class of beings (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 245). This chain of creature is a fea-

ture of a Neoplatonic representation of the universe (Burge, Angels in Islam 90).

98 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 561. On (2:269) Baqlī similarly designates the posi-

tion of the angels as “the highest position of the positions of the Friends of God and the

highest rank of the stations of the pure”

.ءايفصألاتاماقمنمايلعلاةبترموءايلوألالزانمنمىلعألاةلزنم

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 112
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angels.99 On the subject of Jesus in Q 4:171, Baqlī then offers an alternative

vision to the reason for angels bowing to Adam, as he compares how people

were drawn to Jesus, “as the angels of God loved (ʿashaqat) the face of Adam,

and because of this they bowed to Adam.”100 Baqlī later presents an alterna-

tive explanation to the ambivalent angel/human relationship and hierarchy.

Regarding Q 17:70, he explains that the preference (al-afḍaliyya) given to some

men, such as prophets, over “angels drawn near” (al-malāʾika al-muqarrabūn)

is not due to their constitution, which does not go beyond the “station of rea-

son” (maqām al-ʿaql), but because of the “innermost secret deposited in them”

(al-sirr al-mūdaʿa fī-him).101 In relation to this, he uses a threefold comparison

to highlight these special men when commenting on Q 40:12, playing on both

exoteric and esoteric cosmology. He identifies “cherubim” (karūbiyyin) adorn-

ing the heavens, as “He adorned the Earth with the Prophets and the Friends

of God,” and as the hearts of the mystical knowers (al-ʿārifīn) are adorned with

“the suns of the Essence’s disclosure, the moons of the Attributes’ droop, and

the fires of themasteries of the secrets of the Kingdom and the Sovereignty.”102

This threefold comparison between a special class of angels in heaven, a special

class of humans on Earth, and their hearts within which the divine connection

resides, outlines an esoteric cosmology.

2.2.2 General Cosmology

This theme also appears in different examples from Tustarī to Baqlī in non-

angelic verses.Writing on Q 16:53, Tustarī points out that bearers of the Throne

are higher in rank than other angels.103 As for the recording angels in Q 3:61,

Tustarī follows up with the idea of their limited capabilities, as seen previously

in the theological function, by saying that those humans who glorify God are

those who remember, and “this is not written down by the recording angels, for

it is a witnessing of the One remembered in a remembrance that is through the

99 Ibid. 143.

100 Ibid. 290.

101 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 370.

102
رارسأتادايستارينوتافصلايّلدترامقأوتاذلايلجتسومش)…(ءايلوألاوءايبنألابضرألاانّيزامك

.توربـجلاوتوكـلملا

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 245

Later, regarding Q 41:38, these same cherubim and Friends of God are “those who are with

thy Lord that glorify Himnight and day” (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 251).Wewill come back

to the cherubim andmuqarrabūn in the next chapter.

103 Al-Tustarī Tafsīr 108.
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One remembered.”104 This goes even further than the cosmological shift in the

Quran,whereby the only intermediaries betweenGod andhumanswere angels

instead of the free-willed jinn. Here, the connection to the divine is direct and

cannot even be comprehended by the angels.

A more usual limitation in knowledge is seen in Sulamī writing on Q 7:172,

with a report attributed to al-Ḥusayn (d. 60/680), according to which none of

the “angels drawn near” (al-malāʾika al-muqarrabīn) “knows what made the

Creation appear, and how the End and the Beginning come about.”105 Similarly,

in verse Q 7:1, consisting of some letters (alif, lām, mīm, ṣād), Sulamī presents a

report attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ on the significance of letters. God has given them

a secret ( jaʿala lahā sirran), and “when he created Adam He breathed into

him this secret (dhālika al-sirr), while he did not transmit it to the angels.”106

However, on (20:6), Sulamī elaborates on the “secret” (sirr) mentioned in this

verse, which is possibly different or greater from the one just mentioned, as it

is presented as something that is not known by humans, or angels, or Satan, or

reason.107

In Q 69:38–39, Sulamī interprets what is seen and what is not in a parallel

manner, with a report attributed to al-Ḥusayn: “what has been shown” means

what has been shown to the angels, to the Pen and the Tablet (li-l-malāʾika wa-

l-qalam wa-l-lawḥ), and “what has not been shown” means what God has not

brought into existence and which the Pen has not written and was not felt by

the angels.108

Regarding Q 30:22, which mentions the diversity of tongues as signs of God,

as well as Earth and Heavens, Qushayrī presents a parallel between the diver-

sity of human languagesmentioned in this verse and angels: “Of His signs is the

diversity of tongues of the people on Earth, and the diversity of glorification

of the angels who are the inhabitants of the Heaven.”109 This is one example

104 Ibid. 45.

105 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 249. The attribution to the Prophet’s grandson is only a supposition,

as we have not found this saying elsewhere.

106 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 219. This preference for humans is mentioned again in Sulamī on

(50:1–2) through another report attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ (al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 292).

107 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 435. Similarly, Qushayrī mentions briefly on (20:82) that the angels

do not have access to God’s innermost secret (al-sirriyya), (al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 469).

108 We find these remarks in a report attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ on the same verses in Baqlī, ʿArāʾis

al-bayān iii, 450. Sulamī further explains that “what has been shown” alsomeanswhat has

been shown to the creation of His Attributes (ṣifātihi), His work (ṣunʿihi) and His knowl-

edge (ʿilmihi) and “what has not been shown” has been kept as a grain (dharra) in this

world and the next, lest it consume—had it been shown—all creation (al-Sulamī,Ḥaqāʾiq

ii, 348.)

109 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 113. On Q 41:38, he calls angels “the inhabitants of the next world”
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of the classic subsuming of the exoteric dimensions of the sky and the air,

in imagination, to the theological heaven, related to the “Kingdom” (malakūt)

and the eschatological concept of the afterlife (al-ākhira), which are all part

of the Unseen, and all of which are places where the angels are among the

main inhabitants or actors. Qushayrī provides further details on what exactly

“descends” from these Heavens in verse Q 34:2: rain, angels, blessings (baraka),

livelihood (rizq), and justice (ḥukm).110 Qushayrī, referring to Q 51:22, repeats

to readers that “part of your livelihood” (qismat arzāqikum) is in the Heavens,

and angels dedicated to this are in charge of bringing it down from there.111

With reference toQ57:4,Qushayrī adds an ascendingmovement:Whereas rain,

livelihood, and angels with justice and revelation descend, other angels, devo-

tions of the servants, supplications of the Creation, the folios of those in charge

(presumably of the angels-scribes), and the souls of the believers ascend to the

Heavens.112 This dual movement of descent and ascent echoes the well-known

biblical theme of the stairs leading to Heaven.

Ascending angels and biblical influences are also seen in Ibn Barrajān 1,

reflecting on Q 32:4–5, who dives into a long comment on the seven Heavens,

the seventh having the Throne (al-ʿarsh) and the Seat (al-kursī), though there

is a Throne for each heaven, and whereby angels ascend (taʿruj) with the Com-

mand and descend between the Earth and the first Heaven. He then mentions

what is recorded in “the previous books and the primordial science” (al-kutub

al-mutaqaddimawa-l-ʿilmal-awwal) of the four angels bearing theThrone: “one

is like a man, one is like a bull, one is like a lion, and one is like an eagle.”113

Though he later mentions Seraphiel (Isrāfīl), Michael, Gabriel and Azrael as

bearers of the Throne among eight (a number the commentator draws from

a quoted ḥadīth),114 the description of these first four angels are an interest-

ing example of the survival and re-use of pre-Islamic beliefs and cosmological

imaginaries; it echoes more specifically the ḥayyōt in the vision of Ezechiel in

the Bible.115

(sukkān al-ākhira), (al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 333).

110 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 176.

111 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 464.

112 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 533.

113 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 369–370.

114 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 372–373. He repeats this later in the commentary on the 69th

surah, both the four animal-like angels, and the four archangels, of which he names only

two, Michael and Seraphiel (Isrāfīl), while he remarks that for the other two their “names

dropped frommy memory” (kharaja dhikr asmāʾa-humā ʿan dhikrī), Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr

v, 373.

115 Burge explains that while the influence is clear, and this tradition widespread in Islamic
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Regarding natural elements and the Islamic retelling of older cosmologi-

cal imaginaries, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions Q 38:67–69 and Q 38:71 on a sepa-

rate section of his commentary of the 6th surah, writing about angels who

are not allowed to err (lam yajuz alayhim khaṭīʾa), among them angels created

of water, an element that also proceeds from light (min qabīl al-nūr). These

angels are “spread out for remembrance and devotion in what they were given

care of plants, minerals, and Earth.” The commentator explains then that these

angels and their actions were called “the Forces” (al-qiwā) by the “ancients”

(al-awāʾil) who had not received any light of revelation (nūr nubuwwa), and

although this appellation was not wrong per se, it included mostly pagan ways

that the commentator deplores.116 This shows, however, an attempt to stream-

line elements from different belief systems into a logical arc of Islamic cosmol-

ogy.

Regarding the different planes of existence, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions the allud-

ing verses 72:26–27 within the commentary of the 27th surah, and comments

on the relativity of the “Unseen” (ghayb), of which he gives a concise definition:

TheUnseen is such relatively to some and not others, such as the angels and

their knowledge are unseen to us, but they are not so to themselves, and so is

the case for the jinn, and everything that is hidden from our witnessing and

our knowledge is unseen to us, even if it is seen and known by others than

us, and the absolute Unseen is what is not known by anyone but itself, such

as His words “And with him are the keys of the Unseen. None knows them

but He”.117

Ibn Barrajān 1 further details cosmological planes in his commentary onQ 67:1:

the “Dominion” (mulk) mentioned in the verse is the “external world, what is

seen” (ẓāhir al-ʿālam, al-mushāhidminhu), and the “Kingdom” (malakūt) is “the

texts, this image “is adapted, used and developed in Islamic traditions independently”

(Burge, Angels in Islam 60).

116 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 247.

117
اوسيلو،انقحيفبيغمهمهمولعوةكئالملاك،ضعبنودضعبىلإةفاضإلابابيغنوكيامبيغلانمو

ادهاشمناكنإو،انقحيفبيغوهفانملعوانتدهاشمنعباغاملكو،نجلاكلذكو،مهسفنأدنعبيغب

الإهملعيالبيغلاحيتافمهدنعو{هلوقبىنعملاك،هاوسهلمعيالهنأعوطقملابيغلاامنإو،اناوسلامولعمو

.}وه

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 253
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inner one, the affair of the angels” (huwa bāṭinuhu, wa-huwa fiʿl al-malāʾika).

God is “the Maker” (al-ṣāniʿ), the Dominion is what is Made (maṣnūʿ), and

the Making is the affair of the angels (wa-l-ṣanʿa fiʿl al-malāʾika) who organize

God’s command and wish—“and because He hid the Making in the Made, He

called the hidden: Kingdom.”118 This implies that the angelic plane is situated

within the physical one, a notion that we will find with Ibn ʿArabī in Chapter 5.

From this Unseen, commenting on Q 2:164, Ibn Barrajān 2 describes the clouds

driven by the angels to make the “dead land” (al-balad al-mayyit) alive with “a

life extracted from the Unseen of Paradise.”119 Later he writes that angels keep

this “position” of being hidden in creation, and do so until Judgment Day, when

they will stand “behind the creatures” (min warāʾ al-khalāʿiq).120 Furthermore,

at the end of the world, angels’ existence seems to depend on the world’s phys-

ical existence. In the comment on Q 2:153, he writes that if God decides to end

an Earth and its celestial system to create a better one, “this order comprises

the death of its angels,”121 which echoes angelic mortality seen in Tustarī com-

menting on Q 39:69 in Chapter 1.

The relation between mystics and angels appears again when Baqlī gives a

mystical definition of the Unseen onQ 11:123, comparing angels and the special

group of the mystics:

118
.اتوكـلم:يفخملاىمس،عونصملايفةعنصلاءافخإلو

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 358–359

In Ibn Barrajān 2, he calls the Kingdom (malakūt) the “object” or “deed” of the angels

(mafʿūl al-malāʾika) (Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 303; ibid. 601), and further-

more “what the angels do” ( fa-huwa ma yafalahu al-malāʾika) (Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān

Commentary 736), and a “secret within the existence of the dominion” (sirr fī wujūd al-

mulk) (ibid. 779).

119
.ةنجلابيغنمجرختسملاةايحلا

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 160

Angels dedicated to life on Earth in all of its forms is also a recurrent theme in both Ibn

Barrajān 1, and IbnBarrajān 2. Another example is the commentary of the 87th surah,with

the mention of angels of the sun, water and “what God made under the Earth” (mā jaʿala

Allāh fī al-turāb) (ibid. 840).

120 Ibid. 850.

121 Ibid. 153. To Ibn Barrajān, angels are indeed seen as an essential part of the world’s infras-

tructure, both spiritual and physical, as we have seen earlier when Ibn Barrajān 1 com-

mented on Q 42:5, in which the angels’ intercession accorded by God held the world

together, while Ibn Barrajān 2 reiterates this same thought on the beginning of 37th surah

(ibid. 602).
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The Unseen of the heavens is what is found of the sciences of the destinies

in the hearts of the angels, that flows in qualities of fate and divine decree

on the servants’ actions; and the Unseen of the Earth is the sciences of the

mystical knowledge of His Essence and His Attributes in the hearts of the

Prophets, the Messengers, the mystical knowers and the sincere.122

Regarding access to this Unseen, in his commentary on Q 3:84 Baqlī explains

that he who is overcome by the love-affection (maḥabba) of God sees with his

“innermost vision” (abṣār sirrihi) the world of the Kingdom and the “Unseen

of the Real” (ghayb al-ḥaqq) of which the angels are part.123 Mystical charac-

teristics help the seeker cross planes of existence, having a wider reach within

Islamic cosmos than most believers.

2.2.3 Specific Cosmological Roles

As previously seen in the angelic verses section, the “meteorological angels”

appearnumerous times throughout theworks of IbnBarrajān.This is true of his

commentaries on the non-angelic verses as well, as if this aspect of the natural

world had a particular importance to him. Among these exampleswe canmen-

tion his commentary on Q 13:17, underlying the utmost importance of rain. He

likens the descent of the Quran with Gabriel to the descent of rain with angels,

and more generally the descent of knowledge (ʿilm) and revelation (waḥī) on

God’s command.124 In Ibn Barrajān 2we also find interpretations of the “We” of

majesty as a plural pronoun to designate angels and the wind and God’s action

through them in bringing water and life, described in Q 50:9.125 This could be

a way to explain this metaphorical “We” as a literal plural for God’s angelic

servants, as seen in the first chapter, with Qushayrī’s examination of Q 89:22.

122
لاعفأىلعردقلاوءاضقلاتوعنبيرجتيتلارداقملامولعنمةكئالملابولقيفامتاوامسلابيغ

.نيقداصلاونيفراعلاونيلسَرملاوءايبنألابولقيفهتفصوهتاذةفرعممولعضرألابيغو،دابعلا

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 144

123 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 164.

124 Ibn Barrajān 1,Tafsīr iii, 191–194. Another example is in the comment onQ 15:22–23, where

air and water are sent with angels in charge of the winds, with the reiteration of angels

taking care of nature and its elements, responsible for its movements and changes (Ibn

Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 260–261).

125 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 572. Another example of trying to avoid a literal

presence of God and replacing his direct presence is seeing angels intervene where one

would usually understand God, or at least an unknown narrator. Ibn Barrajān 2 explains,

regarding Q 75:11, that the angels are answering humans at Judgment Day, telling them

“Nay! But there shall be no refuge” (Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 807).
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These commentaries move away from a strict “bilā kayf ” Sunni approach of

the Quran regarding anthropomorphic mentions of God, and instead of avoid-

ing any explanation, they seem to attempt a more “pragmatic” understanding

by involving angels where need be. This illustrates another way of dealing with

the literal/figurative reading of the Quran: using the literal characters of angels

to analyze a verse that is read figuratively.

The main angelic relationship to the Quran is the transmission by Gabriel,

but we find other examples, as when Qushayrī writes that “the angels of night

andday” are the subject of thewitnessing done in verseQ 17:78 on the “Quranof

dawn” (qurʾān al-fajr).126 Similarly, Baqlī sees in this verse the Quran “attended

to by the presence of the angels of night and day.”127

Among the specific angelic roles is that of teacher in a reversal of the known

Quranic topoi of Adam teaching the angels. In the commentary of the 29th

surah, Ibn Barrajān 2 elaborates a mystical vision of devotions, within which

the “high knowledge” (al-ʿilm al-ʿaliyy) is “reserved to the elite of [God’s] ser-

vants” (al-makhzūn li-khawāṣṣ ʿibādihi) who gain it, partly thanks to the angels:

[… The high knowledge] which is the knowledge of the Oneness in its over-

arching truth over all knowledge, that the Prophets conducted and that the

angels—peace upon them—taught until its knowers sawwith the visions of

their hearts the truth propagate in the Heavens and the Earth.128

Other specific cosmological roles briefly appear within commentaries on non-

angelic verses. On the 38th surah, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions angels in charge of

the celestial spheres (aflāk), a role that Ibn ʿArabī will write about too (seen in

Chapter 5).129 Commenting onQ 52:41, Ibn Barrajān 1 explains that angels write

whatever the world of the Unseen delivers to them.130 On the 112th surah, Ibn

Barrajān 2 identifies “the angels drawn near” (al-malāʾika al-muqarrabūn) as

the Throne-Bearers, sent everywhere in creation when the order is given recit-

ing this surah.131 Analyzing (76:16), Ibn Barrajān 1 comments on a very specific

126 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 364.

127 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 379.

128
وكردمىريىتحمالسلامهيلعةكئالملاهمّلعوءايبنألاهاّدأملعلكىلعلمتشملاهتقيقحبديحوتلاملعوهو

.ضرألاوتاوامسلايفثوثبملاقحلامهبولقراصبأبكلذ

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 550

129 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 519.

130 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 205.

131 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 894.
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role; i.e., angels making vials of silver (qawārīr min al-fiḍḍa) mentioned in the

verse,132 adding illustrative details to the otherwise very elliptic verse for the

sake of the reader. Sulamīwas already presenting a report onQ 52:23 attributed

to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ, which takes this verse with majlis-like scenes as a metaphor where

the attendant’s role (al-sāqī) is given to angels and the drink is the remem-

brance of God, with drunkenness being related to witnessing (sukruhum ʿalā

al-mushāhada), and people being the companions of God ( julasāʾ Allāh).133

This outlines an image of Paradise close to the fabled Caliphal courts. These

diverse secondary angelic roles also participate in the function of cosmolog-

ical enrichment—presented in the next chapter—which might help readers

recreate and appropriate the Islamic cosmology into their life, andwhichmight

especially help mystically-oriented readers switch their attention tomore spir-

itual and inner matters—of which the angels are the foremost representa-

tives.

3 The Role of Messenger: The Classic Cosmological Function in tafsīr

3.1 Angels as Messengers in Angelic Verses

Mentions of Gabriel, themessenger par excellence, naturally andmostly belong

to this category. This obvious fact needs no deep analysis, although the reader

should keep it in mind. In the next chapter, a separate section concerns angels

with personal names, and it is under the new light that we will review the

main mentions of Gabriel. We will review here other cases of angel messen-

gers, starting with the story of Abraham’s guests. In Q 51:24, they are iden-

tified as angels by Tustarī and Qushayrī,134 and with numbers. They could

either be 12 different angels, or Gabriel accompanied by seven other angels,

or three angels. However, Sulamī reports only around the concept of “honored

ones” (mukramīn) in these verses,135 even though he does identify angels in

anotherQuranic version of the story of Abraham’s guests inQ 11:69–73, through

a report attributed to al-Tirmidhī (d. ca. 320/938) and another anonymous

one.136

On these same verses, Q 11:69–73, Qushayrī explains that Abraham did not

recognize them as angels at first, because they appeared asmen. The commen-

132 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 421.

133 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 281. The same report is given by Baqlī (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 352).

134 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 208; Qushayrī, iii, 465–566.

135 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 275–276.

136 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 321.
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tary elaborates on the etiquette of preparing food for guests (as mentioned in

the previous chapter), and it is when Abraham’s guests did not touch the food

that he recognized them for what they were,137 adding an interesting detail at

the end of the commentary:

It was said in that time that angels did not descend openly except for punish-

ment; so when they restrained themselves from taking food and he under-

stood they were angels, he became afraid that they had been sent for the

punishment of his people.138

A few verses later, in Q 11:81, Qushayrī also identifies themessengers sent to Lot

as angels, with the recurring theme of terrifying angels. With the example of

the prophetic sīra and the first encounter with Gabriel, the modern reader will

recall that angels always tend to be associated with fright, therefore seeing one

is not a good sign. They need then to state their good intentions to Lot, inwords

in this case, as the commentary shows: “Do not worry, for they did not come to

you with evil intentions, and indeed we are the messengers of your Lord come to

destroy them.”139

In his commentary on the version of the story of Abraham in Q 15:51–60 and

the story of Lot in Q 15:61–65, Ibn Barrajān 1 identifies the messengers unsur-

prisingly as angels, however, showing an awareness of the biblical Hebrew

ambiguity (seen in Chapter 1), he mentions that although the Torah mentions

“men” (rijāl), they are in reality angels.140

On the topic of sending down angels and the Spirit in verse Q 16:2, Sulamī

explains that people receiving inspiration from angels or the Spirit are those

137 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 145–146. This echoes an earlier commentary by Qushayrī on Q 8:9

as appearing as men.

138 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 146. See also a similar commentary and confirmation of Abraham’s

guests as angels, aswell as Lot’s guests, inQ 15:51–65 in al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 275–276. Sim-

ilarly, in Q 11:69–74, Baqlī identifies angels who frighten Abraham (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān

ii, 127–130).

139
.مهكالهإلانئجكّبرلسراّنإو،ءوسبكيلإنولصيالمهنّإفكيلعال

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 149

He adds the reason why Lot’s wife is among the punished: She suggested to Lot’s people

that they should fornicatewith the angel. A similar commentary on the angels as source of

fright, in the sameLot story, is found in al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 96. Baqlī similarly identifies

angels in Lot’s story.

140 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 268 and 270. Ibn Barrajān 2 and Baqlī identify angels here as well

(Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 444; Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 296–297).
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who have attained the “station” (maqām) of prophecy, their situation com-

ing about with affliction (balāʾ) or mercy (raḥma). A more mystical report

attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ follows: Whoever converses with the angel in his “secret

self” ( fī sirrihi) will receive “details on the Unseen” (khaṣāʾiṣ al-ghayb), and

the angel will “open his soul to a way for gazing upon of the Nearness.”141 Fur-

thermore, in his commentary on Q 53:4 Sulamī introduces a report attributed

to al-Wāsiṭī (d. ca. 320/923), additionally specifying that common people (al-

ʿāmma) can receive “revelation” (waḥy) from the “Friends of God” (awliyāʾ),

while the human messengers (rusul) receive it from angels.142 However, com-

menting back on Q 16:2, Qushayrī explains that angels descend with Reve-

lation (waḥy) and a message (risāla) to the prophets, but they also descend

with “determination” (taʿrīf ) and inspiration (ilhām) to the “mystics spoken to”

(muḥaddathūn). In this case, as Qushayrī then concludes, different people can

interact with angels, but in contrast to prophets, “they are not commanded to

speak about it, and not burdened with bearing a message to Creation.”143 We

note here a variation on what is understood as “revelation”: Qushayrī makes

a linguistic distinction between revelation (for prophets) and inspiration (for

others), angels being at the origin of both, while his master Sulamī does not

distinguishprophetic revelation fromnon-prophetic revelation, thedistinction

being marked by the angels who are behind the prophetic revelation, and the

Friends of God behind the non-prophetic one.

Still discussing Q 16:2, Baqlī relays different reports, including those of the

“master” (al-Qushayrī) with the same idea of angels sent to different people

but not with the same mission. He then distinguishes some degrees of reve-

lation. On the heart tier, angels transmit secrets (asrār) to the masters of the

hearts (arbāb al-qulūb); then on the spiritual tier, revelation can also be about

the Attributes (al-ṣifāt), in which case it is done according to the different spir-

its’ trajectories in the world (ʿalā qadr sīrihi fī ʿālamihā); and finally, on the

innermost secrets’ tier, revelation of the Essence is direct, without mediators

(al-wasāʾiṭ).144 Writing on Q 22:75, Baqlī adds an interesting detail regarding

mystics: In their messenger function, angels are the intermediaries sent to

141
برقلاىلعفارشإلاىلإاقيرطهحورلحفي

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 362

142 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 284.

143 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 285. This characteristic, of interactions with angels without a mis-

sion of transmission of message, defines this category of mystics “muḥaddathūn,” because

angels speak to them (see also Lory, La dignité de l’homme 206).

144 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 308–309.
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prophets, while prophets are the intermediaries sent to the masses, and the

Friends of God are intermediaries for the Friends of God only,145 which sets

them apart from the dynamic between prophets and common people. This is

yet another example that conveys an understanding of these Friends as being

somewhat of an elite set, a notion which often runs through mystical writings

and uses the Arabic terms “khāṣṣa” or “khawāṣṣ”.

There is one specific case arising again in the matter of angels sent to a spe-

cial human group. Discussing Q 3:42, Qushayrī and Baqlī consider the capacity

of Mary to see and interact with angels as part of her distinction above all other

women, although Qushayrī notes that she might have been able to hear the

angels only, and not to see them.146 Alongwith Sulamī’s commentary onQ 53:4,

mentioned earlier, this easily supports the theory that classifies theVirginMary

as being in the ranks of the prophets (as seen at the beginning of this chapter),

although these Ashʿarite authors would not have considered her to be so.

An interesting case of themessenger role in the alluding verse Q 77:1 is the part

about “those sent forth” (mursalāt), which could be interpreted as messenger

angels, and how Sufi commentaries might draw different interpretations from

it. For example, Tustarī confirms that these feminine “envoys” (mursalāt) are

angels, while simultaneously also being understood as the believers’ spirits.147

Thus we have a clear case of two juxtaposed exoteric and esoteric interpreta-

tions, complementing each other beyond an apparent contradiction. In this

surah opening, Qushayrī also identifies angels sent with “good command” (al-

maʿrūf min al-amr), angels separating the permitted (al-ḥalāl) from the forbid-

den (al-ḥarām), andangels sending the revelation toprophets.148The commen-

tary of IbnBarrajān 1 reflects his preferred themes.The two first verses are about

angels in charge of meteorological events (associated with compassion), the

third is about angels taking care of existing things such as plants and animals,

and the fourth verse is about angels delivering the revelation.149

Within the general notion of messengers, we might also mention Qushayrī

commenting on Q 41:31–32 where he identifies the subject, “we” (naḥnu) as

145
ةصلاخءايلوأللءايلوألاومومعلاطئاسوءايبنألا،ءايبنألاطئاسوةكئالملا

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 546

146 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 242; Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 150.

147 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 261. His esoteric interpretation continues in the subsequent verses

Q 77:3–6.

148 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 670–671.

149 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 428.
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possibly meaning angels who descend upon the believers in Q 41:30, though

another possibility could be the direct speech of God with the “We” of majes-

ty.150 This open interpretation is another example of how angels are either used

as the literal explanation for the metaphorical “We” of majesty (as seen in the

previous section), or they are subsumed within the idea of God on a cosmo-

logical level, with very little to no independency in action, especially in their

important function of messengers. Lastly, remarking on Q 53:43, Ibn Barrajān 1

does not consider the Pharaoh’s asking Moses to see angels as a demand for

proof of God’s power (as suggested in Appendix 1), but rather as a demand for

angels to bear the news brought by Moses,151 thus underscoring this primary

functionof themessenger function that is associatedwithpeople seeing angels.

3.2 The Messenger Function in Non-angelic Verses

In the non-angelic verses, we find examples of angels being sent to various

prophets.Writing onQ 75:29, Tustarī briefly mentions Jacob and an angel bear-

ing good tidings to him, making the pangs of death easy for him to bear.152

Sulamī’s comments on Q 20:51 mention an anonymous report interpreting this

verse as an angel sent by God to Abraham telling him: “Oh Abraham, God is

indeed commanding you to know Him with your heart.”153 Qushayrī brings up

the stories of Abraham and Lot in his commentary on Q 24:11, highlighting that

Lot couldnot know that his guestswere angels until they informedhim.154 Con-

versely, a different light is cast on the relationship betweenprophets and angels

in Ibn Barrajān 2, with an eschatological ḥadīthmentioned, whereby the Dajjāl

would be accompanied by two angels looking like prophets.155

In these non-angelic verses, we also find explanations for the Quranic shift

from jinnmessengers to angel ones. Ibn Barrajān 1 touches briefly on the possi-

bility of God sending jinnmessengers to the jinn people, and not only human

ones, in his comments on Q 6:130. In his opinion, this verse is open to such an

interpretation, but he refutes the possibility of jinn messengers being sent to

humans for two reasons: They would not convey a message that is important

to humans, and they would not be seen by humans, which is a condition for

messengers andenvoys (wa-dhalik sharṭ fī al-mursilwa-l-mubligh), andbecause

the guides (aʾimma) are humans, not jinn, after their father has been tried and

150 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 329–330.

151 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 93.

152 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 258.

153 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 8.

154 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 597.

155 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 259.



94 chapter 2

refusedbyGod.156This raises the samequestion about angels:They arenot seen

by most people, and if they are, it is in a human form, but their selective visi-

bility is not enough to disqualify them as messengers. They are still preferred

over jinn, who are disqualified for this position in Islamic cosmology because

of their kinship to Satan, not just because of their invisibility.

The progression of the message is also described in these comments. In Ibn

Barrajān 2, a brief mention of the divine command is given to angels, who

then convey it from one Heaven to another until it reaches the “Boundary”

(muntahā, a word usually associated with the Lote Tree, sidrat al-muntahā),

which is the place of prophecy (nubuwwa) andmessage (risāla).157 This bound-

ary is presented as the interface between the angelic realm and the human one,

the point of contact for the transmission of messages.

Although Gabriel being sent to Muḥammad is central in Islamic cosmology,

the idea that an angelmessenger toMuḥammad is not necessary is very present

as well. The manner of resolving this ambiguity differs only slightly from one

author to the next. In Chapter 1 we have seen, in the theological function in

non-angelic verses, that Ibn Barrajān simply admits two parallel canals of com-

munication, one involving angels and another that is direct. The Prophet is thus

distinguished among prophets, as Qushayrī also comments on Q 4:162: During

themiʿrāj, God gave commands to Muḥammad regarding the prayers, without

the mediation of Gabriel (wāsiṭat Jibrīl).158 Similarly, and adding to his discus-

sion on the degrees of revelation in the previous section, Baqlī explains while

discussing Q 5:111 that the “revelation” (waḥī) sent to the human messengers

is both “specific” (khāṣṣ) and “general” (ʿāmm). The specific one is sent with-

out mediation, and the general one is sent through the mediation of Gabriel.

The specific one has different levels (marātib); to wit, the revelation of the Acts

(waḥī bi-l-fiʿl), the revelation of the Attributes (waḥī bi-l-ṣifa), and the revela-

tion of the Essence (waḥī bi-l-dhāt).159 The presence and role of Gabriel is then

to transmit to those who cannot receive a specific revelation, as a way to help

them understand a divine message or reality which, if made specific, would

156 This is an obvious reference to Iblīs, considered the father of the jinn in Islamic cosmol-

ogy:

ىبأفنوعلملاسِلبُملامهابأهللاربتخا

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 278

157 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 241.

158 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 389–390.We will see in Chapter 4 that angelic functions other than

the messenger role are highlighted in themiʿrāj accounts.

159 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 337.
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not require the existence of Gabriel anymore. In Chapter 5, we will see that Ibn

ʿArabī has a more symbolic understanding of this duality.

4 An Overlooked Cosmological Function in tafsīr: Angels as Testers

At the beginning of this chapter we saw that the “challenging” function was

held primarily by Satan (seen in Chapter 3), but also by Hārūt and Mārūt in

the Quran. Satan, whether considered an angel or jinn, has the primary role

of challenger or tempter to humanity; however, the following verses show that

other angels share this function at times, without belonging to the fallen angel

narrative arc.

On the Hārūt and Mārūt verse Q 2:102, Tustarī states that they did not act

without God’s prior knowledge of their actions, “which precedes the occur-

rence of the act of the one doing it.” Once again, God’s knowledge and will

encompasses all angels, including the seemingly independently willed an-

gels.160 Tustarī thus focuses back on the meaning of the verse, without the

stories attached to it later—thismight indicate that the later explanationswere

not yet as widely shared in Tustarī’s time.

Commenting on this verse, Qushayrī sees Hārūt and Mārūt as a lesson to

creation, with similar consequences as listening to Satan: “To creation, they

became sedition ( fitna), even a lesson, for to whoever listens to their say-

ings, without considering their ignorance, their affliction befalls [the listener]

as well as their distress in the next world.”161 This is already moving towards

blame falling on both angels and the people listening to them. However, for

Ibn Barrajān 1, Solomon and the two angels Hārūt and Mārūt are absolved by

God (barraʾa Allāh) from what satans were doing. Ibn Barrajān also seems to

follow the verse closely and independently from stories attached to it in non-

Sufi tafsīr, as seen at the beginning of this chapter. The doing of satans could

include wrongly following the guidance angels offered, attributing to them

and to Solomon sorcery that God had not allowed.162 He elaborates on this

160 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 22.

161
ةرخآلايفهباصأو،امهئالبهبقّلعتامهلهجبربتعيملو،امهليقىلإىغصأنمف،ةربعلبةنتفقلخللاراص

.امهئانع

al-qushayrī, i, 110

162 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 248–249. In a subsequent but separate section, Ibn Barrajān 1 fur-

ther refutes that Solomon used “sorcery” (siḥr), since this is not from God, and rejects the

widespread story of Solomon’s power contained in his ring, attributing this to falsified
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theme later: These angels were sent with knowledge of the Names and what

this required (ʿilm al-asmāʾ wa-mā taqtaḍīhi), as well as with cures against sor-

cery (dawāʾ min al-siḥr). As for their declaration “We are only a trial so do not

disbelieve”, Ibn Barrajān 1 says it was directed to knowledgeable people, mean-

ing “Do not deviate and do not turn away from the path so that it does not turn

away from you”. He writes that this was in a context where deviation and fitna

was said to bewidespread, at a timewhen knowledgeable peoplewere learning

from these angels arts that they then twisted, such as learning “what separates

the husband from the wife instead of what is required of affection, generosity

and friendship in God,” and such other negative things to which they added

sorcery (wa-yuḍīfūn ilā dhālik siḥr). What the angels taught was very close to

their opposite, as a twisted versionof this opposite: “Indeed the reversewaywas

close to this, that expressed the opposite.”163 In the same comment, the author

mentions satans learning from angels what they turned into error (ḍalāl) such

as star-spiritualism (rūḥāniyyat kawākib), which is among the things the verse

refers to in “They would learn that which harmed them and brought them no

benefit”.

The testing function also appears elsewhere, for example, in commentaries

on verses discussing the sending of visible angels, part of the credo function

(seen in Chapter 1). Ibn Barrajān 1 elaborates on Q 6:8–9, on the meaning

of God’s decision to send human messengers to humanity, and that had the

messenger been an angel, He would still have made him appear in human

form (something which is echoed in the story of Abraham’s guests). Although

the primary function is to define the Islamic credo, here the commentator

stresses the challenge and how one should not rely on appearances: Human

messengers have the appearance of humans (ẓawāhiruhum bashariyya), but

are angelswithin (bawāṭinuhummalakiyya),164 thus drawing a parallel with the

exoteric/esoteric dichotomy of knowledge typical to Sufi discourse. By using

the literal sense of both words (bāṭin/ẓāhir), it also blurs the frontier between

humanandangelicmessengers, and thiswill findanecho in Ibn ʿArabī, inChap-

stories (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 250). Though he keeps calling them angels throughout his

long commentary on the verse, he also raises the possibility that instead of “two angels”

(malakayn), it might have been “two kings” (malikayn), with the reading of a different

vowel on the lām (kasra instead of fatḥa), according to the reading of Ibn ʿAbbās and one

ʿAbd al-Raḥmān.

163
.داضتلانعاهبربعتيتلاةلباقملابهليبسهذهاممبرقيهّنإف

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 255–256

164 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 203.
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ter 5. Following this idea, the commentator explains that external appearance

does not indicate themessengers’ sincerity (ṣidqihim), and if one relies on their

outward aspect, then one lacks faith in them and in what they brought.

The idea of listeners put to the test by a messenger is illustrated again with

a second exoteric/esoteric comparison involving the Quranic text itself, which

poses a similar test to its reader or listener. The commentator writes that there

are clear verses (āyāt bayyināt li-l-ʿilm) and other, ambiguous ones, the “appear-

ance” or exoteric aspect of which does not correspond to their “inside” or eso-

teric aspect (mutashābihāt ẓawāhiruhā bi-khilāf bawāṭinuhā). If one then does

not reflect and research this internal side of the verse, then one cannot reach

the higher knowledge (rafīʿ al-ʿilm) and the degree of certainty (darajat al-

yaqīn), and one is left to be “at best a teacher or a reciter.”165 Angelic characters

and their possible appearance to men’s eyes in human form help the author

elaborate the function of a test of faith posed to humanity as a whole, con-

cerning prophets and their claims, on a first level. On a second level, it presents

another test, illustratingwhat separates a normal believer fromamystic in their

approach to the Quranic text and its message.166 It also incidentally alludes to

the commentator’s ideas about occupations and social hierarchies of his time.

5 Concluding Thoughts

The length of this chapter shows that thesemore general Quranic functions are

highly represented in the Sufi tafsīr, with some nuances from one author to the

next. They support and expand on theQuranic text, anchoring it in readers and

listeners’ imaginaries. We notice that angelic hierarchies are not very elabo-

rated. The Quran’s egalitarian aim ismaintained in commentaries. The cosmos

is complex, but angels are distinguished in it by their roles and functions, not by

their ranks and identities, although they are paradoxically sometimes used to

underline the specificity of some people in the human plane (caliphs,mystics).

We encounter interactions with biblical culture and figures, and shared

references by authors across geography and space, in writings suffused with

165
ائراقواسرادنوكينأهبترىلعأو

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 203

166 The Qurʿān as a “litmus test” in Ibn Barrajān’s works is researched in detail by Yousef

Casewit, where he also explains that his approach to the “ambiguous” verses (or “con-

similar/differentiated”, to use Casewit’s translation) is different from those of most Sufi

scholars from the Islamic East. See Casewit, The Mystics of al-Andalus 206–244.
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Neoplatonic hierarchies of beings within creation—a background shared with

non-Sufi sources of this time. In these hierarchies however, we often find angels

placed above men, which creates a tension with angels bowing to Adam in the

Quran, and that leaves the question of the superiority of man or angels open,

with different resolutions according to each author. This will appear again in

Ibn ʿArabī in Chapter 5.

When reading these works, the Eastern filiation from Tustarī and Sulamī to

Baqlī is quite evident, although they each approach the same themes differ-

ently, if only through their personal selection of reports and references to their

shared predecessors.

The tension between the figurative and literal readings of the Quran shows

in Sufi commentaries, fluctuating within each work but also between authors.

From the pragmatic Ibn Barrajān to the flowery poetical metaphors of Baqlī,

angels appear or disappear in different ways. Since authors accumulate differ-

ent interpretations over time—theirs and their predecessor’s—the figurative

or symbolic readings increase, adding to more literal comments, and this even

in Ibn Barrajān’s writings.

For example, on the only verse that describes angels, Q 35:1, Ibn Barrajān 1

briefly comments that the number of wings is meant as follows: one wing on

each side of an angel, or two wings on each side, or three wings on each side,

or four wings on each side, “the increasing of angels’ wings [being] for perfect-

ing their creation and completing that which they exist for,” adjoining a ḥadīth

where the Prophet describes Gabriel as having 600 wings.167 By means of this

quite exoteric commentary, he chooses to understand this verse as being about

pairs of wings, rather than having angels trying to fly with three wings, out of

logicality if not logistics. It also seems to contradict another one of his earlier

interpretations, according to which angels do not need wings,168 an interpreta-

tion that can be seen as more esoteric in nature. This apparent contradiction

coexisting in the same work can be seen as an example of a forgotten aspect of

classical Islam,169 but it also prefigures the symbolic function that I attempt to

define in the next chapter.

However, this rare “pragmatic” commentary also indirectly highlights an

overall tendency of Sufi commentaries on angels. They outline the general cos-

167
.هلمهدجوأاملامكومهقلخمامتنمةكئالملايفةحنجألاتادايز

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 436–437

168 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 233.

169 Thomas Bauer, A Culture of Ambiguity: An Alternative History of Islam (New York: Colum-

bia University Press, 2021).
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mology by detailing angelic roles and functions, illustrating and expanding on

those found in the Quran, as commentaries do by definition, but this cosmol-

ogy is verymuch a spiritual one, or an invisible one, asmost descriptions hover

above, around, and inside the physicality of this cosmology and its creatures.

It leaves readers to define and imagine most of its “down-to-earth” aspects and

effects for themselves.

A last remark is that where one could have expected more description of

the Unseen world, such as Paradise and Hell, with which angels are associated,

these commentaries are surprisingly sparse, almost impressionistic, as noted

by other scholars,170 and they focus more on the experiential dimensions of

believers’ practices and their imaginary.

170 On Hell and Paradise in Sufi commentaries, see Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Com-

mentaries 83–134.
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chapter 3

Angels in Sufi tafsīr: Two Sufi Functions

This chapter focuses on two additional functions that emerged from the read-

ing of Sufi commentaries. They are not present in the Quran, as they stem from

the interpreting act of the commentators. The first one is the cosmological

enrichment, mostly related to the alluding verses on angels, and already noted

as an “angelic increase” by scholars, as seen in the introduction, an increase

common to all commentarial work. The second one is what I would argue is a

specific Sufi function, the symbolic function of angels, whereby angels acquire

a different type of textual and extra-textual reality, away from literal readings

and closer to figurative ones, though not replacing the former either.

I will first present a review of the relationship between angels, jinn, and

Satan in the Quran, as this aspect is mobilized in the cosmological increase

of commentarial works. Then we have the particular case of Gabriel, Michael,

and other named angels in the Quran, as they become a particular locus of

the development of traditions and, as such, a testament to the proliferation

of exegesis. I will also review the few remaining angelic presences in alluding

verses not reviewed in the previous chapters. This will help the reader better

appreciate the commentarial development on these aspects in the cosmolog-

ical enrichment function—although this pervades all roles and functions in

general and we have seen many cases of it in the previous chapters.

The last function in this chapter—the symbolic function—is not related to

any specific part of the Quran and essentially proceeds from the commentary

genre. Nonetheless, the reader will recognize somewhat, as it also appeared in

some examples in the previous chapters.

1 Of angels, the jinn and the Devil in the Quran

1.1 The Relationship between Angels and the jinn

Jinn are almost as elusive as angels when one wants to define them.1 However,

the Quranic text does mention their creation, which happened earlier than

1 For an overview of what jinn can be in the Islamicate world, see MacDonald, Massé, Boratav,

Nizami, and Voorhoeve, “D̲ji̲nn,” ei² and El Zein, Islam, Arabs. For jinn more specifically in

pre-Islamic times and early Islamic times, see Tengour, L’Arabie des djinns, and Al Azmeh,

The Emergence of Islam 205–212.
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that of men, and in which they were made from “scorching fire” (nār samūm)

Q 15:26–27, and “smokeless fire” (mārij min nār) Q 55:14.2

From Tengour’s detailed study of the jinn in pre-Islamic and early Islamic

Arabia, it would seem that jinn were an integral part of the Arabian imagi-

nary in pre-Islamic times, with the role of mediators between humanity and

the world called ghayb,3 although more recent findings may nuance this pic-

ture (see Appendix 1).

It is also from this ghayb that jinn, summoned by different categories of

humans (such as the priest, kāhin, or themagician, sāḥir), would transmitmes-

sages regarding the future or, more famously, they would inspire poets. In this

respect, the idea of jinn as intercessors and inspirers ismuch comparable to the

role of daimōn in the Greek antique world.4 It would seem that the pre-Islamic

Arabian belief in a qarīn was common. Every person had a jinn companion,

while an angelic companion was a common belief in late antiquity in gen-

eral, both in monotheistic traditions and non-monotheistic ones, multiplying

the possible interactions with the divine.5 This belief was so widespread that

even the prophet Muḥammad was said to have such a familiar spirit, and this

wasmaintained somewhat non-controversially in later traditions,6 underlining

2 Tengour writes that the words used for fire and their adjectives here are particular to the Ara-

bian context. If nār is the regular Arabicword for the concept of “fire” in English, it is qualified

in two different ways in this verse. In the first verse “scorching fire” refers to the hot winds of

the deserts, seen as a negative element (Tengour, L’Arabie des djinns 178–179) whereas in the

second verse, “smokeless fire” would refer to the optical effect seen outsidewhen the summer

sun provokes some sort of mirage-like effect (Tengour, L’Arabie des djinns 184), alluding also

to the nature of jinn as a mix of fire and hot air (Chabbi, Le seigneur des tribus 189–191).

3 As spirits from the Unseen, at times powerful ones, they could be regarded as Lords and

Ladies (rābb, rābba) of certain localities, fromwhomtribes and individuals had to ask permis-

sion before settling in a particular place, or lesser gods (Joseph Henninger, “Beliefs in Spirits

Among the Pre-Islamic Arabs,” in Magic and Divination in Early Islam, ed. Emilie Savage-

Smith, Ashgate, Aldershots, 2004, 36–43; Tengour, L’Arabie des djinns).

4 Crone, “The Religion of the Qur’ānic Pagans,” 187. We have seen in the first part of the chap-

ter that the Greek daimōn, for the same reasons, were compared and assimilated to Jewish

angels.

5 This concept of qarīn is also found in the Quran (MacDonald, “Ḳarīn,” ei²). See also: Robert

Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs: From the Bronze Age to the Coming of Islam (Abingdon: Rout-

ledge, 2001), 145; Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾān 125; Burge, Angels in Islam 70–71. For a

short but up-to-date overview of pre-Islamic beliefs, see Moreman, “Rehabilitating the Spiri-

tuality of Pre-Islamic Arabia” 137–157.

6 However, Islamic literature would take care to differentiate the prophet from amere inspired

kāhin, in a move from pagan-like inspiration (waḥy) to a biblical-like revelation (tanzīl),

although both concepts would coexist (and that the word waḥy would become “revelation”

in the monotheistic sense). See Al Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam 347.
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the ambiguity of the relationship between the Quran and poetry.7 The Quran

appears in a world full of ambiguity towards the differentiation of angels and

jinn, characters of the ghayb, both in nature and function.

Additionally, two other elements contribute to the confusion about angels

and jinn, a biblical one and a linguistic one. Jinn could be the locus of the fallen

angels theme, transferred into the Quranic text (aside from Satan, Hārūt and

Mārūt, seen previously),more particularlywhen they are referred to as demons

(shayāṭīn),8 while the closeness of angels and jinn could be seen as a (Chris-

tian) Gnostic influence.9 Then, on a linguistic level, the word jinn comes from

the root j-n-n, with the meaning of something “hidden,”10 which easily corre-

sponds to the spirits of fire from the ghayb, unseen by men, as much as it can

correspond to angels for the same reason of invisibility.11

Thus, both jinn and angels in pre-Islamic timeswere appealed to as interces-

sors to thehigher divineplanes bydifferent groups of people,while theQuranic

text will be keen on specifying that when angels are asked byGod about people

worshipping them, they answer that people were really worshipping jinn, not

themQ 34:40–41. This is another hint of the cosmological shift in which angels

are involved in the Quran.

We have seen that one of the main Quranic functions of angels in the

Quranic text is that of messenger. Angels and some selected humans in Q 22:75

are designated as messengers at the expense of the jinn who, from common

mediators of the ghayb between the higher planes and humans, become rele-

gated to the same hierarchical level as humans in the creation.12 Like humans,

they can be righteous or not, as in Q 72:11–15, and they are similarly challenged

to bring “the like of theQuran” as inQ 17:88.This “neutral” outlook of theQurʾan

7 For an interesting literary discussion on this, see the chapter “The Prophet among the

Poets” in Kermani, God Is Beautiful 252–292.

8 Mehdi Azaiez et al.,The Qur’an Seminar Commentary: A Collaborative Study of 50 Qur’ānic

Passages / Commentaire Collaboratif De 50 Passages Coraniques (Berlin, Boston: De

Gruyter, 2016), 385–398.

9 Neuwirth, “Cosmology,”eq.

10 For a detailed linguistic analysis see Tengour, L’Arabie des djinns 58–73.

11 As such, theword jinn couldhave alsodesignated angels inpre-islamic times.This indeter-

minationbetweenangels and jinn as categories has beennotedbyAl-Azmeh,Tengour and

El-Zein, as did Moreman: “A more accurate definition of jinn, then includes any spiritual

entity, be it considered demon, angel, ancestor, or deity.” See Moreman, “Rehabilitating

the Spirituality of Pre-Islamic Arabia,” 155. Similarly, the ancient Greek “daimōn” seems

to have meant any supernatural beings, while “angelos” meant specifically “messengers”

(Kuehn, Leder, Pökel, The Intermediate Worlds of Angels 26).

12 Aside from Tengour’s study, the same idea is explored by Chabbi (Chabbi, Le seigneur des

tribus 185–196).
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on jinn is important to keep inmind.13Moreover, theQuran shows that jinn are

now forbidden to listen to the higher planes in Q 37:8–10 and Q 72:8–9, which

are now guarded Heavens, the Quran confirming thus their pre-Islamic status

as mediators. According to the same verses, if the jinn do try to listen, they are

thrown off by shooting stars. These shooting stars are believed to be thrown by

angels in later interpretations, though these verses do not mention them per

se. Jinn are then “downgraded” to lower planes of the ghayb, in a parallel and

limited world reflecting the likewise limited physical world of humans, while

angels can freely move between all planes (Hell, the human world, the Heav-

ens, and the ghayb in its entirety) in order to perform their many roles. Among

angels possibly lie ex-paganotherworldly beings, such as theYemeni shams and

the “daughters of Īl” whose filiation to God is refuted by the Quran, beings who

would thus gain the status of angelswhile losing their personal and pagan char-

acteristics.14

Themessenger function is reassigned exclusively to angels, alongside proph-

ets, while the more ambiguous testing function, inherited from the biblical

fallen angels and Near-Eastern mythologies, is redistributed between jinn (at

least those becoming demons), two angels (Hārūt and Mārūt), and the “jinn-

angel” Iblīs, all ultimately acting by God’s will. This has to be considered in

parallel to the treatment of angels and demons in the biblical text.15 This is

13 Jinn do not necessarily become associated with Hell, contrary to the argument made in

SimonO’Meara, “From Space to Place, the Quranic Infernalization of the Jinn” in Locating

Hell in Islamic Traditions, ed. Christian Lange (Leiden: Brill, 2016). The spread of Islam in

central Arabia does reconfigure the hierarchy of spiritual entities, as he correctly noticed,

as they lose some of their power over parts of the ghayb. However, jinn do not necessar-

ily equate demons in the modern sense and were not necessarily associated with Hell, as

he further argues. Jinn has indeed become associated with the underground in popular

culture over time, but they also remain associated with air, at least in the Quranic text,

as explained by Chabbi and Tengour. Moreover, the Quranic text addresses itself to both

humans and jinn, as creatures of free will, free to submit or to disbelieve Q 72:11–15, inhab-

itants of their own respective worlds, the human world and the ghayb. The Quranic text

does not have this attitude towards demons. If the term shayṭān is a word that used to

designate a type of jinn, good or bad, in pre-Islamic times, and has semantically shifted

in the Quran to designate only bad spirits, this does not mean that all jinn equate with

shayṭān or shayāṭin in Quranic cosmology. On that note, Pierre Lory remarks that indeed

later Muslim authors will paint a darker picture of jinn than that of the Quran, see Lory,

La dignité de l’homme 222.

14 See Kuehn, Leder, Pökel,The IntermediateWorlds of Angels 19, with references to Angelika

Neuwirth’s works.

15 The biblical text does not seem to qualify them as ontologically evil, but as neutral crea-

tures carrying out acts (by God’s command) that could be seen externally as evil (Anne

Marie Kitz, “Demons in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East,” Journal of Biblical
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the main cosmological shift of the ghayb, as presented by the Quranic text.

The higher planes (or Heavens) and most of the beings previously populating

them in earlier cosmologies are still there, but they are re-organized, someof its

beings being “promoted” and others demoted and re-named, while the human

world seems to remain the same.16

1.2 Iblīs/Satan: jinn, Angel or Both?

In the Quran, the Devil is called by two different names, Iblīs and Satan (al-

Shayṭān). Peter Awn notes that the Devil is called Iblīs in the narratives of

man’s creation and his own fall, while Satan is employed for all the other narra-

tives, most of all the temptation of Adam and Eve.17 In the case of the Iblīs

narratives, previous non-canonical Jewish and Christian literature reflects a

similar story as that of the Quranic Iblīs refusing to bow to Adam, on God’s

command, thus causing his downfall.18 Tesei seconds the notion that this type

of literature was very popular in Eastern Christian circles, and shows how the

Quranic Satan then concentrates upon himself thewhole fallen angel narrative

arc.19

Was Iblīs an angel or a jinn? From the Quranic text only, this question

remains unresolved. Verses strongly suggest that he is an angel by immediate

Literature 135, no. 3 (2016): 447–464); The same has been written about biblical angels,

neutral creatures neither good or evil per se (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité, 94–104).

This could be away to ascribewhat is perceived as evil or violent toGod in an indirectway,

thus keeping a benevolent image of Godwhile retaining His absolute power (ibid. 170–171;

Reed, Demons, Angels, andWriting 112.)

16 Al-Azmeh notes a similar demotion of jinn, replaced by angels, in early Islamic Medinan

poetry (Al Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam 326).

17 Peter J. Awn, Satan’s Tragedy and Redemption: Iblîs in Sufi Psychology (Leiden: Brill, 1983),

19. Similarly Tommaso Tesei mentions Syriac exegetes reporting that the semantic shift

takes place when the Devil disobeys God’s command (Tesei, “The Fall of Iblīs” 67). On

the variant name of the “stoned Satan” (al-Shayṭān al-rajīm), it could be probably a word

from the Akkadian meaning “the accuser,” more in line with biblical traditions, however

it would have lost its meaning by the time of the Quranic revelation, and it will have

been understood as “Satan the accursed, the stoned” which also have resonances in pre-

Islamic traditions. See Adam Silverstein, “On the Original meaning of the Qurʾānic Term

al-shayṭān al-rajīm,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 133, no. 1 (2013): 21–33.

18 For a review and commentary on these, see Awn, Satan’s Tragedy and Redemption 20–24.

He argues that the mystical view of Satan will influence the later Sufi understanding of

him.

19 His article shows the figure of Iblīs and its complex relationship to Enochian literature

(such as the Book of Watchers seen previously) and shows how the Iblīs narrative gains in

importanceby conflating different biblical andpara-biblical scenes involving fallen angels

(of which Hārūt and Mārūt is a trace in the Quran). See Tesei, “The Fall of Iblīs” 66.
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textual context in Q 2:34 and Q 38:73–74,20 but elsewhere the text also affirms

that he is “of the jinn” Q 18:50.21

Later, commentators will elaborate different arguments to choose one posi-

tion or another, mainly based on the character’s actions (are angels exempt

from sin? If so, Iblīs cannot be one of them) or the character’s nature (Iblīs is

made from fire, nār, while angels are made from light, nūr, which are related

but not exactly the same). It also depends on what is included in “jinn” and

“angel” since one can be considered a subcategory of the other, and this varies

from one author to the next.22 Modern scholars also suppose that Iblīs could

be seen as both, due to the fact that he is regarded as belonging to angels as

long as he obeys God, but his refusal to bow to manmakes him become a jinn,

through a process of “jinnization” of the biblical figure of Satan.23

1.3 The Case of Gabriel and Michael

These two angels, who happen to be well-known archangels in Jewish and

Christian traditions, are two of the rare angels given personal names in the

Quran, like Hārūt and Mārūt.24 Gabriel ( jibrīl) is mentioned three times, in

verses Q 2:97–98 and Q 66:4, and Michael (mīkāl)25 is mentioned only once in

20 For instance, contrary to others, al-Jāḥiẓ considers that Iblīs, as the grammatical “excep-

tion” (mustathnā), had to be of the same category as the group he is excepted from (mus-

tathnā minhu), that is, the angels (Jaadane, “La place des anges” 27). For a summary on

the discussion of this grammatical debate, see also Samuela Pagani, “Esegesi coranica,” in

Angeli, Ebraismo, Cristianesimo, Islam, ed. Giorgio Agamben, Emanuele Coccia (Vicenza:

Neri Pozza Editore, 2011), ebook.

21 See Awn, Satan’s Tragedy and Redemption 18–44; Chabbi, Le seigneur des tribus 198;

Wensinck, Gardet “Iblīs,”ei².

22 For a summary of these arguments by different well-known commentators on the mat-

ter, such as al-Ṭabarī, al-Zamakhsharī, and al-Bayḍāwī, see Awn, Satan’s Tragedy and

Redemption 24–37; Wensinck, Gardet, “Iblīs,” ei². For example, al-Zamarkhsharī resolves

this in going to the exact opposite of the theory that the term “jinn” as a concept covered

both jinn proper and angels; for him, the term “angel” encompasses angels and jinn. If

anything, this shows the gradual importance of angels over jinn in the later Islamicate

ghayb.

23 Tengour, L’Arabie Des Djinns 205–210.

24 Another angel is called by name, according to the usual interpretations of the Quran, and

this isMālik, guardian of Hell (Q 43:74–80). However, we have classified him under “allud-

ing verses” for reasons explained in the next chapter.

25 The form of this name in Arabic, mīkāl, has been analyzed as a mifʿāl pattern, from the

root w-k-l. However, exact origins of this name remain rather obscure. Arthur Jeffery sup-

poses it comes from the Hebraic and Syriac version of the name; the latter used in Persian

Manicheism. See Arthur Jeffery,The ForeignVocabulary of the Qur’ān, (Leiden: Brill, 2007);

Wensinck, “Mīkāl,” ei². It could also be related to a Canaanite deity called Mīkāl (Mach,

“Michael לאכימ ”, in Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible Online (Brill)).
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conjunction with Gabriel: “Whosoever is an enemy of God, His angels and His

messengers, and Gabriel and Michael: God is indeed the enemy of the disbe-

lievers” Q 2:98.

The attentive reader will note that in these verses, Gabriel and Michael are

never described as being angels, in contrast to Hārūt and Mārūt for whom the

Quranic text specifies their identity as angels. For Gabriel and Michael, their

“angelness” can be implied by the immediate context of the versewith an inclu-

sive “and” (wa), as well as the cultural environment of the Quranic text, where

these two names would already have been associated with archangels, at least

for Christians and Jews familiar with their own traditions.

Theophoric names such as theirs were known, and more widespread in

the Judeo-Christian traditions. They appeared within a movement of multi-

plication of angels as a locus of renewed revelation, and “personalized” divine

communication. These names might have been functional at the beginning,

underlying both their commander (God, with the suffix “-el” in Hebrew, “‑īl”

in Arabic) and their particular characteristics, but they became increasingly

used as personal names.26 However Burge writes that these theophoric names

remain rare in Islam, and if they are kept, they usually lose their original ety-

mological meaning, while Arabic ‘function names’ are preferred (on themodel

of “the angel of Death”).27

In the Quranic text alone then, Gabriel and Michael are only clearly men-

tioned in “credo verses”, of the Medinan period (surahs 2 and 66) according

to Nöldeke’s order, as part of what the believers should believe in. They do

not have, then, any other obvious function than to illustrate the basic Islamic

credo, and have none of the roles that will be attributed to them, especially

to Gabriel, in the later Islamic traditions.28 They also do not seem to have the

For a brief overview of the status of these two angels in Islam, see Gisela Webb,

“Gabriel,” eq, and ibid. “Michael,”eq.

It is also worth noting that if these are considered as “archangels” in other traditions,

the Quran does not use any specific word to designate a particular rank of angels as that

of “archangel”.

26 Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 176–192, and 192–201 on Gabriel and Michael.

27 Burge notes that “it is possible, and quite common, for a name to be transferred from one

religion to another, but for the conceptualization associated with the angels not to be

assimilated. Likewise, it is possible for a conceptualizationof an angel to be adoptedby the

Muslim community, without the actual name being appropriated at the same time.” See

Burge, Angels in Islam 32–33. Seconding Jaadane, he adds that angels in Islam are defined

more by their function than by their nature (ibid. 39). We will see later that indeed some

authors will give alternative names to Gabriel and Michael.

28 For an overview of post-Quranic traditions linked to Gabriel and Michael, see Pedersen,

“D̲ja̲brāʾī,” ei²; Wensinck, “Mīkāl,” ei²; Reynolds, “Gabriel,” ei³; Burge, “Michael,” ei³. In
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roles attributed to them in previous traditions, although this could be seen as

a consequence of the elliptic style of the Quran, pointing to what its audience

already knew. However, as part of this basic Islamic credo, Gabriel does appear

as the transmitter of the Revelation (as seen above with verse Q 2:97). In con-

junction with the other verses mentioning him and the cultural context, this

explains why he was later interpreted as being the intermediary of revelation,

despite the different ways the Quranic text presents the revelation (God speak-

ing directly and indirectly).29

1.4 Other Angelic Roles in Alluding Verses

Aside from the messenger role that is highly represented in alluding verses, as

seen in the Quranic functions of Chapter 2, other roles also show in alluding

verses, and are attributed to undefined beings. Some of them will be under-

stood to be angels, from an intra-Quranic reading comparison. Some of these

undefined beings will become key angelic figures of the Islamic traditions.

Among these roles, we find the supporting role of angels previously seen in

Q 3:124–125, which is repeated in verses Q 33:9–10 where “hosts” ( junūd) are

sent against enemies, as well as in verse Q 9:26, where similar “hosts whom you

saw not” ( junūdan lam tarawhā) appear. This is in contrast with Q 36:28, where

similar “hosts” ( jund) were not sent down against an unbelieving people. Sim-

ilarly, we also find “hosts” in Heavens and Earth in Q 48:7, a verse for which the

context cannot ascertain whether these hosts are human or angelic or both.

We also find a rather clear allusion to angels in Q 21:26–29, in the role of

obedient servants who do not speak except by God’s leave, echoing Q 78:38,

as well as the role of intercessors only by God’s leave in Q 53:26. This group of

verses appears in a context of refutation of God having children, an example of

a defining argument in the Islamic credo, of the same kind aswhereGoddenies

taking angels as spouses, in Q 17:40, and in the later tradition, in the case of the

so-called Satanic verses.30

In Q 6:61, we also find beings called “messengers” (rusulunā). However, this

verse does not insist on this particular role, as these messengers are tasked

the Judeo-Christian traditions, Michael has a longer history and more importance than

Gabriel, however Gabriel already has the roles that Islamic traditions will attribute to him

later: messenger of course, and less known, destructor of cities and people (Hamidović,

L’insoutenable divinité 176–201; Burge, Angels in Islam 106). As an agent of revelation and

bringer of benefits, the Islamic Persian tradition also identify him with the Zoroastrian

angel/divinity Sarōsh/Sroša (Burge, Angels in Islam 49).

29 SeeWelch, Paret, Pearson, “Kurʾān,”ei².

30 For an overview of this subject in the Islamic tradition, see Ahmed, “Satanic Verses,”eq.
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with taking every human soul after death. Similarly, we find souls accompa-

nied by a “driver” (sāʾiq) and a “witness” (shahīd) in Q 50:21–26, something

which might announce the later traditions of the interrogator angels, Nakīr

andMunkar, coming to the newly departed souls,31 a glimpse of whichwe have

seen in the previous chapter.We also find Throne-bearers, others praising their

Lord, and yet others seeking forgiveness for the believers inQ 40:7–9. These last

three verses describe such specifically angelic roles (as seen in Appendix 1) that

even without subsequent interpretation, these characters can easily be read as

angels.

In a murkier category, three verses are usually seen as being uttered by

angelic characters in the first-person plural: Verses Q 37:164–166 state that all

have a “known station” (maqām maʿlūm), that they are those who are “ranged

in ranks” (ṣāffūn) and who “glorify” (musabbiḥūn). This “maqām” gains a par-

ticular importance in Sufi texts (as seen in the previous chapter). We also

find these unnamed beings glorifying their Lord in Q 41:38. The immediate

context of these verses does not suggest much, but when taken in the gen-

eral context of the Quranic text, the beings could easily be interpreted as

angels.32

Furthermore, in this category of a more or less muted reference to angels,

some other cryptic verses remain, such as Q 77:1–7, Q 79:1–5, Q 80:11–16. Beck

analyses these types of surah openings as referring to celestial entities quickly

identified as angels, and specifically in surahs 77 and 79, as well as the explicitly

angelic intervention in Q 97:4, as a remnant of what he calls an “angelic apoca-

lypse.”33 An interesting point is that these cryptic early Meccan verses refer to

these celestial beings by the female plural, as inQ 79:5 “al-mudabbirāt”, orQ 37:1

31 Wensinck, “Munkar wa-Nakīr,”ei²

32 Angels have been seen glorifyingGodbefore, and theword “ṣāffūn” echoes thenameof the

particular surah towhich these verses belong, sūrat al-ṣāffāt, referring to its first verse, “By

those ranged in ranks” (wa al-ṣāffāt ṣaffan), followed by two other similarly cryptic verses

(37:1–3), usually interpreted as being about angels as well.

33 Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾan 182. For a convincing analysis of surah 97 as a remnant

of an angelic apocalypse, rather than a cryptic reference to Christmas night (according to

Christoph Luxenberg and Guillaume Dye), see the whole chapter in Beck, Evolution of the

Early Qurʾan 171–214. Like the surah 68 mentioned in 2.3.2, the surahs 37, 77, 79 are early

Meccan surahs according to Nöldeke’s order, known to be more cryptic than Medinan

surahs. The openings of 37, 77 and 79 are built on the model of “By the …”, an incantatory

manner that Beck has analyzed as oaths involving cosmic beings. While very difficult to

interpret for the post-Quranic Islamic tradition, they can be analyzed through the lens

of comparative mythology, and they might have been clearer references to 7th century

listeners acquainted with Mesopotamian cosmology (Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾan

19–30).
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“al-ṣāffāt,” which fits the theory of the subsuming of older deities into the new

cosmology by the Quranic text.34 This could be related to the “credo-defining”

verses insisting that these entities, clearly named angels in Q 3:80, Q 17:40, and

Q 37:150, are not female, not taken as spouses by God, and not to be taken as

Lords. Additionally, contrary to the old celestial beings who were somewhat

independently willed, the monotheistic angels now only descend “by leave of

their Lord” Q 97:4.

Regarding key aspects of the Islamic cosmology, some alluding verses are at

the origin of several of them. For instance, verses Q 83:18–21 on the undefined

“ʿIlliyyūn”35 could mean either beings or places, and “those brought nigh” (al-

muqarrabūn) could be either humans or angels. Of the guardian category in the

alluding verses (also seen inChapter 1), two special cases aboutHell’s guardians

need to bementionedhere:Mālik and the zabāniya. In versesQ43:74–80,Mālik

is widely understood to be the Keeper-of-Hell angel by later commentators (or

chief of the keepers of Hell), whom unfortunate souls call upon to put an end

to their misery. I have not classified these verses as angel verses because the

text does not specify or suggest in its immediate context that Mālik is indeed

an angel, although this character is given a proper name,36which could be rem-

iniscent of previous deities, and especially deities of the underworld.37 Where

Gabriel and Michael are mentioned right after the word “angels”, the word

Mālik stands alone in describing this character in this passage, and the imme-

diate context of these verses do not contain anyone else than the disbelievers’

souls he is in charge of.

As for the verse “sanadʿu al-zabāniya” Q 96:18, translated in the Study Quran

by “We shall call the guards of Hell,” it is usually interpreted as per the trans-

lation of the word zabāniyya, meaning guardian angles of Hell, although it is a

very cryptic word and neither the word nor the verse suggests a guardian role.

34 Beck, Evolution of the EarlyQurʾān 155 (fn. 15); Crone, “TheReligion of theQur’ānic Pagans”

151–200. Al-Azmeh affirms that Q 37:1–2 are oaths made to angels (Al-Azmeh, Emergence

of Islam 326), though it does not appear as obvious to a reader of the Quranic text who

does not rely on Quranic commentaries.

35 Thisword could be derived from theHebrew ʿelyōn, meaning “the highest one” (Leemhuis,

“ʿIlliyyūn”eq).

36 Grammatically however, mālik could also be understood as a descriptor—“possessor of

something” (so here possibly “possessor/guardian of Hell”)—rather than a proper name.

We are only sure that this Mālik is not God because the unbelievers’ souls are specifically

asking from him to have his Lord put an end to their misery.

37 Jeffery sees in this specific word the biblical Moloc, see Jeffery, Foreign Vocabulary; it also

seems that deities bearing the name “Malik,” or a related form in Semitic languages, would

often be associated with the underworld, see Müller, “Malik,” Dictionary of Deities and

Demons in the Bible (Leiden: Brill, 1999).
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Lange, in his detailed study onHell’s angels in theQuran38 reviews the possible

linguistic origins of this word, and concludes convincingly that it could have

originally meant a special class of jinn before post-Quranic exegeses “ange-

lized” them. Seconding other scholars, Lange also shows in the samearticle that

the word zabāniya probably had linguistic origins in the Arabic language and

could have designated autochthonous Arab spirits. Beck sees the origins of the

zabāniya in morally ambiguous cosmic beings subjected to a higher power in

Mesopotamian cosmology, with a role reminiscent of those in the Quran: cos-

mic beings in charge of keeping the souls trapped in the material universe, or

of letting them pass to a higher plane, depending onwhich cosmology one was

referring to (Manichean or Zoroastrian).39 Both of these analyses makes the

reader think of the ambivalent jinn, as much as of angelic guardians. This is

part of the sometimes-confusing relationship between angels and jinn in the

early stages of Islamic cosmology, and in the cosmological shift in which the

Quran operates.

Lastly, we shouldmention a particular angel that exists inmany Islamicwrit-

ings but does not have a clear Quranic basis: Riḍwān the keeper of Paradise.

Verse Q 3:15 mentions the word ridwān but does not suggest this as a particular

name, as it translates as “contentment,” an emotional state felt by the people of

Paradise.

Keeping in mind the potentiality for multiple levels of reading provided by

the alluding verses in conjunction with the redefined place of jinn in Islamic

cosmology, let us turn now to the first additional angelic function of the tafsīr.

2 The Function of Cosmological Enrichment in the tafsīr

2.1 Angels and the jinn, Iblīs, and Other Beings in Angelic Verses

The cosmological enrichment function grows out of the reorganization of the

Unseen world brought by the Quran. This function helps the readership or

audience of the commentaries recreate an Islamic cosmology for themselves,

integrating para-Islamic and pre-Islamic notions into the new cosmology in a

cohesive way. Examples of this function can be found in previous examples,

such as the angels of torment and compassion in Chapter 1, and the bearers of

the Throne in Chapter 2. The Quranic text does not describe the bearers, how-

38 Christian Lange, “Revisiting Hell’s Angels in the Quran”, in Lange, Christian, ed. Locating

Hell in Islamic Traditions, ed. Christian Lange (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 74–99.

39 Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾan 22–24.
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ever, Islamic tradition gives themanimal-like shapes that resonatewith biblical

texts.When this enrichment relates to the Unseen, this functionmight provide

readers and listeners withmystical explanations of events, or reflections about

inner andmore spiritual matters, of which the angels are foremost representa-

tives.

2.1.1 Iblīs/Satan

We have seen that the Quranic text is ambiguous on Iblīs: Is Iblīs angel or jinn?

One grammatical theory was that the word “jinn” might have designated any

creature of the Unseen, including angels. Here, Ibn Barrajān reverses this def-

inition, and like Zamakhsharī, considers angels to be composed of two tribes,

one of fire and one of light. On the identity of Iblīs or Satan, Ibn Barrajān 1 clas-

sifies Iblīs as an angel in the commentary of the scene of the bowing to Adam

and the refusal of IblīsQ 2:30–34,40 but IbnBarrajān 2 clearly states, on a similar

scene in Q 15:30–31, that Iblīs is “of the jinn, that is to say of the angels created

from scorching fire,”41 having previously said that all angels of light had bowed,

as did all angels of fire except Iblīs.42

On an inner level, earlier, Tustarī explains Q 2:30 to say that Satan is “a part-

ner with the natural self (nafs al-jibilla), regarding the desires that it has, which

have nothing to do with God”.43 Similarly, a commentary by Sulamī on another

iteration of the refusal scene, Q 18:50, mentions a report attributed to Yaḥyā

b. Muʿādh (d. 257/871) on the danger of following a path “apart from God,” that

leads to being unable to discern “who is your enemy fromwho is your protector,

and the state of approach from the state of turning away.”44

Satan and angels share the same channel of communication, the heart,

as describes Qushayrī, seen in Chapter 1: In the same way that God allows

to “convey the whisperings of Satan to the hearts, He conveys the thoughts

of the angel.”45 This is a known motif, as within a wider discussion on the

heart in mystical Islam, Sachiko Murata already noted how the heart, locus

40 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 188.

41
.مومسلاراننمنيقولخملاةكئالملانميأنجلانمناك

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 314

42 Ibid. 133.

43 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 17.

44
.هرابدإلاحنمهلابقإلاحو،هيلاويوهيداعينم

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 412

45 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 607.
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of evil and good, center of the human being, is also the place of incoming

thoughts or khawāṭir from different sources, which are usually four according

to Sufis.46

On God allowing Satan’s action, Qushayrī goes further on the refusal of Iblīs

in Q 7:11, implying that Iblīs’ acts were planned by God, and even taught by

Him. The author writes as if God was addressing humans, ending his com-

mentary on how Iblīs’ opposition followed “because of what was left of his

disposition in you, and from what We taught him of jealousy of you, and his

adversity to you.”47 Qushayrī presents this idea in another way on the alluding

verse, Q 50:27: The “companion” (qarīn) mentioned is either a guardian angel

claiming that he did not push him [his human companion] to commit a fault

(mā aʿjaltu-hu ʿalā al-zilla), or Satan claiming that he [the human being] chose

to act on his whispering of his own free will ( faʿala—bi-ikhtiyārihi).48

On the refusal of Iblīs in Q 15:28–31, Baqlī presents a more metaphorical

discussion comparing physical elements with concepts, whereby he associates

Iblīs with the quality of “force” or “compulsion” of God (al-qahr) and his being

made out of fire (nār) as opposed to the quality of “compassion” (al-raḥma)

associated with the clay (ṭīn) and water of which men are made. He then

addresses the interpretation of Iblīs’s beingmade of this “compulsion” that ren-

dered him blind (maḥjūb) to what the rest of the angels saw in Adam, or of

his being so staunch a monotheist that he simply refused to bow to any other

than God, by writing that “if his sight had been correct, he would not have paid

attention to the means,” the “means” being Adam as a created being.49 Simi-

larly, explaining Q 2:30–34, Baqlī writes that Iblīs refused to bow because he

did not see the “secret of God” (sirru-llāh) in Adam, as the angels did.50 Before

Regarding Q 15:30–31, and before Baqlī, Sulamī presents a report attributed to

46 See Sachiko Murata, The Tao of Islam, A Sourcebook on Gender Relationships in Islamic

Thought (Albany: suny, 1992), 289–326. These four types of incoming thought come from

God, angels, the soul, and satans. According to Abū Ṭālib al-Makkī (d. 386/996) in his Qut

al-qulub, there are six of them: from the soul, the enemy, the spirit, the angel, the intellect,

and the certainty. Ibid. 292–293.

47
.مكيداعيومكدسحيناكمنمهبانمّلأاممث،مكيفهنمقرعيقبامبهفالخقحالمث

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 521

48 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 452–453.

49
.طئاسولاىلإتفتليملاحيحصهرظنناكولو

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 288–290

50 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 43.
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Abū ʿUthmān (d. 298/910) according to which God opened the angels’ eyes to

the particularities of Adam (khaṣāʾiṣ Ādam) while he blinded Iblīs, which led

him to rebel.51

Qushayrī gives a specific interpretation of the story of Adamand Eve’s temp-

tation by Satan in Q 7:20, showing a desire for angelic status for particular

reasons. They wished to become angels not because the angelic rank was supe-

rior to humankind’s, but because angels do not suffer from passions or the fate

of death.52 This temptation by Satan is quite an interesting reversal of expecta-

tions. AdamandEve are not tempted to experiencemore passion, but by a state

where passion is absent, which resonates with particular mystical paths, like

the ones of world-renouncing hermits. This dynamic is opposite of that found

in stories associated later with the verse of Hārūt and Mārūt, angels tempted

away from their angelic state to the human one, full of passions. Here man

aspires to experience no passion while being in a state involving passion and

mortality, divinely prescribed and desired forman, while angels are destined to

a state devoid of passion and featuring immortality, although some of them are

tempted by the human state. Interestingly, in verses Q 25:7–8 and in Qushayrī’s

commentary, we find this same idea, where the Prophet is disqualified in the

eyes of the disbelievers for being aman subject to desires (shahawāt).53Wewill

see that this seemingly irreconcilable dichotomy between the angelic and the

human finds a solution in some esoteric comments in the next function, butwe

could suppose here that this angelic explanation of temptation underlines the

importance of embracing one’s human condition and the troubles that come

with it. Aspiring to no passion, although it might culturally be valued in some

specific places and times (possibly in Christian or Gnostic circles), is consid-

ered a Satanic suggestion in this instance.

Going back to Q 15:28–31, Qushayrī first offers a mystical comparison to

Satan’s pride, to explain the possible errors into which onemight fall along the

mystical path: “And thus it is for one whose states are veiled (ḥujiba ʿan aḥwāli-

hi), one claims to being good, while remaining in the darkness of perplexity

(ḥayra).” Qushayrī also mentions that Iblīs refused only one bow, arguing that

he would not bow to any other than God.54 This ‘extreme monotheist’ stance

by Iblīs and its paradoxical implications have been studied byMohammedRus-

tomon the defense of Iblīs by ʿAyn al-Quḍāt Hamadānī (d. 525/1131), who called

51 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 354.

52 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 524.

53 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 628.

54 Ibid. 270.
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the Devil “the teacher of angels.”55 On another refusal verse, Q 17:61, Qushayrī

also writes that the refusal to bow to anyone but God is an act of ignorance

on Satan’s part (kāna dhalik jahlan minhu), because if he really knew God, he

would have obeyed,56 while on Q 18:50, Qushayrī reiterates the reason given by

Sulamī earlier for Satan’s refusal; i.e., he could not see past the physical aspect

of Adam, and so thought himself better than him.57 Lory sees in Qushayrī’s

comments that angels may refuse spiritual advancement.58 All these exam-

ples are echoed in the study by Sara Kuehn on the relationship between Satan

and Adam, and the bowing of angels through different pictorial illustrations

of Islamic texts.59 To conclude, Iblīs/Satan classically fits the archetypal role of

the challenger, the most well-known example of the angelic testing function,

but with some surprising explanations in the commentaries.

2.1.2 Jinn

Tustarī, Sulamī andQushayrī do not addmuchnew information about jinn. On

Q 34:40, a verse where God asks angels about whowere worshipping them, Ibn

Barrajān 1 reiterates that the jinnwere a category of angels (wa-min al-malāʾika

ayḍan: al-jinn), and that the Sabeans (ṣābiʾa) were worshipping angels.60 This

could be an Islamic way of confirming that pre-Islamic peoples were already

worshipping jinn or jinn-like creatures, aside from angel cults. In Ibn Barra-

jān 2, on the refusal of Iblīs in Q 15:30, the angels of the “fiery tribe” (al-qabīl

al-nārī) were designated by God as the “jānn,” a word mentioned in Q 15:2761

and a known alternative form of the word “jinn”.

On the Hārūt andMārūt verse, Q 2:102, Ibn Barrajān 1 elaborates on the rela-

tionship between jinn and Solomon, who had full power over them, according

to Islamic traditions, a power not given to anyone else after him. He had the

power to subjugate them and jail them, to take from them oaths that they

would not overpower humans, to kill some of them, to banish them and to

make them work for the benefit of God’s servants. The commentary adds that

the goal of this Quranic story is for “God to declare that jinn cannot access

information from theUnseen,” illustrating once again the shift brought into the

Unseen in the Islamic cosmology. Furthermore, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions that

55 Mohammed Rustom, “Devil’s Advocate: ʿAyn Al-Quḍāt’s Defence of Iblis in Context.” Stu-

dia Islamica 115, no. 1 (2020): 65–100. See also Awn, Satan’s Tragedy and Redemption.

56 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 356.

57 Ibid. 401.

58 Lory, La dignité de l’homme 214.

59 Kuehn, “The Primordial Cycle Revisited.”

60 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 430.

61 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 442.
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those jinn who might have had such access were killed by Solomon, and that

they remained unaware of Solomon’s death for a while after it happened, as a

consequence of not being able to access information from the Unseen.62 This

somehow contradicts the fact that, until the late pre-Islamic period, jinnwere

seen to have kept this role of mediator, well after Solomon’s time. However, it

might alsobe seenas anadditional argument todepict jinn intermediaries after

Solomon’s time as being faulty and needing to be replaced by angels. It might

also serve the purpose of anchoring and validating the Islamic cosmological

organization, as if it were prefigured in the Jewish tradition and religion, before

it became a feature of a monotheist cosmology, something possibly posited in

parallel to the jinn’s expanded powers in non-monotheistic traditions. This is

within the historical-religious setting, but for the contemporary setting of the

commentator, it might anchor the idea that jinn are not reliable and cannot be

mastered in anyway ever since Solomon. This should be considered in the con-

text of wider magical practices than the modern reader might be aware of, at a

time where texts like Shams-al-maʿārif by Al-Būnī (d. 622/1225) were popular.

Regarding the role of mediator, Ibn Barrajān explains, on Q 37:7 and the

“guard against every defiant satan,” the process of transmission of messages in

pre-Islamic times, apparently using “jinn” and “satans” interchangeably:

The jinnī listens to the word, and the shooting star throws him away, and

the satan transmits the word to his follower, and this one transmits it to his

follower, and so on until it reaches the jinn that transmits it to the priest (…)

with little understanding and confusing of the report.63

On Q 72:8–9 and the flaming stars, Ibn Barrajān 1 continues, and elaborates on

the Heavens guarded by angels against the jinn, with a story about jinn finding

the Prophet in the market of ʿUkāẓ and commenting to each other that he is

the reason why they are no longer able to listen to the heavens.64

Lastly, onQ 15:28–31, Baqlīmentions thatGodcreated “the jinn and the jānn”

from fire (nār), as well as Iblīs, creating a difference between men and jānn

such as there is between water, clay and fire. Then comes the long commen-

62 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 249.

63
ىتحكلذكهنودىلإكلذاهيقليمثهيلوىلإةملكلاناطيشلايقلُيو،باهشلاهفذقيوةملكلاينجلاعمتسيف

.غيلبتلاشيوشتوماهفإلاةلقب)…(نهاكلاىلإاهيقلييذلاينجلاىلإغلبت

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 490

64 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 395–396.
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tarymentioned above associating Satan, fire, and “compulsion,” opposed to the

association of water and claywithGod’smercy (raḥma) on his human servants,

while fire is linked to God’s torment (ʿadhāb) on his jinn servants. He adds that

the difference between their constitutive elements and associated qualities are

at the origin of the “dispute” (mukhālafa) between both species.65

2.1.3 New Beings

The keepers of Hell in verse Q 96:18 are not interpreted by Tustarī as being

angels per se, andhe first offers only a lexical explanation to thename zabāniya,

followed by a ḥadīth illustrating their unknown identity and the potential

importance of this aspect by its effects on some people:

This means the keepers of Hell whose feet are on Earth and heads in the

Heaven of this world. They are called the Zabāniya from the word zabn,

meaning the act of pushing away, for they push the people of Hell back on

their tracks, using their arms and feet. When Abū Jahl heard the mention

of the Zabāniya he fled to his people, upon which they asked him, ‘Have you

become afraid of him’ [the Prophet]? He replied, ‘No, but I fear the Zabāniya

for I do not know who they are’.66

Qushayrī on his part does not offer any further commentary on what kind of

beings this word indicates,67 nor does Ibn Barrajān 1.68 However, Ibn Barra-

jān 2 might imply that they are angels, of the guardian kind, following a verse

taken as ametaphor, Q 20:46: Moses and Aaron are “under Our eyes, that is our

guardians and our angels, such as His saying calling his circle ‘So let him call his

cohorts. We shall call the guards of Hell’.”69

Another ill-defined angelic group that appears in post-Quranic traditions

is the cherubim (karrūbiyyim; sometimes kārūbiyyim). This word is not found

in the Quran, but seems to be often used in later religious writings, such as

65 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 286–287.

66 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 296.

67 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 749.

68 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 522–523.

69
.ةينابزلاوعدنسهيدانوعديفلجوزعهلوقك,انتكئالموانتظفحيأاننويعأب

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 690

This implication works only if we take the “and” (wa) in “ḥafaẓatinā wa-malāʾikatinā” as

being inclusive, especially given the predominant role of guardianship given to angels,

but could also be read as a separate group, and the zabbāniya then would remain these

unknown creatures, as in Tustarī.
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these commentaries and the texts studied in the next chapters. It presents vary-

ing spellings (which also happens for names, such as Gabriel), an example of

an increase by integration of previous and contemporary religious traditions.

These commentaries do not use this word as a synonym for another group, the

angels “drawn near” (al-muqarrabūn), which is a word that we do find in the

Quranic text. Islamic tradition most often interprets these “drawn-near” as a

group of angels, an example of exegetical expansion. As seen in the previous

chapter, these “drawn-near” are not qualified as angels, so we sometimes find

other interpretations of this term, such as a group of mystics or believers, as

seen in the previous chapter. The confusion between these “drawn-near” and

the cherubim is sometimes found in some studies;70 however, they have a dif-

ferent etymological origin. The word “cherubim” seems to be of Babylonian

origin, the word from the Akkadian “kāribu” or “kurību,” and the cherubim as

beings seem to have been the biblical equivalent to the Sphinx or, more gen-

erally, the winged protectors of Near-Eastern mythologies.71 In contrast, the

“drawn near” is an Arabic term found in the Quran, with a clear meaning of

the Arabic q-r-b root, and which could allude to any type of creature.

Lastly, two specific categories of new beings are mentioned in the commen-

taries of IbnBarrajān, first in non-angelic verses in his firstwork, and then again

in angelic verses in his second work. However, these mentions are brief, so I

group them together here. These beings are not found in the Quran, at least

not with these names: the ḥinn and the binn. Ibn Barrajān 1 first mentions

the existence of these beings in a section discussing angels and jinn within

the commentary of the sixth surah, unrelated to angels. They seem to be cre-

ated from both elements of Hell ( jahannam) and water, and they can be of

mineral, plant or animal origin (al- jamād wa-l-nabāt wa-l-ḥayawān), attracted

(ḥanna) or averse (bāna) to humans, hence their names.72 Ibn Barrajān 2 later

comments on the angelic verse Q 2:30–34, and mentions ḥinn and binn again.

According to one interpretation, these are the creatures or “animals” (dawābb)

sent by God to Earth before man, the ḥinn yearning for Adam, and the binn

wreaking havoc. Furthermore, the questioning of angels regarding those cor-

70 For example, Godefroid de Callataÿ translates “al-muqarrabūn” as cherubim, even though

most Islamic texts use the twodifferentwords indifferentmanners (GodefroiddeCallataÿ,

“The Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ onAngels and Spiritual Beings,” inThe IntermediateWorlds of Angels,

347–364.)

71 For example, related to thewinged protectors such as found in the palace of Sargon (Nada

Hélou, “Les origines hellénistiques de la représentation des anges,” 64). For the etymology

and a detailed review of the biblical cherubim, see Mettinger, “Cherubim,” in Dictionary

of Deities and Demons in the Bible (Leiden: Brill, 1999).

72 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 248.
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rupting the Earth and shedding blood targeted this category of creatures and

not humankind, contrary to most Quranic commentaries.73

2.2 The Cosmological Enrichment Function in Non-angelic Verses

Non-angelic verses elicit some additional commentaries. We will turn first to

the jinn, then to the Spirit, and lastly to a different take on the zabāniyya.

On the “special” jinn Iblīs/Satan, little can be added from the non-angelic

verses. On Q 2:257, Tustarī reiterates the power of Satan over the human self,

“for Satan cannot overpower man except through desire (hawā) of his lower

self.” According to Tustarī as well, on Q 58:10, a secret conversation (najwā)

is what Satan does to the natural self (nafs al-ṭabʿ), accompanying this by a

ḥadīth in which the Prophet says that there is a touch of madness (lamma) that

comes from both angels and Satan.74 On Q 41:37, Qushayrī implies that Iblīs is

an angel,within abrief recountingof his refusal to bow toAdam,75which seems

to confirm this as the generally accepted view, possibly as the common under-

standing of the Christian tradition of the “fallen angel.” This would explain the

inclusion of jinn as a sub-group of angels by some authors (Ibn Barrajān or

Zamakhsharī), rather than what could have been the case in pre-Islamic Ara-

bia, angels as a sub-group of jinn, or a fully separate group of beings in the

Unseen.

Interestingly, on Q 25:28 Tustarī shows that jinn can help and have a protec-

tor role for humans “whose prayer is good:”

Such a person will be stirred during sleep at the prayer times so that he

awakes. This is done by his brothers among the jinn who have befriended

him. They may also accompany him when he travels and give him priority

over themselves.76

This seems to be a continuation of the Quranic ambivalence on jinn before the

“demonizing process” took over in later literature.

A negative take is already more marked on the communication with the

Unseen in (26:221–223), as Qushayrī draws the reader’s attention to the sub-

ject of these verses, satans descending on disbelievers (kuffār) and pre-Islamic

priests (kuhhān).77 The exact identity of these “satans” (al-shayāṭīn) is not

73 Ibn Barrajān 2 124–125.

74 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 224.

75 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 333.

76 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 140.

77 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 22.
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given, whether they are jinn or otherwise, but the cultural context and other

comments imply as much.

An example of important comments on jinn outside of the angelic verses is

the commentary onQ 72:1 byQushayrī, recounting a story that the reader could

have expected later in the commentary on Q 72:8–9:

It is said that the jinn were traveling to the sky listening to the speech of the

angels, thenmemorized it, and then transmitted it to the pre-Islamic priests

(kahana). They would then add or remove [information from] it … And so it

was during the period between our Prophet, peace and prayers be upon him,

and Jesus, Peace be upon him. Thus, when our Prophet was sent, Peace and

prayers be upon him, and they were stoned with shooting stars, Iblīs under-

stood that something had happened, and his armies fled. Then nine of them

came into the heart of a palm tree and they listened to the recitation of the

Prophet, and they believed. They went to their people and said: “Indeed we

heard a great recitation, that guides to good sense, so we believed in it.”78

This story still ascribes a degree of agency to jinn with possibility of redemp-

tion, but they are seen as problematic for the role of messenger, thus under-

lining the importance of angels being less independently-willed for this role.

Within the commentary on the 26th surah, Ibn Barrajān 1 mentions Q 58:32 to

mark another difference between the two groups: “the ladder is for the satans”

(al-ṣullam li-l-shayāṭīn) and “the stairs for the angels” (al-maʿārij li-l-malāʾika),

using the plural word for “stairs” that is used in the singular for the miʿrāj, or

the heavenly ascent of the prophet.79

Later Ibn Barrajān 1 goes further than Qushayrī, by writing that the jinn are

“the satans” (al-shayāṭīn) with characteristics that are closer to humans than

angels, although he still understands jinn as a category of angels. In his com-

ment on Q 21:8, where God denies sending Prophets who do not eat or drink

78
نوديزيف،ةنهاكلاىلإهنوقليمث،هنوظفحيف،ةكئالملالوقىلإنوعمتسيفءامسلانوتأياوناكنجلانّإ:ليق

املف.مالسلاهيلعىسيعنيبوملصوهيلعهللاىلصانّيبننيبيتلاةرتفلايفاوناككلذكو…نوصقنيوهيف

ىلإمهنمةعستىتأف،هدونجّرففءيشعقوهنأسيلبإملعبهشلاباومجروملسوهيلعهللاىلصانّيبنثعُب

ىلإيدهيابجعانآرقانعمساّنإ:اولاقومهموقاوتأمث،اونمآفملسوهيلعهللاىلصهتءارقاوعمتساوةلخننطب

هباّنمآفدشرلا

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 637

79 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 219.
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(implying angel-like qualities), he writes: “And the jinn, who are the satans,

eat food, and drink and breed, and they have spouses and children, they are

not eternal until Judgment Day, except Iblīs, may God curse him.”80 This may

be seen as an example of a conflating of satans and jinn, a darkening stance

brought by a commentator going beyond the Quranic message, as noted in the

beginning of this chapter.

The relationship between angels and jinn becomes more complex on a sep-

arate section within Ibn Barrajān 1’s commentary of the sixth surah. Quot-

ing the different verses regarding the jinn, he explains that all those who are

named “jānn” are made from “scorching fire” (nār al-samūm) and these are

angels prepared for “the retribution of the people of torture” (mujāzāt ahl al-

ʿadhāb), while Iblīs is made from “smokeless fire” (mārij min al-nār)—that

is fire (nār) and “bitter cold” (zamharīr)—as are the “infallible angels” (al-

malāʾika al-maʿṣūmīn). He states then that He created “angels of compassion”

(malāʾikat al-raḥma) from “pure light” (khāliṣ al-nūr) dedicated to rewarding

the obedient, and further down the text the jānnmentioned in Q 55:15 are said

to be the children of Iblīs, and among them are believers and disbelievers.81

On the ambiguous concept of “companion” (qarīn) of late-antique imaginar-

ies, Ibn Barrajān 1mentions Q 43:36 andQ 41:25 and the angelic verses Q 41:30–

31, within his commentary on Q 4:38 and its mention of Satan as companion,

to discuss this notion, which he understands diversely. It is first associatedwith

a “satan” as mentioned in verse Q 43:36, a companion that can be either good

(ṣāliḥ) or corrupted ( fāsid), and who remains with the person after death, “in

the domain of the barzakh and after the resurrection (baʿth).” This companion

is of the same creed as the person, with the same moral traits, and it can be a

satan, an angel, or a jinn, adding that “the companion of the Prophet [was] an

angel and a believer jinn.”82 The jinn, even if a believer, will usually entice to

quick temper, eagerness, and bursts of anger, while the angel will lead to for-

bearance, equanimity, gentleness, good behavior and compassion. After death,

the commentator says that these companions will oppose each other.83 We

might see here the symbolization of two pre-Islamic concepts that are hard

80 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 251.

81 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 244–245.

82
.نمؤمنجوكلمّيبنلانيرق

ibn barrajān 2, 49

Grammatically, it is not clearwhether the subject is one companionwho is both angel and

jinn, or if they are two different beings.

83 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 49.
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to translate, but which seem to have been thus conveyed into the new Islamic

cosmology and its values. The angel symbolizes here human ḥilm (“magnanim-

ity” or “chivalry”), while the jinn symbolizes human jahl (usually translated as

“ignorance”, but combined with their propensity to temper, it becomes close

to the Norse-originated concept of “berserk”, a quality that could be positive in

battle, for example).84

Later, on Q 41:25, Ibn Barrajān 1 discusses the presence of companions once

again, presenting similar ideas: to each person a jinn, in a relationship con-

figuration where the human is the “guide” (imām) while the companion his

follower (tābiʿ). As a consequence, when the person converts to Islam, his jinn

companion does too, and if the person becomes corrupt again, then his com-

panion is excused and replaced by a corrupt one.85 In the next page of his

commentary on the angel verse Q 41:30, he describes then the companions

(quranāʾ) of the righteous people (ahl al-ṣalāḥ) as angels. Once again jinn are

presented as being a sub-group of angels.86 This wouldmean that the righteous

people are paired with infallibly good angels, while common people, who are

at risk of falling into bad habits, are paired with jinn (or angels of fire), who

can be equally good or bad. This gives a spiritual illustration to the reader of

his or her own actions and religious practices, which might have both origins

and consequences in the Unseen, as much as the inhabitants of that Unseen

might influence the reader’s actions and decisions.

Lastly, on jinn and angels, within the commentary of the 27th surah, Ibn Bar-

rajān 1 later refers to Q 6:38 to explain that the wings mentioned in this verse

are for animals only (bahāʾim), as they need them to fly, while “angels and jinn

do not need anywing to ascend or descend,”87 though this goes against what he

affirms on the angel verseQ 35:1.Writing onQ37:11, IbnBarrajān 1 qualifies both

angels and jinn as beings “who reason” (man yaʿqil),88 although angels are not

usually given independence of thought or action from God. This questions the

84 Bernd Roling, “Northern Anger: Early Modern Debates on Berserkers,” in Discourses of

Anger in the Early Modern Period, ed. by Karl A.E. Enenkel, Anita Traninger (Leiden: Brill,

2015), 217–237.

85
.دسفُمدسافنيرقهلضيُقوهنميُفعف

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 47

86 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 48.

87
.حانجلاىلإلوزنلاودوعصلايفنورقتفيالنجلاوةكئالملاذإ

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 233

88 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 491.
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capacity of reasoning in relation toother intellectual dispositions: reason/intel-

lect (ʿaql), which is different from reflection/thought ( fikr), and which could

be decoupled from free-will. Since oftentimes the grammatical plural used for

angels is also theoneused for “non-reasoning” beings such asmost animals (the

plural in feminine singular), this is yet another example of the confusion and

ambivalence surrounding angels, whether it is intended or not by the authors.

Concerning the “Spirit” (rūḥ), it is understood to be Gabriel in many cases (as

seen in the next section), but not systematically. This is one of the different

beings or concepts from the world of the Unseen for which the relationship to

angels is not always clear cut.

In commenting on some verses of the third surah, Ibn Barrajān 1 discusses

the notion of “Spirit” by bringing up different angel verses, such as Q 78:38,

Q 16:2, Q 19:17, Q 21:91, Q 38:72 and Q 17:85, as well as the “angel of the wombs”

(seen in Chapter 1) breathing the Spirit into where it needs to be sent. These

verses are given different interpretations in different contexts, and the Spirit

may mean Gabriel in some cases such as Q 19:17, or something less defined,

which Ibn Barrajān 1 talks about in a more esoteric manner, with the breath-

ing of the Spirit done into someone who could either mean Adam, Jesus or

Muḥammad, based on the context:

God named it his “Spirit”, and we previously said that its adding to him was

a distinction in creation and command and sovereignty, and satisfaction of

him and all that is alive, so the angel of the wombs breathed into him the

Spirit, or what is meant by this, and the Attributes of God that the existence

of things expressed, and witnessing Him through these [Attributes] are the

witnesses such as Power, Knowledge, Will, Life, Hearing, Vision and others,

and the Spirit spoke through these [Attributes] theNobleQurʾān by bringing

it into existence as an indication of the Highest Spirit [God].89

89
،ةيالووًارمأوًاقلخهايإهصاصتخاهيلإهتفاضإىنعمنأمدّقتدق،هنمحورهنأبهلالجلّجهللاهاّمس

لّجهللاةفصوهانعموهاموأ،حورلاهيفخفنيمالسلاهيلعماحرألاكلمفّ،يحوهاملّكوهبىضرو

عمسلاوةايحلاوةدارإلاوملعلاوةردقلاكدهاوشلااهبهلتدهشو،تادوجوملادوجواهنعبرعأهاركذ

ىلاعتوهركذلّجيلعلاحورلاىلعةلالدهايإداجيإبزيزعلانآرقلااهبقطندقفحورلاو،كلذريغورصبلاو

.هناشوهؤالع

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 542
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However, later, on Q 17:85, Ibn Barrajān 1 takes up again the definition of the

“Spirit” descending with the Lord’s “command” (amr).While each and all crea-

tures are made to exist by Command ( fa-qad awjada li-kulli khalq amran), the

commentator also relates a report attributed to ʿAlī according to which the

Spirit is an angel with seven thousand heads, each head with seven thousand

tongues speaking seventy languages, praising God; another report attributed

to Ibn ʿAbbās according to which the Spirit is an angel, with no other qualifi-

cations; and an anonymous report according to which “the universe is made of

ten parts, nine parts of it are the Spirit, and one part is the rest.”90 This prepon-

derance given to the spiritual over the physical, and naming it “Spirit,” will be

echoed later in both the “Breath of the All-Merciful” and the embracing of the

imaginal dimension of the physical one with Ibn ʿArabī.

Further down, quoting other versesmentioning the Spirit, the commentator

talks about the “Holy Spirit” (rūḥ al-quds), the “Trustworthy Spirit Gabriel” (al-

rūḥ al-amīn Jibrīl), “the believers sharing mutual love in the Spirit of God” (al-

muʾminūn yataḥābbūn bi-rūḥ Allāh), and other instances of the various appear-

ances of the Spirit.91 Overall, these discussions on the Spirit somehow leave the

reader with the impression that it can take on different forms, and that it can

serve, in amore abstractmanner, the same functions as those of the angels, i.e.,

a channel or mediator between God and His prophets or elected people, or the

spiritual element common to both angels and distinguished humans, as if the

messenger function of Gabriel was de-personalized to the point of an abstract

concept. The Spirit comes in these instances as ametaphor losing its signifier, a

literal reading discarded for the sake of a symbolic discussion that also removes

any limiting image or word.

As another late example of this, Baqlī avoids defining the Spirit, tellingly,

within a long commentary on Q 17:85, the same way he avoided describing the

angels, as “None have access to its identity except its creator,” and it is “made

evident” by God (bayyanahā) only to Prophets and Friends.92

Finally, in his commentary of the 52nd surah, Ibn Barrajān 2 interestingly

suggests something different frommany interpretations on the zabāniya: They

are guardian angels sent to guard people such as Moses and Aaron, so “do not

90
كلاذرئاسدحاومسقو،حورلااهنمماسقأةعستف؛ماسقأرشعمهلكةقيلخلااّنإ

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 414–415

91 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 317.

92
اهعناصالإاهتّيهامىلععلطّيالو

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 383
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be afraid, for you are under Our eyes, that is to say our guardians and angels.”93

Instead of the usual frightening keepers of Hell, here they become angelic

guardians to the two prophets.

3 The Case of Gabriel, Michael, and Other Named Angels in the tafsīr

3.1 The Named Angels in Angelic Verses

Unsurprisingly, commentators identify Gabriel early on when an undefined

singular entity is involved in transmitting a message, as this section will show.

However, they alsomention other names at timeswhich are notQuranic. In the

Quran few angels were given names, such as Gabriel, Michael,94 Hārūt, Mārūt,

and possibly Mālik. The commentaries mention the first two numerous times

in different reports and ḥadīth (we cannot list them here for reasons of space

and relevance), with the highest number of references allocated to Gabriel.

Many of them reiterate roles that are seen earlier and/or in different ḥadīth,

as analyzed by Burge. Most of these mentions are reiterations of their roles in

the Quranic text and have been studied by Burge (for the ḥadīth). However the

commentaries, drawing from other religious sources, confirm or provide addi-

tional names, an “exegetical increase” of angels noted by Burge, who wrote a

detailed chapter on the ways angels can be named in Islamic tradition.95 He

writes that there are fourways angels are named in Islam: “1) use of the suffix -īl;

2) function names using the formula ‘the angel of X’; 3) function names formed

without malak; and 4) other miscellaneous names of varied or disputed ori-

gins,”96 noting later that function names tend to be preferred in Islamic texts.97

Sachiko Murata remarks that the mention of angels’ personal names are usu-

ally followedby the formula used for prophets (other thanMuḥammad), “Peace

be upon him” (ʿalayhi al-salām), which might also occur after a mention of the

common name “angel(s).”98 This is most often the case across these commen-

taries.

93 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 690.

94 Gabriel is usually spelled “jibrīl” in these commentaries, except for a brief mention inBaqlī

where it is spelled “jibrāʾīl” (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 12).We also note that most commen-

taries we have seen use the common rasm for Michael (mīkāʾīl) and not the Quranic one

(mīkāl).

95 Burge, Angels in Islam 31–51.

96 Ibid. 33.

97 Ibid. 49.

98 Murata, “The Angels” 326.
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On “those that govern affairs” in Q 79:5, Qushayrī presents an unknown

report that identifies specific angels: Gabriel descending with the Revelation,

Michael descending with rain and plants, Seraphiel (Isrāfīl)99 descending with

the surahs (ṣuwar), and theAngel of Death coming to take souls (he is not given

a name).100

In commentaries of both Ibn Barrajān 1 and Ibn Barrajān 2 on Q 2:33–34,

we find the idea that angels are being named according to “their essences and

the essences of their being brought to existence,” such as Riḍwān and Mālik,

who are thus identified as angels.101 Later onwe learn that Gabriel andMichael

have alternative names, respectively ʿAbd-Allāh and ʿAbd-al-Raḥmān.102 Sim-

ilarly, in Ibn Barrajān 2 we find angels named according to “that for which

they exist,” and Gabriel, like Iblīs, is said to be an angel of fire, referring to the

angelic tribe mentioned earlier.103 This might be a way to symbolically oppose

themain Satan, who has a proper name (Iblīs), to themain angel among angels

(Gabriel).

In the case of Gabriel, the following examples show that his primary role of

messenger is identified in many verses that are classically interpreted as being

about it, although this is not systematic. The “Trustworthy Spirit” (al-rūḥ al-

amīn) in the alluding verses Q 26:193–194 is identified as Gabriel in Sulamī,

whereGabriel is said tomake the Prophet a “warner” (mundhir) and not a “real-

izer” (muḥaqqiq), because “what is caught from the Real” (mā talqufuhumin al-

ḥaqq) is not knownbyany creature, be it jinn, humanor angel, and “hadGabriel

99 I follow here the suggestion of Burge, who identifies Isrāfīl with the Seraphiel of the Jew-

ish traditions, ‘chief of the seraphim,’ while Wensinck proposed that Isrāfīl derived from

the word “seraphim” itself (ibid. 35, ft. 37), and Günther translates this name as “Raphael,”

although both etymologies and biblical roles do not seem to match (Günther, “ ‘As the

Angels Stretch Out Their Hands’ (Quran 6:93)”). It would also seem that the Islamic Sera-

phiel shares some characteristics with the angel Sandalphon in the Talmud (Pagani, “La

controversia sui meriti relativi degli uomini,” ebook).

100 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 682.

101
.هلاودجوأامقئاقحومهقئاقحىلع

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 185

On (35:1), Ibn Barrajān 1 also mentions the existence of Seraphiel (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv,

436).

102 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 186. This is found later in Suyūṭī with a small vari-

ation: Michael is named ʿUbayd-Allāh while Seraphiel is the one named ʿAbd al-Raḥmān

(Burge, Angels in Islam 34).

103 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 130–133; Gabriel as an angel of fire is also found in

some Jewish texts (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 251).
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made himwitness it, [Gabriel] peace-upon-himwould have burned.”104 Sulamī

also briefly identifies Gabriel through a report attributed to Jaʿfar in the allud-

ing verseQ 53:8, which is part of the verses associatedwith themiʿrāj story.105 In

Sulamī’s steps, Qushayrī also identifies Gabriel in both of these cases, Q 26:193

and Q 53:8,106 with added details on Q 26:192–193, about Gabriel’s movements:

First he ascends “to heaven and listens to his Lord, memorizing [the message],

then he descends, and transmits themessage to themessenger.” In the process,

he appears (yatamaththalu) to Muḥammad at times so that he listens to him,

or he brings the verses directly upon his heart at other times (yūridu Jibrīl dha-

lik ʿalā qalbihi). Ibn Barrajān 1 identifies Gabriel inQ 53:5 only, while identifying

theProphet inQ53:8.107OnQ26:192–195, Baqlī also identifiesGabriel, as “medi-

ation” (wāṣiṭa) of the sacred,108 though he does not do so throughoutQ 53:4–18,

where his interpretation ismystical, and the rarementions of angels or Gabriel

are given by reports attributed to previous mystics only.109 In this theme, as in

others, this angelic “silence” is a notable feature of these commentaries, and

this concurs with Coppens’s analysis on thesemiʿrāj verses, on which he finds

Sufi commentators particularly not talkative.110

Regarding the debate with previous monotheisms, as mentioned in Chapter 1,

the commentary of Qushayrī on the credo verses Q 2:97–98 relates that Jews

considered Gabriel an antagonist to them, for had it beenMichael bringing the

revelation, theywould have believed.111We also find thismotif in IbnBarrajān 1,

the same verse eliciting a similar commentary from him:

104
.مالسلاهيلعقرتحالليربجهيفدهاشول

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 81

The mention of angels, especially the ones with specific names, is often accompanied by

the phrase “ʿalayhi al-salām”, and since the only other possible subject of the sentence

here was the Prophet, whosemention is always followed by the longer “ʿṣallā Allāh ʿalayhi

wa-l-sallām”, then Gabriel was the obvious subject here. Gabriel burning whenwitnessing

the Real/God is a recurring motif, seen also in Chapter 4.

105 Al-Sulamī, ii, 284.

106 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 18 and 481–483: see 2.2.4 onGabriel in the “miʿrāj” verses Q 53:4–18.

107 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 208.

108 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 53.

109 Ibid. 356–360.

110 Coppens has provided useful tables giving an overview of different Sufi commentators,

including Sulamī, Qushayrī, and Baqlī, and who they “saw” in these verses, and Gabriel is

one option alongside the Prophet or God, and of course the option of a “silent” commen-

tary (Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 231–234).

111 Qushayrī, i, 108. This is a common motif, probably related to his role of destructor of
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It is reported that they said to God’s Messenger: ‘Had he not been bring-

ing you the divine inspiration, we would have followed you’; and they said:

‘Because he brings pain, and he is our enemy among the angels.’112

It shows that although these authors are separated by geography and time, they

use the same references, and although “they” arenot explicitly identified as “the

Jews”, the narrative is so similar to the clearer ones that it is easy to infer so. Ibn

Barrajān probably did not need to state what was obvious.

On Q 81:19, Sulamī identifies the noble messenger (rasūl karīm) as Gabriel

in an implicit manner, as he does not mention his name but through an

unknown report says, “He made him an envoy (safīran) between Him and His

Prophets.”113

In a similarly classicalmanner, Qushayrī identifies Gabriel inQ 19:17–26with

“Our Spirit” (rūḥunā) and the “messenger of your Lord” (rasūl rabbiki) sent to

Mary,114 as hedoes in the “Spirit” inQ70:4,115 aswell as inQ97:4,whereQushayrī

indicates that it could also be an unnamed “great angel” (malak ʿaẓīm).116 This

is a rare instance of a phrase that could be translated as “archangel,” as in the

great majority of cases in the primary sources of this study, “angel” is used as a

common category name. This is also one of the very rare allusions to Gabriel in

these Sufi commentaries on this group of verses, Q 97:1–5, about the “Night of

Power,” duringwhichmany other Islamicwritings explain that Gabriel brought

the complete Revelation.117 Ibn Barrajān 1 also sees in Q 19:17 Gabriel, “or an

angel from the angels of the wombs.”118 Interestingly, Baqlī, on Q 19:17–26, does

Sodoma in Jewish traditions (Burge, Angels in Islam 106). For Muslims, it could also be

seen as the championing of Gabriel in face of the Christians who adopted Michael as

their main archangel (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 345; Keck, Angels and Angelol-

ogy in the Middle Ages 4).

112
وهوباذعلابيتأيهنأل:اولاق،كانعبّتالليربجوهيحولابكيتأييذلانأالول:هللالوسرلاولاقمهنأءاج

.ةكئالملانمانوده

ibn barrajān 1, Tafsīr i, 240

113 Sulamī, ii, 375. Qushayrī and Ibn Barrajān 1 also identify Gabriel here (Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii,

694. Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 456).

114 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 423.

115 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 628.

116 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 751. This is a rare instance of a phrase that could be translated

as “archangel,” as in the great majority of cases in the primary sources of this study, only

“angel” is used as a common category name.

117 For an overview of the exegesis around these verses, with a focus on Abū Mansūr al-

Māturīdī (d. 944/ 1537), see Arnold Yasin Mol, “Laylat al-Qadr as Sacred Time.”

118 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 479.
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not see in “Our Spirit” the archangel Gabriel, but the light of God connecting

with the light of Mary’s spirit (nūr rūḥihā) “after it appeared as an image of

Jesus.”119 Here the Spirit would either be an apparition as a human prophet,

symbol of her future son in the narrative, or it could be seen as a metaphor for

her elevated spiritual state and distinction.

3.2 The Named Angels in the Non-angelic Verses

Named angels also appear in seemingly completely unrelated verses, with

Gabriel coming first. On Q 2:1, Tustarī identifies the letter lām with Gabriel,

Alif with God and mīm with Muḥammad. We find this reported in Sulamī as

well,120 and in Qushayrī as an anonymous report among the different inter-

pretations offered.121 Commenting on Q 11:40, Tustarī mentions a story involv-

ing Gabriel and Muḥammad, where Gabriel acts, classically, as a messenger

between God and the Prophet,122 where God offers to the Prophet the choice

between granting Paradise to a portion of his nation and the right of interces-

sion. After several exchanges throughGabriel, the prophet obtains intercession

for two-thirds of his nation.123While in the Quran only angels are able to inter-

cede on behalf of humans (and always with God’s permission), this narrative

extends this favor to the Prophet, an idea repeated by Tustarī later, regarding

Q 14:34.124

If some commentaries relay the usual exoteric dogma surrounding the reve-

lation,125 other comments give curious details, such as Qushayrī’s commentary

on Q 32:8–9, alluding to verse Q 35:1, by describing Gabriel as the “peacock

of the angels” (ṭāwūs al-malāʾika).126 Baqlī relates the same phrase, with the

same allusion to Q 35:1, in a report attributed to “the Master”, which confirms

that he means al-Qushayrī by this title. Reminiscent of the Yezidi belief sys-

119
.ىسيعةروصباهللّثمتنأدعب

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 456

120 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr, 13; Sulamī, i, 47.

121 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 53.

122 On Q 12:42 Tustarī mentions Gabriel again as messenger between God and Joseph while

the latter is in prison (al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 96). This seems to be the main role in which we

find Gabriel, such as in the commentaries on Q 89:1–4 (al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 282) and Q 113:2

(ibid. 318).

123 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 92.

124 Ibid. 103.

125 For example, Sulamī, i, 42.

126 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 140.
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tem,127 which some claims has partial roots in Sufi traditions,128 the peacock

figure is one among many representations of angels with animal figures (some

prophetic miʿrāj narratives include a rooster angel). Burge already noted that,

while angels are described as having human form only in the Quran, with or

without wings, Islamic traditions give them many different forms,129 such as

bearers of the Throne, as seen previously.

There are other well-known examples of the involvement of Gabriel in the

Prophet’s life. In his comments onQ 74:1–2, Qushayrī relates the first apparition

of Gabriel, floating in the air ( fa-badā lahu fī al-hawā), and how this caused

the Prophet to flee and envelop himself in a garment (mentioned in these

verses).130 Then Qushayrī understands (81:23) as Muḥammad seeing Gabriel

on the “clear horizon”, mentioned in the verse, during the night of themiʿrāj.131

On Q 15:47, Qushayrī mentions that God ordered Gabriel to clean and purify

Muḥammad’s heart,132 a well-known episode in Islamic religious literature,

though not mentioned in the Quran. With regard to Q 94:1, the verse usually

associated with this heart purification narrative, Ibn Barrajān 1 adds the story

of two angels attending to this work, one of them being Gabriel, situating this

event during the night of the isrāʾ andmiʿrāj.133

Beyond these classical episodes, mostly known from the Ḥadīth, some new

roles are attributed to Gabriel. Interestingly, Sulamī, on Q 7:199, presents

Gabriel as an interpreter (mufassir) to the Prophet, the latter asking him the

meaning of the verse he just transmitted.134 Similarly, onQ34:23, Baqlī presents

Gabriel in the role of interpreter to the rest of the angels. They receive the

127 Victoria Arakelova, Garnik S. Asatrian, The Religion of the Peacock Angel, the Yezidis and

Their Spirit World (London: Routledge, 2014).

128 On the Yezidi tradition and its angels, the reader will be interested in the excellent article

by Artur Rodziewicz: Artur Rodziewicz, “Heft Sur—the Seven Angels of the Yezidi Tradi-

tion and Harran,” in Lauritzen, Inventer les anges, 943–1029. He explains that the peacock

angel is sometimes identified as Gabriel, or as Iblīs—in the latter case not as a negative

satanic character, but as a secretly positive character with a specific relation to God.

129 Burge, Angels in Islam 56.

130 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 647.

131 Ibid. 694.

132 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 273.

133 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 511. In Ibn Barrajān 2, only two angels are mentioned, not Gabriel,

and the purification consists in “extracting the portion of Satan from his heart” (Ibn Bar-

rajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 860). There are many variations of the chronology of these

different events: The heart purification is sometimes situated inMuḥammad’s childhood,

sometimes during his adulthoodwith themiʿrāj (see Chapter 3 and the works of Vuckovic

and Colby).

134 Sulamī, i, 261.
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“speech of Real” (kalāmal-ḥaqq) and enter such a state of awe (hayba) that they

do not comprehend this speech, and ask Gabriel what it means. The last part

of the verse would be an allusion to Gabriel’s answer, and he is then described

as being “of the people of wakefulness and mastery of mystical knowledge.”135

More classically, Gabriel is involved in narratives with more theological

reflections, used to explain a literal reading of the Quran. Qushayrī mentions

Gabriel andMichael in his reading of Q 7:148, as a rebuke to thepeople of Moses

who took up the worshipping of the golden calf, as no-one would have agreed

to this if theywere to “beholdGabriel andMichael and theThrone, or the Earth,

or the jinn, or humanity.”136 Earlier, we saw a few exoteric explanations of the

Quranic “We” of majesty, and there is at least one other in non-angelic verses,

involving Gabriel: Mentioning a grammatical point in Q 21:91, Qushayrī argues

that the descent of Gabriel is conjoint to God. For example, in this verse where

“We breathed into her Our spirit,” to Qushayrī this means that Gabriel oversaw

this, on God’s command.137

In these non-angelic verses however, we also encounter a few other familiar

personal names, added by Islamic traditions to the Quran, and mentioned in

the commentaries. These aremainly Azrael (ʿAzrāʾīl),138 Seraphiel,Munkar and

Nakīr, and Riḍwān.

Azrael, angel of death,139 is mentioned by Tustarī in his commentary on

Q 39:68.140 He does not play any particular role in it. However, and paradox-

ically enough, this commentary concerns the mortality of angels. In Ibn Barra-

jān 2, Seraphiel is given a particular role, presented as according “to the book

called Torah:” after the downfall of Adam, Seraphiel is placed with a “spear of

fire” (rumḥan nāriyyan) in front of the “tree of life” (shajarat al-ḥayāt) so that

no-one picks its fruit. To the author, the spear means “piercing” (ṭaʿn), and the

interpretation (taʾwīl) of the tree of life means what is “permitted” (mubāḥa)

135
.ةفرعملايفنيكمتلاووحصلالهأنم

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 153–154

136
.ىرولاوأنجلاوأ،ىرثلاوأشرعلاوليئاكيموليربجظحالنمالو

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 570

137 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif ii, 521.

138 On this name, see Stephen R. Burge, “zrʾl, The Angel of Death and the Ethiopic Apoca-

lypse of Peter,” in Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigraphia 19 (2010): 217–224.

139 For an overview of the Angel of Death in other Sunni sources, see Günther, “ ‘As the Angels

Stretch Out Their Hands’ (Quran 6:93)” 314–322.

140 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 173.



angels in sufi tafsīr: two sufi functions 131

in Paradise, and its restriction in this world means “faith” (īmān) and acting in

obedience (al-ʿamal bi-ṭāʿatihi).141

On Q 47:1, Tustarī mentions Munkar and Nakīr by name, questioning

souls,142 which seems to be an early example of the last stage of the naming

process of these angels in Islamic traditions, according to Arent J.Wensinck.143

The etymological origins of these names is unclear, and variations exist in other

texts.144

We also find comparisons between prophets, caliphs, and angels, as if the

angels who are distinguished by personal names served to highlight their puta-

tive human equivalents on Earth.Wementioned this building process of Sunni

political legitimacy earlier in Chapter 1 and in the cosmological function. On

Q 24:35, the “verse of Light”, Sulamī presents an anonymous report describing

such a parallel: “In this verse the light of the Heavens is four: Gabriel, Michael,

Seraphiel, and Azrael, peace upon them. The light of the Earth is Abu Bakr,

Omar, Othman, and Ali, may God be pleased with them.”145 Tottoli wrote more

extensively on the Throne-bearers and how they are used for legitimacy pur-

poses between Sunni and Shia trends. Sunni texts present a similar picture as

that of these commentaries, while Shia texts mention the equivalence of these

angels to the Prophet’s family, ormention that their names are inscribed on the

Throne.146

Regarding such comparisons with prophets, Ibn Barrajān 1 elaborates on

Jesus and other exceptional men, mentioning Q 43:59 when commenting on

the 19th surah. He discusses their number before saying that some of them are

“in the footsteps of” different figures. This phrasing translates literally as “on

the hearts of,” such as in “on the heart of the Prophets” (ʿalā qulūb al-anbiyāʾ),

while others are “on the heart of” Gabriel,Michael and Seraphiel. Others yet are

simply described as having hearts that resemble the hearts of angels (ashbahat

qulūbu-hum qulūb al-malāʾika). To Ibn Barrajān the angelic verse that follows,

141 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 322.

142 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 193.

143 The first stage consists in the absence of any angel mentioned, then the mention of an

angel, then two angels, and lastly these two angels are given the namesMunkar and Nakīr

(Wensinck, “Munkar wa-Nakīr,”ei²).

144 Anexamplewouldbe “Nākūr,” and sometimes a thirdone, Rūmān, is associatedwith them.

See Burge, Angels in Islam, 46. For more on these two angels in other Sunni sources, see

Günther, “ ‘As the Angels Stretch Out Their Hands’ (Quran 6:93)” 325–331.

145 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 52.

146 Tottoli, “The Carriers of the Throne of God” 276–282. For angels “used” to highlight the

importance of the Prophet’s family in general, see Clohessy, Angels Hastening.
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Q 43:60, indicates thesemen.147 This phrasing, “on the heart of,” is quite impor-

tant as it will be widely used by Ibn ʿArabī (seen in Chapter 5), and this is one

indication among many of Ibn Barrajān’s influence on him.

Although Riḍwān is the angel who came to be associated with Paradise in

Islamic traditions, he is not presented as an angel in the Quran.148 He is men-

tioned in Qushayrī’s commentary on Q 7:43, which describes a cosmological

organization briefly: Riḍwān is put in charge of organizing Paradise, while the

Throne is kept by a certain “group” ( jumla); the keys of the Kaaba are given to

Banī Shayba, and the purification of hearts, subject of this verse, is taken care

of by God himself.149 Interestingly, Riḍwān and the “group” are not described as

being angels, and this is only implied by the Quranic context and the general

Islamic cosmology. In Ibn Barrajān 2, Riḍwān, the keeper of Paradise (khāzin

al-janna) is also mentioned in his commentary of the 36th surah. However, he

does not qualify himclearly as an angel either, andonly the context of the death

of a believer and the angel of death coming at the same time imply that he

might also be one, in addition to the more general context of understanding

the guardians of Paradise and Hell as angels.150

4 The Symbolic Function of Angels in the tafsīr

4.1 An Esoteric (bāṭinī) Meta-function in Angelic Verses

The last function is not Quranic either, but it was hinted at in different places

throughout the previous chapters, and it appears more clearly through a sec-

ond level of reading, when noticing that many of the angel verses are given a

bāṭinī or esoteric interpretation either as the only type of interpretation, or as

a second interpretation following an exoteric one. The figurative reading has

fully taken over, although it does not mean it erases the literal one. In these

cases, angels stand for spiritual experiential metaphors, and do not necessarily

appear as discrete characters. They are metaphorical tools directly used for a

function outside the text, a symbolic or esoteric meta-function: They are used

to explain a Quranic verse in relation to the author’s and/or readers’ spiritual

experience, or to explain concepts for which angels become allegories or sym-

bols. The angels temporarily cease to represent characters inside the text.

147 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iii, 484.

148 A development of Islamic tradition also noted by Burge (Burge, Angels in Islam 74).

149 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 535.

150 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 586.
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4.1.1 Metaphorical Angels

This first part showsdifferent examples of angels used as allegoricalmetaphors.

In the commentaries on Q 70:4 in Chapter 2, angels are presented as allegories

for the deeds of humanity ascending to God, and the Spirit as an allegorical

metaphor for the “intuition of the self.” Another example of alternative exoteric

and esoteric commentaries appears in Qushayrī on alluding verses Q 79:1–5,151

and we have seen in the messenger function that Tustarī does the same to the

equally alluding verse Q 77:1 where angels can be understood as such, beings

sent by God with His Command, or as metaphors for the spirit of the believers

receiving an inspiration. Tustarī then offers exclusively esoteric explanations

on the following verses, Q 77:2–6.152 Another type of angel or spirit “retreat”

from the text is their subsuming into their element (according to Islamic tra-

ditions): Sulamī on the visitation of Mary Q 19:17 reports a saying attributed

to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ, saying that the “Spirit” (rūḥ) should be understood as “light” (nūr)

from which Jesus was created.153

The most ‘angelic’ of all verses, Q 35:1, also gives way to different metaphors.

Following our firstmention of Q 35:1, in Qushayrī, and how this verse illustrates

the dual attitude a believer should have towards the acts of God (in Chapter 1),

in a second part of his commentary Qushayrī provides a list of esoteric inter-

pretations onGod’s increasing creation asHewills.154 Baqlī alsomakesmystical

allegories of this verse, playing on the number of wings:

He gave the angels wings of knowledge according to the stations’ degrees,

giving preference to some over others as in His verse “two, three, and four”,

and the saintly spirits have wings, of which there is the wing of Knowl-

edge (maʿrifa), the wing of Oneness (tawḥīd), the wing of Love-Affection

(maḥabba), the wing of Desire (shawq); and with the wing of Knowledge

you fly to the world of Attributes (ṣifāt), with the wing of Oneness you fly

to the world of Being (dhāt), with the wing of Love-Affection you fly to the

Witnessing (mushāhada), and with the wing of Desire you fly to the Com-

munion (wiṣāl).155

151 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 681–682.

152 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 261.

153 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 423.

154 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 190–191.

155
ىنثم{هلوقيفكلذيفضعبىلعمهضعبلضّف،تاماقملابتارمىلعةفرعملاةحنجأةكئالملللعج

،ةبحملاحانجاهنمو،ديحوتلاحانجاهنمو،ةفرعملاحانجاهنم،ةحنجأةيسدقلاحاورأللو،}عابروثالثو
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He then relates reports from other mystics with variations on this metaphori-

cal approach, and a report attributed to al-Junayd elaborating on this increase

of “creation as He wills” in the hearts of the mystical knowers (al-ʿārifīn).156

On the credo verse Q 3:80, angels are similarly ignored by Sulamī, while

the verse is given different esoteric interpretations, such as a report attributed

to al-Wāsiṭī, in which angels symbolize an unnecessary veil (object of wor-

ship demanded by unbelievers in the verse): “Would He command you to veil

yourself from the Real after you gazed upon the Real, or to cut yourself from

the Real by following something else?”157 Angels seem to stand for metaphor-

ical “crutches” for those who cannot yet look directly at the Real, echoing the

dual canal of communication between the Prophet and God, with or without

Gabriel.

Similarly, regarding Q 50:21, where many understand guardian angels, Baqlī

presents only a mystical metaphor: the “driver” as the “desire of the soul of the

mystical knower” (shawq nafs al-ʿārif ) for “the beauty of the Real” ( jamāl al-

ḥaqq) and the “witness” as thewitnessing of this desire (mushāhadat shawqihi).

He furthermore witnesses that he is a “Friend drawn near” (waliyy muqarrab)

by using this description, which is mostly given to angels in exoteric commen-

taries.158

On Sulamī’s commentary on the mirʿāj verses, Q 53:4–18, apart from a brief

discussion on receiving inspiration (seen in the previous chapter) and a men-

tion of Gabriel, these verses are given amystical interpretation. For instance, in

the report attributed to [Jaʿfar] al-Ṣādiq given by Sulamī, verse Q 53:10 becomes

a metaphor for a mystical relationship between two lovers and how they keep

what is between them secret.159

Similarly, Qushayrī seems to allow an apparent existence (or at least a met-

aphorical one) to the Angel of Death only for those whose hearts are unaware,

when commenting on Q 32:11:

حانجبو،تاذلاملاعىلإريطتديحوتلاحانجب،تافصلاملاعىلإريطتةفرعملاحانجبف،قوشلاحانجاهنمو

.لاصولاىلإريطتقوشلاحانجبو،ةدهاشملاىلإريطتةبحملا

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 156

156 Ibid.

157 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 105–106.

158 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 334.

159
امهاوسًادحأامهِّرسىلعاعلطُيمل

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 285



angels in sufi tafsīr: two sufi functions 135

Had their hearts not been unaware, the souls would not have been taken

by the Angel of death; indeed, the Angel of Death does not have any effect

on anyone, and does not move freely by himself, and what is obtained from

the dead is specific to the power of the Real. However, they were unaware of

the witnessing of the realities of the Lord so He spoke to them on the level

of their understanding (…), and all are spoken to with what they may bear

according to their strength and weakness.160

This clearly implies that the Angel of Death is not independent from God, and

his name or representation only serves to communicate God’s speech to the

level of those who need this metaphor at the moment of their passing.

On Q 37:1–10, Sulamī sees in Q 37:6 stars adorning the sky as “the hearts of

his friends [adorned by] the stars of mystical knowledge.”161 We have seen in

Chapter 2 that Qushayrī first identifies angels for the four first verses of this

same group, however, he builds on the exoteric interpretations with esoteric or

symbolic ones, which become the predominant type of commentary given for

Q 37:5–7, whereby “[God] adorned the hearts with the lights of monotheism,

and if Satan draws close to them, they will stone him with the stars of their

knowledge.”162 On these verses Baqlī gives a mystical interpretation only.163

For the alluding verses Q 79:1–5, Tustarī interprets “the racing ones” (al-

sābiqāt) not as angels, but as the spirits of the believers racing “to be the first

to respond to the Angel of Death out of longing (shawq) for their Lord.”164

On these same verses, much later, Baqlī also gives his personal interpreta-

tion, identifying the spirits (arwāḥ), breaths (anfās) or intellects (ʿuqūl), but

no angel.165 Similarly, Baqlī sees in angels symbols for human spirits in Q 13:13,

160
الو،دحأيفهنمرثأالتوملاكلمنّإف،توملاكلمىلعمهحاورأةضبقلاحأاملالإومهبولقةلفغالول

قئاقحدوهشنعاولفغمهنكـلو.قحلاةردقصئاصخنمفيّفوتلانملصحيامو،هسفنيفتافّرصتهل

.هفعضوهتّوقردقىلعلمتحيامببطاخيلّكو)…(مهمهفرادقمىلعمهبطاخفبرلا

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 140–141

161
.ةفرعملابكاوكبهئايلوأبولقو

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 176

162
.مهفراعمموجنباهمجرناطيشلااهنمبرقاذإف،ديحوتلاراونأببولقلاانّيز

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 227–228

163 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 476–477.

164 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 265.

165 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 381.
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and angels praise God: “The angels are the spirits of themystical knowerswhen

they are annihilated by the splendor of His greatness.”166 One last example of

a metaphorical angel is provided by Ibn Barrajān 1 on Q 25:21, as he writes only

one short comment on seeing angels in the verse, which symbolize death to

him.167

4.1.2 Invisible Angels

This second part focuses on the meta-function as shown through a slightly dif-

ferent approach to angels, whereby the commentary is purelymystical, bypass-

ing the angels altogether, reflecting, on a meta-level, on the dispensability of

angels asmediators or explanatorymetaphors.Wehad seen this for theProphet

when in direct connection with the divine, where Gabriel is understood as

the exoteric symbolization of this communication for some commentators, or

during the episodes when Gabriel was not needed, for other commentators.

Thus on Q 35:1, Sulamī elaborates in a similarly mystical way on the meaning

of “increasing creation as He wills,” such as the “mystical knowledge of God”

(maʿrifat Allāh) in a report by Ibn ʿAṭāʿ, or “the Love-Affection in the hearts of

thebelievers” (maḥabba fī qulūb al-muʾminīn) in an anonymous report,without

referring once to angels as such.168

On verse Q 3:18, which defines the basic Islamic credo, Sulamī presents dif-

ferent mystical interpretations on the shahāda, with numerous reports from

previous mystics, including one from Tustarī,169 according to which God’s wit-

ness of His self, followed by the witnessing of His creatures, means that he had

full knowledge of everything before the existence of everything. Over the three

pages, angels arementioned only once, briefly, in the report attributed to Jaʿfar,

as a paraphrase to the credo: “angels and the possessors of knowledge” attest to

God’s own shahāda.170

On different verses that are usually considered to be alluding to angels, we

have an example of an exclusively mystical interpretation, with Sulamī provid-

ing reports such as the ones attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ, Jaʿfar, al-Junayd onQ 41:12,171

166
.هتمظعلالجإنمةينافيهونيفراعلاحاورأةكئالملاو

baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 226

He later gives another interpretation, closer to the one given by Qushayrī in the previous

chapter (angels crying tears of blood for the mystics), Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 226–227.

167 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr iv, 183.

168 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 157.

169 This can be found in al-Tustarī, Tafsīr, 43.

170 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 90–93.

171 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 216.
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al-Wāsiṭī on the “watcher” in Q 50:18, and Sulamī himself with al-Wāṣiṭī on the

“driver” and the “witness” in Q 50:21.172

On commenting on Q 78:38 and its angels “none speaking,” Sulamī once

again bypasses the obvious subject of angels to go to an “educational” inter-

pretation of the verse on the etiquette of speaking, by himself and a report

attributed to Abū ʿUthmān.173 On this same verse, Qushayrī immediately gives

an esoteric commentary discussing the “awe” (hayba) that people will feel on

the Last day, pointing out the differencewith the “elite” (khawāṣṣ), who are per-

manently witnessing this awe.174

Commenting onQ 8:9 and this verse’s angelic help by the thousands, Sulamī

does not mention it. Reports and discussions are about asking help from God,

including one attributed to al-Naṣrābādhī (d. 367/978) that is particularly mys-

tical: The self (nafs) calls for help for eternity and health, while the heart (qalb)

calls for help in the face of its fear of change (taqlīb).175

Discussing Q 89:22, “your Lord comes with angels row upon row,” Sulamī

presents a report attributed to al-Wāsiṭī commenting on the divine Might,

where angels are not needed to explain this (or turning angels thus into met-

aphors for this concept). He also presents reports of unknown origins dis-

cussing the notion of time and place to underline the incommensurability of

the divine.176

On the blessing of angels in Q 33:43, Sulamī mentions a report attributed

to Abū Bakr b. Ṭāhir, which ignores the angels, bypassing these mediators or

helpers, and goes on to elaborate on the meaning of God’s prayers on his ser-

vants.177On this same verse,Qushayrī offers several esotericmeanings forGod’s

prayers and the angels, as the verse’s theme of darkness and light lends itself

easily to such a type of interpretation.178

On the angels coming with God in the rhetorical question in Q 2:210,

Qushayrī explains that this demonstration of God’s power (nafādh qudratuhu

fīmā yurīd) is not necessary to the hearts of monotheists, who do not require

the interpretation (taʾwīl) of this verse and similar verses, since “the Real Ex-

alted He be, is above any move or impermanence, of specific location in place

and time.”179 Angels are then an unnecessary part of the demonstration of

172 Ibid. 267.

173 Ibid. 369.

174 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 679.

175 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 257–258.

176 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 394.

177 Ibid. 149.

178 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 165.

179 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 172.



138 chapter 3

God’s power, as their representation is still linked to notions of temporality and

space. Similarly, onQ33:9–10,Qushayrī sees in these allusions of unseen armies

either divine help in averting afflictions, Q 33:9, or afflictions being inflicted

upon some, Q 33:10, discussing God’s acts directly, without mentioning the

angels possibly involved here.180

On the credo verse Q 4:136, Qushayrī furnishes different reports, all para-

phrasing in different ways what a believer should believe in. The last report

employs amystical vocabulary, according towhich believers are said to be “wit-

nessing the Real, not the Reality of the Essence” (shāhid al-ḥaqq lā ḥaqīqat

al-dhāt),181 reiterating the incommensurability of God.

There is another such example from Qushayrī that echoes the theme of

angels having access to theheart of men, encountered inTustarī’s comments on

Q 50:18. This is found in Qushayrī’s commentary on Q 2:248, elaborating on the

fact that if the “tranquility” (sakīna), borne by the angels in theArk in the verse,

was situated in a particular place and in the time of the people of Israel (banū

Isrāʾīl), in the tabernacle (tābūt) and the staff of Moses (ʿaṣā Mūsā), then God

“has deposited the sakīna of this [Muslim] nation in their hearts.”182 This could

be seen as a particular variation of this meta-function: Something regarded

as a literal event with existing entities is turned by an Islamic mystic into a

metaphor for a spiritual reality, transposing an exoteric cosmological detail

(which needs angels to bear it) into a spiritual one (which is placed directly

into hearts, angels becoming unnecessary). By choosing to read this verse fully

figuratively instead of literally, the author claims a certain mystical superiority

of the Islamic concept of “sakīna” over what he considers to be the Jewish one,

to which he relegates the literal reading.

Another distinction between two groups of humans and the use and need of

angels for the “literal reading” group is made by Qushayrī, in his commentary

on Q 82:10–11. The sight of the writing angels is meant as a source of fright to

humans, if the latter seek to rationalize and question the divine (iṭṭilāʿ al-ḥaqq).

Had they known better, that is, were they not questioning the existence of God

this way, it would have been better for them than seeing angels.183

180
.رعشيملوهودبعلانعهفرصءالبمك

al-qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 153–154

181 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 374. This reminder of a final access to one “interface” of the divinity,

and not its whole, could be understood both as a warning against what al-Qushayrī saw as

wild claims from some Sufis, and an idea that is to be found in Ibn ʿArabī’s works, among

others.

182 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 192.

183 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 297–298.
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In the continuation of Qushayrī and this approach, the Angel of Deathmen-

tioned in verseQ 16:32 elicits fromBaqlī a long list of mysticalmetaphors about

death, without mentioning angels or physical death—metaphors which he

attributes to “the master” (al-ustādh).184 In the next chapter we will see similar

examples of angels, where their literal existence is considered to be a “help” for

believers who are not mystically inclined.

4.1.3 Metaphorical Angels

In this third part, we look at the example of angels used as metaphorical tools.

Both Ibn Barrajān 1 and Ibn Barrajān 2 contain such reflections. Themetaphor-

ical discussion on the “names” taught by God to Adam is found first in Ibn

Barrajān 1, for instance, in a section within the commentary of the seventh

surah, where he says that “all creatures have dedicated angels, specifically and

generally,” and that Adam taught the angels “their own names, so he called

them all with the name corresponding to what he [the angel] was in charge

of among the existent things.”185 On Q 2:30–34, Ibn Barrajān 2 launches into a

similar and longer commentary around the naming of things that God teaches

Adam about, and the question of the angels serving the purpose of prompting

the discussion around these names.186 Here, Adam gives angels their names

not with the goal of “separating them from each other, but with the goal of

giving them names corresponding to that for which they exist,” or names cor-

responding to the purpose of their existence, as Iblīs is also named for his

desperation (iblāsihi).187 This idea is extended to all the names taught to Adam,

names corresponding to abstract concepts, things and creatures, all receiving

names corresponding to their existence. The whole discussion is rather meta-

philosophical in nature, evoking a process of “bringing into consciousness”,

begun by God through the teaching of names. Through this process, angels dis-

cover God’s infinite knowledge and the portion thereof that has been imparted

to Adam, which, however partial, remains superior to their own. This knowl-

edge also corresponds to a kind of realization of their own existence by crea-

184 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 317.

185
نمهيلإلّكُواملقباطملاهمساباّلكأبنأفمهسفنأءامسأب)…(ّماعوصّاخفهبنولّكومةكئالمهتاقولخملّكل

.تادوجوملا

ibn barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary ii, 306

186 Ibid. 124–133.

187
.هلاودجواملةقباطممهئامسأامنإ،كلانهاميفضعبنممهضعبةقرفتللهدنعمهئامسأتسيل

Ibid. 128
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tures and things, thanks to the process of receiving the names that correspond

to their realities. In thisway, angels are closer to symbolizing philosophical con-

cepts, relationships, or dynamics, and this foreshadows the understanding of

Ibn ʿArabī of the divine Attributes and Names in Chapter 5.

On these same verses, Q 2:30–34, Baqlī, as we have seen in the cosmological

function, considers that angels are prideful and faulty, whereby the creation

of Adam teaches them to be modest, something which is drawn as a general

example to readers (as seen in the praxis function). Furthermore, by ordering

them to bow to Adam, angels are made to see the “Secret of God” (sirru-llāh)

in Adam, while Iblīs does not see it, and refuses to bow.188 Baqlī further states,

with a highly mystical terminology, that God also taught Adam “the names of

the stations that are the stairs of the states (madārij al-ḥālāt).”189 Similarly, on

the topics of “secrets” and Adam in Q 7:11, Baqlī describes angels bowing to

Adam because “his image is the locus of the standing (istwāʾ) of the light of the

Attributes (ṣifāt),” “his form is the locus of the standing of the lights of the Acts

(afʿāl),” “his spirit the locus of the standing of the lights of the love-affection

(maḥabba),” and “his secret the locus of the fixation of the lights of science

(ʿilm) and the knowledge (maʿrifa).” Adam becomes thus a means of servant-

hood to the angels (wāsiṭa fī al-ʿubūdiyya),190 and in a way angels become sign-

posts to mystical realities and experiences of mankind.

The creationof Adamallows angels to accessGodandHis capacities through

Adam’smanifestation in away, an ideawhich is repeated elsewhere in the com-

mentary on Q 15:28–31.191 Parallel to this, angels participate in, if not stand for,

the self-realization of the divine through man.

4.1.4 Obscuring Angels

Lastly, this fourth part explores another symbolic way of seeing angels, found

in the comment on verses Q 6:8–9, in which God says that angels were not sent

down to the Prophet or, if they were, angels would have been obscured with

human-like appearance. We have seen that this blurs boundaries, in the com-

mentaries, betweenwho is human andwho is angelic, this despite the Quranic

distinction, choosing angels as a category of being over angels as a messen-

ger function (whether human or otherwise). The very short commentaries of

Qushayrī seen in the theological function show that external proof is nothing

to those who are unconvinced at first: Conviction must come from within. On

188 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 43.

189 Ibid. 42.

190 Ibid. 418.

191 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 286–290.
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Q 6:9, which mentions angels with the appearance of men being sent by God,

“thus obscuring to them that which they themselves obscure”, Qushayrī writes:

“Who does not consider his innermost self as sacred, [God] obscures his affair

(labbasa amrahu).”192 Angels, like the innermost self, are thus to be perceived

internally and without needing an external appearance.

We have seen in the previous chapter how Ibn Barrajān 1 uses these angels

obscuredbyGod inQ6:8–9 as a test for humanity, and thendraws a comparison

with the mystical approach to the Quranic text and how the higher knowledge

and certainty can be reached only by going beyond the appearance/exoteric,

to reach the inside/esoteric.193 On the same verses, Ibn Barrajān 2 reiterates

that, had angels been sent to humanity as messengers, they would have looked

human (echoing Abraham’s story seen in the messenger function), elaborat-

ing on the nature of the universe: Messengers sent to humanity are angelic on

the inside (bawāṭinuhummalakiyya) and human on the outside (ẓawāhiruhum

bashariyya), as the universe is composed of different elements on its outside

(al-samawāt wa-l-arḍ ẓāhiruhu), of which the inside is the “Evident Real” (bāṭin

dhālika mā huwa al-ḥaqq al-mubīn).194

On these same verses, Q 6:8–9, Baqlī uses a mystical vocabulary, with his

habitual flowery style, to comment on those able to see or feel angels, where

“the people of the Truth” (ahl al-ḥaqīqa) would see in the face of the messen-

ger what was not in the “face of people of the Kingdom” (wujūh ahl al-malakūt)

of “the illumination’s brilliance of the attributes of the light of eternity” (sanā

ishrāq ṣifāt nūr al-azal). He adds specificity on Q 6:9, saying that the “mystical

seekers” (murīdīn) cannot see “the people of the Kingdom” (ahl al-malakūt),

that is the angels, except by “feeling” (al-mithāl al-ḥissī). Additionally, if they

were able to see them, they would only see them in human form, which is

“the locus of obscuration” (mawqiʿ al-iltibās). He also adds, in a manner rem-

iniscent of Qushayrī, that those who cannot see angels because God obscures

“for them that which they themselves obscure” suffer only from their “ruse sent

back on their neck” (wa-yurjaʿu kaydu-hum ʿalā aʿnāqihim). For him, the verse

may also have a furthermeaning for the “people of theTruth” when the “station

192 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 462.

193 Ibn Barrajān 1, ii, 203.

194 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 282. In this sentence, the universe is designated by

“al-ḥaqq al-makhlūq bihi al-samāwāt wa-l-arḍ”, on which Böwering remarks that “another

important feature of Ibn Barrajān’s writings as a whole, as well as the Īḍāḥ in particular, is

his doctrine of al-ḥaqq al-makhlūq bihi al-samawāt wa-l-arḍ, that is, ‘The Reality ByVirtue

of Which the Heavens and Earth are Created.’ This idea has its roots in the writings of the

Ikhwān al-Ṣafā and finds an echo in the works of Ibn ʿArabī and his followers” (ibid. 42).
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of treachery and cunning in desire and Love-Affection” (maqām al-khidāʿ wa-

al-makr fi-l-ʿishq wa-l-maḥabba) means that they commit idolatry in their love

(min shirkihim fī al-ʿishq).195 Symbolically, one can understand in these types

of commentaries how all angels may share an Iblīs-like characteristic and his

function of challenger, which is also shown semantically by repeated use of

words such as “labassa” or “iltibās,” which have the same root as “Iblīs”.

In the next chapter, wewill also see such an example of a challenge function,

generalized to all angels in themiʿrāj of AbūYazīd al-Bisṭāmī (d. 261/874–875 or

234/848–849),196 who is, interestingly, a notable source for Baqlī. I would sug-

gest that the latter author may have been influenced by the former in his view

of angels in more ways than one, if we recall that Baqlī also has an occasional

negative view of angels in the previous chapters—a view shared by al Bisṭāmī,

as we will see later.

4.2 The Symbolic Function in Non-angelic Verses

This part will be short, as mystical commentaries bypassing angels can only be

identified in angel verses. However, on a related level, we do find some uses

of angels to point out a spiritual or mystical concept or reality in “non-angel

verses.” Tustarī, on Q 6:125, writes a long commentary mentioning the stations

(maqāmāt) and degrees (darajāt) a believermight reach. For this, he quotes the

angelic verse, Q 37:164, where the unknown speakers are usually identified as

angels in “known stations,” with another verse, Q 6:132, thatmentions “degrees,”

used to justify the use of these words.

While not exactly ametaphor, the angels are used here to illustrate the speci-

ficity of mystics as a group, likened thus to angels, as in Tustarī who gives an

esoteric interpretation of “livelihood” (maʿāsh) in verse Q 78:11, which seems to

set apart a certain elite from the masses (ʿawāmm):

That is, the lights of the heart and its illumination (tanwīr) through Our

remembrance (dhikr), are the livelihood (ʿaysh) of the spiritual self (nafs

al-rūḥ) and the intellect (ʿaql), as they are the livelihood of the angels.

However, the other kind of livelihood is the way of the generality of people

(ʿawāmm).197

195 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān i, 347–348. These ideas are repeated in the comment on Q 25:7,

where Baqlī adds that human qualities are not contrary to prophethood, as the body is

the vessel (markab) leading ultimately to mystical knowledge (maʿrifa) (Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-

bayān iii, 26–27).

196 Also known as Bāyāzīd al-Bistāmī, or al-Basṭāmī.

197 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 263.
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Echoing the angels circumambulating the Kaaba which illustrate verse Q 114:4,

Tustarī identifies, in his commentary on Q 52:4, the Quranic Inhabited House

(bayt maʿmūr) with a House in the 4th or 7th Heaven, to which angels make a

pilgrimage.198 On the esoteric side however, he adds that this “bayt” is in reality

the heart of the mystics:

In its inner meaning, it refers to the heart; the hearts of mystics are fre-

quented (maʿmūra) by His gnosis (maʿrifa), His love (maḥabba) and inti-

macy (uns) with Him. It is to this [the mystic’s heart] that the angels make

pilgrimage, for it is the House of the Realisation of God’s Oneness (bayt al-

tawḥīd).199

On another parallel between angels and hearts, we find the interpretation of

Q 48:4 in Sulamī through a report attributed to al-Tustarī: On the exoteric side

God’s armies in heaven are the angels ( junūduhu fī al-samāʾ al-malāʾika), and

His armies on Earth are the raiders ( junūduhu fī al-arḍ al-ghuzāt), while on

the esoteric side “the armies of the Heavens are the hearts and the armies of

the Earth are the selves”.200 Interestingly, earlier in Tustarī we find the same

commentary, with the difference that the armies of the Heavens are prophets,

not angels, with a greater elaboration on the esoteric interpretation, and how

it is preferable for the heart to overpower the self.201

On this simultaneity of exoteric and esoteric interpretations, and the place

of angels in this nexus, Sulamī gives a clear example of what I argue is emi-

nently a Sufi approach to the understanding of angels. He comments onQ 27:6,

with a report attributed to Abū Bakr bin Ṭāhir, for whom “One who is Wise,

Knowing” (ḥakīm ʿalīm) is Gabriel. To him, Gabriel transmitting the Quran is

only the exoteric aspect of an inner event: “Indeed you receive the Qurʾān from

the Real, in reality, even when you are taking it on the outside by the medi-

ation of Gabriel, God—Exalted he be—said ‘The Compassionate taught the

Qurʾān’.”202 This echoes the dichotomy already seen between the direct divine

198 Ibn Barrajān 1 relates the same interpretation on this verse, mentioning only the 7th

Heaven, Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 199.

199 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 210.

200
.سوفنلاضرألادونجوبولقلاتاوامسلادونج

sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq ii, 255

201 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 196.

202
ىلاعتهللالاقليربجةطساونعرهاظلايفهذخأتتنكنإوةقيقحقحلانمنآرقلافقلتتالكنإ

ّرلا{ .}نآرُقلامّلعنمحَ

al-sulamī, ii, 85
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message and the message given by a mediator. Here, Sulamī juxtaposes the

esoteric understanding to the usual exoteric understanding of this event. The

figurative or symbolic is added as an indispensable completion of the literal

reading of the verse. This will also appear more clearly in the following chap-

ters.

Another parallel is drawn between angels and human souls in the commen-

taries on Q 85:1–3, in both Tustarī and Sulamī, which contain the same report

attributed to Tustarī with one variation: The “witness” is understood to be an

angel (in Tustarī the onementioned in 50:21) or several angels (in Sulamī), and

the “witnessed” is understood to be the Day of Resurrection (in Tustarī), or

humanity (al-insān) (in Sulamī).203 Although diverging on this exoteric inter-

pretation, both versions converge on the esoteric one: The “witness” is the spir-

itual self (nafs al-rūḥ) and the “witnessed” is the “natural self” or “lower self”

(nafs al-ṭabʿ).204

Additionally, among the many mentions of meteorological angels, Ibn Bar-

rajān 1’s commentary on Q 77:1–2205 can be mentioned here, where the angels

in charge of the winds and the clouds are simultaneously in charge of spread-

ingGod’s compassion.206This denotes a recurrent literary themewhere clouds,

rain, and wind carry a positive connotation, contrary to heat and the sun,207

reflecting geographical realities. Similarly, commenting on Q 57:16, Ibn Bar-

rajān 2 compares the revivification of Earth by God after its death with the

revivification of the hearts by remembrance (dhikr) and the seeking of knowl-

edge (ṭalb al-ʿilm) fromGod,Hismessengers,His angels, andHis signs (āyāt).208

OnQ 39:17, Baqlī speaks about the callings from the inner part of the servant

(bāṭinihi) where the “apprehensions of the self” (hawājis al-nafs), the “whisper-

ings of Satan” (waswās al-shayṭān), and the “thoughts of the angel” (khawāṭir

al-malak) compete. The first one calls for his interests, the second to disobedi-

ence, and the last one to devotion.209

On the specific metaphor of Satan as the “ego” or “lower self,” we find the

commentary of Qushayrī on Q 7:12, a verse about Iblīs claiming “I am bet-

203 Among themany unknown reports that he provides on verse Q 85:3, Qushayrī gives a vari-

ation on this one: The witness is an angel, but it can also be humanity, witnessing itself

(Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif iii, 710).

204 Al-Tustarī, Tafsīr 276, and Sulamī, ii, 385.

205 Also seen in the cosmological and messenger functions.

206 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 428–429.

207 A few pages earlier, the sun is described as part of the torment inflicted upon those going

to Hell (Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr v, 405).

208 Ibn Barrajān 2, A Qurʾān Commentary 742.

209 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān iii, 208.
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ter than him” (anā khayran minhu) when speaking about Adam.210 Sulamī

presents different reports, all providing mostly esoteric interpretations. An

anonymous one lays the fault on Iblīs, by claiming he was better than man

because he was created of fire, in that “he did not know, uncertain that the

preference (al-faḍl) came from the One giving the preference (al-mufḍil) and

not from the matter (al-jawhariyya).” Other reports focus even more interest-

ingly on the word “I” (anā): Another anonymous one says that Iblīs was cursed

when he uttered this very word; the report attributed to al-Wāsiṭī links this to

the ascetic’s life, “He whowears the shirt of asceticism is clasped by the ‘I’ ”; the

report attributed to Ibn ʿAṭāʾ takes this verse to explain that “if the Real takes

over the innermost of something, it defeats it and there is no preference left for

any but [the Real].”211 On Q 7:29, Sulamī describes Iblīs’ inborn nature (khilqa)

as beginning by disbelief (kufr) and dispute (khilāf ), before he was brought by

God among the angels and the “drawn near” (muqarrabīn), and then sent back

again to what he started from.212

Finally, we also encounter angels as metaphorical concepts, in a separate

section in the commentary of the sixth surah, where Ibn Barrajān 1 comments

on the alluding verse Q 34:23, that could be understood as involving angels in

an eschatological setting. He elaborates on the general cosmology of angels,

as seen in the section on cosmological function in Chapter 2. However, he

presents a brief paragraph that is more esoteric and philosophical in nature,

about the “Meanings of the universe” (maʿānī al-khalīqa) being more numer-

ous than its “Essences” (dhawāt).213 This “meaning” (maʿnā) cannot always

be translated this way. This multiform and multi-use word in a philosophical

context might translate different concepts inherited from the Greek, such as

“entity” or “idea.”214 Ibn Barrajān gives examples of actions that can target an

210 Al-Qushayrī, Laṭāʾif i, 522.

211
انأهرصاخكسنلاصيمقسبلنم

هريغلًالضفهيفكرتيملفهرهقءيشّرسىلعىلوتسااذإقحلانأل

al-sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 221–222

212 Al-Sulamī, Ḥaqāʾiq i, 227.

213 Baqlī, ʿArāʾis al-bayān ii, 242–243.

214 Kermani,God is Beautiful 203–204; Leaman, “Maʿnā,”ei²; InChapter 5, its derived adjective

“maʿnawī” with Ibn Arabī might be best translated as “ideational.”

On “meaning” and its different meanings, wemight mention here the mystical take by

James S. Cutsinger on modern myths as those produced by the Inklings to illustrate his

comprehension of angels: To him, angels makeman realize that the world is full of mean-

ing, so it crushes his ego (James S. Cutsinger, “Angels in Inklings,”Mythlore 19, no. 2 (1993):

59–60.)
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entity, or a concept, such as “attracting” ( jādhib), “pushing” (dāfiʿ), “dividing”

(muqsim), and the commentator then compares these to “angels in charge” (al-

malāʾika al-muwakkalīn) who are themselves more numerous than the Mean-

ings, “since to every Meaning there is a Pusher, a Taker, and a Maintainer” (idh

li-kulli maʿnā dāfiʿ wa-qābiḍ wa-māsik). Therefore each Meaning has several

angels taking care of it. Angels are thus symbols for movements putting the

universe in motion. He later takes the examples of the alluding verses Q 77:1–5

andQ 79:1–5 as examples of these notions.215 For instance, inQ 79:1–2 he elabo-

rates on the angels of death taking souls and others in charge of growing plants

or tearing off “matters” and “meanings” that have grown to be too many in cer-

tain situations.216

5 Concluding Thoughts on Angels in the Sufi tafsīr

These chapters showed that angels in the Sufi tafsīr were among the main

actors of the cosmological Unseen (ghayb), which includes the theological

Kingdom (malakūt) and the eschatological afterlife (ākhira). These commen-

taries represented them in the same roles as those found in the Quranic text,

leading to the same functions, albeitwithmoredetails andnuances sometimes,

and adding some new specific roles at other times. While a filiation showed

through these commentaries, using a set of shared references, the originality

of each author was also noticeable in many cases, if only in the way they chose

their references from the common set.217

Additional details and roles, aswell as theway the commentators sometimes

used the presence of angels to draw parallels about mystical or philosophical

reflections, ledme to add two new functions. First is the function of cosmolog-

ical enrichment through an elaboration of relationships between angels and

other beings such as the jinn, ḥinn, binn, and other relatively undefined con-

cepts such as the Spirit (rūḥ). This function is related to the “exegetical infla-

215 Ibn Barrajān 1, Tafsīr ii, 242–243; v, 428–429, 442. Ghazālī (d. 505/1111) writes similarly,

though in amore literalmanner, that everything needs several angels, and that the natural

faculties (attracting, pulling, etc), are done by angels (Murata, “The Angels” 335).

216
.ةكئالملانمتاعزانلاهعزنتف،دارملاكلذلةدارملاريغيناعملاوّداوملارثكت

ibn barrajān, v, 428–429

217 This corroborates the findings of Coppens (Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commen-

taries 248).
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tion” noted by Burge.218 This is also related to the use of isrāʾiliyyāt, which are

elements of the midrashim (Jewish commentaries) used by Muslim scholars

to explain specific or unclear aspects of the Quranic text and sacred history,219

although Burge considers the presence of isrāʾiliyyāt rather limited in Islamic

angelologies, appearing mostly in some specific names.220

The second additional function seems to be specific to Sufi ormystical types

of commentaries: themeta-function of angels as symbols of spiritual states and

concepts. The reader might have noticed it throughout the previous functions

in individual examples, but it is shown more systematically in the last part,

the symbolic function, in four different variations: 1)We have seen angels used

as allegorical metaphors standing for the representation of esoteric or “inner”

concepts (e.g. human deed, spirit), events (e.g. death) ormeaning (e.g. attitude

of the believer); 2) angels were noticed for their absence in the commentary

on some verses, as a way of pointing out the non-necessity of their presence

(as metaphors in the text) or existence (as characters for revelation or inspi-

ration) for the mediation with the divine, this “negation” function outlining

the direct divine communication of the Sufi experience and echoing an “invis-

ibilization” process started in the Quran; 3) the particular metaphorical and

mystical representation of angels in the works of Ibn Barrajān, where angels

stand as particular symbolswhenwriting about divineNames, Acts of creation,

and Meanings, as tools of God in His creative act and its maintenance, which

announces in part a similar use of angels in Ibn ʿArabī’s works; and 4) a specific

esoteric signwhere the physical/exoteric relationship between the appearance

of angels and that of humans serves to explain the test of faith posed to people

in general, as well as the mystical state of being, both exoterically and esoteri-

cally, of a specific group of people (such as the prophets, the righteous, and the

mystical knowers).

This symbolic function of angels could be analyzed as an example of the

fourth principle of Islamic esotericism listed by Saif, the “trans-linguistic prin-

218 Which echoes Olyan’s work on Jewish writings.

219 Goldziher list three different types of isrāʾiliyyāt: one that completes a biblical theme in

the Quran, one that includes as stories classified as “the time of the Banū Isrāʾīl” even if

they do not involve Jewish characters, and one that covers miraculous folk stories partly

of Jewish origins. See Vajda, “Isrāʾiliyyāt,” ei² See also Roberto Tottoli, “Origin and use of

the Term Isrāʾīliyyāt in Muslim Literature,”Arabica 46, no. 2 (1999): 193–210.

For more on the relationship between Judaism and the Quranic text, see Meir M. Bar-

Asher, “Premiers contacts entre Juifs et Arabes en Arabie avant l’avènement de l’islam,” in

Le Coran des historiens, 3 vols., i, (Paris: Cerf, 2019), 295–329.

220 Burge, Angels in Islam 47–49.
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ciple that demands the use of symbols and allegory,”221 a symbolic aspect of

exegetical methodology also noted by Pierre Lory on a Sufi commentary by an

author of the Akbarian school.222 The discussion on the “symbolic” in this con-

text of religious commentaries also recalls the four levels of interpretation that

are applied to monotheist scripture. In Islamic traditions, a saying attributed

to ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib (d. 40/661) posits that each Quranic verse has four meanings

(the last two being difficult to translate): an exoteric (ẓāhīr), an esoteric (bāṭin),

a limit (ḥadd), and an ascent (maṭlaʿ).

This echoes another saying, attributed to Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, who “claimed the

Qurʾān is composed of four things: expressed matters (ʿibārāt), allusions

(ishārāt), subtle references to the transcendent realm (laṭīf ) and absolute

truths or references to an absolute reality (ḥaqāʾiq). Most notably, this last say-

ing ismentioned in the introductionof Sulamī’s tafsīr, its nameḤaqāʾiq al-tafsīr

recalling this last word. The first of these is the literal meaning of the text

intended for ordinary people (ʿawām), the second is the allegoric meaning for

the elite (khawāṣṣ), the third is the secret meaning intended for the spiritual

elite or ‘Friends of God’ (awliyāʾ), and the fourth comprises the highest doc-

trines understood only by prophets (anbiyāʾ).”223

Even though literary and conceptual comparisons between languages and

religions can only lead so far without raising discussions of relevancy due to

the particularities of each tradition and the complexity of translation, both lin-

guistic and cultural, these sayings call to mind in turn the parallel tradition of

interpretation in JudaismandChristianity. Indeed,Wansbroughnoted this par-

allel with the Christian tradition started by the fathers of the Church, such as

Origen (d. 253ad) and Cassian (d. 435ad): literal exegesis (ẓāhir and historia),

symbolic (bāṭin and allegoria), prescriptive (ḥadd and tropologia), and spiri-

tual (maṭlaʿ and anagoge).224 To this we can add the Jewish interpretative tools

of plain meaning (pshat), hint/allegory (remez), homiletic exposition (drash),

and mystical/symbolic (sod).225

The question would then be: Assuming that the equivalences thus estab-

lished are working, is the symbolic function of angels in this chapter an illus-

tration of the symbolic “bāṭin/ishārāt/allegoria/remez” level, or of the spiritual

221 Saif, “What is Islamic Esotericism?” 46.

222 Pierre Lory, Les commentaires ésotériques du Coran d’après ʿAbd ar-Razzâq al-Qâshânî, Les

deux océans, Paris, 1980, 28–43.

223 Elias, “Sufi tafsīr reconsidered” 41–42.

224 John E.Wansbrough, Quranic Studies 243.

225 Moshe Idel, Absorbing Perfections: Kabbalah and Interpretation (NewHaven, Connecticut:

Yale University Press, 2002), 430.
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“maṭlaʿ/ḥaqāʾiq/anagoge/sod” level of reading? This is further complicated by

the fact that the first (symbolic) might equate a concept of the second (ana-

goge) for some authors such as pseudo-Denys the Areopagite (6th century).

Indeed, to him anagoge is a symbol using a representation that is completely

unlike what it represents, taking the example of the animal-looking bearers of

the Throne,226 a tool to help the mind on its way to “un-represent” the highest

spheres and the divine. My best answer so far would be then that the commen-

tators here use both the symbolic “bāṭin/allegoria/remez” tool and the spiritual

“maṭlaʿ/anagoge/sod” tool, depending on each example. There is also the possi-

bility that one example might be classified as both, depending on one author’s

understanding of a given interpretation and naming of a level of reading. For

the sake of simplicity, I choose to conflate then both levels of readings under

the simpler denomination of “symbolic function,” used for the authors studied

in this chapter, when they provide commentaries on Quranic verses that could

be qualified as esoteric (bāṭin).

This symbolic function can also be related to one of the angelic types listed

by Burge in his typology of Islamic angels, which are: 1), angels of abstract con-

cepts; 2) cosmological angels; 3) angels of specific things and places; 4) other

angels.227 I would argue that the three last types could be found in the Quran

in some measure throughout the listed functions here, whether on the level

of roles or on the level of functions arising from these roles. However, the first

one, “angels of abstract concepts,” cannot correspond to an angelic role in the

text, as it can only correspond to a function which arises primarily out of the

interpreting act of the text, or at least out of a particular reading of the text.

Indeed, the Quranic text itself does not state that the Angel of Death stands

for the abstract notion of death: Only the interpretative act of the reader or

listener can reach such a conclusion, adding a symbolic or figurative under-

standing to the literal one presented by the text.228 As such, this “abstract” type

overlaps with the symbolic function that sees signs in angels, both in the sense

of Quranic “āyāt” and in a larger symbolic sense.

Through these functions, we have also seen what different styles of Quranic

commentarymight be encountered, andhowan individual authormakes sense

226 Denys L’Aréopagyte, La hiérarchie céleste, ed. Günter Heil, trans. Maurice de Gandillac

(Paris: Cerf, 1958, 2020), lxxx–xci, 77–85.

227 Burge, Angels in Islam 39.

228 Burge affirms that abstract angels such as the Angel of Death was common in many reli-

gious traditions of the Middle East, however he does not seem to make the distinction

between what a text says in and of itself (such as the Quran), and what texts say of other

texts (such as commentaries), inducing a necessary distance and interpretative possibility

(see ibid. 39–40).
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of the developing Islamic cosmology and enriches it. We were able to detect

the Eastern spiritual filiation of Tustarī to Baqlī through Sulamī and Qushayrī,

while Ibn Barrajān represented a somewhat different Western tradition. His

pragmatic and philosophical view of angels differed from the more mystical

and experiential approach of the other authors—although within the East-

ern authors great differences were visible, from Qushayrī, closest to the main-

stream Sunni view, to Baqlī, presenting highly poetical reflections on angels.

In their own ways, these comments lead to the renewal of the cosmology first

presentedby theQuran. It further islamizes the religious imaginary through the

reuse of pre-Islamic and contemporary concepts, re-ordered in a new way. An

example of this is the reversal of what “jinn” could have meant in pre-Islamic

times (any being of the Unseen including angels). In Ibn Barrajān’s time of the

Islamic al-Andalus, “angel” now means all beings of the Unseen, including the

jinn.229 These commentaries anchor and enrich the Quranic text in a specific

time and place, exposing it to particular transversal interests and debates, such

as the ongoing inter- and intra-religious conversation, the physical world and

its necessities, the definition of what being Sufi or mystic means and what

a Sufi’s aspirations should or can be. These aspirations also add a particular

coloring to these tafsīr, where angels become models to imitate or surpass,

characters suffusing the texts in an approachmore impressionistic than highly

detailed, the focus being on one’s spiritual journey and experience.

Further research on other commentaries regarding the different types of

tafsīr sub-genres would be interesting for comparative purposes. Would the

cosmological enrichment function be greater? Would they contain any func-

tion specific to them?

Such comparative research could also help us evaluate the extent to which

the symbolic function, as seen here, is particular to Sufi commentaries. From

our readings, allegorical angels do exist elsewhere, such as in philosophical

writings: Philosophers seem to identify angels with Intellects,230 al-Farabī

(d. 950) and Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037) identifying ten of them. The latter further

identifies the Holy Spirit with Gabriel and the Tenth Intellect, an angel being

more generally the symbol of an immortal intellect and an intermediary entity

( jawharwasīṭ) betweenGodand terrestrial bodies on the threedifferent planes

of reason (ʿaqlī), soul (nafsī), andbody ( jismānī).231 These identifications seem

229 This echoes the thesis of another Quranic commentator, al-Zamakhsharī.

230 Jadaane, Fehmi, “La place des anges” 30–32.

231 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines: Conceptions of

Nature andMethods used for its Study by the Ikhwan Al-Safa’, Al-Biruni, and Ibn Sina (Cam-
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to becomemore complex in other mystical trends, such as that exemplified by

the writings of the Brethren of Purity (Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ),232 or in texts from var-

ious Shia and Ismaili schools of thought.233 However, from our cursory under-

standing of these readings, angels then only appear as one type of metaphor,

allegories acting more as a translation of concepts from a philosophical lan-

guage into an Islamic one, more than being the construction of a specific con-

cept of angels.234

In suchnon-Sufiwritings, angels also seem tobe set into clear and systematic

angelic systems, unlike angels in these commentaries, which do not seem to be

part of any well-delimited group or hierarchies, but rather are left to be angels

aboutwhomweknow few things, exoterically. Thenotable absence of anyword

that could be translated as “archangel,” except the one occurrence noted in the

“Gabriel and Michael” section in this third chapter, is one sign indicating the

‘refusal’ of our authors to define angelic hierarchies, gleaned from a negative

reading of their comments. Angels are almost only ever called this, “angels,”

and the few cherubim or the one “great angel” occurrences are not enough to

reverse the general impression left in thousands of pages. I argue that this indi-

cates a specific tendency of Sufi writings to deflect the attention away from the

formandback to the content, fromwhat the angel is towhat the angelmeans to

the authors, aside from showing a specific theological illustration of the equal-

itarian Quranic vision of the creation, especially in relation to God.

I would not go as far as to argue that Sufi authors pay more attention to the

meaning than to the form in opposition to other religious “schools”. Many of

their comments on angels have suggested otherwise and, like Qushayrī, many

have been keen to build their approach as part of the greater Sunni tradition,

and not outside of it.235 They seem, however, to bring a particular focus to the

symbolic reading, which they add to the figurative one that is well covered by

bridge: Belknap Press, 1964), 268; Murata, “The Angels,” 328–329; Olga Lizzini, “L’angelolo-

gia filosofica di Avicenna.”)

232 deCallataÿ, “The Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ onAngels and Spiritual Beings;” Olga Lizzini, “L’angelolo-

gia nelle epistole dei Fratelli della Purezza: l’esempio della natura,” in Angeli, Ebraismo,

Cristianesimo, Islam, ebook.

233 For example, Gabriel as a multivalent demiurge character; see Erdal Gezik, “How Angel

Gabriel Became our Brother of the Hereafter (on the Question of Ismaili Influence on

Alevism),”British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 43, no. 1 (2016): 56–70; Angels related

to “creative light” in Shiism in Gardet, “Les anges en islam.”

234 Burge goes so far as to write that angelic hierarchies in Islamic philosophy are an “after-

thought—an attempt to graft Quranic and ḥadīth-based beliefs into an otherwise alien

philosophical system” (Burge, Angels in Islam, 97–98).

235 Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 261–262.
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non-Sufi authors and consider them to be complementary to one another. We

saw such an example earlier, with Sulamī on the mediation of Gabriel, where

both symbolic and literal interpretations are considered simultaneously, as if

by necessity.

As such, if further research showed more frequent mentioning of “literal”

angels inmore typically Sunni tafsīr, thiswould also confirm theparticularity of

this last function of angels, seen here in Sufi tafsīr.236 Indeed, these do not con-

tain asmany angels as expected, since at times it becomes unnecessary to even

mention them, symbols in negation for spiritual states and concepts, while the

exoteric-minded reader of another type of tafsīr would require a greater num-

bers of mediators—more angels, as discrete beings that exist to be involved in

the process of building an Islamic cosmology and to manage its elements.

On the possible elaboration of a specificmystical concept of angels, the case

studies in the next two chapters will further illustrate a tendency of Sufi texts

to consider angels as a multifold reality.

236 More literal readings of the role of angels after death, as studied byGünther, seem to point

in this direction (Günther, “ ‘As the Angels Stretch Out Their Hands’ (Qurʾān 6:93)” 307–

346.)
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chapter 4

Angelic Roles and Functions in the Sufimiʿrāj

This first case study looks at a specific part of Islamic religious literature, the

miʿrāj or celestial ascension, which tends to involve many angelic characters.

I will first present the prophetic model of ascension narratives and its angelic

characters before turning to its Sufi retelling and mimesis, followed by the two

personal narratives from two quite different Sufi masters, al-Bisṭāmī and Ibn

ʿArabī.

1 The “Heavenly Ascension” ormiʿrāj in Islam

1.1 The Prophetic Model

Miʿrāj literature is an aspect of Islamic apocalyptical literature built upon a

few verses of the Quran. These became the basis of what came to be known as

the night journey of the Prophet Muḥammad from Mecca to Jerusalem—the

isrāʾ—and his heavenly ascension, which is themiʿrāj proper. Isrāʾ in Arabic is

rather clear in its meaning of night travel, as the Quranic verse associated with

this narrative in sūrat al-isrāʾ seems to be clear as well:1

Glory be toHimWho carriedHis servant by night from the SacredMosque to

the Farthest Mosque, whose precinctsWe have blessed, thatWe might show

him some of Our signs. Truly He is the Hearer, the Seer. (17:1)

1 Nathaniel Miller has convincingly argued that interpreting this verse as a “night journey”

is more out of fidelity to the Prophetic sīra than anything else. Exegesis and classical lexi-

cography kept alternative meanings of this word, and his own philological analysis shows

that it is probably of Sabaic origin, with the meaning of “To travel through the uplands”

or “To send a royal expedition.” See Nathaniel Miller, “Yemeni Inscriptions, Iraqi Chroni-

cles, Hijazi Poetry: A Reconstruction of the Meaning of Isrāʾ in Qur’an 17:1,” Journal of the

royal Asiatic Society, online (2020). Interestingly, such an alternative sense is kept in one

of the sayings listed by Sulamī in his collection of sayings on the Prophetic miʿrāj, see

Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn al-Sulamī, The Subtleties of the Ascension: Early Mystical Sayings

on Muhammad’s Heavenly Journey, ed. Frederick S. Colby (Louisville KY: Fons Vitae, 2006),

35.

For a recent literary study of this verse, which aims to show the mythopoeic process built

on it, see Neuwirth, “From the Sacred Mosque to the Remote Temple.”
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However, themiʿrāj, a word whose literal meaning is stairs or ladder, has come

to designate the heavenly ascension through the Heavens to God, and is linked

most notably to Quranic verses that aremore elusive in their meaning, in sūrat

al-najm (Q 53):

By the star, when it sets / your companion has neither strayed nor erred / nor

does he speak out of caprice. / It is naught but a revelation revealed, taught

him by one of awesome power. /Possessed of vigor, he stood upright / when

he was upon the highest horizon. / Then he drew nigh and came close, / till

he was within two bow’s length or nearer. / Then He revealed to His servant

what He revealed. / The heart lied not in what it saw. / Do you then dis-

pute with him as to what he saw? / And indeed he saw him another time, /

at the lote tree of the boundary, / by which lies the Garden of the refuge, /

when there covered the lote tree that which covered. / The gaze swerved not;

nor did it transgress. / Indeed, he saw the greatest of the signs of his Lord

(Q 53:1–18).2

Thus, if the Quran seems to allude to the night journey, the reference to the

miʿrāj story is less clear, even if we take into consideration other verses, such as

Q 70:3–4, which describes God as the “Lord of the heavenly stairs” on which

angels descend and ascend. The miʿrāj narrative will be mainly found later,

in the ḥadīth and the sīra in greater detail, and in non-Sufi tafsīr. As for the

Sufi tafsīr, the previous chapters showed that these verses did not elicit long

comments, and Coppens has analyzed them in more detail, finding a notable

absence of long discussions on this subject3—although, as we will see, Sufis

did not disregard the theme of miʿrāj altogether, as some of them were even

interested in experiencing it.

Some of the non-Sufi classical accounts speak of stairs, and others of Burāq,

the legendarymount of the Prophet that replaces the stairs in some cases.4 This

2 To these two main Quranic sources, sometimes another verse is added, Q 81:15–24, where

most commentators understand the vision of Gabriel in the early stages of the revelation

to Muḥammad, others understood this as a vision of God, see Frederick S. Colby, Narrating

Muhammad’s Night Journey: Tracing the Development of the Ibn ‘Abbas ascension Discourse

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008), 16–17. These verses, Q 53:1–18, have been

interpreted in various ways by early muslim exegetes who debated whether Muḥammad saw

Gabriel or God, see Joseph Van Ess, “Le Miʿrāj et la vision de Dieu dans les premières spéc-

ulations théologiques en islam,” in Le voyage initiatique en terre d’islam, ed. M. Amir Moezzi

(Louvain: Peeters Publishers, 1996), 27–56.

3 Coppens, Seeing God in Sufi Qur’an Commentaries 227–255.

4 Brooke Olson Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys, Earthly Concerns: The Legacy of the Miʿrāj in the

Formation of Islam (New York, Routledge, 2005), 44–50.
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is how themiʿrāj stories were progressively elaborated and extended in Islamic

religious literature until it could be argued that it became a literary genre in

itself,5 with an elaboration on religious figures such as prophets and angels.

Regarding Jewish apocalyptical literature, John J. Collins writes in his ref-

erential study that “the constant element is the presence of an angel who

interprets the vision or serves as guide on the otherworldly journey.”6 Ithamar

Gruenwald also notes that angels are important in attesting to the veracity of

a vision in such literature.7 As such, this literary genre in the Islamic context

unsurprisingly and clearly echoes previous apocalyptic literature and ascen-

sion narratives in the region, in both Jewish and early Christian literature,8

showing roots into a late-antiquemilieu, similarly to what Neuwirth argues for

the Quranic text itself. It also has motifs rooted in Arabian folklore,9 which,

added to the Judaic and Christian references, would have created a narra-

tive that is both familiar to its audience, as a legitimate monotheistic narra-

tive, and differentiated from the other two monotheistic creeds, by its Ara-

5 RobertoTottoli, “MuslimEschatology and theAscensionof theProphetMuḥammad:Describ-

ing Paradise in Miʿrāj Traditions and Literature,” in Roads to paradise: Eschatology and con-

cepts of the hereafter in Islam, ed. Sebastian Günther and Todd Lawson (Leiden, Brill, 2017),

875.

6 John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination 6.

7 Ithamar Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkevah Mysticism: Studies in Apocalypticism, Merke-

vah Mysticism, and Gnosticism (Leiden: Brill, 1980), 58.

8 Aside from the study by Collins, see also Mary Dean-Otting, Heavenly Journeys, A Study of

the motif in Hellenistic Jewish Literature (Francfort/Berne/NewYork, 1984); Muriel Debié, “Les

apocalypses syriaques,” in Le Coran des historiens, i, 543–586.

This resonance shows in themiʿrāj narratives themselves, where the Prophet meets Idrīs

among other prophets, and Idrīs is often identified with Enoch, one of the main sources of

biblical ascension narratives (Vajda, G., “Idrīs” ei²) And while this “Judeo-Christian echo”

could have served for legitimacy purposes by inscribing the Prophet’s ascension within an

older prophetic tradition, in the same way that the isrāʾiliyyāt would have served to explain

obscure contextual points to Quranic narratives or Prophetic narratives, this aspect has

become today, conversely, an argument against the legitimacyofmiʿrāj for somemodernMus-

lim thinkers (for instance see Ronald P. Buckley,TheNight Journey andAscension in Islam:The

Reception of Religious Narrative in Sunni, Shi’i andWestern Culture (London: I.B. Tauris, 2013),

34–36).

9 Peter Webb, “The Familiar and the Fantastic in Narratives of Muḥammad’s Ascension to the

Heavenly Spheres,”Middle Eastern Literatures 15, no. 3 (2012): 249–250.Webb analyses this as

bringing more familiarity to the audience as a point of departure for the story, for an easier

identification with its hero. However, given the evolution of Islamic societies within the first

centuries of Islam and the shift from the Arabian peninsula to the great cities outside of it,

this Arabian outlook would not necessarily have felt very familiar to a Muslim audience of

the 4th century, and instead could be analyzed more as a narrative technique to legitimize

the narrative as “Arabian,” and as such, differentiated from the Jewish and Christian ones.



156 chapter 4

bian aspect.10 The miʿrāj narratives could be analyzed like other apocalyptic

narratives, on a historical level, as the mythical (and mystical) translation of

real political expectations in times of uncertainty that had remained unan-

swered.11

The prophetic miʿrāj can be included within the wider utopian literature

genre, as argued by Peter Webb in an interesting comparison with western

travel narratives containing fantastical elements,12 in which he analyses the

Prophetic ascension narrative as “plausible fiction.” By this he means that its

factual reality is not as important as the message that authors try to convey

through these stories to their audience: The main character of the story comes

back to his country, trying to bring and implement an utopia, in the “here and

now,”13 the way the Prophet brings back the number of prayers for believers,

in order to organize their physical and spiritual lives, helping them with the

descriptions of what is to come as reward for a faithful life.

1.2 Two Archetypes of miʿrāj

The Prophetic miʿrāj presents many variations, as elaborated by different au-

thors in Quranic commentaries or works dedicated to this theme,14 although

two great trends of sources for constructing the narrative could be roughly

differentiated: the “official” or “canonical” version based on the Sunni ḥadīth,

and a “para-official” alternative version, widely circulated, based onwhat Colby

calls the “Ibn ʿAbbās narrative,” and used mainly in Shia accounts.15 Regarding

the ascension narratives presented in this chapter, we will see that Ibn ʿArabī’s

account follows the “canonical” framework, while al-Bisṭāmī follows the “Ibn

ʿAbbās” framework, characterized by the clear presence of many angels.

The first, or “canonical,” version, basedmostly on the Sunni canonical ḥadīth

compilations, usually features the following main narrative structure: Depart-

10 For more detailed discussion on the function of building religious legitimacy through the

miʿrāj, see Colby, Narrating’s Muḥammad Night’s Journey 87, and Brooke Olson Vuckovic,

Heavenly Journeys.

11 Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, “Le Shi’isme et le Coran,” in Le Coran des historiens, iii, 921–

967 (see especially “Entre l’apocalypse et l’empire,” 939–957).

12 He calls this “utopian travel rubric,” constructed narratively as such: a familiar beginning,

remarkable journey, and fantastic arrival (before the hero returns home). SeeWebb, “The

Familiar and the Fantastic” 242.

13 Ibid. 255.

14 Schrieke et al., “Miʿrād̲j,̲”ei².

15 Reality is of course more complex, authors using both sources and agreeing on many

aspects while differing on others, such as al-Qushayrī, who tends to favor the canonical

Sunni ḥadīth but nonetheless includes narratives that other Sunni authors would discard

and that Shia authors would use (see below).
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ing from Mecca and stopping at Jerusalem (during the isrāʾ) on the mythical

mount al-Burāq, Muḥammad is then taken by the archangel Gabriel through

the seven Heavens, meeting the different previous prophets (Adam, Jesus and

John the Baptist, Joseph, Idrīs, Aaron, Moses, and Abraham), before arriving at

the Lote Tree, where he continues alone to meet God at the Throne.16 Some-

times various other episodes of Muḥammad’s life are collated with this story,

such as the episode of the cleansing of his heart by twoormore angels as prepa-

ration for the journey, which we find in the sīra, and which has been analyzed

has an initiation and purification process, necessary for a successful ascen-

sion.17 Another initiation scene is often included, where Gabriel appears in the

function of the “testing angel,” with the trope of the offering scene, where he

has to choose between a cup of wine and a cup of laban. The Prophet chooses

the laban, on which Gabriel compliments him, telling him that he chose the

“natural disposition” ( fiṭra) for his community.18

Other details may vary; for example, Muḥammad uses stairs instead of Al-

Burāq; Muḥammad meets some of the prophets in Jerusalem, or he meets

them in different orders of presentation, albeit all serving the same legitimiz-

ing process by both validating Islamwithin themonotheist history, and placing

Muḥammadas the favoredone above all other prophets.19 Additionally, inmost

cases, themiʿrāj includes a specific scenewithMoses encouragingMuḥammad

to discuss with God the reduction of the number of prayers from fifty a day to

five a day,whichunderlines the great importance of this narrative for one of the

major Islamic practices.What interests us here is that Gabriel appears in these

narratives clearly in a role of guide and teacher, showingMuḥammad thediffer-

entHeavens, Paradise andHell,20 arranging for him tomeet prophets and other

16 Formoredetails and thedifferent sources used in this versionof thenarrative, see Schrieke

et al., “Miʿrād̲j,̲”ei²; Vuckovic,Heavenly Journeys, and the first chapter of Buckley,TheNight

Journey. The order of the prophets here is the one seen in Ibn Isḥāq’s account (Colby, Nar-

rating Muhammad’s Night Journey 55–56); Neuwirth notes that the presence of prophets

in different spheres is not so much a Quranic concept as a reminiscence of the planetary

deities familiar in antiquity (Neuwirth, “From the Sacred Mosque to the Remote Temple”

388).

17 Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys 17–25; Kuehn, Leder, Pökel, The IntermediateWorld of Angels

32.

18 This scene, with variations, exists in many accounts, at the beginning of the journey as an

initiation episode, while other accounts situate this scene near the end of the narrative as

a confirmation episode (ibid. 26–29.)

19 Ibid. 41–73.

20 The touring of Hell is an example of an Ibn ʿAbbās trope integrated in Sunni narratives, see

Christiane J. Gruber and Frederick Stephen Colby, The Prophet’s Ascension: Cross-Cultural

Encounters with the IslamicMiʿraj Tales (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2010),
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angels, and answering his questions. Vuckovic analyses Gabriel here as an elite

teacher, and part of the legitimizing process involves him being a link between

previousmonotheisms and the Quran, since he is one of the two angels named

in both the Bible and the Quran.21 Therefore this teaching role mainly fulfills

the function of expanding the Islamic cosmological representation, the praxis

function (other angels shown as submissive and praisingGod), aswell as gener-

ally reinforcing the credo function (the (in)accessibility and ineffability of God,

who only Muḥammad may approach).

The second, or “para-official,” Ibn ʿAbbās version, seen as unorthodox by

some classical andmodern scholars, is not considered as often as the first group

of sources in studies on the prophetic miʿrāj. However, Colby traces its his-

tory and use in parallel with the more well-known Sunni canonical sources in

his book, and shows its importance and influence on the general miʿrāj liter-

ature,22 an influence where the many angelic apparitions have a role in illus-

trating the wonders of the Unseen.23 Indeed, this particular narrative is espe-

cially rich within angelic characters, illustrating a complexification of Islamic

angelology.24According to this narrative structure,Muḥammad firstmeets four

angels (the guardian of Hell Mālik, Azrael, a “half-fire half-snow” angel, and the

Rooster angel),25 and he then ascends through theHeavens,meeting evermore

11–26. The touring of Hell or the “underworld” is a trope found in many traditions, even

outside the Middle East and monotheistic traditions (Ana Iriarte Diez, “al-Nuzūl ilā al-

jaḥīm fī al-asāṭīr wa-l-qiṣaṣ al-shaʿbiyya: dirāsa muqārana bayna al-ḥaḍāra al-islāmiyya

wa-ḥaḍārat al-māyā,” Al-Mashriq 90, no. 2 (2016), 597–627.)

21 Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys 32–39.

22 Colby, Narrating Muḥammad’s Night Journey. The use of the name Ibn ʿAbbās (d. 68/687)

refers to the Prophet’s cousin, who became such a famed scholar that his status made

him the subject of many attributions of prophetic traditions and Quranic commentaries,

whether deemed authentic or not by later scholars. Among these attributions are many

of what will be called “isrāʾiliyyāt,” and the primitive version of thismiʿrāj narrative (ibid.,

31). Traces of this narrative will thus be found, for example, in the Quranic commentary

of al-Thaʿlabī (427/1035) (ibid. 108–111).

23 See, for example, the influence of the expanded Ibn ʿAbbās narrative attributed to the

near-legendary figure of Abū al-Ḥasan Bakrī, its influence in the Islamicate east, and on

different authors such as Avicenna and Ibn ʿArabī (Colby, Narrating Muhamad’s Night

Journey 126–164).

24 He supposes that this focus on angels might either indicate “a complement” to the canon-

ical versions, or that the communities in which this narrative circulated placed a great

importance on angels as part of a “successful ascension,” putting it in parallel to Jewish

narratives (the mention of cherubim, karūbiyyūn, being of course an indication) and to

other ascension narratives built on this framework such as al-Bisṭāmī’s (Colby, Narrating

Muhammad’s Night Journey 36–37).

25 In another later version, attributed to Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, Muḥammad is met by Gabriel,

Michael and Seraphiel, who bring to him Al-Burāq (ibid. 107).
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angels, before meeting God. It is only when descending again towards Earth

that he meets other prophets.26 Colby has written a longer piece on the par-

ticular case of the “Half-fire half-snow angel,” sometimes called Ḥabīb, who

appears as one angel or several angels, depending on the version. Present in a

Jewish ascension story with Moses and the angel Metatron, this curious angel

is also mentioned in Sunni writings, by authors such as al-Qushayrī. He might

represent many things, which we can list under the theological and praxis

functions (such as God’s ability to reconcile contraries and a disunited peo-

ple; or being a pious model); he is also an archetype of the liminal, a symbol

of boundary-crossing, which is one of the main concepts of the miʿrāj narra-

tives.27

This Ibn ʿAbbās narrative usually also includes a dialogue, or intimate collo-

quy, between God and Muḥammad about the “good rewards” (ḥasanāt) and

“scales” (darajāt) or expiations (kaffārāt), a dialogue which is generally pre-

sented as an explanation for the debate of the Highest Council (understood

as “of angels”). While it is primarily concerned with the status of Adam and

the reaction of angels in many Quranic commentaries, this debate becomes a

didactic dialogue illustrating pious behavior when included in this ascension

narrative.28 This dialogue was analyzed by Colby as a battleground in the heart

of proto-Shia and proto-Sunni debates and appropriation for legitimacy pur-

poses, a trope which was erased later by canonical Sunni accounts, but not

completely so, since it reappears in the works of Sunni authors, such as Al-

Qushayrī.29

26 Ibid. 31–35.

27 Colby, “Uniting Fire and Snow: Representations and Interpretations of the Wondrous

Angel ‘Ḥabīb.’ ”

28 Ibid. 22–23. He also detects in this scene a possible echo in Jewish literature (ibid. 91).

29 Frederick S. Colby, “TheEarly Imami Shiʿi Narratives anConstestationover IntimateCollo-

quy Scenes in Muḥammad’sMiʿrāj,” in The Prophet’s Ascension: Cross-Cultural Encounters

with the Islamic Mi’raj Tales, ed. C.J. Gruber and F.S. Colby (Bloomington, IN: Indiana Uni-

versity Press, 2010), 141–156.This scene has been considered as “nowhere to be found in the

earliest miʿrāj literature” by Daniel Gimaret, who considered only the canonical ḥadīth.

He writes in his article on the medieval Latin translation of the miʿrāj (the Liber Scali

Machometi) that it contains this dialogue, considering it a trace of a disappeared Ara-

bic text that would appear only with al-Qushayrī in the 4th/11th century—the Ibn ʿAbbās

version actually already existed, although orally, as Colby argues, and it would have cir-

culated independently in the 3rd/10th century, used by storytellers, although its extant

textual traces are indeed preserved in later works (Daniel Gimaret, “Au coeur dumiʿrāj, un

ḥadīth interpolé,” in Le voyage initiatique en terre d’Islam: ascensions célestes et itinéraires

spirituels (Louvain: Peeters Publishers, 1996), 67–82;Colby,NarratingMuhammad’sNight’s

Journey 49.).
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Therefore, in this narrrative we find the same angelic functions as in the

canonical version: There are angels in the cosmological function, albeit with

more details than in the canonical version (as tools for describing the Heavens,

Paradise andHell).Wealso see angels in thepraxis and credo functions, derived

from their teaching anddidactic roles (answering theProphet’smanyquestions

about angels and the realities of the Unseen, the prompt for his dialogue with

God on good actions and expiations, and the (in)accessibility of God, symbol-

ized by the Lote Tree and its praising angels).30

Regarding a particular point that will appear in the next chapter as well, the

passage through the Lote Tree seems to be common to almost all narratives,

based on verse 53:16, seen previously, and the Prophet is usually seen as the

only being who may go beyond it, unlike all other creatures, including Gabriel

and theother angels. It is usually locatednear the “gardenof the refuge” ( jannat

al-maʾwā) mentioned in Q 53:15, and two other Quranic references, the “House

Inhabited” (al-bayt al-maʿmūr), and another paradisiac tree (Ṭūbā).31 There are

also descriptions of it with angels perching on it like birds. The Lote Tree, on a

historical level, could be related to the zizuphus genus, probably the one used

for Jesus’ crown of thorns, and more interestingly here, a plant traditionally

used for marking the boundaries of a property—the same role which it seems

to have in the ascension narratives, albeit on a mystical level. The Lote Tree is

also often associated with the four rivers of Paradise, which can also be viewed

as the separation between the physical or exoteric (the two earthly rivers) and

the spiritual or esoteric (the two unseen rivers), or a metaphor for God’s man-

ifest and unmanifest nature,32 the “landmarked end of the Universe,”33 which

exegetes have variously situated in “the sixth heaven, in the seventh heaven,

above the seventh heaven, or next to or beneath the throne of God.”34 This is the

30 See a full translation of the Ibn ʿAbbās primitive version in Colby, NarratingMuhammad’s

Night Journey 175–193.

31 Lange, “Lote Tree,”ei³; Hannah BigelowMerriman, “The Paradox of Proximity to the Infi-

nite: An Exploration of sidrat al-muntaha, ‘The Lote Tree BeyondWhich NoneMay Pass,’ ”

Religion and theArts 12, no. 1 (2008), 336–337; Colby,NarratingMuhammad’sNight Journey

19–22.

32 Merriman, “The Paradox of Proximity” 333–334. The four rivers of paradise also seem to

be a late-antique motif, as they are also mentioned in one of the apocalyptic Syriac nar-

ratives on Alexander the Great, possibly the narrative that constitutes the main source of

the Quranic narrative on Dhū-l-Qarnayn (Debié, “Les apocalypses syriaques” 566–567).

33 Webb, “The Familiar and the Fantastic” 254.

34 Lange, Christian, “Lote Tree,” ei³. There is an echo of this motif in Enochian literature as

well.
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limit between all creatures (including angels), andwhat cannot be represented:

Gabriel can only show the way to Muḥammad, in his role of companion and

guide, and point, due to his own personal inability to access what is beyond,

and that which only Muḥammad can access.35 In this, the character of Gabriel

fulfills different functions seen in theQuran, illustrating one aspect of the credo

(God beyond description, in his unmanifest nature), helping Muḥammad, and

showing him and the reader more details of Islamic cosmology that are not

provided by the Quranic text.

Similarly, in the Twelver Shia sources of the miʿrāj, studied by Mohammad

Ali Amir-Moezzi, angels are also seen in the credo function, legitimizing an

aspect of the Shia dogma by stressing the importance of ʿAlī: The tafsīr of

Furāt al-Kūfī (d. 300/912), a narrative attributed to Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī (d. 31

or 32/652–653), presents angels talking to Muḥammad in the seventh heaven,

explaining to him that they had asked God to see ʿAlī, to which God responded

by creating an angel identical in form to ʿAlī so that they could look at him

whenever they wished to see the terrestrial ʿAlī.36 In the praxis function, the

scene related to the number of prayers given toMuḥammad (common in Sunni

sources) is followed by Gabriel or another unnamed angel teaching him the

exact call to prayer.37

2 The Sufimiʿrāj

2.1 The Sufi Retelling of the Prophetic Ascension

Miʿrāj literature took on a particular importance in Sufi literature, as shown by

the transmissionof traditions surrounding thepropheticmiʿrājbydifferent Sufi

authors, such as al-Sulamī (d. 412/1021), who collected sayings of Sufi masters

35 This is related to ḥadīth that Colby says is not part of the Sunni canon, although used by

Sufis, linked to themiʿrāj: Gabriel would burn up if he looked at God, but the Prophet can

look at Him. Thismotif is also found in Jewish lore on theMerkabah and the burning light

of the Throne (Sulamī, Subtelties of Ascension 53).

36 Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, “L’Imām dans le ciel. Ascension et initiation (aspects de

l’imāmologie duodécimaine iii)”, in Le voyage initiatique en terre d’islam, 105–107. The role

of angels in proto-Shii sources and the legitimizing process they are used for is also studied

by Colby (Colby, NarratingMuhammad’s Night Journey 65–68). An example of the angels’

wider use reflecting religious legitimacy debates was seen in Chapter 2 with the Throne

Bearers (see also Tottoli, “The Carriers of the Throne of God”). Colby also wrote on the

ways Sunni works reuse these sources by making angels look like Abū Bakr instead of ʿAlī

(Colby, “The Early Imami Shiʿi Narratives” 149.) For an overview of the isrāʾ and miʿrāj in

Twelver Shia sources, see Buckley, The Night Journey 139–176.

37 Buckley, The Night Journey 167–170.
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on this theme, in his Laṭāʾif al-miʿrāj,38 or the retelling of the complete miʿrāj

by his student, al-Qushayrī (d. 465/1072) in his Kitāb al-miʿrāj.39 The impor-

tance of this genre shows also in the specific sub-genre explored in this chapter:

accounts of personalmiʿrāj, such as the testimonies of Ibn ʿArabī and the obvi-

ous use of the miʿrāj pattern to illustrate the acquisition of knowledge that a

spiritual seeker should be pursuing.

The propheticmiʿrāj serves as amodel for Sufimiʿrāj narratives, and as such.

the re-telling of the prophetic one by Sufi authors shows different sources

and tendencies. For example, Sulamī uses some Ibn ʿAbbās sources;40 and al-

Qushayrī usesmainly the classical Sunni ḥadīth andparts of the Ibn ʿAbbās nar-

rative (such as the dialogue between God and Muḥammad, seen previously),

possibly within the context of competing versions presented by Sunni and Shia

authors, and the re-appropriation of some sources by the Sunni al-Qushayrī in

the face of their use by Shia authors.41

Regarding the prophetic ascension, its modalities were the object of an

ongoing debate in the early centuries of Islam, which is reflected in al-

Qushayrī’s book. He was one of the earliest authors to bring arguments from

non-religious science to defend the belief in the prophetic miʿrāj as a physi-

cal journey.42 He discusses, in his book Kitāb al-miʿrāj, the degrees of belief in

the heavenly ascension,43 from those who refute the bodily ascension to those

who believe that the Prophet ascended both in body and spirit, which is al-

Qushayrī’s position.44 He then explains that the Sufimiʿrāj, such as al-Bisṭāmī’s,

38 Colby considers this collection as authentic and probably written before al-Qushayrī’s

book, although there is no definite proof (Sulamī, The Subtelties of the Ascension 20–23).

39 ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj, ed. Luīs Ṣalībā (Jbeil: Dār wa-maktaba Bīblīūn,

2011). See also the analysis of Qushayrī’s interpretation of themiʿrāj verses in Nguyen, Sufi

Master and Qur’an Scholar 173–183.

40 There are, for example, three characteristics of the Ibn ʿAbbās narratives in Sulamī:

Muḥammad seeing God, Muḥammad having a conversation with God, and the touring

of both Hell and Heaven (Sulamī, The Subtelties of the Ascension 9.)

41 Colby, Narrating Muhammad’s Night Journey 116–123; Gimaret, “Au coeur du miʿrāj” 81.

42 Buckley, The Night Journey 75–76.

43 al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj 123–124.

44 It seems that al-Qushayrī was reacting to Avicenna’s position, among others (such as

muʿtazilities and Shias), who considered the miʿrāj to be spiritual only (Charles-Henri

de Fouchécour, “Avicenne, al-Qošeyri et le récit de l’échelle de Mahomet,” in Le voyage

initiatique en terre d’islam, 173–198). The bodily ascension is also Al-Rāzī’s position (Guy

Monnot, “Le commentaires deRāzī sur le voyagenocturne,” in Le voyage initiatique en terre

d’islam, 57–65.) The “in spirit” interpretation seems to have been gradually abandoned by

exegetes, while the miʿrāj narrative became more systematized, and the “in body” inter-

pretation became the standard position. For a review of the different positions and their

main proponents, see Buckley, The Night Journey 59–138.
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differs from the Prophet’s in that it is performed only in spirit and not in body.

This is supported by the vocabulary in the text, where the narrator uses the

words “nawm” (sleep) and “ruʾya” (vision) or “raʾaytu” (I saw) to describe his

visions, which would happen during his sleep, in spirit and not in body. This

is also the position taken by Ibn ʿArabī, a position that might reflect the will

to imitate the Prophet while not claiming equality with him in his prophetic

qualities of physical ascension, andwhich reflects the settlement of the debate

by Ibn ʿArabī’s time.

This “true vision” of Sufis is closely related to dreams, and underlines its

importance as a means of providing knowledge to the Islamic world, since

“ruʾya” and “manām” can be synonyms, of divine origin and “extension of

prophecy.”45 On Sufi dreams, Erik Ohlander tells us that:

First dreamsanddreamingwere seen to serve an epistemic function, namely

communicating knowledge not readily available otherwise. (…) Second,

dreams and dreaming were seen to serve a practicable purpose, namely as

an experiential element of wayfaring on the mystical path. Finally, dreams

were made to serve as a marker of claims to status and authority, in par-

ticular in relation to the assertion that among all the self-identified ṭawāʾif

comprising the Muslim body politic it is the Sufis who fulfill the function of

post-prophetic heirship for the umma itself.46

Aswewill see, this prophetic heirship clearly appears in theworks of Ibn ʿArabī,

and also implicitly in other Sufi writings related to themiʿrāj.

Ibn ʿArabī’s retelling of the prophetic ascension in the Futūḥāt follows the

Sunni canonical framework, fromwhich Ibn ʿArabī, as aḥadīth scholar, does not

seem to try to depart toomuch.47 Gabriel, as in many other non-Sufi prophetic

ascension accounts, is seen accompanying and teaching Muḥammad, guiding

him through the heavens. He also appears in the function of the “testing angel”,

with the already mentioned trope of the scene where he offers him a cup of

wine and a cup of laban.48

45 Kinberg, “Dreams,”ei³.

46 ErikOhlander, Sufismand Society: Arrangements of theMystical in theMuslimWorld, 1200–

1800, (London, Routledge, 2012), 206–207.

47 This “classical Sunni stance” of Ibn ʿArabī must be nuanced, as he also uses elsewhere

ḥadīth that are not often used by non-Sufi exegetes, such as the famous ḥadīth qudsī “I was

a treasure …”Ḥadīth qudsī in general was primarily used by mystics; see Graham, Divine

Word and Prophetic Word in Early Islam 39.

48 Muḥyī al-dīn Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya, ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Sulṭān al-Manṣūb (Cairo:

al-Majlis al-Aʿlā li-l-Thaqāfa, 2013), vol. 9, 98.
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However Gabriel and angels are presented in the first paragraph with clear

functions, colored with Ibn ʿArabī’s particular vocabulary. Intra-textually

Gabriel is sent to Muḥammad to show him God’s signs, then he is identified to

the Trustworthy Spirit (al-rūḥ al-amīn), and then he brings with him al-Burāq,

which he describes as a “mount of the isthmus” (dābba barzakhiyya).49 In this

wayhe clearly sets this key figure of themiʿrāj story in the “imaginal dimension”,

which includes physical reality and also all of the Unseen world, including the

world of dreams.50 This could mean that things are done physically without

appearing so in the strict physical world. This is a slightly different approach to

the debate of “ascension in body or in spirit:” Ibn ʿArabī settles this by imply-

ing that it was both, reminding the reader that “spiritual” in its wider sense

(or imaginal sense), includes the body: the Prophet traveled in body with the

help of imaginal beings taking shape in the imaginal world, all this taking place

beyond our strict physical perception of events.51

Extra-textually, Ibn ʿArabī also states that Gabriel being sent to the Prophet

is like the giving of wings to angels in general, which is “to teach us the fixa-

tion of the causes that He set in the world.”52 Angels are used here, from the

first paragraph on the prophetic ascension, in their creedal function, by teach-

ing; and as an allegory to present a philosophical concept, echoing the debate

about God as the ultimate cause for everything in the cosmos.53

2.2 The Personal Mystical Ascension of Sufis

The importance of miʿrāj as a model in Sufi writings is summarized by Böwer-

ing: “For the Ṣūfīs, the night journey and ascension of the Prophet became the

prototype of the soul’s itinerary to God as it rises from the bonds of sensuality

49 Ibid. ix, 97.

50 See Chapter 5 for a presentation of this concept.

51 He writes later that the Prophet took thirty-four different night journeys (arbaʿa wa tha-

lāthūn marra alladhī usriya bihi), one of them “in body, and the rest in spirit” (bi-jismihi

wa-l-bāqī bi-rūḥihi), which seems like another way of answering “both” to the debate of

“body or spirit” (Ibn ʿArabī, Futūḥāt ix, 102.)

This barzakh position is held today by both Sunni and Imāmī scholars (Buckley, The

Night Journey 119–127.).

52
مَلاعلايفاهعضويتلابابسألاتوبثبانملعُيل

ibn ʿarabī, Futūḥāt ix, 97

53 The modalities of which were an object of debate in the early centuries of Islam. The

debate started in muʿtazili circles, and the questions revolved around whether creatures

could be at the origin of secondary causes, whether God left them a full freedomof choice

orwhether everythingwas causedbyGodat every instant, the latter being theAshʿarī posi-

tion. See Ulrich Rudolph, “Occasionalism,” online.
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to the height of mystical knowledge.”54 Alternatively, as Suʿād al-Ḥakīm would

add to Sufi understanding, aside from the physical journey of the Prophet, Sufis

would have appropriated this word for themselves with multiple meanings:

“The word “miʿrāj” represents a movement of elevation (taraqqī); not only a

sensible elevation or an elevation in the heavens. This word carries intellec-

tualmeanings, such as the progression (tadarruj) of the soul’s cleansing, on the

one hand, and the progression in the verification of knowledge on the other.”55

These narratives seem to be good examples of an apocalyptic literature that

“provides a rather clear example of language that is expressive rather than ref-

erential, symbolic rather than factual.”56

Böwering further suggests that the prophetic miʿrāj also interested Sufis in

that it provided images complementing the traditionally aural and oral reli-

gious practices, enriching their spiritual experience,57while Paul Ballanfat con-

siders the miʿrāj a Sufi trope, the “metaphor of the mystical experience, the

atopy of words referring to another topology,” lending an aspect of initiation

and sanctification to the Sufi’s experience and narrative.58 This sanctification

aspect is important in that the Friend of God becomes “truthful” (ṣiddīq), like

thenicknamegiven toAbūBakr al-Ṣiddīq for havingbeen the first to believe the

Prophet after his own miʿrāj, and like Abū Bakr was presented as a legitimate

successor at the head of the Muslim community, so the Friend is at the head

of the Sufi community. Ballanfat pushes the comparison further by explaining

that this sanctification makes the Friend among his followers “as the prophet

in his community,” becoming thus, in Ballanfat’s words, an “angelos.”59

54 Gehrard Böwering, “Miʿrāj,”er.

55
يفيقرتلايأةيسحلاةكرحلاىلعاًرصحسيلوهو،يقرتلاةكرحروصي“جارعم”ظفلنأةيفوصلادجو

يفجردتلاوأ،ةيحاننميسفنلاريهطتلايفجردتلاك،ةيلقعيناعمظفللااذهلمحيلب،تاوامسلا

.ةيناثةيحاننممولعلابققحتلا

muḥyī-l-dīn ibn ʿarabī. Kitāb al-isrā ilā maqām al-asrā. Suʿād al-Ḥakīm

(ed.), Beirut, Dandara li-l-ṭibāʿa wa-l-nashr, 1988, 28

56 Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination 21.

57 Thus the representation of supreme Name of God in visions, as well as God’s vision by

Muḥammmad after the Lote Tree, took on a special importance for the early Sufi authors,

such as al-Tustarī, al-Sulamī, and al-Wāsiṭī. See Gerhard Böwering, “From theWord of God

to the Vision of God: Muḥammad’s Heavenly Journey in Classical Ṣūfī Qurʿān Commen-

tary,” in Le voyage initiatique en terre d’Islam, 205–222.

58 Paul Ballanfat, “L’échelle des mots dans les ascensions de Rūzbihān Baqlī de Šīrāz”, in Le

voyage initiatique en terre d’Islam, 268–269.

59 Ibid. 275–278. For the role of Abū Bakr’s testimony in the validation of themiʿrāj in islamic

history, see Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys 89–90.
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This spiritual journey may also mean the “decomposition” of one’s self in

order to achieve full unity with God (usually known as fanāʾ wa-baqāʾ or “anni-

hilation and abiding [in God]”),60 and a ‘re-composition’ on the way back

to the world. The spiritual seeker returning to the world is internally differ-

ent, rearranged, because of the knowledge gained.61 This travel as a quest for

mystical knowledge—reflecting a well-known ḥadīth on travel for the quest

for knowledge—will be illustrated here by both al-Bisṭāmī’s and Ibn ʿArabī’s

accounts.62

AbūYazīd al-Bisṭāmī (d. 261/874–875or 234/848–849), also knownasBāyāzīd

al-Bistāmī (or al-Basṭāmī), is an important early Sufi figure from what is now

North-Central Iran. He is known only through theworks and sayings attributed

to him, first transmitted orally, as he became an important reference for later

Sufis, becoming over time an example of the “ecstatic” Sufi, as compared to the

“sober” type, such as al-Junayd.63 However there is no existing work directly

authored by him.64 He is mentioned numerous times in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings,

and notably in Ibn ʿArabī’s own miʿrāj account, where al-Bisṭāmī is the only

name given of those he meets when he arrives at the stage of the divine pres-

ence.65 Rūzbihān Baqlī, who has authored a compilation of the ecstatic expres-

sions (shaṭaḥāt) attributed to different Sufi masters (including al-Bisṭāmī),

interprets his mystical ascension narratives as a purely mystical experience, a

renewed fanāʾ process.66

Ibn ʿArabī, amajormystic figure presented inmore detail in the next chapter,

lived a few centuries later (12th–13th century), and came from the other side of

60 Mojaddedi, “Annihilation and Abiding in God,” E.I.³. However, Knysh explains that there

are two definitions usually attached to fanāʾ: annihilation of the self or “falling away,” or

expanded selfhood (Knysh, Islamic Mysticism 309–310).

61 James Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension: Ibn ʿArabī and the Miʿrāj Part i,” Journal of the

American Oriental Society 107, no. 4 (1987), 641. This return is seen as the ‘perfection’ of the

spiritual travel in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings, according to Chodkiewicz, who calls this double

travel “the double stairs,” title of his detailed chapter on the initiatory travel according to

Ibn ʿArabī (Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints 151–184).

62 Michel Chodkiewicz, in an article about the centrality of travel and its spiritual dimen-

sion in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings, explains in a short semantic analysis how Islamic common

religious words remind the believer of his condition of traveller (such as ṣirāṭ mustaqīm,

sharīʿa, sālik, ṭarīqa) (Michel Chodkiewicz, “Le voyage sans fin,” in Le voyage inititatique,

239–250).

63 Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, 52.

64 Mojaddedi “al-Bisṭāmī, Abū Yazīd (Bāyazīd),” ei³; Roger Deladrière “Abū Yazīd al-Bisṭāmī

et son enseignement spirituel,” Arabica xiv, no. 1 (1967): 76–89.

65 Ibn ʿArabī, Futūḥāt, 9 137–138.

66 Pierre Lory, “Le miʿrāğ d’Abū Yazīd Basṭāmī,” in Le voyage initiatique en terre d’islam, 234.



angelic roles and functions in the sufi miʿrāj 167

the Islamicworld (thewest). He is well-known for his numerouswritings, some

of which—written by his hand—are preserved.

Between both of their lives, the Islamic world had evolved, the field of

theology had become systematized, and prophetic traditions had taken on

more fixated forms, as the diversity of prophetic ascension accounts show.

However, in Ibn ʿArabī’s time, al-Bisṭāmī had become a near-legendary ref-

erence for mystics, and as such, is mentioned by name in the Futūḥāt more

than any other mystic:67 Ibn ʿArabī seems to have held him in high regard

despite Ibn ʿArabī’s dislike of ecstatic expressions (shaṭāḥāt), many of which

were attributed to al-Bisṭāmī. He considered him an example of a man hav-

ing achieved the state of “no attributes,” or union with the divine through

the complete discarding of any feature of the self that could be an obstacle

in the path toward God,68 and used al-Bisṭāmī to corroborate his own teach-

ings.69

Al-Bisṭāmī is a reference to another famous Sufi figure seen in the previ-

ous chapters, Rūzbihān Baqlī, who has commented twice his mirāj, in Arabic

and in Persian.70 Baqlī is also the author of a particular work that deserves

a mention here, “The Disclosure of Secrets and the Discovery of the Lights”

(Kashf al-asrār wa-mukāshafat al-anwār),71 which reads like a journal of his

own visions of ascension throughout his life, from his adolescence to his fifties,

visions steeped in references to the propheticmiʿrāj. This does not just present

a single ascension narrative, but a multiplicity of ascensions, scattered scenes

corresponding to differentmoments of the basicmiʿrājnarrative, without a sin-

gle order.

Ballanfat analyses this work as an ascension of words, where its textual

overflow in itself indicates the mystic’s own experience, his state of being sub-

sumed in the divine, while their ambiguity and paradox are also an indication

for the seeker to understand the divine signs.72 He also sees the influence of

67 BinyaminAbrahamov, “Ibn al-ʿArabī andAbūYazīd al-Bisṭāmī,”Al-Qantara 32, no. 2 (2011),

370.

68 Ibid. 377–378.

69 Ibid. 385.

70 In Arabic in Mantiq al-asrār and in Persian in Sharḥ‑i shaṭḥiyyāt. Paul Ballanfat argues

that he is one of the Sufi masters who gave a great importance to the prophetic miʿrāj

(Ballanfat, “L’échelle des mots” 265).

71 Translated into English: Ruzbihan ibn Abi al-Nasr Baqli, The Unveiling of Secrets: Diary of

a Sufi Master, trans. Carl W. Ernst (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Parvardigar Press, 1997).

72 Ballanfat, “L’échelle des mots” 267–268. He explains that this over-exposition or descrip-

tion of mystical bursts, as well as its presentation in a journal form, is unlike most of

mystical accounts that avoid describing divine realities too closely. Thus, contrary to the
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al-Bisṭāmī’smiʿrāj in the aspects of angels and prophetsmet on his way;73 how-

ever, this could also be the influence of the Ibn ʿAbbās narrative circulating at

the time, and not necessarily only al-Bisṭāmī’s account. There are also signs of

influence from Shia sources, where angels encourage Baqlī to cross an ocean

that only ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib had crossed.74

Angels are indeed very much present in Baqlī’s ascension scenes, mostly in

the Quranic classical roles, and sometimes as short metaphors, such as the

“angelic realm” that means death.75 He sees various prophets and Sufi mas-

ters in the higher heavens, including al-Bisṭāmī,76 and various angels, including

Gabriel, described as the most beautiful.77 His unrestrained style gives more

detailed descriptions than other ascension narratives, lending different strong

shows of emotion to angels (such as laughing, longing, weeping).78 It might

also give us clues on what features were regarded as beautiful in Baqlī’s time:

Angels are “dressed like brides,”79 “like beautiful women with tresses,”80 while

they are also described in several places as looking “like Turks.”81 Ballanfat

notes that the Khiḍr is the initiator of Rūzbihān, the way Gabriel was for the

Prophet,82 and the way Jesus was for Ibn ʿArabī,83 and the green bird for al-

Bisṭāmī: once again in this initiatory step, Gabriel seems to be sent to prophets

only, regardless of the fact that Baqlī sees him in theheavens alongsideMuḥam-

mad.

This chapter will now go into the details of the accounts of Al-Bisṭāmi and

then Ibn ʿArabī, who both share a complete ascension journey, following the

prophetic narrative.

ascetic and understated style of al-Bisṭāmī that we will see later, where the negation of

attributes reflects the tawḥīd, here Ballanfat explains that the exuberance of Rūzbihān

reflects the “eye of the multiple” (ʿayn al-jamʿ) which accomplishes the tawḥīd of “no

motif” paradoxically maintaining all the motifs (ibid. 286).

73 Ballanfat, “L’échelle des mots” 269.

74 Baqlī, The Unveiling of Secrets 17.

75 Ibid. 82.

76 Ibid. 81, 106.

77 Ibid. 17.

78 Ibid. 17, 47, 69, 115.

79 Ibid. 47.

80 Ibid. 23.

81 Ibid. 17–18, 31. These numerous descriptions may be seen to act like the grammatical vari-

ations noted in Chapter 2 for describing angels beyond a masculine/feminine dichotomy.

82 Ballanfat, “L’échelle des mots” 272.

83 Chodkiewicz, Le Sceau des saints 85.
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3 Themiʿrāj of Abū Yazīd al-Bisṭāmī

3.1 Presentation

The text used here is one of various accounts of al-Bisṭāmī’smiʿrāj, and seem-

ingly the oldest,84 their variety being a first sign among several pointing to

oral transmission of the text (as seen in the next section). This version is the

longest and the only one following the classic structure of the miʿrāj form,

from one heaven to another up towards God, while the others are more akin

to scattered episodes, similar to Rūzbihān Balqī’s account.85 This particular

retelling of amiʿrāj accomplished by a Sufi personality, like the other accounts

around al-Bisṭāmī, is possibly one of the earliest Sufi works on the miʿrāj

theme,86 although there are doubts as towhether the historical al-Bisṭāmī actu-

ally claimed having lived a personal ascension, or if he is even at the origin of

this narrative at all.87 Al-Bisṭāmī gained importance as a near-legendary fig-

ure in later writings, a status reinforced by the very act of attributing writings

and experiences to him, and therefore, Pierre Lory argues, a genuine mysti-

cal experience of spiritual elevation might have been turned into a “proper”

miʿrāj through retellings of it.88 Although Lory finds the style of this partic-

ular retelling very different from the style usually attributed to writings by

al-Bisṭāmī, which might suggest that it is indeed far from being authentic,

it also represents a popular hagiography that was circulating at the time as

a secondary “ascension profile” in addition to a first one destined for “more

advanced Sufis.”89 This underscores the importance of a particular and pop-

ular example feeding the religious imaginary of the early centuries, and shows

what kind of representations circulated at the time.

It is part of the legacy of the miʿrāj stories developed around the Prophet,

in the sense of “legacy” developed by Denise Spellberg,90 and used by Vuck-

84 Reynold A. Nicholson, “An early Arabic version of the Miʿrāj of Abū Yazīd al-Bisṭāmī,”

Islamica 2, (1926), 403; Al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj 249–257 (which includes the text of

themiʿrāj based on Reynold Nicholson’s edition).

85 For these different accounts, see Lory, “Le miʿrāğ d’Abū Yazīd Basṭāmī” 223–237.

86 Nazeer el-Azma, “Some Notes on the Impact of the Story of the Miʿrāj on Sufi Literature,”

MuslimWorld, vol. 63 (1973): 93.

87 Böwering, “From theWord of God to theVision of God” 208; Sells, Early IslamicMysticism.

88 Lory, “Le miʿrāğ d’Abū Yazīd Basṭāmī” 224.

89 Ibid. 231, 236. Anexample of this first profile are the three short narratives compiledby Sar-

rāj (378/988)whichPierre Lory deems “serious in the choice of his information” (ibid. 224).

90 Denise A. Spellberg, Politics, Gender, and the Islamic Past: The Legacy of ʿAʾisha bint Abi

Bakr (New York, Columbia University Press, 1994).
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ovic in her study on the Prophet’s miʿrāj,91 concluding that “ ‘Legacy’ engages

the history of interpretation and focuses on how particular historical actors in

particular historical moments construct meaning and use themiʿrāj as but one

way to create, confirm, and redefine community and ideology.”92

As such, the “invested account” of al-Bisṭāmī’smiʿrāj can also be seen more

particularly as the first known example of the legacy of a number of Sufi

miʿrāj stories that were to come. Reinforcing the legitimization process of this

account in the Sufi community is the fact that this narrative is attributed to

a well-known religious figure who lived in what Vuckovic calls the classical

period of Islamic historiography, set between the first and third Hegirian cen-

turies (125a.h.–300a.h.), a period duringwhich different propheticmiʿrāj nar-

ratives and ḥadīthwere put in written form, before their “canonification” in the

fourth century.93 Reading Bisṭāmī’s miʿrāj through this lens can tell us more

about major Sufi figures’ representations, the communities revolving around

them in their wake, and how they defined themselves—all of which could be

more interesting to the reader than the factual occurrence of this story and

whether the historical al-Bisṭāmī is at its origin.

Its singularity lies in that it paves the way for several subsequent works deal-

ing with miʿrāj stories, whether authored by, or attributed to, different Sufi

personalities, of which Ibn ʿArabī’s is the best-known example,94 or the more

numerous writings by other Sufi authors who take the prophetic miʿrāj as a

starting point of their reflection. This and other aspects of al-Bisṭāmī’s stature,

built overtime, make him amodel or a herald, as per the saying that al-Hujwirī

91 “Legacy (…), is what is created after an individual’s life is lived; it is the record of creative

expression and reflections in the hands of many others reflecting on the life of a given

individual. A focus on legacy recognizes that scholarship and hermeneutics have their

ownhistories; the scholarly enterprise is not protected from the vicissitudes that surround

other methods of text production. Thus, legal texts, Qur’anic interpretation, ḥadīth col-

lection, and biographies (…) are evaluated as human, authored, and invested accounts.”

Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys 12.

92 Ibid. 124.

93 Ibid. 3; Webb, “The Familiar and the Fantastic” 240–241; Pavlovitch, “Ḥadīth,”ei³.

94 Suʿād al-Ḥakīm, in her presentation of Kitāb al-isrā by Ibn ʿArabī, mentions a writing by

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya detailing the characteristics of a Sufimiʿrāj or “true vision” (ruʾya

ṣaḥīḥa), which suggests that several accounts of personal mystical ascension existed,

however, so far only that of al-Bisṭāmī and Ibn ʿArabī are known to us. See Ibn ʿArabī,

Kitāb al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā, 32; Lory, “Le miʿrāğ d’Abū Yazīd Basṭāmī,” 223–237.

Some of Sulamī’s sayings also suggest that mystics did personal ascensions, although very

few written traces remain, to our knowledge (Sulamī, The Subtelties of Ascension, 18).

As previously seen, there is, however, at least one other author of personal ascension

narratives—although not strictly following the prophetic miʿrāj framework—Rūzbihān

Baqlī.
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(d. 464/1072) attributes to Al-Junayd: “AbūYazīd is among us is as Gabriel’s posi-

tion is among the angels.”95

The Sufi miʿrāj as a journey done in spirit while the body is sleeping is sup-

ported by the vocabulary in this account, as previously mentioned (the words

“nawm,” “ruʾya” or “raʾaytu” are used), so this “true vision”96 would be seen dur-

ing his sleep, in spirit and not in body.

The story is presented as narrated by a certain Abū al-Qāsim al-ʿĀrif, whose

identity remains otherwise unknown, relating what al-Bisṭāmī told him. Al-

Bisṭāmī travels through the seven heavens97 up to the Seat (kursī) after the

seventh heaven, then to the Throne (ʿarsh) where he finally meets God. At

every heaven, he meets angels, of different kinds and groups, some of whom

are given names. Each time they invite al-Bisṭāmī to share in their activities,

such as praying, or offer him unspecified but seemingly endless possessions—

thus the angels sound like they are complimenting him each time on arriving

at such a level (one of the seven heavens), while at the same time tempting him

into staying there and not going further on his journey. However, each time al-

Bisṭāmī understands that he is being subject to a test, and states that he wants

to go further. First, he is taken to the first heaven by a green bird, then to the

second and third by a vision (ruʾya), while between the third and seventh heav-

ens, it is an angel who takes him by the hand to accompany him further. At the

seventh heaven, al-Bisṭāmī is asked to stop because he arrived at the “Bound-

ary” (al-muntahā),98 however, he goes on. After the seventh Heaven, al-Bisṭāmī

is turned into a bird and given wings, so that he does not require any angelic

help in order to travel to the Seat (kursī),99 where the angel dedicated to it will

also be testing him. Al-Bisṭāmī, however, keeps on flying to the Throne (ʿarsh),

95
.ةكئالملانمليربجةلزنمبانمديزيوبأ

abū al-ḥasan ʿalī b. ʿuthmān al-hujwirī, Kashf al-maḥjūb, al-juzʾ al-

awwal, ed. Badīʿ Jumʿa (Cairo: al-Majlis al-Aʿlā li-l-Thaqāfa, 2007), 317

96 Elizabeth Sirriyeh, Dreams & Visions in the World of Islam: A History of Muslim Dreaming

and Foreknowing (London: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 1.

97 There are usually seven Heavens in this type of literature, based on the Quran Q 67:3,

which can be seen as an Islamic adaptation of the hellenistic cosmological structures

(made of nine Heavens) used by Muslim authors (Jaadane, “La place des anges” 28–29;

Kuehn, Leder, Pökel, “Introduction,” The Intermediate Worlds of Angels, 20).

98 Al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj 254. This seems to be an elliptic allusion to the Lote Tree of

the boundary, that is usually situated in this heaven, as seen previously.

99 In other accounts, he is also said to be turned into a bird, he also describes his ascension

using the verb from the same root than “miʿrāj” (ʿurrija bi-rūḥihi) while going through the

malakūt. See Lory, “Le miʿrāğ d’Abū Yazīd Basṭāmī” 226–227.
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where other angels are present, the karūbiyyīn and the bearers of the Throne.

These test himyet again.However, al-Bisṭāmī stays focused and finallyGodcalls

to him and draws him near, “nearer than the soul is to the body” (aqrab min-

hu min al-rūḥ ilā al-jasad).100 He then meets prophets, and the text ends with

a section on the veracity of the event, which essentially argues that it is useless

to try to convince peoplewho do not believe in it in the first place, an argument

supported by prophetic sayings and Quranic verses on the matter.

3.2 Analysis

The first remark is that the structure follows that of the Ibn ʿAbbās account of

the Propheticmiʿrāj, with the noticeable presence of angels during the ascen-

sion, and the meeting of prophets after the meeting with God. This reflects

Lory’s remark on the two strands of Bistamian ascension narratives above: This

mirʿāj of popular strand is built in the sameway as themore popular Ibn ʿAbbās

version of the prophetic ascension narrative (“more popular” as opposed to the

more “learned” canonical version, which does not exclude the latter’s wide cir-

culation as well).

Regarding the form, in the first analysis, the narrative is rather effortless and

direct in its language, compared to the other accounts, and mentions attribu-

tions to al-Bisṭāmī, which could suggest an oral transmission.101 As such, this

could indicate awider circulation—with readers or listeners of amore popular

milieu—than the readers of the tafsīr seen in the previous chapters. Its cosmol-

ogy and its angels in their variations might represent interesting continuities

and differences, a glimpse into another subgroup of readers’ imaginations.102

The formula at the beginning, “qāla Abū al-Qāsim al-ʿĀrif,” in the fashion of an

isnād in the ḥadīth, a literary genre based on oral transmission before it was

consigned in written collections, supports this suggestion.

In a second analysis, the oral-formulaic analysis comes to mind when read-

ing this text. From the Oral Literary theory, first developed by Milman Parry

100 Ṣalībā, Kitāb al-miʿrāj, 256. The translations from the text are taken from Nicholson’s arti-

cle (Nicholson, An early Arabic Version 402–415). This phrase echoes the Quranic verse

(50:16): “We did indeed create man, andWe know what his soul whispers to him; andWe

are nearer to him than his jugular vein.”

101 Similarly, the Ibn ʿAbbās ascension narrative was also the object of dismissal because of

a style too simple or “monotonous” to be authentic, according to some scholars, as well

as containing signs of orality, as analyzed by Colby (Colby, Narrating Muhammad’s Night

Journey 29, 43.)

102 Burge notes, similarly, that “traditional material, both the various collections of ḥadīth in

Islamand the Jewishmidrashim, often reflect a popular expression of beliefs about angels,

which is corroborated by similar beliefs found in magical incantation texts and studies of

Jewish and Muslim folklore” (Burge, Angels in Islam 68).
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and Albert Lord103 on the Iliad and Odyssey epics, and more recently applied

by Andrew Bannister to the Quranic text,104 this analytical tool can be used to

evaluate how, and to what extent, a text is rooted in oral performance before

beingwrittendown.According to this theory, reciters used a set of formulas and

themes to help them memorize long narratives. These formulas, whether sin-

gle and repeated word for word, or in a systematic arrangement of very similar

ones, are repeated throughout the narration and may be rearranged according

to the reciter’s situation and narrative decisions during the performance. This

supposes that the wording of such narratives was not as fixed in their wording

then as the resulting written texts later became.

With this in mind, some elements mark the text as orally based when first

reading this miʿrāj story. Indeed, we find a repetition of several sentences and

phrases, in similar places at each stageof thenarrative.Anexampleof this is the

following formula: “What I desire is other thanwhat Thou offerestme” (murādī

fī ghayrmā taʿriḍu ʿalayya),105 which is repeated nine times, and this at the end

of each heavenly visit. We also find the sentence “all the while I knew that He

was testing me therewith” ( fa-fī kulli dhālika ʿalimtu annahu bihā yujarribunī)

repeated at each heavenly stop, or the offer of endless possessions, which is

repeated in slightly different forms in each Heaven,106 for example, “Then He

continued to offer me a Kingdom such as no tongue can describe” (thumma

lam yazal yaʿriḍu ʿalayya min al-mulk mā kallat al-alsun ʿan naʿtihi) in the sev-

enth Heaven, and “of the grandeur of His kingdom such gifts as no tongue can

describe” (ʿuẓma mamlakatuhu mā kallat al-alsun ʿan naʿtihi wa-waṣfatihi)107

when he arrives at the Throne.

In terms of content, the text shares the common themes and characters

of prophetic miʿrāj stories, especially within the Ibn ʿAbbās framework. For

103 Albert Bates Lord,The Singer of Tales (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1960), vol. 24.

For a brief overview of this theory and its influences on later scholarship, see Carl Lindahl,

“Singers andTales in the 21st Century: The Legacies of Milman Parry andAlbert Lord,”Fab-

ula 52 (2012), 302–307.

104 Andrew G. Bannister, An Oral-Formulaic Study of the Qurʾan (Lanham, Lexington Books,

2014).

105 This phrase echoes the discussion of Ibn ʿArabī in the Futūḥāt on al-Bisṭāmī, where he

interprets his will (irāda) as an absence of will, as per the saying attributed to al-Bisṭāmī,

“I will not to will” (urīdu an lā urīda). See Abrahamov, “Ibn al-ʿArabī and Abū Yazīd al-

Bisṭāmī” 384.

106 The trope of the refusal of worldly goods is also found in other accounts attributed to

al-Bisṭāmī, as an illustration of his intransigent an ascetic character. See Lory, “Le miʿrāğ

d’Abū Yazīd Basṭāmī” 231.

107 Al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj 255.
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instance, al-Bisṭāmīmeetswith theprophets aftermeetingGod, andnotbefore,

with a special emphasis on Prophet Muḥammad, the only one mentioned by

name. Vuckovic showed, in her study of prophetic miʿrāj narratives, that his

meeting with different previous prophets, such as Moses or Jesus, served the

purpose of legitimizing and defining the identity of the Muslim community

as a distinct group.108 Here, al-Bisṭāmī could likewise be seen as deriving reli-

gious legitimacy from his encounter with the Prophet Muḥammad, but in this

case the legitimacy of Sufis within the wider Muslim community is what is at

stake, as it is in Sufi circles that this narrative might have benefitted from a

wider transmission than in any other circle. This also confers a special aspect

to the identity of the Sufi community among Muslims, an initiation process

peculiar tomystics, whichmight have been construed as a sort of elite identity.

The beginning of the text alludes to this, stating that such an ascension expe-

rience cannot be had by laypeople (ʿāmmat al-nās), even though presumably

they are also Muslims.

The characters and roles of the angels constitute a particularly interesting

aspect of this heavenly journey, which, apart from a green bird,109 are the only

protagonists met by al-Bisṭāmī during his ascension, until his encounter with

God. Although on his way to God he meets many angels, if not all of them,

there is no mention of the Archangel Gabriel, although others are identified

by names. Some angels bear strange-sounding names of the theophoric kind,

such as Lāwīdh, Niyāʾīl, Bariyāʾīl.110 It might be possible to infer from Gabriel’s

absence that al-Bisṭāmī considers him to be specific to prophets, and not mys-

tics or Sufi masters.

In the text, angels are frequently associated with the word nūr, from the first

Heaven, where the angels comment that their visitor is “of humanity, not of

light” (ādamī lā nūrī), which accords with a well-known ḥadīth111 about the

creation of angels as made from nūr. The angels in turn are associated with

various words of the semantic field of light: lantern (qandīl), daylight (ḍawʾ),

108 Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys 59–73.

109 The color green has a particular importance in Islam. It is associated at times with Gabriel

in the ḥadīth, it is also the color of the Prophet, of Paradise, of life, probably related to

its importance in Zoroastrianism. However, its importance and use is quite distinct from

the Judeo-Christian tradition, green becoming then a particular Islamic symbol (Burge,

Angels in Islam, 64–65). Interestingly, it seems that jinn also were unwilling to inhabit

white or green birds (Henninger, “Beliefs in Spirits” 11).

110 These names are not found among the theophoric names listed by Burge from al-Suyūṭī’s

collection of ḥadīth, although they sound similar, as if adapted from Hebrew names

(Burge, Angels in Islam, 34–38).

111 See Saḥīḥ muslim, ḥadīth no. 2996.
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(their faces as) the light of the sun (ḍiyāʾ al-shams), Heavens shining from their

light (nūr tabruqu minhu al-samawāt), and each angel having a “standard of

light” (liwāʾ min nūr). Other classical aspects of angelic representation in the

text show when al-Biṣṭāmī finds all of them praying, praising God, guarding

the Heavens, and bearing the Throne.

Regarding details and variety, the description of angels remains somewhat

cursory, in line with the rest of the objects and landscapes he traverses. This

elliptic style fits with what Lory notices of al-Bisṭāmī’s different accounts, not-

ing his ascetic character in refusing to describe or talk about celestial topog-

raphy.112 However, here are the main descriptions we can glean from the text:

In the first Heaven, angels are described as standing upright, their feet in the

stars;113 they fly back and forth between the Earth and the second Heaven a

hundred thousand times each day, looking at the Friends of God, others bow-

ingdown innests of trees of light.114Anangel of the thirdHeaven is described as

having four faces, one facing theEarth,warning about theLastDay, another cry-

ing while looking up to the Heavens, another on his right towards other angels

in praise, and the last face on his left sending “his hosts” ( junūdahu) to all cor-

ners of the Heavens to praise God. He he shows al-Bisṭāmī one of his wings,

of which each feather bears a lantern brighter than the sun.115 The angels in

the fourth Heaven are covered by a generalizing sentence, “all the angels, of all

attributes, forms, and descriptions, came to me and saluted me.”116 In the fifth

Heaven, angels’ heads are in the sixth one and they salute the traveler in dif-

ferent languages, and they are surprised when al-Bisṭāmī responds to them in

the same languages.117 The angels of the sixth Heaven are only described as the

“desiring angels” (al-malāʾika al-mushtāqīn);118 and the description of angels in

the seventh Heaven insists on their great numbers and their size.119

Thus, throughout the text, the descriptions of angels’ appearances and acts

are positive and correspond in general to their description in the previous

chapters, in coherence with their Quranic representation. However, when al-

112 Lory, “Le miʿrāğ d’Abū Yazīd Basṭāmī” 233.

113 Al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj 250.

114 Ibid. 251. This motif of angels in nests recalls the similar scene of the Prophet and Gabriel

in nests of the Lote Tree.

115 Ibid. 251–252.

116
ّ.يلعنوملسيوينوؤاجدقمهتوعنومهتآيهومهتافصبةكئالملاعيمج

Ibid. 252

117 Ibid. 253.

118 Ibid. 254.

119 Ibid. 254.
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Bisṭāmī refuses their offers of gifts and riches, they are sometimes described

negatively by him, appearing to him “like mosquitoes” (ka-l-baʿūḍa). This gives

an alternative impression of angels, one slightly different from the classically

pure beings repeatedly presented as obedient, with no will of their own, assist-

ing believers in their worship by God’s permission. Had they kept these roles,

one would suppose that they would only encourage al-Bisṭāmī in his mystical

travel. However, apparently one of their primary roles in this text, aside from

the traditional ones, is to challenge the travelers on their path to God. The nar-

rative starts by al-Bisṭāmī clearly stating that “he was tested” (umtuḥintu).120

Angels thus actively try to entice al-Bisṭāmī to riches, or even to what is con-

sidered and appears to be perfectly good actions, such as praying alongside

them, even if this implies that he would not be able to go farther, remain-

ing at the level of whatever Heaven he finds himself in when offered the

option.

Only when al-Bisṭāmī, understanding that God is acting through them by

understanding the nature of the test (remaining attached to one specific sta-

tion of the journey), insists on traveling on, does an angel appear to accompany

him to the next Heaven.121 As such, angels are still obeying God through their

actions, albeit in an heterodox manner, by testing the traveler on the spiritual

path. They becomeHis instruments of testing, over any other function, both in

the text, and extra-textually as an illustration to the spiritually-oriented reader.

This function givesmoredepth to the interactions betweenangels andhumans,

which goes beyond their best-known functions, those of discreet helpers and

models of religious praxis. Instead, in this case the spiritual traveler has to dis-

obey such a model, or at least not be influenced by what would otherwise be

seen as desirable orthodox devotions, such as prayer. In this, these angels also

differ from the angels’ roles in the propheticmiʿrāj itself, where angels are not

seen testingMuḥammad in any way, and are usually described as “submissive,”

classical guides accompanying the Prophet in his journey,122 possibly except for

the initiation scene involving Gabriel offering the Prophet different drinks to

choose from.

These angelic actions echo a similar but often overlooked angelic “testing”

function found in the Quranic text, with Hārūt and Mārūt and Iblīs challeng-

ing humanitywith ambivalent if not dangerous teachings, although this is done

120 Ibid. 249.

121 This idea of “straight on the aim, not wanting anything else” echoes different sayings in

Sulamī’s collection (Al-Sulamī, the Subtleties of the Ascension 41–43, 101).

122 Buckley,TheNight Journey andAscension 1–18; as seen in the introduction, angels as guides

is a typical motif of apocalyptic literature.
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withGod’s permission. The example of these testing angels in amiʿrāj narrative

seems rather singular, and are not particularly noticed in secondary literature.

During his ascension through the Heavens we also notice an aspect of the

symbolic function. After each test is presented by angels and the test is suc-

cessfully passed, another angel appears to accompany him. Angels then come

to reflect the narrator’s spiritual progress, and how onemust both gain and sur-

pass their attributes. We have here an example with their two main attributes,

both in the text and in general, as previously seen: light andwings. For instance,

al-Bisṭāmī’s own “light of [his] desire” (ḍiyāʾ shawqī)123 surpasses that of angels

and of the world, after having been described as having wings himself when

he arrives at the Seat (as seen in the summary). He no longer needs the help

of an angel, almost becoming one himself (as a bird), or at least, gaining their

main Quranic attribute (the wings). He crosses “veils after veils” (ḥujuban baʿd

ḥujub)124 towardsGod,while other angels are describedonce again as annoying

mosquitoes.

This testing functionof angels in this heavenly journey could reflect theneed

to confront even essentially good creatures such as angels if one is tomeet God.

They test the spiritual incentive to travel on and not settle down, even though

“settling down” might sound more comfortable and even praiseworthy (pray-

ing alongside angels) in a traditional Islamic setting. This might illustrate some

core aspects of the Sufi ethos, suggesting a never-ending quest for God, never

satisfied by what could appear to most people as “good enough” or desirable,

remembering that one is ‘ “on this Earth as a stranger or a wayfarer.”125

To conclude this section and the topic of the “pioneer” status of the account

attributed to al-Bisṭāmī, El-Azma reminds us that for the Sufi community:

Explicitly or implicitly, the impact of the story of the miʿrāj on Sufi litera-

ture was powerful, in terms of expression, structure and form, and in sym-

bology and allegory. The story symbolized the Sufi path with its complex

order of stages and states and provided the mystics with a frame of refer-

ence for their experiences and contemplations. (…) They used its allegorical

power to express the themes of communion with God and regeneration of

the soul, and so popularized their beliefs in order to convert the masses to

their faith.126

123 Al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj 255.

124 Al-Qushayrī, Kitāb al-miʿrāj 255.

125 From the well-known ḥadīth “Be on this Earth as a stranger or a wayfarer” (kun fī-l-dunyā

kaʾannaka gharīb aw ʿābir sabīl) (see Ṣaḥīḥ Bukhārī, no. 6079).

126 El-Azma, “Some Notes on the Impact of the Story of the Miʿrāj.”
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This last part could appear to be in contradiction to what a superficial read-

ing of al-Bisṭāmī’s miʿrāj indicates regarding “ʿāmmat al-nās”. However, with

regard to the Ibn ʿAbbasmodel narrative that al-Bisṭāmī’s account seems to fol-

low, one could consider that its audience may have also been “popular,” and

that therefore this representation of an elite spiritual experience becomes a

call enjoining everyone and anyone to follow the narrator’s path. In this way

its audience may have felt that they too could be part of this special journey,

through an imagery readily understood, built mostly around “tester angels.”

Then, this type of Sufi literature would seem to be a particular example of the

function Vuckovic saw in the prophetic miʿrāj, i.e., that of a reinforcement of

the Quranic moral code, while “giving an alternative route for constructing a

communal moral code within a fantastic tale,”127 and an exemplary model of

utopian literature, as seen in the first section of this chapter.

4 Themiʿrāj of Ibn ʿArabī

4.1 Presentation

The account of Ibn ʿArabī’s spiritual ascension is found mainly in two dif-

ferent places in his writings, a short work dedicated to this event only, Al-

isrāʾ ilā-l-maqām al-asrāʾ (seemingly an early work),128 and Chapter 367 of the

Futūḥāt.129 James Morris mentions two other sources, the Kitāb al-anwār, and

Chapter 167 of the Futūḥāt. However, these are less relevant here; the Kitāb al-

anwār focuses more on the practicalities of the spiritual journey, that is, the

preparation to and return from the journey,130 and Chapter 167 of the Futūḥāt,

covered here in Chapter 4, uses the framework of the ascension through the

Heavens for Ibn ʿArabī to expose his general cosmology, more than for narrat-

ing a personal journey.131

While the first account contains a first part dedicated to the preparation of

the spiritual seeker for this specific experience, the second source starts with

a brief retelling of the Prophet’s Ascension, seen in the first part of the chap-

ter. The author reiterates that his own ascension is only a spiritual one, not a

127 Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys, 97.

128 Muḥyī-l-dīn Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām. He wrote this account at the age of 34 in

594/1198, while still in the Maghreb region, before travelling to the east (ibid. 34).

129 Chapter 367 (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥat, ix, 96–139).

130 As Vuckovic points out, Sufis need to train for this journey, where prophets do not, as they

are elected for it and prepared for it by celestial beings without having to take an active

part in it (Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys, 129).

131 Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension, i” 632–633.
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journey done in body like that of the Prophet. He explains that this type of

spiritual journey is the particularity of the Friends of God (awliyāʾ), receiving

knowledge through the embodiment of “meanings”132 in the imaginal world:

“To the Friends of God spiritual isthmus-like night journeys; where they look

upon embodied meanings in images perceived by the imagination; they are

given knowledge about what these images contain of meanings.”133 This is part

of their inheritance (irth),134 related to their spiritual inspiration, which is not

to be assimilated into a new prophecy, as he explains elsewhere in the Futūḥāt

(see Chapter 4).

Both accounts are quite similar regarding the visits of the different Heavens

and their respective prophets. He meets Adam in the first Heaven, the Mes-

siah/Jesus in the second one, Joseph in the third one, Idrīs in the fourth one,

Hārūn in the fifth one, Moses in the sixth one, and Abraham in the seventh

one, before arriving to the “House Inhabited” (al-bayt al-maʿmūr) and the “Lote

Tree of the boundary” (sidrat-al-muntahā). Each stop along the way allows for

a discussion and revealing of knowledge. In his second account, the order of

Heavens and prophets is the same, with the difference that he also meets John

(Yaḥyā) in the second Heaven, and later in the fifth.

4.2 Analysis

The general analysis of Ibn ʿArabī’s ascension journey and its connection to

his overall cosmological theory has been studied by James Morris, who sees in

this account a highly symbolic presentation of the framework of the Futūḥāt,135

while Vuckovic analyses his use of themiʿrāj as a way of exposing his perceived

place in the world and ideas without being charged with heresy (by making

his own journey purely spiritual and not physical).136 As we have seen, con-

trary to the al-Bisṭāmī’ narrative, this one follows the first or “canonical profile”

of prophetic narrative ascension: Ibn ʿArabī evolves throughout the Heavens,

132 This word,maʿānī (sing.maʿnā), seen in Chapter 3 with Ibn Barrajān, is also to be related

here to the adjectivemaʿnawī seen in Chapter 4 in the Futūḥāt, where Ibn ʿArabī uses it in

the sense of “abstract meaning, ideational,” or even “supra-sensory.” Morris translates it as

“spiritual realities” (Morris, “Spiritual Ascension” 638).

133
،لايخللةسوسحمروصيفةدسجتميناعماهيفنودهاشي،ةيخزربةيناحورتاءارسإمهلفءايلوألاامأ

.يناعملانمروصلاكلتهنمضتتامبملعلانوَطعي

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥat ix, 102

134 Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām 33.

135 Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension, i” 630–632.

136 Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys, 125–128.
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meeting a different prophet each time, according to the order shown in the

Sunni ḥadīth, based prophetic accounts. He converses with them, thus illus-

trating a different aspect of knowledge that one has to gain on the way. He

is ‘colored’ by the Names of God: As seen in Chapter 5, God acts through his

Names on His creation, which are the “colorings” (talwīnāt) in the soul of the

seeker.137

Thus, the seeker has to travel incessantly: “So the Real makes the Friend

travel at night through His Beautiful Names, and to others of His Names, all

these being divine Names; he knows the changing of his states, and the states

of thewholeworld; and [he knows that] this change is what the source of these

Names provoke in us.”138 This is done in order to become conscious of His signs

within him.139 The idea of change and travel is clear in this paragraph,140 sug-

gesting that one should not remain in a particular state, and that one has to

journey on, a narrative dynamic that echoes Al Bisṭāmī’s narrative. The goal of

the journey is understood as accomplishing the status of “Perfect Man” that

fully mirrors the divine Reality, achieving that for which the world was cre-

ated.141

The first impression on reading Ibn ʿArabī’smiʿrāj account in the Futūḥāt is

that, contrary to the rest of this work, angels are not very present, as if illus-

trating that seeing angels is the privilege of prophets, as seen in the previous

chapters. In an even narrower sense, seeing angels seems to be the privilege of

major prophets only.Oneof these rare explicitmentions happens in the second

Heaven, where John the Baptist tells Ibn ʿArabī that probity or righteousness

(ṣalāḥ) came to him through good news (bushrā), while it came to his cousin

137
قحلااهيفوهيتلانوئشلانيعيهو،تانيولتانيفو,ءامسأقحلايفيهف

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt ix, 105

138
تابلقتَمِلَع،ةيهلإءامسألالّكو،ءامسالانمكلذريغىلإ،ىنسحلاهئامسأيفّيلولابقّحلاىرسأاذإف

ءامسألاكلتنيعانيفثدحأيذلاوهبلقتلاكلذنّأو،هّلكملاعلالاوحأو،هلاوحأ

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt ix, 106

139 Ibn ʿArabī explains a few paragraphs later that nothing distinguishes a spiritual traveler

fromother beings, except in that his visions of the Signs,which are everywhere at all times,

become unveiled. Thus he becomes conscious of the Signs of God (Ibn ʿArabī, Futūḥāt ix,

107).

140 Ibn ʿArabī repeatedly uses the verb “asrā”, to travel by night, as used in the Quranic verse

(17:1) related to the isrāʾ, thus reminding the reader every time of this journey in spirit, and

dream.

141 Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension, i” 640.Morris explains that the concept of “PerfectMan”

is particularly developed in the first chapter, on Adam, of the Fuṣuṣ al-ḥikam (ibid. 645).
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Jesus through angels.142 Another prominent function held by angels here is the

praxis function, somewhat later: the classical obedient feature, an angelic fea-

ture to acquire if the servantwants to have his prayers answered, as angels obey

God at all times and anything they ask for is answered.143

Upon closer inspection, however, we realize that he describes different be-

ings or objects that could be defined elsewhere as angels or angelic in nature

(including in his earlier account of the Kitāb al-isrā as we will see). Chod-

kiewicz highlights an important aspect of Ibn ʿArabī’s miʿrāj, which explains

the apparent absence of angels: A parallel is drawn, whereby the traveler who

follows the steps of the prophets will meet prophets in his ascension through

the celestial spheres, while the follower of the philosophers will meet the angel

of each sphere. The first one receives the spiritual knowledge, the second one

cosmological knowledge only.144 Thus, in time, angels for the spiritual traveler

become implicit, if not both invisible and unnecessary, throughout some of the

commentaries in Chapter 3, while at the same time they are very much visible

and present in others. Moreover, we will see in the next chapter that philoso-

phers acquire only a partial knowledge, so angels here become associated with

partial knowledge and vision, in line with the representation of angels in the

Quran, where they admit their ignorance.

There are several examples of such implicit angelic elements, aside from the

rare explicit ones. An example is given when Ibn ʿArabī arrives at the seventh

Heaven, meeting Abraham and the celestial Kaaba, which Morris describes

as the particular “cosmological transition between the material world and the

“paradisiac” realm of the highest spheres, as the Heart of the voyager.” This is

the moment where Ibn ʿArabī sees the “Inhabited House” (al-bayt al-maʿmūr),

which seems to be identified with the celestial Kaaba. He clearly refers to the

ḥadīth of the 70,000 angels entering it, never returning, which he then implic-

itly compares tomany veils of light and darkness that God places betweenHim

and His servant, so that His servant is not “burned up by the splendors of His

Face” (aḥraqat subuḥātwujhi-hi) in a direct visionof Himself.145Angels then act

142 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt ix, 114.

143 Ibid. 133.

144 Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints 162.

145 James Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension: Ibn ʿArabī and the Miʿrāj Part ii,” Journal of the

American Oriental Society 108, no. 1 (1988), 69; and Ibn ʿArabī, Futūḥāt ix, 127. See also Ibn

ʿArabī, Muḥyī-l-dīn, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā, 99, where in the same scene Suʿād al-

Ḥakīm refers to this ḥadīth and al-Tustarī’s explanation of the internal (bāṭin) dimension

of the “Inhabited House” is the heart of the mystical knower, towards which the angels

come in pilgrimage.

The reference to and Ibn ʿArabī’s use of the ḥadīth of the 70,000 angels is seen in Chap-

ter 4.
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here as intermediaries between man and God, more in the role of protectors

of man for the sake of man’s personal integrity than classical messengers. They

could be described as messengers here only in that they signal to the seeker

that he has come close to God, veils pointing to His presence.146

This step of the journey comes before the “Lote Tree of the Boundary,” an

important spiritual landmark. Christian Lange reminds us that “In the falsafa

tradition and in Ṣūfism, accordingly, the Sidrat al-muntahā [Lote Tree of the

Boundary] symbolizes the furthest limit of ordinary human comprehension of

the divine and also the point at which the elect enters into special proximity to

God.”147

Ibn ʿArabī writes then: “When I left him [Abraham], I arrived at the LoteTree

of the Boundary. I stood then in the midst of its terrestrial branches and its far-

thest branches, which were enveloped by the lights of the deeds, and in which

sang the birds of the souls of those doing the deeds, as [the Lote Tree] is in

the form of Man.” He then mentions the four rivers of knowledge, referring to

another part of the Futūḥāt, and writes that he was appointed the “supports

of the cushions of the mystical knowers” (muttakaʾāt rafārif al-ʿārifīn) before

being transformed into light (nūran) and vested in a vestment (khulʿa) the likes

of which he had never seen.148 This last scene echoes a motif of the Prophetic

miʿrāj in Sulamī,149 as well as a motif in antique Jewish and Christian litera-

ture,150 while the whole episode contains several implicit angelic references:

lights, deeds, and less intuitively so in translation, “cushions”.

146 Byway of religious comparison, we can alsomention the interesting relationship between

veils and angels,whereby angels are assimilated to veils here, as thepseudo-Denys theAre-

opagyte, known for his Christian angelology, writes that an “allegorical veil” does not add

anything to the truth, but is required by human frailty, keeping the gaze from the divine

glare. See Denys L’Aréopagyte, La hiérarchie céleste 75, fn. 1.

147 Lange, “Lote Tree,”ei³.

148
،لامعألاُراونأاهتيشغدقو،ىوصقلاوايندلااهعورفنيبتفقوف.ىهتنملاةردستئجهتقرافاّملف

.ناسنإلاةأشنىلعيهو،نيلماعلاحاورأُرويطاهنانفأىرذيفتحدصو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt ix, 127, and for another and complete translation, see

Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension, ii” 70–71

149 Muḥammad being clothed in light is a non-Sunni trope, another example where Sufi

authors seem to find sources of inspiration in Shia-connoted sources (Sulami, The Subtel-

ties of the Ascension, 17); In another saying, attributed to al-Junayd, Muḥammad is clothed

in “lights,” stripped of his own “attributes” (ṣifāt), and clothed in God’s Attributes, a situa-

tion in which Gabriel would have burned (ibid. 71).

150 “Vestments of light” are considered to be the symbol of knowledge, see Marlène Kanaan,

“Création et êtres angéliques d’après un ms arabe inédit: l’Hexaéméron du pseudo-
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Deeds represented as lights (anwār) and birds representing the souls of

those originating these deeds reminds the reader of what is seen in the pre-

vious chapters and what will be seen in Chapter 5, where angels are either

described as transporting the good deeds of believers to the higher spheres,

or these deeds being described themselves as angels, created by men through

their deeds and words.151 Similarly, Ibn ʿArabī considered elsewhere in the

Futūḥāt the human soul as angelic, part of the “Governing angels” (malāʾikat

al-tadbīr) in one of his typologies.152 Thus, this excerpt is then implicitly filled

with angels or angel-like beings, illustrating the destination of good deeds and

their good souls. Another interesting aspect of this passage is the Lote Tree

described as being in human form, with branches reaching out everywhere

throughout the cosmos (on Earth and in the celestial spheres, not restricted to

one or the other heavenly sphere), which is not unlike other archetypal “trees of

life” in other cultural contexts.153 It also relates to another book of Ibn ʿArabī,

“The Universal Tree” (shajarat al-kawn), which the author uses as a running

metaphor to expose his cosmology both external and internal to the human

being, mentioning parts of the prophetic miʿrāj, as well as angels whose roles

(similar to those seen in other chapters) help us understand that the tree sym-

bolizes Adam, and illustrate the supremacy of Muḥammad in the hierarchy of

beings.154

The phrase “supports of the cushions of themystical knowers” also refers, as

do many phrases in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings, to a particular Quranic verse Q 55:76

describing believers in Paradise.155 He compares the word translated here with

“cushions” (rafārif, sing. rafrāf )with the celestial equivalent of a litter (miḥaffa)

in his description of the prophetic ascension.156 Additionally, Morris qualifies

Epiphane de Salamine,” in The Intermediate Worlds of Angels, 224; The angel Michael

clothes Henoch in “vestments of glory” in order to make him like an angel, in the second

book of Henoch (Hamdović, L’insoutenable divinité 262–263).

151 See the “Cosmological function” in Chapter 2; In the Ibn ʿAbbās narrative of the prophetic

miʿrāj, the Lote Tree is described as being full of angels praising God in different ways and

tongues (Colby, Narrating Muhammad’s Night Journey 190).

152 See “Creation of angels, typology and meaning” in Chapter 5.

153 The most obvious examples that comes to mind is the tree of life in Judaism, and the

world-tree in Nordic mythology.

154 Muḥyī al-dīn Ibn ʿArabī, Shajarat al-kawn, ed. Riyāḍ al-ʿAbdallah (Beirut: al-Markaz al-

ʿarabī li-l-kitāb, 1984), 42, 88–89, 90–91.

155 “They recline upon green cushions and beautiful wonders.”

156 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt ix 100, where this cushion is brought to the Prophet by an angel,

in a scene where Gabriel explains that he cannot go farther (an idea present in many

accounts), illustrating the Quranic verse 37:164.
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it as an “angelic vehicle,”157 which is justified in that it replaces Gabriel in the

propheticmiʿrāj, the angel guide who cannot go farther than the Lote Tree.

However, the word “rafārif ” turns out to be related to “flapping its wings”,

whenused as a verb (rafraf ) for a bird, or the idea of “shimmering” or “glimmer-

ing.”158 This suddenly reminds the reader of the lexical field attached to angels

and their twomain attributes, light andwings.The use of thisword, at this stage

of the journey, right before being transformed into light, would be seen as the

ultimatemetonymy, keeping only the twomostwell-knownattributes of angels

to describe the spiritual process of being transported into the divine Presence.

Therefore, this textualmetonymydescribes both a symbolic process, and extra-

textually an actual removal of all elements that could be seen as intermediaries

between the seeker and God. We find a similar textual process in the other

account, where Ibn ʿArabī writes that the self of “the spiritual young man”159

became veiled to him (iḥtajaba ʿannī dhātuhu), leaving with him his attributes

(ṣifātuhu).160

Regarding this other and earlier account, the Kitāb al-isrāʾ, the reader will

find mostly the same references, and at times clearer angelic mentions sup-

porting the later and more symbolicmiʿrāj account.

In the category of implicit angelic references, Ibn ʿArabī uses an angelic

attribute to describe his own actions, such as his description of “being given

thewings of determination” (anshaʾa lī jināḥ al-ʿazm) withwhich he flies (ṭirtu)

towards the Seat (al-kursī).161 At a later stage heuses clearer implicit references:

“So I smoothed down thewings of the subtleties (al-laṭāʾif ), mounting the back

of the cushions (al-rafārif ), and I flew in the atmosphere of knowledge (al-

maʿārif ), these being three hundred cushions, called ‘the Most Noble Highest

157 Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension, ii” 71. He later draws a link between this “couch” (sarīr)

and “Those drawn near” (al-muqarrabūn), which are by definition those who are drawn

the closest to God, without defining them as angels (ibid. 76, f. 212).

158 See the translations given by many bilingual dictionaries, such as the Hans Wehr Dictio-

nary (online). The Doha historical dictionary also gives the meaning of “to flap its wings,”

aside from another well-known one, used inmany translations of the Quran, where rafraf

means a type of carpet, colored in green. It also gives the meaning of “the extremities of a

thing, hanging.” The color green is also that of the bird in al-Bisṭāmī’s narrative. On a side

note, the name of Lote Tree itself in Arabic (sidrat al-muntahā) is related to the lexical

field of light, as the root “s-d-r” in the verbal formmeans “to dazzle.”

159 This spiritual young man, related to or assimilated here to the “universal soul” (al-rūḥ al-

kullī) or “the eye of certainty” (ʿayn al-yaqīn) by Suʿād al-Ḥakīm, is also described as an

angel-like guide that Ibn ʿArabī mentions in different places of his writings.

160 Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā 68.

161 Ibid. 111.
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Council’ (al-malaʾ al-aʿlā al-ashraf ).”162 Given the near systematic interpreta-

tion of the Highest Council as being that of angels in the other chapters, and

elsewhere in Islamic literature, these “cushions” are clearly linked to angelic

beings, if not in fact assimilated in them. Another example uses one alterna-

tive name to what he calls “angel” elsewhere, such as Nūn and The Pen,163 in

the more allegorical part of the “secret conversations” of his account.

In the category of explicit references, having arrived at the “InhabitedHouse”

he quotes and comments on the Quranic verses linked to the miʿrāj, before

clearly exposing a key difference between humans and angels that we find in

the Futūḥāt: “The angels took hold of the single leg [of the Seat], while themys-

tical knowers took hold of both legs of the Unseen (al-ghāʾiba) and the Seen

(al-shāhida).”164 As seen in Chapter 5, this is a way of explaining that angels

inhabit the unseen, or bāṭin dimension, while human beings potentially have

access to both—the goal of the mystic is in any case to “see with two eyes,” to

use another phrase of Ibn ʿArabī,165 the capacity to accomplish oneself in both

physical and spiritual dimensions, or alternatively, intellectually and spiritu-

ally.

Pursuing further, a new stage of the journey unfolds, parts of which are

called “secret conversations” (munājāt) or intimate colloquies, which appear as

a summary of the miʿrāj and its teachings in its different aspects. This echoes

the intimate colloquy seen earlier between Muḥammad and God in the Ibn

ʿAbbās narrative, and as such this reflects the influence in Sufi writings of the

“para-official” sources imbedded in the official sources of even a Sunni ḥadīth

scholar such as Ibn ʿArabī.

In the first one, “the secret conversation of the two arcs” (munājāt qāb

qawsayn), he is met by an angel bringing him a stair (sullam) which he uses

to ascend, before the angel leads him to the “two arcs,” and then departs

162
،فرفرةئامثالثيهاذإو،فراعملاّوجيفتُرطو،فرافرلانوتمتُيطتماو،فئاطللاحَانجتُيوسف

.فرشألاىلعألاألملابىعدُتو

ibn ʿarabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā, 128

The cushions andwings are oncemore associatedwithin a long list of different associated

concepts in ibid., 165.

163 Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā, 153. We see in Chapter 4 that these are called

angels, but also in the prophetic ascension, when he sees the angels recording every act

of God’s servants, and that “every pen is an angel” (Futūḥāt, ix, 100.)

164 Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā, 101.

165 A similar phrase and general idea are found a bit later (ibid., 130.)
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enshrouded in his wings.166 This very rare example of an explicit angel start-

ing a renewed miʿrāj is interesting, mirroring the appearance of Gabriel to

the Prophet. Al-Ḥakīm points to this as the representation of the Real always

limited by one’s representations based on one’s religion and belief, however

advanced the seeker is.167 Here, the angel would be the only possible imaginal

representation at the start of the initiation, within the Islamic representation

of such a process. Even presented as entities in their own right, angels are ulti-

mately a metaphor—here, for initiation.

In another such “secret conversation,” which stands as the seeker’s self-

realization as theophany, Ibn ʿArabī speaks similarly with “the doctrinal Real”

(al-ḥaqq al-iʿtiqādī), not unlike the “Special face” (al-wajh al-khāṣṣ) seen in his

other writings, with which a given believer interacts with his Lord, this face

differing from one believer to the next according to his limitations. During

this conversation, the teaching function of angels appears in a reversed man-

ner, through the Real calling his seeker “Teacher of angels,” with the implicit

Quranic reference to Adam teaching them the Names.168

The last notable angelic apparition is in the very short part called “The

Joseph Signs” (al-ishārāt al-yūsufiyya). To a question about why he was sold at

such a cheap price, an answer is given: forman to know his state of need. Then,

if the price is raised, this will be because of an additional attribute (ṣifa) of

his self (ʿalā dhātihi) given to him by the “Highest Angel” (al-malak al-aʿlā).169

The context does not identify this angel,170 but given the story of Joseph in the

Quran, where he is likened to an angel by the women who see him, this rare

explicit angelic reference gains more weight. Thus, even though Joseph phys-

ically resembled an angel, he was still sold at a cheap price. However, a real

angelic attribute given to a person, even a prophet, makes this person dearer.

Gaining attributes is thus implicitly shown tobedesirable, and theymeanmore

than “looking like,” when gained through the mediation of an angel.

Reiterating the metaphorical idea of the Sufi ascension, recurrent in Ibn

ʿArabī’s writings, Morris refers to the “Heart” (qalb) as the goal and seat of the

journey: “The heavens of this journey, the prophets and angels who populate

them, the Temple or the Throne where the final ‘unveiling’ takes place—all of

166 Ibid., 133.

167 Ibid. 133, fn. 4.

168 Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqāmal-asrā 166. This reference and the related scenes and con-

cepts, such as the refusal of Iblīs to bowbecauseman’s clay veiled his interior, is elaborated

later, in the part called “Adamic Signs” (al-ishārāt al-ādamiyya) 189.

169 Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā 204.

170 If this is a transcription error, and a kasra should have been used instead of the fatḥa, we

would have an equally unidentified “Highest King” (Pharaoh? God?).
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these, he insists, are so many places of the Heart.”171 In the beginning of his

account, Ibn ʿArabī explains that it is the “ordering of the journey from the

world of the cosmos to theworld the ‘illī ’ station” (tartīb al-riḥlamin al-ʿālamal-

kawnī ilā al-mawqif al-illī), which al-Ḥakīm explains is related to the suffix “‑īl”

in angels’ theophoric names (such as Mikāʾīl), and that as such this illī station

means “the station of angelic spiritualities” (mawqif rūḥāniyyāt al-malāʾika).172

The goal would be for man to become angel-like, or at least reach an angelic

station, after going through all other stages, stations and Names, and then to go

through the angelic ones as well, until, in the end, only the angelic attributes

of wings and light are retained, as the utmost limit of the human capacity to

describe the last stretch of the journey towards God.173

5 Concluding Thoughts

Where angels in ḥadīth are used to underline their role in the believer’s daily

life, angels inmiʿrāj stories inform the reader of their roles in their personal and

communal eschatological future,174 although they may fill other Quranic func-

tions (such as the praxis one). As noted with Jewish apocalyptical texts, this

type of literature also encourages the “literary expansion” of angels, as a way of

searching for new ways to access divine revelation.175 These miʿrāj narratives

participate in the reappropriation of Quranic terms, which Neuwirth calls a

“mythologizing exegesis,” whereby these terms are taken out of their original

context and re-wrapped in new images and new meanings,176 or a meaning is

given to words that have lost their originalmeaning.177 In the case of angels, we

can also find this process in examples around words from another language,

such as karūbiyyūm (cherubim), seen in the Ibn ʿAbbās miʿrāj narrative by an

Arabic root, k-r-b, which can explain these angels as being “those who worry,”

thus giving rise to a new description of a category of angels—an enrichment of

Islamic cosmology.178

171 Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension, i” 630.

172 Ibn ʿArabī, Al-isrā ilā al-maqām al-asrā 53.

173 This idea of angels accompanying human souls on their way to God’s presence before

disappearing is also a theme in early Christian writers, such as Clement of Alexandria

(d. 215ad) and Origen (d. 253ad), (Daniélou, Angels and Their Mission 91–92).

174 Burge, Angels in Islam 87.

175 Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 137.

176 Angelika Neuwirth, “From Sacred Mosque to Remote Temple” 398.

177 Such as sijjīn and zabāniyya (Colby, Narrating Muhammad’s Night Journey 202–204).

178 Colby, Narrating Muhammad’s Night Journey 178.
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We have seen that while al-Bisṭāmī’s account reflected the popular strand of

the “para-official” Ibn ʿAbbās prophetic miʿrāj, Ibn ʿArabī’s narrative was built

mainly on themodel of the Sunni official strand, albeit with elements from the

Ibn ʿAbbāsnarrative. Both strands of propheticmiʿrāj serve legitimacypurposes

as well as didactic purposes, through angels and prophets, whether this legit-

imizing process was based on the Sunni canonical sources179 or the legitimacy

was lent to (relatively)marginalized eliteswith the Ibn ʿAbbās narrative.180This

is reflected in the Sufimiʿrāj narrative, using one or the other sourcemodels, or

both.

The Ibn ʿAbbās framework, both prophetic and Bistamian, includes a devel-

oped angelology, and the narrator meets only angels on his way to God, so

they come to clearly symbolize functions seen previously (the praxis and credo

functions, or more generally a didactic function), as well as a particular test-

ing function. However, the canonical framework highlights the presence of

prophets along the path of the narrator towards God, and angels are much less

present: Gabriel takes on all these functions in the prophetic narrative, while

they are presentmainly implicitly in Ibn ʿArabī’s narrative. TheseAkbarian sub-

tle allusions are detected by means of a careful reading of his works, and this

only underlines the fact that he presents to the reader the symbolic function of

angelic presences, possibly assuming that his reader is already aware of their

Quranic basic functions and textual presence.

These implicit references are found in both narratives, when the narrators

approach the highest heavenly places, where wings and light become their

attributes. Al-Bisṭāmī shows that one cannot remain in any one of the Heav-

ens in the company of angels, as Ibn ʿArabī shows that one cannot stay at the

station of any one specific Name: one must journey on, until all that remains

describable is light andwings. In the Sufi narratives, these replace both Gabriel

andBurāq respectively as the celestial guide andvehicle of theProphetic ascen-

sion. Indeed they are also both winged, and both related to the concept of light

(Gabriel as angel, Burāq as meaning “lightning”).181 This stripping down to two

implicit attributes, wings and light, acts as a textual metonymy, symbolizing

the spiritual process towards fanāʾ and the process of making the divine un-

representated, aswell as the extra-textual reality the authormight havewanted

to convey, the letting go of personal existence to achieve unity with his Creator.

179 Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys 9–13.

180 Colby, Narrating Muhammad’s Night Journey 170–173; see also examples of sayings in al-

Sulami, The Subtleties of the Ascension 41–43.

181 Burāq can be compared to the bird into which al-Bisṭāmī transforms himself, symbolizing

the spirit (rūḥ); see Ṣafā Ismāʿīl Ibrāhīm, “Ṣuwar al-unthā fī al-miʿrāj al-nabawī wa-l-ṣūfī”

(Master’s thesis, American University of Beirut, 2017), 19–24, 43–44.



angelic roles and functions in the sufi miʿrāj 189

Angels have become symbols of “signs” on the way—educational, challeng-

ing or alluding—signaling in these different ways to the spiritual traveler that

he is on his way towards God, on his ennobling travel.182 This indication of hav-

ing to travel beyond the angelic presences is a renewed motif already found in

some sayings on the Propheticmiʿrāj.183 However, the angelic signs of the Sufi

narratives are more clearly textual symbols, or at least to the same degree as

they are presented as entities in their own right.

Thus, Sufis add their variation on the “plausible fiction” of the prophetic nar-

rative, as analyzed by Webb, whereby the hero of the narrative comes back

from his fantastical journey with a utopia to implement, and as an example for

others to follow. However, Sufi ascension narratives are even closer to the defi-

nition of Webb’s utopian travel rubric, because “once the remarkable elements

are amplified, the possibility of the journey’s physical repetition is replaced

with only a metaphorical possibility. Readers (…) can now only complete the

mission by learning from the text’s utopian message and recreating the ideal

community on the real ground of the familiar world.”184 Indeed if most of

the time the believer is enjoined to believe in the factual travel of Muḥam-

mad (which Peter Webb does not seem to take into account), Sufi narratives

offer a metaphorical, “dream” version of this narrative for believers to repro-

duce, directed more particularly to the mystical-oriented believer. However, in

Ibn ʿArabī’s case, the “metaphorical” would be replaced by the “imaginal,” the

nuance being that this is a reality that includes and is greater than the physi-

cal/spiritual divide.

As a last remark, when clearly mentioned in these Sufi ascension narra-

tives, angels appear as both entities sent by God to this world and the different

Heavens, and as symbols for the spiritual realities of the greater Unseen world

beyond the physical one. These realities are both inner and outer: either in the

human soul (e.g. the good deeds on the Lote Tree) or outside of it (e.g. testing

situations on theway to thehigher planes). In these narratives, they correspond

fully to what Lizzini writes on angels, “beings of the frontier” indicating both

thedistinction and the conjunctionbetween the twoworlds, theDunyā and the

Ghayb.185 This seems to be a reading additional to the propheticmiʿrāj, where

182 This journey via the celestial ascension, as the biblical Enoch or Idrīs, can be seen as the

reverse dynamic of the fall of Adam (Chodkiewicz, “Le voyage sans fin” 244).

183 For example, the saying attributed to al-Junayd regarding Gabriel, who would burn if he

was clothed in “lights” and inGod’s attributes like the Prophet, implying that only humans,

or at least the Prophet, may go beyond the angelic realm (Sulamī, The Subtleties of the

Ascension 53; ibid. 71).

184 Webb, “The Familiar and the Fantastic” 245.

185 Olga Lizzini, “L’angelologia islamica: il Corano e la tradizione,” in Angeli, Ebraismo, Cris-
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angels fulfil their Quranic roles and functions, represented as full “real” beings.

As such, this creative and interpretative reading of the prophetic miʿrāj could

be considered to be a particular parallel example of the larger tafsīr works on

the Quranic texts seen in the previous chapters.

These Sufi narratives also differ from the allegorical function angels seem to

have in other ascension narratives or their interpretations by non-Sufi authors,

like those Ismailis who identify angels with the elected souls,186 or angels as

being the goal of human evolution.187 More generally, as seen in the previ-

ous chapter, there is also the example of Avicenna equating Gabriel with the

“agent intellect,” the “initial Command” as well as the Holy Spirit, while the

other angels are equatedwith the “power of mental spirits,” the spirits of differ-

ent spheres, and souls when detached from their bodies.188 Angels may be all

this,189 but they are also the symbols of stations to be reached and surpassed,

“signposts” on the way to God.

In otherwords, angels in Sufimiʿrājnarratives seem to be used for legitimacy

and group formation purposes, as prophetic miʿrāj did for the wider Islamic

community at large,190 and in the same way that philosophers such as Avi-

cenna have done for imported foreign concepts via a straightforward allegori-

cal process.191 However, Sufi authors do this by departing slightly from a one-

dimensional use of angels as entities (prophetic miʿrāj) or a one-dimensional

metaphorical use of angels (philosophical miʿrāj). In their examples of the

angelic symbolic function, Sufi authors keep both positions while maintain-

ing an ambiguity with a multidimensional or simultaneous “multi-reality” use

tianesimo, Islam, ed. Giorgio Agamben, Emanuele Coccia (Vicenza: Neri Pozza Editore,

2011), ebook.

186 This seems to be the position of the Ikhwān al-ṣafā, who also identify the state of saint-

hood as “angelic,” and another Ismaili author, ʿĀmir bin ʿĀmir al-Baṣrī (7th/13th), who,

describing the prophetic ascension, writes that he did so thanks to “his angelic capacity,”

see Yves Marquet, “L’ascension spirituelle chez quelques auteurs ismailiens”, in Le voyage

initiatique en terre d’Islam, 117–132; on the Ikhwān al-Ṣafā, see also the references in the

conclusion of the previous chapter.

187 “Indeed, it would be no exaggeration to say that the search for means by which to acquire

the status of angels is the most fundamental objective of what the Brethren called the

‘spiritual philosophy’ (al-falsafa al-rūḥāniyya) and, therefore, is the principal raison d’être

of the corpus itself” (de Callataÿ, “The Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ on Angels” 347).

188 De Fouchécour, “Avicenne, al-Qošeyri et le récit de l’échelle de Mahomet” 173–198.

189 Lizzini, “L’angelologia islamica.”

190 Vuckovic, Heavenly Journeys 75–121.

191 Aaron W. Hughes, “Miʿrāj and the language of Legitimation in the Medieval Islamic and

Jewish Philosophical Traditions: A Case Study of Avicenna and Abraham ibn Ezra,” in The

Prophet’s Ascension 174–180.
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of angels. They become textual metaphors and extra-textual symbols as well as

well-identified entities in their own right as per basic Islamic doctrine. None of

these understandings cancels the others out, nor do they contradict each other

as much as they complete each other.
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chapter 5

Angels in al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya by Ibn ʿArabī

1 Presentation of theWork

Focusing on angels in thewritings of Ibn ʿArabī (d. 645/1248)1 is a case study of a

particularwork, the impact of which is not negligible on subsequent Islamicate

mystical and religious writings.2

My choice of his opus magnum al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya is due mainly to the

following reasons. First, if many works by Ibn ʿArabī have long been studied,

the Futūḥāt is not always systematically used “in depth” due to its size; sec-

ondly, and most importantly, the angelic system was more developed in this

work than in any other work of Ibn ʿArabī’s numerous writings, to the best of

my knowledge.3 Moreover, angels in Ibn ʿArabī’s works have not been themain

subject of any research since the insightful article by GiselaWebb.4

This gives us the chance to approach a particularly detailed cosmology after

the process of solidification of Islamic cosmology(ies) during the first centuries

of Islam. It increases our chances of finding an original use of angels in its nar-

rative in the context of a society that is about to change greatly. Indeed, Ibn

ʿArabīwas born in and lived the first part of his life in al-Andalus,with the impli-

cations of his interactions there and the differences in comparison with the

Easternpart of the Islamicateworld,wherehe traveled and settleduntil the end

1 There are two scholars knownas Ibn ʿArabī, contemporaries and both of Andalusian of origin:

Abū Bakr Ibn ʿArabī is known as a faqīh (d. 543/1148) and the other one, known as Muhyī al-

dīn Ibn ʿArabī, our author here, is known as a mystic (b. 560/1165), however he called himself

“Ibn al-ʿArabī.”

2 Although some authors might stress the importance of Ibn ʿArabī’s works in Islamic thought

and beyond mainly through a positive lens, others point out that its reception was mixed at

best, or at least very highly debated—and indeed this kind of impact is significative per se.

See Alexander D. Knysh, Ibn ʿArabī in the Later Islamic Tradition: The Making of a Polemical

Image inMedieval Islam (Albany, N.Y.: StateUniversity of NewYork Press, 1999). “From the 7th

ah/13th ce centuries onward practically every Muslim thinker of note took it upon himself

to define his position vis-à-vis the controversial Sufi master” (ibid. 1). Such harsh critics as Ibn

Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) can even be seen as useful to make sense of Ibn ʿArabī’s teaching and

genealogy of thought (ibid. 107–108).

3 For an updated overview of Ibn ʿArabī’s manuscripts and works, expanding on OsmanYahia’s

recension, see Jane Clark, Stephen Hirtenstein, “Establishing Ibn ʿArabī’s Heritage, first find-

ings from themias Archiving Project”, Journal of Muhyiddin Ibn ʿArabī Society 52, (2012):1–32.

4 GiselaWebb, “Hierarchy, Angels, and the Human Condition.”
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of his life. Ibn ʿArabī passed away just before the end of the Abbasid Caliphate

(officially in 892/1258), after having left his home of al-Andalus, equally in tur-

moil with the Reconquista. A new multiform era was emerging in the Islam-

icate territories, and Ibn ʿArabī’s writings may be presented as an example of

a testimonial compilation of knowledge rooted in a sophisticated cultural and

political era that is about to be transformed.5

Ibn ʿArabī’s works are mostly philosophical, metaphysical and mystical in

nature,6 and they do reflect the characteristically Neoplatonic view of the uni-

verse found in many Islamic Sufi writings.7 However, reading the Futūḥāt also

resembles reading through a more classically Sunni religious encyclopaedia,8

which also shows Ibn ʿArabī’s formation as a ḥadīth scholar, educated by well-

established savants,9 ḥadīth being the second major source of his references,

5 For a condensed biography of Ibn ʿArabī, see Knysh, Ibn ʿArabī in the later Islamic Tradition,

6–16. For a longer biography see Claude Addas, Ibn ʿArabī ou la quête du soufre rouge, (France,

Gallimard, 1989). Ibn ʿArabī’s mysticism was marked in general by al-Andalus, where mysti-

cism was not so institutionalized in tarīqas as in the East (ibid. 91). An Andalusi influence

noted by Addas is Ibn Barrajān’s thought. For example, there is the concept of “divine real-

ity from which all things are created” (al-ḥaqq al-makhlūq bihi) seen in Chapter 2 (ibid., 77).

Further influence of Ibn Barrajān on Ibn ʿArabī has beenmore recently studied by others, see

Casewit, The Mystics of al-Andalus; Gracia López-Anguita, “Ibn ʿArabī’s Metaphysics in the

Context of Andalusian Mysticism: Some Akbarian Concepts in the Light of Ibn Masarra and

Ibn Barrajān,”Religion 12, no. 1 (2021), online.

6 He is presented as a philosopher in many Western works, although Ibn ʿArabī himself dis-

tancedhimself somewhat from this category (Addas, Ibn ʿArabī 135, 138). In the very beginning

of the Futūḥāt a section called “One should not say that a Sufi is a Philosopher” also sets the

tone (Ibn ʿArabī,al-Futūḥāt al-makkiyya, Introduction, 1,151). Saif presents him furthermore as

an example of “revelatory esotericism” as opposed to more philosophically infused “intellec-

tual esotericism,” exemplified by the Brethren of Purity (Saif, “What is Islamic esotericism?”

37–44).

7 For instance, a paragraph explains how the Creator gave existence to the “lightest” of beings

(the Intellect or Pen, which is divine creative light) and to the densest of creation (the ele-

ments), adding in the process many mediators or veils on the way, between Creator and

created (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 209. 7,221).

8 For example, the first four books are dedicated to the five pillars of religious practice, dis-

cussing its details in a rather classical exoteric way, its esoteric interpretations presented last.

9 Addas, Ibn ʿArabī, 124–128. This is rarely highlighted in Western studies although noted by

many classical muslim scholars (Knysh, Ibn ʿArabī 46). Regarding ḥadīth, Grahamwrites that

al-Naysabūrī (d. 533/1138) and Ibn ʿArabī seem to be the first ones to single out the ḥadīth

qudsī by a special name (the “divine ḥadīth” or ḥadīth ilāhī, pl. aḥādīth il āhiyya), see Gra-

ham, Divine Word and Prophetic word, 57. These ḥadīth consitute an interesting continuity

between Quran proper and ḥadīth, and Graham explains that mystically-minded scholars

were the most interested in them, and less so ‘mainstream’ theologians (ibid. 39). He goes

on to argue that these ḥadīth reflect an early stage of islamic literature, and as such ground

the roots of Sufi piety “in early Muslim spirituality and the prophetic-revelatory event itself”
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after the Quran, throughout the Futūḥāt. Different passages of his writing

reflect his life as awell-established scholar living close to centers of power, both

far from the sulfurous reputation he gained later, and from the figure of the

hermit/ascetic Sufi master.10 Regarding his use of Sufi vocabulary, Addas writes

that difficulties and misunderstandings arise from the fact that Ibn ʿArabī can

use it in a non-technical way, and not from the difficulty of the words them-

selves or from their unknown origins,11 a difficulty which is reflected in this

chapter, in his sometimes ambiguous way of defining angels.

Interestingly, the act of writing the Futūḥāt is presented by Ibn ʿArabī as the

result of his inspiration following an encounter near the Kaaba with a “young

man” ( fatā), sometimes qualified as an angel.12 Writing this work took him

thirty years, and he revised it once afterward.13 The edition used here is the

Yemeni edition of the Futūḥāt,14 in thirteen volumes. It seems to be the best

critical edition so far, although it is not yet as widely used as the older editions.

For this reason, references first state the chapter given by Ibn ʿArabī in his text

(ibid. 109–110). This of course recalls a famous ḥadīth qudsī associated with Ibn ʿArabī in

many publications about him, according to which God says, “I was a treasure and I wished

to be known.”

10 For instance, his city sophistication and preferences can be detected in such sentences as

“the desert people are external/exoteric (ẓāhir), and the city people are internal/esoteric

(bāṭin)” (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 462. 10,363.). Angels provide a good example of his prefer-

ence for the respect of the religious law: After mentioning the tradition of angels being

incommoded by bad odors, Ibn ʿArabī reports that this was not actually true according

to a personal conversation with the divine during his sleep, however, when waking up, he

decides that following the law on thismatter is still preferable (Addas, Ibn ʿArabī, 265). His

attitude, which could be both very traditional and anti-literal, may be seen as an echo of

that of al-Tirmidhī (d. 279/892), see Knysh, Islamic Mysticism, a Short History, 105–113.

11 Ibid., 248–249. He reuses vocabulary preestablished by known scholars such as al-Tustarī

and Junayd. Suʿād al-Ḥakīm wrote a dictionary of Sufi terms as used by Ibn ʿArabī: Suʿād

al-Ḥakīm, al-Muʿjam al-ṣūfī, al-ḥikma fī ḥudūd al-kalima (Beirut: Dandara li-l-Ṭibāʿa wa-l-

Nashr, 1981).

12 This dangerously close comparison to the tradition of Quranic Revelation by Gabriel is

discussed by Addas (Addas, Ibn ʿArabī, 241–243), the corresponding chapter in Ibn ʿArabī,

al-Futūḥāt 1. 1,197.

13 He started writing it in Mecca in 599/1202, and finished it in Damascus in 629/1231, and

decided to revise it in 632/1234 by correcting some parts of it, during reading sessions with

friends and students. For more details see the presentation by the editor ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Sul-

ṭān Manṣūb in Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 1. 49–50.

14 Muḥyī al-dīn Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya, ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Sulṭān al-Manṣūb (Cairo:

al-Majlis al-Aʿlā li-l-Thaqāfa, 2013). For a review of the Yemeni edition, see Eric Winkel,

“Review of ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Sulṭān al-Manṣūb (ed): al-Futūḥāt al-Makkīya,” Journal of Islamic

Studies, 24, no. 1 (January 2013), 80–82. Winkel has also started working on the first com-

plete translation of this edition into English.
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(called bāb, the total number of which is 560) because these are the same in all

editions, followed by the volume and the page number of the Yemeni edition.

Before reviewing the most relevant of the numerous occurrences of angels, a

very brief attempt at presenting some of the main concepts of Ibn ʿArabī’s cos-

mology is needed in order to better apprehend the situation of angels within

it. These concepts will also be discussed throughout the chapter as the need

arises.

An apophatic dimension of theology has always been an element shared by

Semitic monotheisms in diverse ways, and in Ibn ʿArabī’s case, this apophatic

or negative theology remains classically Islamic in that it subordinates the total

immanence of creation, immanence that is only relatively existent or relatively

real compared to theReal (al-Ḥaqq).15However, Ibn ʿArabī’s numerouswritings,

stressing and detailing this immanence and its infinite theophanies (tajalliyāt)

might have led to misunderstandings by later commentators,16 possibly equat-

ing the textual preponderance of this immanence over transcendence with a

cosmological and existential preponderance of immanence over God’s tran-

scendence. This immanence and its imaginal powers, however, have primal

importance to Ibn ʿArabī only insofar as they are ameans of journeying towards

the unknowable God, the way his Names point to the Essence without being

themselves the Essence.17

In Ibn ʿArabī’s overall worldview, God is One in Himself, called the Essence,

independent from His creation, while He is called the Divine (or the Lord

or any one of His Names) when considered in relation to his creation and

each creature. These creatures are all so many loci of His self-manifestation,

or theophanies (tajalliyāt), or His Acts, realized or in potential.18 We have thus

15 This relativity and God’s absoluteness is illustrated in different instances, such as on

human actions: Ibn ʿArabī gives the phrase “the good deeds of the pure are the bad deeds

of those drawn near” (ḥasanāt al-abrār sayyiʾāt al-muqarrabīn) as an example of the rel-

ativity of all deeds in regard to God and to each rank of creatures. The quality of a deed

depends thus on a given perspective as well as who does it, Ibn ʿArabī adding an absolute

reference in that anything coming fromGod is good, “however displeasingor pleasing [this

deed is]” (sāʾa dhālika am sarra), (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 472. 10,440.)

16 Related to this is his later reputation as proponent of the concept of oneness of being

(waḥdat al-wujūd), (Knysh, Ibn ʿArabī, 13–14). See alsoMohammedRustom, “Is Ibn ʿArabī’s

Ontology Pantheistic?,” in Journal of Islamic Philosophy 2 (2006), 53–67.

17 Ibid., 67. See also Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 75. 4,271 on there being two types of relationship

of contemplating God by His creatures, the transcendental (tanzīh) and the descent into

Imagination as example of similarity (tanazzal ilā al-khayāl bi-ḍarb min al-tashbīh).

18 William Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, (suny, Albany, 1989), 5. Elsewhere, Chittick

also links this distinction to transcendence and immanence: “When we consider God, we
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“the Essence, the Divinity, and the Cosmos; or Being, the Barzakh, and exis-

tence.”19 Within a Neoplatonic-like spectrum, or the “Unlimited Imagination”

(al-khayāl al-muṭlaq), we seeGod as Being above all and originator of all things,

as “He.” Then follows everything that is “He/not He:” the world of spirits, then

the world of imagination, then the corporeal world, and then nothingness (or

non-existence).20 All existent things that are not God have the quality of “pos-

sibility” (imkān).21

Compared to the more classical three worlds mentioned previously, the

world of spirits is the “Spiritual world” orMalakūt, also “High world;” the world

of imagination is the “world of Power” or Jabarūt, also “Middle world;” and the

corporeal world is the “Dominion” or Mulk, also “Lower world.”22

This brings us to different key concepts. The first one is that of “Imagina-

tion” (khayāl), which is especially relevant, as this is the main point of contact

between humans and angels, as beings between the divine and the terrestrial

and conduits between worlds. “Imagination” can have several meanings for

Ibn ʿArabī, especially in the phrase “world of Imagination” (ʿālam al-khayāl),

which englobes the cosmos and corporeal world.23 There are three types of

imaginal dimensions: “Unlimited Imagination” seen above as amaximalist con-

cept which contains all degrees of existence; “Discontinuous Imagination” (al-

khayāl al-munfaṣil) which is separated from the human viewer and outside of

him, and “Continuous Imagination” (al-khayāl al-muttaṣil) which comprises

look at the Essence Itself or at theDivinity. In the first casewe declare thatHe is absolutely

incomparable and unknowable, and in the second we say that He is somehow similar

to the cosmos. (…) God in Himself and God in His self-disclosure” (ibid. 357). This book

and the following one, The Self-Disclosure of God (suny, Albany, 1998) are very detailed

overviews to the main concepts found in the Futūḥāt.

19 Chittick,The Sufi Path of Knowledge 357. Using the concepts seen inChapter 1 (part 1.2), we

could further comparewith the late antique ‘RemoteHighGod’DeusOtiosus (the Essence/

the Being), ‘Governing God’Deus Actuosus (the Divinity/ the Barzakh), and creation (Cos-

mos/ Existence); We could also relate the difference between Essence and Divinity with

the idea of a Creator-God and a Salvation-God common in other traditions (Agamben,

“Introduzione;” Brisson, “Introduction,” in Neoplatonic angels) although for Ibn ʿArabī the

second is an aspect of the first (and only) one.

20 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge 16. Chittick explains elsewhere that “nothingness”

does not exist as such except by “supposing the impossible” in imagination.

21 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 381. 9,547.

22 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,225. Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt al-makkiyya 73. 5,52.With the nuance

that the Jabarūt may include the other two within the “Unlimited Imagination.”

23 Corbin calls this word of Imagination the “imaginal” or mundus imaginalis, in order to

distinguish it from the mainstream understanding of the word “imagination” in modern

western languages, see Henri Corbin, L’imagination créatrice dans le soufisme d’Ibn ʿArabī

(Paris: Entrelacs, 1958, 2021).
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the commonly known human faculty of imagination and the soul.24 This also

illustrates the concept of isthmus (barzakh) seen below, as Chittick writes:

“Imagination is fundamentally an intermediate reality; as such, it is defined by

saying that it is neither this nor that, or both this and that. Hence it is a barzakh,

or the barzakh par excellence.”25

The whole cosmos is generally seen by Ibn ʿArabī as synonymous with

“Unlimited Imagination”, whereby every created thing is somewhat imaginal

in relation to God. Philosophically speaking, every created thing is a “pos-

sible thing,” and religiously speaking “in state of poverty towards God”, that

is, every created thing is only relatively existent, more or less close to the

“Real.” Imagination seems to be a concept used in a singular manner by Ibn

ʿArabī, within the wider Islamic theological and philosophical thought,26 and

is closely linked to the world and actions of angels, as we will see in this chap-

ter.

These levels of Imagination are related to the levels or modes of existence

and other key concepts: first, the concept of theophany (tajallī) governed by

the Names of God, theophanies and Names that happen or are present within

one or more level of the Unlimited Imagination. In these levels of imagina-

tion appear forms, shapes, images, or even symbols (all meanings that can be

inferred in English from the Arabic word ṣūra). In its wider sense, everything

24 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, 116–117. This is also how dreams and prophetic

visions are distinct: Most dreams pertain to Continuous Imagination, while prophetic

visions pertain to Discontinuous Imagination (Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God 332).

The Continuous Imagination, which corresponds most to the common understanding of

the word “imagination,” is also probably how many other authors employ it, such as al-

Fārābī (d. 338/950)who explains that it is situated between the sensitiveworld and reason

(Olga Lizzini, “L’angelologia di al-Fārābī: il cosmo, l’anima, l’uomo,” in Angeli).

25 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge 117.

26 Chittick writes, on the importance of imagination for Ibn ʿArabī in human cognition: “As

far as Ibn ʿArabī is concerned, although the Muslim philosophers theorized about imagi-

nation and understood that it has a tremendous power to control the world of forms, they

never quite grasped its significance for acquiring knowledge. For them, as for the Kalām

authorities, true knowledgehad to comebywayof reason.However, as the Shaykhdemon-

strates repeatedly, reason is unsuited to gaining positive knowledge of the divine, because

its reality is to declare God incomparable and to deny His similarity. Hence it can know

for certain only what He is not, not what He is” (Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God 345).

Put another way, where an author such as al-Ghazalī restrains himself in writing within

the premises of negative theology and leaving the details of “tasting” to the reader’s own

experience and imagination, Ibn ʿArabī writes overflowingly on what Imagination meant

to himself, and what it made him see and understand of God’s creation, stepping into

the potentially dangerous waters of positive theology and thus exposing himself to criti-

cism.
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has a form, humans (fixed) and angels (variable) alike, as an external signifier

of their signified that Ibn ʿArabī calls “meaning” (maʿnā).27

The second key concept of isthmus (barzakh) also varies depending on the

context where it is used. Ibn ʿArabī writes: “A barzakh is something that sep-

arates ( fāṣil) two other things while never going to one side (mutaṭarrif ), as,

for example, the line that separates shadow from sunlight.”28 As such, the soul

can be seen as an isthmus between body and spirit;29 the world of Imagination

seen as an isthmus between the world of spirits and the corporeal world; and

in a maximalist version, the Supreme Isthmus (al-barzakh al-aʿlā) is equal to

the Unlimited Imagination,30 everything other than God, dependent on Him.

A third key concept is that of theophany (tajallī),31 which is characterized

by its uniqueness (a given theophany is never repeated), and by its appear-

ance on different levels of existence and loci of manifestation, from the more

abstract and non-physical to the most physical: “It comprises the images that

are ideational, spiritual, angelical, natural, and elemental.”32 Such an image

(ṣūra) is the manifestation of an entity (ʿayn), and while this image (or form)

dies, the entity does not.33 These images are also classified into three different

types of bodies: the corporeal or elemental body ( jism ʿunṣurī), which con-

tains also the corporeous or imaginal body ( jasad khayālī), and the body of

27 In this chapter, I translate ṣūra mainly as “image”, “shape”, or “form,” and the adjective

maʿnawī as “ideational” instead of “meaningful,” the use of which in English is too wide

to translate adequately this adjective in this context. I also chose to translate tajallī as

“theophany” and not “self-disclosure” as Chittick did, not because I disagree in any way

with him, but because I found the reading process easier this way (I also liked the discreet

reminder of the divine included in thisword via its etymologywith “theo”). For a summary

on the idea that “everything is a sign of God,” see William Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of

God, (suny, Albany, 1998), 3–6, and on the forms and meanings, Ibid., 27–29.

28 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge 177. See also Salman Bashier, Ibn al-ʿArabī’s Barzakh:

The Concept of the Limit and the Relationship between God and theWorld. State University

of New York Press, 2004.

29 Or as Ibn ʿArabī writes, the particular soul (al-nafs al-juzʾiyya) is born of nature (al-ṭabīʿa)

that is its mother, and of the Divine Spirit (al-ruḥ al-ilahī) that is its father (Ibn ʿArabī,

al-Futūḥāt 108. 5,238).

30 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge 125.

31 Ibn ʿArabī is also widely known for his use of this term. Chittick translates it as “Self-

disclosure of God”, however the shorter “theophany” seems to me adequate, regardless of

its uses in the history of the Christian religious tradition (seeWeßler,Werner, Jörg, Scriba,

“Theophany,”Religion Past and Present, online).

32
.ةيروصنعلاو،ةيعيبطلاو،ةيناحورلاو،ةيونعملاروصلامّعتهنألفلتختهتايلجتنأانمدق

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,257

33 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge 96.
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light ( jism nūrī) (these echo the three worlds above).34 The complexity lies

in that these images can be combined into one single theophany—man being

the most complete one, encompassing all of these levels of manifestation,

when becoming “the Perfect Man” once the spiritual journey is accomplished.

Theophanies are unequal between themselves (depending on the clarity of its

relationship to God, or to use a well-known phrase, depending on how the

cup colors the water), although these theophanies all proceed from the same

source and—to a certain extent only—are similar to it (since onlyGod is “really

Real”).35

We also find in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings a complex hierarchy of relationships and

correspondences between human beings, angels, prophets and their names,

the divine Names andAttributes.Wewill see that any of thesemay cover differ-

ent realities, or that each of these realities might be apprehended in different

ways—a multiplicity that might have led Webb to wonder whether Ibn ʿArabī

was not trying “to destabilize the concept of hierarchy through the use of hierar-

chy.”36

Central to this complexity is his hierarchy of Prophets and Friends of God

(awliyāʾ), which both organizes the universe and symbolizes different stages

and states that one may reach, all the way to the level of Perfect Man.37 The

main new element introduced by Ibn ʿArabī might be his use of the concept of

“the seal of the saints,” although it was mentioned by al-Tirmidhī (d. 892/278)

before him.38 At the top of this hierarchy is theMuhammadanReality, of which

all other prophets are particular reflections.39 Each prophet has partial or total

34 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 14. 1,463. “Corporeal” and “corporeous” are adjectives used by

Chittick to distinguish physical bodies from imaginal bodies.

35 Addas, Ibn ʿArabī, 331. See also Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of God, 52–57.

36 Webb, Hierarchy, 245.

37 This system is summarized and explained in Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints. This author

regards this “doctrine of sainthood” as the key tooneof the twomain aspects of Ibn ʿArabī’s

works, the initiatory aspect (the other one being metaphysical), (Chodkiewicz, Le sceau

des saints, 58). Elements of this hierarchy are not new by the time of Ibn ʿArabī, how-

ever, they are systemized in a sort of “global doctrine” that surpasses previous descriptions

(ibid., 96–99).

38 Ibid., 121–122. Ibn ʿArabī’s answers to the questions of al-Tirmidhī occupy a goodpart of the

4th volume as well as the beginning of the 5th of the Futūḥāt, part of the legitimization

process of Ibn ʿArabī’s own status.

39 Ibid., 70. Reflected into themicrocosm,Muhammad stands for the rationally speaking soul

while other prophets stand for the soul’s spiritual faculties (Chittick,The Self-Disclosure of

God, 288). On themacrocosm, thisMuhammadan Reality is related to the “Muhammadan

Light,” which is the “Cosmic Imam” in Shia cosmology, and stands for the “plenary man-

ifestation of divine Names and Attributes, the sum of all that can be known in God, the
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inheritors, and this is also true for angels (one canbe an inheritor of a particular

angel),40 and although the inheritance of Muhammad’s sainthood ends with

Ibn ʿArabī, the inheritance of other prophets is open until the end of times.41

2 Building on the Angelic General Quranic Functions

The Futūḥāt is a good example of enrichment of Islamic cosmology by the

sheer length of the work, while its systematization, rendered clearer by com-

paring different works of Ibn ʿArabī, is less obvious and sometimes appears

confusing.42 Distinguishing the symbolic function of angels in the text from the

other classical Quranic functions is evenmore difficult than the situation of the

Quranic commentaries previously seen. This separation between the Quranic

functions on one hand, and the symbolic function on the other hand, has been

done in order to make this particular cosmological enrichment clearer, more

than out of a real difference of functions in nature. Indeed, Ibn ʿArabī himself

states that all mentions of cosmological realities in his works aim at pointing

the reader or the listener to the equivalent in his or her internal realities: the

cosmological macrocosm pointing to the human microcosm.43 This common

thread of “as above so below” colors all the works of Ibn ʿArabī as mystical in

function and nature, beyond perceived description of discrete realities. There-

fore anymention of angels by Ibn ʿArabī should be seen as mystical in function

to some degree, however pragmatic or mundane some of themmay be.

Moving around theorder of functions seen in the first three chapters format-

ters of relevance, I will first present here the general Quranic functions as seen

in Chapter 2, and then the basic Quranic function as seen in Chapter 1, before

moving on to the symbolic function. I include the non-Quranic “cosmological

real Deus Revelatus” (Amir-Moezzi, “L’imam dans le ciel,” in Le voyage initiatique, 116). It

seems that theMuhammadan Light is a concept first developed by al-Tustarī, a concept of

preexistence found in early Christian writers as well, see Geneviève Gobillot, “Quelques

stéréotypes cosmologiques d’origine pythagoricienne chez les penseurs musulmans au

Moyen-Age (ii),”Revue de l’histoire des religions 219 (2002), 161–192.

40 Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints., 83. In his Fuṣuṣ al-ḥikam, Ibn ʿArabī presents 27 such

prophetic models, however there are many more, 124,000 of them according to a ḥadīth

(ibid., 92).

41 Ibid., 119.

42 Such an example is the sainthood system in Ibn ʿArabī, as explained by Chodkiewicz in Le

sceau des saints, where the author draws on the Futūḥāt, and the Fuṣuṣ al-ḥikam among

other works, in order to make sense of a system the parts of which are sometimes under-

stood to be contradictory or upsetting of some basic Islamic beliefs.

43 Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints, 127; Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 78. 5,116.
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enrichment function” of Chapter 3 in the first group, as angelic appearances

here fit mostly both the Quranic cosmology function and its corollary of the

non-Quranic enrichment one.

2.1 The Cosmological Function and Its Enrichment

2.1.1 Creation of Angels, and Angelic Typology

Defining angels as “spirits into lights, possessors of wings,”44 Ibn ʿArabī also

uses the well-known ḥadīth, usually presented to supply the noted absence of

the angels’ creation in the Quran. Angels are made of light (nūr) while jinn

are made of fire (nār), and angels are later described as “spirits breathed into

lights” (arwāḥ manfūkha fī anwār).45 Thus, before jinn and humans, God cre-

ated angels, giving them each “knowledge of what He wanted to carry out in the

world” and giving them the governance of the cosmos, or “universal body” (al-

jism al-kull).46 Following this passage, Ibn ʿArabī explains that God created a

first sphere (al-falak al-awwal), and then started creating angels, first of all crea-

tures or “entities” (aʿyān), mentioning specific numbers: 35 angels to start with,

to which He added 16 others, and from among them Gabriel, Michael, Sera-

phiel and Azrael. Afterward He created 974 angels and gave them orders, and

then:

He created more angels to be the inhabitants of the Heavens and the Earth

for His service; for there is no place in Heaven or Earth that does not have an

angel in it, and the Real keeps creating angels from the breaths of the world

as long as they keep breathing.47

This description of a world completely overflowingwith angels brings us to Ibn

ʿArabī’s three main angelic typologies. Table 2 from Appendix 4 is additionally

provided at the end of this section for greater clarity. This comparative chart

includes the angelologies from Ṣadr al-dīn al-Qūnawī (d. 673/1274) and Saʿīd

44 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 518. 11,82.

45 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 12. 1,425. Thus, angels’ bodies are natural, although not elemental

(ʿunṣurī) because they are not made from the four elements (Chittick, The Self-Disclosure

of God 280).

46 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 7. 1, 399–400. These would correspond to the angels of the second

category seen later, dedicated to the service of creatures and the cosmos.

47
،كَلمهيفوالإعًـضِومضرألاوءامسلايفامف؛هتدابعلضرألاوتاوامسلاراّمُعمهةكئالمهللاقلخو

.نيسفّنتماومادامملاعلاسافنأنمةكئالمقلخيقُّحلالازيالو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 7. 1, 402
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al-dīn al-Farghānī (d. ca. 700/1300),48 both followers of Ibn ʿArabī—and their

angelologies clearly bear his mark.

Indeed, the creation of angels from the “breaths of the world” recalls first

another passage by Ibn ʿArabī, where he presents one of his angelic classi-

fications: the first two types correspond to two categories seen below, that

is, the “enraptured angels” (al-malāʾika al-muhayyama) and the angels in ser-

vice of the world, which he also calls here the Elemental angels (al-malāʾika

al-ʿanāṣir); while the third type that is brought to mind here is “the angels

created from the actions of the servants and their breaths” (al-malāʾika al-

makhlūqa min aʿmāl al-ʿubbād wa-anfāsihim), and these correspond to what

is in the heart of the one who breathes.49 Elsewhere he writes that these angels

born of the breaths of man are the latest creation of God, and that very few

of man’s (spiritual) companions know of it,50 yet elsewhere Ibn ʿArabī writes

that the strongest of these angels are the angels created from the breaths of

women.51

Then Ibn ʿArabī gives two other typologies that are worded slightly differ-

ently. Although ultimately coherent, they provide an interesting ambiguity

on this category of “angels of breaths” in particular. He explains in his sec-

ond typology that God created three categories of spirits (arwāḥ) according

to their overall roles: a first category fully dedicated to Him, unaware of the

other two (clearly equivalent to the enraptured angels), a second category

that is given the governance of a natural body (mudabbira ajsāman ṭabīʿiyya)

which concerns creations such as humans and animals, and a third category

“dedicated to our service [humans]” (musakhkhara la-nā), which could mean

the “usual” angels such as guardian angels (and the elemental angels above).

48 I use the classifications drawn byMurata in her article, where shewrites that al-Farghānī’s

angelology is “fresh enough towarrant a summary,” although it is hardly different from that

of Ibn ʿArabī’s, whom she mentions briefly without describing his angelology (Murata,

“The Angels” 334). Indeed al-Farghānī’s typology corresponds to Ibn ʿArabī’s second typol-

ogy.

49 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1,463; ibid., 558. 11,262. Elemental angels seem to be a concept

found in antiquity and early Christianity as well (Agamben, “Introduzione”).

50
الإانباحصأنمكلذفرعيالو،يعيبطدوجومرخِآكلملااذهو.ناسنإسَفننمقولخمكلمو)…(

.فشكـلاوناميإلالهأنمسيلنَمفيكف،ليلقلا

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,568

Elsewhere he presents a slightly different version: Illustrating the interaction between the

physical world and the Unseen, breaths become the mother of angels, the father being

“normal” angels needing the physical dimension for reproduction (ibid., 292. 7,245).

51 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,354.
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Indeed, even though he does not write the word “angel”, the paragraph describ-

ing this third category corresponds to the usual roles given to angels in Islamic

traditions.52

In another chapter, devoted to the “angelic walāya,”53 Ibn ʿArabī presents his

third typology: three “kinds” (ṣanf ) of angels. If the enraptured angels remain

the same, as a first group fully turned to God, the second and third categories

are switched here. The third category of spirits seen previously now corre-

sponds to the second kind of angels, “the dedicated angels” (al-malāʾika al-

musakhkhara), whose head is The Pen (or First Intellect, see next section), and

although they originally come from the same plane as the enraptured angels,

they are directed by God to help the believers. As for the third kind here, “the

governing angels” (malāʾikat al-tadbīr) which he describes at the end of the

chapter as being “the speaking souls” (al-nufūs al-nāṭiqa), they correspond to

the second category of spirits in the previous paragraph, and to the third type

(the “angels of breaths”) mentioned earlier.54

An interesting parallel arises then out of these three typologies. These “gov-

erning ones” can mean particular angels of breaths that are the latest creation

of God (in the first typology), they can also mean humans in the second case

(second category of spirits), while they are presented asmore “classical” angels

in the third case (third kind of angels). This superposition of meanings crys-

tallizes well the ambiguous relationship between humans and angels explored

later, and their shared spiritual constitution. These governing angels are also

a category that does not fit in Webb’s classification of angels from Ibn ʿArabī’s

writings,55 although this category is the most unusual of his angelic represen-

tations.

52
لّكوملامهنمو،ءاقلإلاويحولابلّكوملامهنمف.ةريثكتاقبطىلعمهو،انلتارخسمرخأُحاورأو

نينمؤمللرافغتسالابلّكوملامهنمو،ىتوملاءايحإبلّكوملامهنمو،حاورألاضبقبلّكوملامهنمو،قازرألاب

.دابعلالامعألءازجةّنجلايفتاسارغلابنولّكوملامهنمو،مهلءاعدلاو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 310. 7,445

53 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 154. 5,409–415. This third typology seems to be the typology that

Lory uses in his chapter on angels and mystics (Lory, La dignité de l’homme 205).

54 This tripartite classification is also reflected in one of his classifications of knowledge or

sciences (ʿulūm) with a similar hierarchy: the science of the divine (al-ilāhiyyāt), the sci-

ence of the Higher Spirits (al-arwāḥ al-ʿulwiyya), and the science of the created natural

things (al-muwalladāt al-ṭabīʿiyya), (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4,382).

55 She writes that Ibn ʿArabī’s writings fall into three categories: angels as effusion of God,

comparators to humans, and apparition of angels or angels-like creatures to Ibn ʿArabī

(Webb, Hierarchy 246).
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Table 2 from Appendix 4

Typology no. 1 Typology no. 2 Typology no. 3 Typology of al-Qūnawī Typology of al-Farghānī

Enraptured

angels

Spirits fully ded-

icated to God

Enraptured

angels

Cherubim (enraptured

ones; inhabitants of

the Invicibility such as

Gabriel and the Holy

Spirit)

Angels with no locus of

manifestation (enrap-

tured angels).

Elemental

angels

Spirits given

the governance

of a natural

body (↓)a

Dedicated

angels

Governing angels

(those of heavenly

spheres and those of

earthly things).

Angels attached to one

locus of manifestation

(governing angels, and

human spirits)

Angels created

of actions and

breaths of the

servants

Spirits dedi-

cated to the

service of

humanity (↑)b

Governing

angels

No third category. Angels with or without

locus of manifestation

(such as messengers,

winged angels)

a This type is presented as the second type of spirit in the text, however, its description matches that of the

third category of angels in the other typologies.

b This type is presented as the third kind in the text, however, its description matches that of the second

category of angels in the other typologies.

However, someof these angelic typologies arenot eternal, allowing for a fluc-

tuation between categories. Angels dedicated to the intercession on behalf of

humans, for instance, will go from being of the third category of spirits to be of

the first category when God’s compassion encompasses everything, and inter-

cessionwill not be needed anymore. Theywill then even cease to be designated

by the name “angels”, joining the group of unnamed pure spirits in eternal ado-

ration, like those of the first category.56

2.1.2 Other Remarks on the Creation of Angels and Meanings of the

Word

Throughout his work, Ibn ʿArabī insists on the inbuilt obedience of angels

to God, quoting verses such as Q 66:6 numerous times, and once using it to

counter what he considers to be misguided interpretations of the verse involv-

ing Hārūt and Mārūt.57 This obedient image, however, is challenged by their

questioning attitude towards God and His wisdom when creating Adam. Ibn

56 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 349. 8,328, although they are still called angels elsewhere. Elsewhere

he calls these lights “material light” (nūr māddī). Their nature of light makes them the

closest of the creatures to the divine lights (ibid. 90. 5,182).

57 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 49. 2,89. Obedience is such a fundamental trait of the angels that
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ʿArabī explains that this is because of another inbuilt feature of angels (min

jibillatiha) that makes them wish good for themselves (lam turid al-khayr illā

li-nafsihā), and thinking themselves better than Adam,58 the mysterious free-

dom of choice given to man escaping their understanding. This mystery seems

to destabilize their obedient nature. Elsewhere, Ibn ʿArabī comments onQ 13:15

by explaining that this full obedience of angels is also shared by minerals (al-

jamādāt), while all other creatures retain the existential possibility of obeying

God voluntarily or “under compulsion” (karhan).59

Yet another important remark on the creation of angels is that they are part

of the natural world, “under the rule of Nature” (taḥt ḥukm al-ṭabīʿa), and as

such are prone to dispute (ikhtiṣām), in reference toQ 38:69.60 Angels aremade

of “material light frames” (al-hayākil al-nūriyya al-māddiyya) perceived by the

senses, and were they to be stripped of these frames, there would not be any

dispute or fight (lā khiṣām wa-lā nizāʿ) because they would not be made of

any compound (tarkīb) which is proper to the natural world.61 Indeed these

compounds are made of natural elements (ṭabāʾiʿ) containing oppositions (li-

mā fīhā min al-taḍādd).62 This touches upon a particular understanding of the

relationships between the divine Names that wewill see in the next part of this

chapter.

As for themeaning of the word “angel” (malak) in the chapter on the station

of “angelic prophecy” (al-nubuwwaal-malakiyya),63 Ibn ʿArabī presents another

layer of meaning to it. For him it means exactly “messenger,” using the etymol-

ogy of the root “m-ʾ-l-k,” adding that this role of messenger (al-risāla) is given

to many different types of creatures: the noble spirits (those generally called

“angels”, including by Ibn ʿArabī in his works), but also jinn and men. This def-

inition is reiterated or suggested in numerous places, angels that are not sent

Ibn ʿArabī writes that “among his servants he chose the angels” the way he chose “God”

out of His Names, ibid. 90. 5,168.

58 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 70. 3, 361. This “praying for themselves” seems to contradict the

many other instances where angels are seen praying for mankind and other creatures—

however, this can be seen as another mark of their inbuilt capacity to obey God: They will

pray for whomever and whatever God tells them to, and maybe pray for themselves and

others are the same time?

59 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,559. This is a reference to the verse 13:15.

60 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 70, 3.361, and ibid. 290. 7,230.

61 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,524.

62 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 306. 7,314. See also ibid. 336. 8,124. If angels are considered natural,

they are not “elemental” (made of any of the four elements): elemental bodies (ʿunṣurī)

are natural bodies (ṭabīʿī), however not all natural bodies are elemental (such as angels

and spheres). Ibid. 178. 5,628.

63 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 157. 5,424.
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anywhere retain the name of “spirit.”64 Conversely, if some men can be qual-

ified as angels due to their messenger function, angels can also be qualified

as prophets. This is the case for all angels around the Throne, and some indi-

vidual angels of the Seat, the Heavens, and the Stairs (ʿurūj), the last of whom

is Ismael the angel of the terrestrial Heaven.65 This definition of angels might

explain the infrequent allusions to angels beingmade of something other than

light;66 and it also justifies the ambiguity regarding Satan in the Quranic text.

Indeed, he was not an angel in the sense of “noble spirit” made of light (though

he was still considered of the “highest spirits”, al-arwāḥ al-ʿulwiyya), but he was

an angel in the sense that he was also given the function of messenger, as part

of the “angel/messenger” group. He was then cut off from this function—from

being an angel—when he refused to bow down to Adam.67 The mark of this

angelic function is the wings: These are given only to the messenger spirits,

“the envoys from the Presence of the Command to its Creation.”68

Confusingly, the word “angel” is also used for realities perceived otherwise.

The “spirituality of a planet” (rūḥāniyyat kawkab) is an angel of its corre-

sponding Heaven which puts the planet in movement.69 Elsewhere, Ibn ʿArabī

also calls the worlds of the created spheres ( falak) “angels”, according to each

sphere’s nature, in which are created yet other angels in the service of all begot-

ten things (al-muwalladāt) in the elemental plane (ʿālam al-ʿanāṣir). These

things all possess their own souls (nufūs) proceeding from the “Universal Soul”

(al-nafs al-kulliyya),70 which parallels the idea of multiple spirits breathed into

creatures, proceeding from the greater “Spirit.”71

64 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 206. 6,415. For example, the phrase “this is what the angel descends

with, or what the human messenger brings” reflects such an understanding of “angel”

(ibid. 366. 9,74).

65 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 157. 5,425.

66 For example, Ibn ʿArabī questions whether the angel of death is made of “blends” (akhlāṭ)

as are made the bodies of animals (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 348. 8,315).

67 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 157. 5, 420, 424–425, and Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,176.

68
.هقلخىلإرمألاةرضحنمءارفسلامهنأل:مهنمةكئالمللالإةحنجأحاورألللعجام

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,229

69 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 167. 5,476.

70 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 295. 7,301. This idea of angels in the service of each living thing, how-

ever tiny, was seen in Chapter 1, itself an echo of a notion found in Jewish and Christian

traditions.

We can note here that the “Universal Soul” seem to be also used by the Brethren of

Purity, who identify it to angels dedicated to creatures and the maintenance of creation

(so they would identify here angels with creatures that Akbarian angels are in charge of),

(Olga Lizzini, “L’angelologia nelle epistole dei Fratelli della Purezza”). However, the com-

parisonwith theBrethern’s angelology andcosmology indetailwouldmerit another study.

71 We find here again the second and third categories of spirits presented in the beginning of
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Indeed, “Spirit” is another confusing word. Closely related to angels, “the

Spirit” (al-rūḥ) includes them all, while at the same time being chosen from

among the angels,72 aswell as beingwhat is breathed into them, as it is breathed

into all creatures—a Spirit which is ascribed to God (muḍāf ilayhi), and which

is often synonymous with the “Breath of the All-Merciful” (nafs al-raḥmān).73

Ibn ʿArabī takes up again the functionalmeaning of “angel” in another example:

Individual spirits born out of the “Holy Spirit” (rūḥ al-quds) are called proper

angels once they are sent, and if they are not sent, they remain referred to under

the term “Spirit.”74

Finally, in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings we sometimes find the ambivalence of the

word “jinn” noted in Chapter 3. Although he usually makes a clear difference

between angels and jinn, the fact that they are both invisible to man, “hidden

by the veil” (masturūn bi-l-ḥijāb) justifies calling the angels “jinn,”75 or using

the variant form “jānn,”76 while the interior of man is also described as being

in reality “jānn.”77 In this regard, anything that has an internal/invisible qual-

ity (bāṭin) can be qualified as “jinn-like.” At other times, his writings remind

the reader that there are indeed spiritual creatures other than the ones called

“angels,” although they are mostly left nameless.78

2.1.3 Cosmological Hierarchies: Celestial and Spiritual Hierarchies

Using a court-like description of roles, Ibn ʿArabī describes the “enraptured

angels” (al-malāʾika al-muhayyama) as closest to God, then the cherubim (al-

this section: humans and other creatures (second category) and angels dedicated to them

(third category).

72 As “The Spirit” is also identified as an angel, in Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 5. 1,379.

73 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 90. 5,176.

74 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 206. 6,415.

75 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,175–176.

76 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 345. 8,261.

77
ةقيقحلايفنّاجناسنإلانطابنإف

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,304

Ibn ʿArabī echoes the etymological debate surrounding the root “j-n-n” seen in Chapter 1

by explaining that angels (as spirits of light) are also called by the name “jinna”, as are the

jinn (wa-ka-dhālika tasmiyat al-malāʾika jinna, wa-ka-dhālika al-jinn), because this goes

back to being “hidden from view” (al-istitār), though themodes of hiding are not one and

the same, see ibid., 388. 10,48. This also appears in another paragraph which describes the

angels born of the spheres as hidden, like the foetuses in their mothers’ wombs (the word

for jinn having the same root as that for foetuses, ajinna, in Arabic) before coming to the

physical world (ibid. 559. 12,111).

78 See, for instance, Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,557: “What descend from the angels and the

spiritual forces in the clouds” ( بابضلايفةيناحورلاىوقلاوةكئالملانملزنيامب ).
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karūbiyyīn) are described as gatekeepers (ḥājib), among which we find the

angel Nūn, vizier or “head of the divine divan” (raʾs al-dīwān al-ilāhī) who is

given the “knowledge of His creation” (ʿilm fī khalqihi) or complete knowl-

edge.79

On a position (manzila) below Nūn is another angel, the archetypal scribe

angel, called “the Pen” (al-Qalam), who receives parts of Nūn’s knowledge,

which make up 360 “sciences of completion” (ʿulūm al-ijmāl), subdivided in

as many discrete sciences (ʿulūm al-tafṣīl). The Pen is also in charge of writ-

ing on the Tablet (lawḥ) everything that happens in the cosmos until the Last

Day, which corresponds to these 360 sciences.80 Webb sees in this particular

description, and the elevated position of the angel Nūn, a symbol of the “Breath

of the Compassionate,” as distinct to Ibn ʿArabī’s cosmology: This angel comes

as the first emanation of Being, instead of the Intellect, usually symbolized by

the Pen, as in other authors’ cosmologies.81

The enraptured angels exist on another plane of existence, as they are not

part of this physical creation (al-khalq),which is the “breathof theAll-Merciful”

(nafas al-raḥmān), receiving the forms of all that is not God (al-qābil li-ṣuwar

kulli mā siwā Allāh).82

In a chapter devoted to the bearers of the Throne, Ibn ʿArabī quotes a say-

ing attributed to Ibn Masarra al-Jabalī (d. 319/931):83 “The borne Throne is the

Dominion, and it is delimited by body, spirit, nourishment, and rank.” He then

elaborates on this, paralleling “body” with “forms” (or images), and “rank” with

“promise and threat”: “Adam and Seraphiel for the forms, Gabriel andMuham-

mad for the spirits, Michael and Abraham for the nourishments, and Mālik

79 Further summaries are provided in Annex 4.2 for greater clarity.

80 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 60. 2, 159–200. Enraptured angels are a good example of categories

of unclear limits in the works of Ibn ʿArabī, as they are described elsewhere as not being

angels, but “purified spirits” (arwāḥmuṭahhara) in Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 177. 5,571, so close

to God that they are not aware of the existence of the rest of the cosmos and its creatures,

“they do not know other than God” (lā ʿilma lahum bi-ghayr Allāh), ibid. 295. 7,293. Yet

elsewhere, the enraptured angels are described as being the cherubim, see ibid. 75. 4,313.

81 Webb, Hierarchy 247–248.

82 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 558. 11,241. The Pen and the Tablet are also part of this other plane of

existence, at least initially (as we have seen previously that they might also be part of the

dedicated angels). However, the enraptured angels, also called “the Higher ones” (al-ʿālīn)

are invariably described as being the closest to God, away from the Cosmos, not angels by

function, and not aware of the Cosmos. They were not concerned by the order given by

God to the angels to bow down to Adam, hence God asks the Devil whether he considered

himself part of the “Higher ones” (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 361. 8,567–568).

83 The first Muslim mystic from al-Andalus known to us by his writings, see Ebstein, “Ibn

Masarra,” E.I.³.
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and Riḍwān for the promise and the threat.”84 However, in the same chapter,

Ibn ʿArabī explains that for now only four bearers of the Throne are present,

and that they will become eight on the Last Day, mentioning once again Ibn

Masarra to describe the forms of these other four, a description already seen

in Chapter 2: one in human form, one as a lion, one as an eagle, and the

fourth as a bull.85 We will see in the next section the parallels with human

bearers, and later the mystical aspect drawn from these four and eight bear-

ers.

Another celestial category, often quoted with the cherubim and which

sounds similar in Arabic, is that of “Those DrawnNear” (al-muqarrabīn). These

concern the general category of the “Friends of God” (awliyāʾ Allāh), which

are composed of angels, messengers, prophets, Friends, and believers. They all

may reach the stations of Those Drawn Near by the act of prayer.86 Besides

the cherubim and Those Drawn Near, other groups are the “Zealots” (al-

muʿtakafūn), the “Isolated” (al-mufarradūn), and “those who are taken away

from themselves for what the Real showed them of His Majesty” (al-

maʾkhūdhūn ʿan anfusihim bi-mā ashhadahum al-Ḥaqqmin jalālihi). These cat-

egories are included with the enraptured Angels, whose main characteristic

is that they are unaware of the rest of the Creation. They also represent a

station (maqām), where members of a particular human category, the “Soli-

taries” (afrād) are to be found, because they do not see anything else than the

Real.87

This category of “Solitaries” is very important in the cosmological hierarchy

of Ibn ʿArabī. Also called “People of Numbers” (ahl al-aʿdād), these Solitaries are

of unchanging number at any given time, succeeding each other to keep their

number constant. There are seven “Replacements” (abdāl), made up of four

“Pegs” (awtād), two imams, and one “Pole” (quṭb). Then we have twelve “Cap-

84
وهو،كلُملاوهلومحملاشرعلا”:افشكوالاحواملِعقيرطلالهأربكأنميلبجلاةرسمنبانعانيور

ليئاكيمو،حاورأللدمحموليربجو،روصُللليفارسإومدآف“ةبترموءاذغوحورومسجيفروصحم

.ديعولاودعوللناوضروكلامو،قازرأللميهاربإو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1,462–463

The bearers of the Throne are presented in more detail in the next part.

85 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1,464. Ibn ʿArabī discusses the Throne (al-ʿarsh) and the Seat (al-

Kursī) and their attendant angels in a manner similar to that seen previously in the other

chapters (ibid. 198. 5,272–277.)

86 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 47. 2,58–59.

87 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 295. 7,293.
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tains” (nuqabāʾ), 80 “Nobles” (nujabāʾ), one “Disciple” (ḥawārī), and 40 “Of the

month of Rajab” (rajabiyyūn). There are also two “Seals” (khatm) for all of time:

one sealing the wilāya of Muhammad (identified with Ibn ʿArabī himself), and

one sealing the general wilāya (identified with Jesus).88

Continuingwith these “People of numbers”, there are 300 souls “on the heart

of Adam” (ʿalā qalb Ādam), 40 persons “on the heart of Noah,” seven “on the

heart of the Friend Abraham,” five “on the heart of Gabriel,” three “on the

heart of Michael,” and one “on the heart of Seraphiel.”89 The phrase “on the

heart of” is similar to the other phrase used widely by Ibn ʿArabī, “on the feet

of” (ʿalā qadam), and describes an inheritance, as seen in the introduction of

this chapter—first used by Ibn Barrajān, as explained in Chapter 2. One might

think about it as a “station” (maqām) or a “way” (ṭariqa), which corresponds

to either prophets or angels. We could formulate this as a “mode of being.”

Here, the people who are on a “Gabriel mode” are described as having “asmany

sciences as Gabriel has forces represented by his wings,” while the ‘Michael

mode’ means simplicity, smiling, softness of character, and compassion.90 The

“Seraphiel mode” corresponds to a person that “reunites the two sides” ( jāmiʿ

li-l-ṭarafayn), and Ibn ʿArabī tells us that Abū Yazīd al-Bīsṭāmī and Jesus both

corresponded to this mode.91

This whole hierarchy can be complexified further: One person can hold

several of these modes of being, progress from one to another, and cumulate

them.92 There is also an overlap to keep in mind, as one person can be the

archetype of a role for others as well: Jesus was “on the heart of Seraphiel”,

while someof Ibn ʿArabī’s shaykhswere themselves “on the heart of Jesus”. Else-

where, Ibn ʿArabī touches on this subject again in the chapter on the “position of

the Gabrielan mystical knower,”93 giving more names of the angels concerned,

which he calls “the advanced angels” (al-malāʾika al-muqaddamīn) or heralds.

88 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 22. 1,550, ibid., 75. 4,278–282. The Pole is seen as the highest posi-

tion of all, to whom angel, jinn, and humans give allegiance (mubāyaʿa). See the section

where Ibn ʿArabī also mentions a book he has written on this matter (ibid. 270. 7,10), and

the chapters on “the four Pegs” and “the supreme degree of walāya” by M. Chodkiewicz

(Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints 95–120).

89 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 75. 4,282–291.

90 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 75. 4,290.

91 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 75. 4,291.

92 This echoes a similar journey of the soul after death in Christian patristic literature: A soul

learns from an angel, before moving on and learning from another one higher up, and so

on (Daniélou, The Angels 91).

93 fī maʿrifat manzil al-ʿārif al-jibraʾīlī, Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 303. 7,375.
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He explains that men and women who are on any of these modes leave traces

(athar) corresponding to these angels’ ranks, as they are under their watch and

command.94

There are many more categories, beyond the scope of this chapter. We will

only note here that these other Solitaries seem to be part of the greater group

called “Thepeople of theworld of breaths” (rijāl ʿālamal-anfās), which reminds

us of the angels of breaths, although the link between these two remains

unclear. We will mention only the ten “men of the Unseen” (rijāl al-ghayb),

who Ibn ʿArabī describes elsewhere as having the power to act andmove in the

Unseenworld (al-ghayb) and in the spiritualworld (al-malakūt). They alsohave

the power to call on the spirits of the spheres (arwāḥ al-kawākib) though not

the spirits of angels (arwāḥ al-malāʾika)—as this remains God’s prerogative.95

They are also called this way because when they pray, their state (ḥāl) brings

them where angels do not go (this is discussed later). Ibn ʿArabī also mentions

two types of men of theUnseen in their way of “appearance” (ẓuhūr): menwho

are invisible to the higher spirits (al-arwāḥ al-ʿulā) but visible to God, andmen

who are invisible to (our) visible world (ʿālam al-shahāda), but visible in the

“higher world” (al-ʿālam al-ʿulā).96

All these Solitaries are followed by “The men of unlimited number” (rijāl

alladhīn lā yaḥṣuruhum ʿadad), and this category seems to cover all kinds of

mystically-oriented persons (of which “the Sufis” are, interestingly, only one

category), and their visible and invisible roles in maintaining the greater order

of the world.97 The fact that Sufis are considered to be one category recalls one

of the authors that influenced Ibn ʾArabī, Ibn Barrajān, who also considered

them to be one of many categories of mystics.

2.1.4 On the jinn

Keeping in mind that at times “jinn” or “jānn” can be used for any creature

of the Unseen, including angels, and that “angel” can also be used for a func-

tion and not a type of being, as seen above, Ibn ʿArabī devotes a chapter to

the “smokeless fiery spirits” (al-arwāh al-mārijiyya al-nāriyya) that we usually

define as jinn.98 He explains that jinn are an isthmus (barzakh) between “an

94 Ibid.

95 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 25. 1,569. This is an example of the ambiguity around the definition

of angel, as we have seen that Ibn ʿArabī calls the spheres “angels” at times, and at other

times angels are only in charge of them.

96 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 75. 4,293.

97 Many pages are dedicated to detailing these denominations (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 69.

4,268–367.)

98 While this book was under review, a book came out that treats the topic of jinn quite
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embodied spirit” (rūḥ mujassam) and a “spirit without locus” (rūḥ bilā ayn).

They are made of fire and air (hawāʾ), fire being considered the highest of the

four elements (arkān), though water (māʾ) is more powerful—which is given

as a reason for the refusal to bow to Adam. The predominance of the fire ele-

ment allows the jinn to change shapes, a faculty which they share with angels,

while they sharewith humans the choice to obey or disobey ( fa-minhumal-ṭāʾiʿ

wa-l-ʿāṣī mithlanā, wa la-hum al-tashakkul fī al-ṣuwar ka-l-malāʾika). Ibn ʿArabī

often designates humans and jinn alike with the Quranic “the two heavy ones”

(al-thaqalān). We cannot see them except by disclosure from God to some of

his servants, this change of shape taking place in the imaginal world. If we

were able to perceive what the “shaping force” (al-quwwa al-muṣawwira) in the

“imagined imagination” (al-khayāl al-mutakhayyil) made of us, we would see

that we also have different shapes.99 However one can recognize a jinn, what-

ever its shape, by the “tune” (nighma) it has, which does not change.100

He then goes to describe the process of jinn reproduction, from their first

unique ancestor, a “male-female” (khunthā) reproducing itself, its descendants

multiplying with each other, by interpenetration (tadākhul). The resulting

ambiguous nature of jinn is described as an isthmus betweenmale and female,

as they are between men and angel, which is also due to a lack of female force

(quwwat al-unūtha) as much as a lack of male force (quwwat al-dhukūriyya),

preventing them from being fixed as one or the other. Ibn ʿArabī then describes

their feeding habits (from bone) and their wars, before returning to the pro-

cess of their creation, when angels from the seven Heavens were ordered to

prepare the elements for this event. The jinn, once created, are temporarily the

only ones present in the “world of natures” (ʿālam al-ṭabāʾiʿ). They discover in

themselves a sense of pride and importance (ʿizza wa-ʿuẓma) which remains

unexplained until they have a point of comparison when man is created, and

extensively, a great part of it devoted to Akbarian jinn. The reader interested in jinnmay

want to consult this fascinating work: Dunja Rasic, Bedeviled, Jinn Doppelgangers in Islam

and Akbarian Sufism (Albany: suny, 2024). From a cursory reading, it seems that both

our writings are in accordance with what pertains to Akbarian jinn, albeit mine is much

shorter due to my subject matter being elsewhere, while Rasic works on a partially dif-

ferent corpus, including non-Sufi authors and secondary sources that are not relevant

here.

99 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 9. 1, 423–424. It was brought to my attention that a good portion

of this chapter exists translated into English, so the reader may want to consult it: Gracia

López Anguita, “On the Inner Knowledge of Spirits Made of an Igneous Mixture, Chap-

ter 9 of the ‑Futūhāt al-Makkiyya,” In Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi Society, vol. 44

(2008), online.

100 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 283. 7,145–146.
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one of them, al-Ḥārith (another name for Iblīs), despises him immediately.101

Ibn ʿArabī makes clear, as he does throughout his work, that individual jinn are

called “satans” only when they choose disobedience, as al-Ḥārith becomes Iblīs

only when God “confused him” (ablasahu)—otherwise they retain the denom-

ination “jinn,”102 which suggests that this term is neutral.

However, Ibn ʿArabī does warn the reader that sharing company with spiri-

tuals from the jānn (al-ruḥāniyyūn min al-jān) rarely ends well, because their

fiery naturemakes themprone to instability and to a curiosity that overwhelms

them too rapidly. While keeping company with angels will help acquire more

knowledge about God, this knowledge itself is the assurance of having really

been in the company of angels. He also qualifies jinn as the most ignorant of

God’s natural creatures, and because of that one should be cautious regarding

the information theyprovide, referring to their listening to theHeavens.He also

mentions that aman interested in jinnwill wish to learn the sciences of plants,

stones, names and letters from them, sciences which he calls “natural magic”

(al-sīmyāʾ), a science frowned upon by the different divine laws (al-sharāʾiʿ).103

In general, the ambiguous similarity between this type of sciences and what

Ibn ʿArabī writes about of the sciences of Names and letters mirrors the paral-

lel between the partial information that jinn transmit from the Heavens and

the “trustworthy” information that angels transmit. They may look and sound

similar,with the samevocabulary, but one is incompletewhile the other is com-

plete.104 This also hints at the variety of what is called today “occult sciences,”

101 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 9. 1,426–427.

102 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 9. 1,428, Ibid., 198. 6,354. For instance, Ibn ʿArabī explains elsewhere

that an angelic impulse (ilqāʾ malakī) is always pleasing to God and good in the long term,

though it might be temporarily “bitter” (murr), while an satanic impulse is always pleas-

ing to the self, but bitter in retribution—noting that a satanic impulse is not a “fiery”

one (nārī) because among jinn are good ones “giving good impulse” (man yulqī al-khayr),

(ibid. 113. 5,255.)

103 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 51. 2,102–104.

104 “Naturalmagic” oral-Sīmyāʾ ismentioned in an influentialwork inArabic of pseudo-Plato,

“The Book of the Tables of the Jewels” (Kitāb Alwāḥ al-jawāhīr), which involves the letters

of the alphabet and angels (Coulon, La magie en terre d’islam, 103), thus conflating what

Ibn ʿArabī tries to separate somewhat. In another influential occult work, “The Goal of

the Sage” (Ghāyat al-ḥakīm), attributed to Maslama al-Qurṭubī (d. 397/1007), he is also

opposed to alchemy (al-kīmyāʾ), science of the bodies, al-sīmyāʾ being the science of the

celestial bodies (ibid. 144–151). I translate al-sīmyāʾ as “natural magic” in the context of

Ibn ʿArabī, as it seems more appropriate this way. However with time this word came to

signify more often “science of letters and magical squares” (ibid. 304). Coulon also notes

that many of the concepts used by al-Qurṭubī have been used by others later, including

Ibn ʿArabī (ibid., 147). The difference thus presented by Ibn ʿArabī between full knowledge

and partial knowledge (natural magic) must have seemed like it was walking a very fine

line, to some of his readers.
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whichwerenot quite disregardedby religious scholars.105 At least for Ibn ʾArabī,

the main issue with it was that he considered it to be incomplete.

2.1.5 On Iblīs

In the section that examines the creation of angels we saw that Satan was con-

sidered an angel per his function (messenger), but not per his nature ( jinn).

For Ibn ʿArabī this explains his ambiguous status in the Quran, as seen in Chap-

ter 1. Adding to what was previously said about him, Ibn ʿArabī writes that he is

not only of the natural world, but also “elemental” (ʿunṣurī) which explains his

pride preventing him to be like angels, a pride found with the jinn.106 As such,

Iblīs gains a particular angelic function: being the “messenger of discord,” part

of God’s unknowable plan.

Ibn ʿArabī refutes the view that Satan/Iblīs was the first jinn, explaining that

he was only one of them, and more exactly “the first wretched of the jinn”

(awwal al-ashqiyāʾ min al-jinn).107 He was sent to be part of the “lower world”

(ʿālamal-sufl), and fromtherehemaycome tomenvia the “lowerpositions” (al-

manāzil al-sufliyya)which are the four horizontal directions (right, left, behind,

front).108 Although angels can act, as expected, as protectors against Satan,109

he is capable of playing “make-believe” at the highest states, including when

one reaches the Lote Tree, by glamouring (talbīs) everything.110

Discussing the importance of maintaining ranks in prayer, Ibn ʿArabī re-

minds the reader that both satans and angels “are at the doors of the hearts”

(ʿalā abwāb al-qulūb),111 and that satans are sent by God on His order, inflicted

105 On the contrary, most of them included these in their writings, even though this has long

been disregarded in western studies. See Matthew Melvin-Koushki, “Introduction: De-

Orienting the Study of Islamicate Occultism,” Arabica 64, no. 3–4 (2017): 287–295; Liana

Saif, Francesca Leoni, MatthewMelvin-Koushki, Farouk Yahya, Islamicate Occult Sciences

in Theory and Practice (Leiden: Brill, 2020). Comparing the lives of the Andalusians Ibn

Masarra (d. 931/319) and Maslama al-Qurṭubī, Coulon writes that mystics could be more

politically problematic than theologians versed in the occult sciences (Coulon, La magie

en terre d’islam 158).

106 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,354.

107 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 9. 1,429. Rasic confirms this, highlighting the specific Akbarian

stance on this, in contrast to other authors she studies (Rasic, Bedeviled).

108 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 16. 1,486. Even though onewould expect al-ʿālamal-suflī, it is written

ʿālam al-sufl.

109 For instance, angels stand between the prophet and Iblīs in a scene where the prophet

talks with Iblīs, confirming both of their roles that are ultimately in God’s hands: the

Prophet guides toward the right path and the devil induces into error (Ibn ʿArabī, al-

Futūḥāt 68. 2,268; see also ibid. 73. 4,513.)

110 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 283. 7,149.

111 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 2,595.
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uponman (musallaṭūn ʿalā al-insān).112 In the chapter on pilgrimage, Ibn ʿArabī

gives us an interesting portrait of the devil, who has a place called “ʿurna” on

Arafat: “Iblīs goes on pilgrimage every year, his place (being) crying on what he

missed of obeying his Lord, while being forced to seduce even though this is

out of his choice, justified by his oath to his Lord.”113 In this same passage, Ibn

ʿArabī explains that a pilgrim has to be above the devil’s place (mawqif Iblīs) as

a symbol of his distance (buʿd) from God.

On the Last Day, when Hell ceases to be what it is, quietened and brought

within the precincts of the Gardens (ḥaẓāʾir al-jinān), the secret of Iblīs and

his followers is made clear (ittaḍaḥa sirr Iblīs); i.e., that their behavior was pre-

scribed by a pre-established decree (qaḍāʾ sābiq).114

Ibn ʿArabī also writes often about “satans” (shayāṭīn) in the plural form, and

in the chapter devoted to satanic thoughts he explains that they areof two sorts:

physical satans (ḥissī), and ideational satans (maʿnawī). Of the physical ones,

we also have two further sorts, human and jinn.115 This also hints at the simul-

taneity of literal and figurative or symbolic reading of Quranic concepts.

2.1.6 Cosmological Topography

Topographically, Ibn ʿArabī has drawn up several diagrams concerning his view

of the cosmos, its planes, places, and creatures, a cosmos of the Neoplatonic

kind.116 Overall, it is comprised of the “Highest Council” (al-malaʾ al-aʿlā),made

of creatures of light, and the “Lowest Council” (al-malaʾ al-asfal) made of ele-

mental creatures, and between them is the isthmuswhich also comprises them

both, making them a “more complete world” (akmal al-ʿālam man jamaʿa bay-

nahumā).117

112 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,176.

113
نإو،ءاوغإلايفروبجموهو.هبرةعاطنمهتافامىلعيكبيهفقومكلذو،ةنسلكيفجّحيسيلبإنّإف

.هّبربهمَسَقِلاراربإ،هرايتخانمناك

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4, 146

114 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 5. 1,380.

115 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 55. 2,125.

116 For a good overview of this Akbarian general cosmology, see Ali Karjoo-Ravary, “From the

Remainder of Adam’s Clay: Chapter Eight of IbnAl-ʿArabī’s Al-Futūḥāt Al-Makkiyya,” Jour-

nals of Sufi Studies 10, no. 1–2 (2021), 6–15.

117 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 387. 10,46. One could draw a parallel with the Malakūt and Mulk

seen in the introduction, with the Jabarūt between them, that might also include them

both. He also uses a grammatical comparison: This more complete world containing the

Highest and Lowest Council, spirit and nature, is a world containing an “active name” (ism

fāʿil) and a “name acted upon” (ismmafʿūl). Ibn ʿArabī adds elsewhere a “Middle Council”
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We can also mention the overlap of what he calls the nine spheres (aflāk)

which seem to correspond ultimately to the seven Heavens. The physical Seen

world (ʿālam al-shahāda) accounts for three spheres because it has three di-

mensions: It is an isthmus (barzakh), with an external (ẓāhir) dimension and

an internal (bāṭin) one. Then the world of Power ( Jabarūt) is another sphere

by being itself an isthmus, while its external dimension is the internal dimen-

sion of the Seen world. However, it also has its own internal dimension, which

constitutes another sphere. This other sphere is the Spiritual world (Malakūt),

which, as an isthmus, accounts for the sixth sphere. Its external dimension is

the internal one of the world of Power, while its own internal dimension is the

seventh sphere.118 This is why hementions nine spheres: The threeworlds each

present three aspects, and the overlap of their two intersections (Seen world

with Jabarūt, Jabarūt with Malakūt) turn their nine aspects into seven sepa-

rate planes.119

Angels circle this physical world in ranks, described as the “upholders of the

earthly Heaven” at times (ʿummār al-samāʾ al-dunyā),120 and elsewhere as the

upholders of all seven Heavens.121 Angels are either regarded as in charge of, or

as the spirits of, the constellations (burūj)whichbear thenamesof these angels.

They are also said to inhabit the “diaphanous bodies” (al-ajrām al-shaffāfa)

swimming in the Heavens.122 The fact that they never move from these con-

stellations make them the “twelve imams” of the world.123

(al-malāʾ al-awsaṭ), which seems to represent the spiritual world below the constellations

(sublunar world), while the Higher Council is the one beyond that (ibid. 558. 11,203). Lory

writes that exegetes are usually embarrassed by the idea of this Highest Council and its

dispute, with what it might imply of decision-sharing with God and disagreement (Lory,

La dignité de l’homme 180–181), but Ibn ʿArabī does not seem to mind using this term, and

we will see that angelic disputes have an important role in his theodicy.

118 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,215.

119 This tripartite cosmos, build on nine spheres, was seen in Chapter 2, with the Mulk/Sha-

hāda/Dunyā as the first world, and the Malakūt and the Jabarūt as the two others. This

was used by other authors, and Günther writes that this idea reached its zenith with Ibn

ʿArabī (Günther, “ ‘As the Angels Stretch Out their Hand’ ” 315 fn. 23).

120 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 64. 2,194. As widely understood in Islamic traditions, they guard this

heaven against the “disbelievers of the jinn” (kuffār min al-jinn) who come and listen to

what is said (ibid. 198. 6,310).

121 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 348. 8,310.

122 Ibn ʿArabī,al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,270, and ibid., 348. 8,309 (this is a common late-antiquemotif).

123 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 371. 9,337. This comes in a long discussion of astrological themes and

explains the number twelve as due to the four pillars of the Throne times the three “man-

sions” (manāzil) of the world: physical world (dunyā), intermediary or isthmus (barzakh),

and the next world (al-ākhira).
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Similarly, to other authors, Ibn ʿArabī writes that angels have a fixed station,

and that their power is given according to the number of their wings. He later

discusses at length the descent and ascent of angels using stairs (maʿārij). These

are different from the stairs used by the human messengers, which echoes a

biblical motif, as seen in the chapter on themiʿrāj.124

In these Heavens, the oft-mentioned “House Inhabited” (al-bayt al-maʿmūr)

is described as upheld by 70,000 angels born of “water drops from the river of

life because of the shaking of the Trustworthy Spirit,”125 and we will see in the

next part how this becomes amystical metaphor. Created in the samemanner,

the Trustworthy Spirit is identified with Gabriel. In this same chapter, the Lote

Tree (sadrat al-muntahā) is also described, parts of it similar to that in Chap-

ter 2, “this is where end all the actions of the children of Adam” (tantahī aʿmāl

banī Ādam).126 The Lote Tree is referred to in numerous parts of the Futūḥāt,

once as the point fromwhere the four rivers of Paradise flow, out of which God

made the Nile and the Furat flow.127

Regarding Hell, Ibn ʿArabī devotes a chapter to it and presents a complex

eschatological vision of what parts of the world andwhowill be sent to Hell, as

well as its types of torments, such as the “felt fire” (nār ḥissiyya) touching the

senses, and the “emotional fire” (nār maʿnawiyya) touching the heart, showing

a simultaneity of readings or realities once again.128 On the matter of angels,

we find the Quranic ẓabāniyya classically identified with angels,129 although

the hierarchy and topography is not always clear. Ibn ʿArabī describes his own

visit to Hell, through his “visions of the Unseen” (ruʾyā ghaybiyya): It has seven

124 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 314. 7,486–487. Elsewhere, he writes, however, that “the highest of

them is the one who has the least wings, and the least winged of them is who has two

wings” (ibid. 357. 8.479).

125
ةايحلارهنءامتارطقنممويلكنوقَلخيُةكئالمةرامعبصوصخمهنألفرومعملاتيبلاهرايتخاامأ

.نيمألاحورلاضافتنانمةعقاولا

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 90. 5, 173

Later we will see the same number of angels passing through its door, never returning.

These angels born of a river is a motif in the Talmud as well: Angels created each day for

praise, returning to the river of fire whence they come (Agamben, “Introduzione”).

126 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,291–292.

127 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 348. 8,310–311. The other two are called Sīḥūn and Jīḥūn. In one of

his miʿrāj accounts however, these last two are given different names: He writes that the

Nile and the Furat are the two “external/exoteric” rivers (ẓāhirān), called the Nile of the

Book and the Furat of the Sunna, while the two “internal/esoteric” rivers (bāṭinān) are

“Unity” (al-Tawḥīd) and “Graciousness” (al-Minna) (Ibn ʿArabī, Kitāb al-isrā 137).

128 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 61. 2,173.

129 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 61. 2,166.
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doors guarded by seven angels, of whom he forgot the names, except for the

one called Ismael (Ismāʿīl), and an eighth door kept closed, which is the veil

from the vision of God (al-ḥijāb ʿan ruʾyat Allāh).130We also find “one hundred

police” (miʾa darak), and “Followers” (wulāt), among them angels, in charge

of Hell under the supervision of Mālik, the guardian (khāzin).131 Ibn ʿArabī

explains that these angels are part of the angels of Paradise and its guardian

Ridwān, both kinds of angels “helping” (imdād) those of Paradise and Hell in

the same way,132 which suggests a difference of intentions and results and not

a difference of nature, or even ultimately not a difference of topography. This

also reminds the reader of Ibn ʿArabī’s originality in seeing Hell as a temporary

place of torture for its inhabitants, where the angels of torment will also end

upencompassedbyGod’s infinite compassion.133This considerationof the fini-

tude of Hell is usually seen as heterodox, although it is shared by other authors,

such as al-Baqlī,134 and it has been discussed in depth by Chittick.135

Lastly, in our physical world, Ibn ʿArabī writes that some places leave amark

(taʾthīr) on those of “subtle hearts” (al-qulūb al-laṭīfa) for being or having been

occupied by “honored angels” (al-malāʾika al-mukarramīn) and “sincere jinn”

(al-jinn al-ṣādiqīn), as well as individual mystical figures like Abū Yazīd al-

Bīsṭāmī.136

2.1.7 As above so below

Correspondences between different creatures, functions and concepts are very

common in philosophical and theological writings with Neoplatonic aspects.

130 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 61. 2,170. Ibn ʿArabī mentioning that he forgot the angels’ names is

rare and might appear as innocuous, but it might be less so when Najm al-dīn Kubrā (d.

end of 12th century) in Fawāʾiḥ al-jamāl considers that knowing the names of the jinn and

the angels is one of the marks of sainthood (Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints 49).

131 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 61. 2,174. These angels are given names: al-Qāʾim, al-Ḥāmid, al-Nāʾib,

al-Sādin, al-Jābir, and the rest of the Followers as well: al-Ḥāʾir, al-Sābiq, al-Mātiḥ, al-ʿĀdil,

al-Dāʾim, and al-Ḥāfiẓ. Two paragraphs later, however, Ibn ʿArabī explains that all those in

charge of Hell are of an unknown number.

132 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 61. 2,174.

133 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 343. 8,224, ibid., 344. 8,234.

134 Coppens, “Sufi Qurʾān Commentaries” 109.

135 Chittick, William. Imaginal Worlds, Ibn al-‘Arabī and the Problem of Religious Diversity,

(Albany: suny, 1994), 110–119. He explains the importance of the veil or the eighth door of

Hell no longer being hellish: “Although the sinners will reach felicity in the Fire, one factor

continues to differentiate their felicity from that of the inhabitants of the Garden: They

will always remain veiled (maḥjūb) from God, while the felicitous in the Garden will be

given a vision (ruʾya) of Him” (ibid. 116).

136 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 4. 1,340.
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Such an example is given in the chapter on the “science of the domain of the

positions” (ʿilm manzil al-manāzil) on the number nineteen. There are nine-

teen positions (manāzil) and each of them represents a kind of being (ṣanf ),

one of them being the angels. This number also stands for the fourteen single

letters found in the opening of some suras, added to the five groups in which

they are distributed; the nineteen angels of Hell; the twelve constellations and

the seven brightest stars (al-darārī); the nineteen letters of the bismillah; the

twelve Captains (nuqabāʾ) and the seven Replacements (abdāl).137 Illustrating

a leitmotiv of Ibn ʿArabī’s writing, which is that “the compassion of God encom-

passes everything,” the nineteen angels of torment guarding Hell are faced by

“Nineteen Compassions” (al-tisʿa ʿashara raḥma) that encompass them, as a

hope for those sent to Hell.138

Other examples of such correspondences, which could be understood as lit-

eral or metaphorical, are statements such as “the spirits of the Replacements

(abdāl) are the notables of the angels,”139 “The etiquette of the Friends of God is

the etiquette of the angelic spirits;”140 or seeing the human position (manzila)

of the Solitaries as the equivalent of the angelic station of the enraptured

angels.141

Mentioned above, the four angelic bearers of the Throne (al-ʿarsh), associ-

ated to prophets, are also paralleled by four human bearers “on the level of the

Compassionate” (ʿalā mustawā al-raḥmān), of whom Ibn ʿArabī is part. Each

bearer is put in charge of one of the four pillars (qawāʾim), and Ibn ʿArabī is

given the most favored one.142 Furthermore, these four pillars are associated

with the four angles of the Kaaba.143

137 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 22. 1,549–550. See also the long description of the “captains”

(nuqabāʾ) of the different spheres andheavens, and “Friends” (wūlāt) distributed in twelve

constellations “like the towers of the wall of Medina” (mithla abrāj suwar al-madīna),

(ibid., 60. 2,160–161).

138 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 343. 8,251. Indeed, Ibn ʿArabī constantly refers to Q 7:156 (“MyMercy

encompasses all things”), and Q 40:7 (angels saying “Thou dost encompass all things in

Mercy and Knowledge”), see for instance ibid. 188. 6,111.

139
.كالمألانايعألادبألاحاورأ

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 559. 12,20

140
.ةيكـلملاحاورألابادآءايلوألابادآف

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 445. 10,309

141 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,417. The comparison is sometimes on the level of chapters,

such as the two chapters on human walāya and angelic walāya following each other

(ibid. 153,154.)

142 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 371. 9,333–334.

143 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 16. 1,493. The Syrian angle is associated with Adam, the Iraqi angle
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Regarding religious practices, angels are also seen as parallelinghumanprac-

tices. Angels, jinn, and humans are described as undergoing the pilgrimage

every year,144 and in one of his poems, Ibn ʿArabī describes angels as having

done the pilgrimage to Earth before Adam did;145 angels form ranks for prayer

as believers do,146 and quoting a ḥadīth which does not seem to be referenced

elsewhere, hewrites that God is in theHeavens as He is on Earth, and theHigh-

est Council beseech Him as humans do.147

Such correspondences between angels, planets, prophets, and other crea-

tures and concepts run throughout the Futūḥāt, and cannot be fully laid out

here. However, it is important to keep in mind the pervasiveness of this corre-

spondence system pattern in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings, a principle shared by many

other authors.148

2.1.8 A Shared Teaching Role

A last notable role endorsed by humans and angels alike, linked to one of the

central ideas of transmitting knowledge, is that of teaching. Ibn ʿArabī men-

tions that angelswere the students of man, referring to the sceneof the creation

of Adam, marking man as “of more complete constitution,” or of vaster knowl-

edge, but not marking him as superior to angels.149 Elsewhere, Adam is shown

teaching angels a new glorification, when circumambulating the Kaaba, the

“hawqala” (lā ḥawla wa-lā quwwata illā bi-llāh), given by God to him from “a

treasure under the Throne” (min kanz min taḥt al-arsh).150

This teaching role is sometimes reversed, as when Ibn ʿArabī mentions the

different ḥadīth of Gabriel teachingmen their religion,151 where he is described

as the teacher (muʿallim) and master (ustādh) of the Prophet and the messen-

is associated with Abraham, the Yemeni angle with Jesus, and the angle of the Black stone

withMuhammad. In anothermystical descriptionof theKaaba contains an “angelic angle”

(al-rukn al-malakī) which is the Yemeni angle (ibid. 72. 4,11–12).

144 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4,16, see also Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4,98.

145 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4, 263.

146 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 2,587, and 2,596.

147 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,133.

148 See the example of ʿAzīz Nasafī (d. before 700/1300) who links heavens, planets, organs,

angels, and the angels’ charges in the universe (Murata, “The Angels” 336.) Rasic also

presents such correspondences between planets, angels, jinn, and prophets (Rasic, Bedev-

iled).

149 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,557. Echoing a comparison seen in Chapter 2, Adam is made a

qibla for angels, as well as a teacher (ibid. 369. 9.265.)

150 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 178. 6,48, ibid. 379. 9,577, ibid. 476. 10,456.

151 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 36. 1,662, ibid. 363. 9,10.
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gers.152 Angels are also seen as providing knowledge to the clarified souls,153

with Ibn ʿArabī also writing: “Angels are the masters of the sons, and they are

the students of the first of the fathers.”154 Contrary to other authors in previ-

ous chapters, Ibn ʿArabī does not seem to lend angels a challenging function as

much as an occasional teaching one.

2.2 Other General Functions: The Messenger Role and the Named

Angels

2.2.1 Messengers

As we saw in the section on the creation of angels, the function of messenger

was identical to theword “angel” inmany instances,while sometimes Ibn ʿArabī

writes “angelic messenger” and “human messenger” to make the distinction

between the creatures “angel” and “human.”155 He also writes that humanmes-

sengers are of a limited number,while angelicmessengers are unlimited (ghayr

maḥṣūrīn).156 Moreover, these angelic messengers are responsible for both the

“legislative prophecy” (nubuwwat al-tashrīʿ) as given to the prophets and mes-

sengers only, and the “general prophecy” (al-nubuwwa al-ʿāmma) as given to

Friends and others.157 He seems close to Qushayrī’s position, seen earlier in the

152 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 224. 6,513, ibid. 369. 9,266.

153 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 344. 8,237.

154
.ءابآلالوأةذمالتمهو،ءانبألاوذاتسأكالمألا

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 559. 12, 117

However, a few pages later, he nuances this vocabulary by writing that angels do not

descend as teachers, but “as speakers” (mukalliman), (ibid. 559. 12,123).

155 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,236. In another work, he draws a parallel between Gabriel, the

“messenger of the internal/esoteric” (rasūl al-bāṭin) and Muḥammad the “messenger of

the external/exoteric” (rasūl al-ẓāhir), see Ibn ʿArabī, Shajarat al-kawn 71.

156 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,413. Ibn ʿArabī reminds the reader of the difference between a

Message, which brings the divine law, and Revelation, which is brought to everything and

everyone (ibid. 73. 4,429–430).

157 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 132. 5,320, and similarly in ibid. 559. 12,241. In this, Ibn ʿArabī also

refutesAl-Ghazālī’s view, according towhomthedifferencebetweenprophets andFriends

is the descent of the angels (for prophets only) while Friends receive only inspiration and

not angels (ibid. 364. 9,30).

Ibn ʿArabī adds elsewhere that, while the general prophecy lasts even into the next

world, in Paradise andHell, legislative prophecy is specific to the physical world, and ends

in the nextworld (ibid. 158. 5,328). Similarly, contrary to legislative prophecy, which ended

with Muhammad, general prophecy does not end (ibid. 73. 4,416). He also nuances else-

where the importance and meaning of the word “Revelation” received by the Friends, by

calling it “subtleties” (raqāʾiq) of Revelation and not a full Revelation, which remains a

prophetic prerogative (ibid. 310. 7,446) and insisting that what he calls general prophecy
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messenger function of Chapter 2, on the role of angels in transmitting the Rev-

elation, as opposed to Sulamī (Qushayrī considered that angels transmitted it

to both prophets and non-prophets in different modalities, while Sulamī con-

sidered that angels were only involved with prophets, and Friends of God were

the intermediaries for the others).

Angels descending with the Revelation to different prophets is, of course,

mentioned often, with the two modes of descent of the angel seen in Chap-

ter 2: directly on the heart, or physically by being perceived by one or more of

the five senses.158 Ibn ʿArabī mentions elsewhere that if the angel does not take

a specific shape, hismessage becomes his shape.159The revelation is like a voice

(ṣawt) from the interior to the exterior, likened by the Prophet to “a chain on

rocks” (silsila ʿalā al-ṣafwān),160 a phrase that Ibn ʿArabī uses frequently, which

may be either God’s speech striking down the angels, or the Revelation at its

strongest, as when associated with Moses, or with Gabriel and the effect it has

on the Prophet.161

Commenting on Q 18:68, Ibn ʿArabī reiterates that revealed divine laws are

transmitted by the angel called “Trustworthy Spirit” (al-rūḥ al-amīn), the Holy

Spirit,162 or simply the Spirit,163which is usually identifiedwithGabriel.164 Else-

where, echoing themultilayeredmeaningof the Spirit seen earlier, he describes

it at some point as the “foremost of the angels” (qāʾim muqaddam al-jamāʿa

[al-malāʾika]),165 and elsewhere as the “messenger of themessengers” (rasūl al-

rusul). The definition of Spirit shifts when it is involved in the Quranic verses

where God speaks in the first person singular: Then the source of Revelation

(ʿayn al-waḥī) is the source of the Spirit, and its deliverer is God Himself. Thus,

this Spirit is not the source of the angel as much as it is the message, unknown

to the angels, because this Spirit, by not being incarnated in light like them,

cannot be perceived even by them.166

only confirms the details of the legislative one, and if any revealed details go against it,

then it has been inspired by something else than an angel (ibid. 310. 7,448).

158 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 14. 1,467. Elsewhere he describes the descent on the heart as the

angels marking the heart, and the self—or the soul (nafs)—reading what is marked (mar-

qūm), (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 340. 8,179).

159 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 559. 12,230.

160 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,146.

161 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 350. 8,342. See a similar description in ibid., 518. 11,82.

162 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4.464.

163 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 31. 1,611.

164 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 42. 2,21 is one example.

165 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 371. 9,352.

166 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 287. 7,189–190. Thoughnot known to angels, this Spirit is still consid-
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In a small chapter on the “knowledge of the angelic message” (maʿrifat al-

risāla al-malakiyya), Ibn ʿArabī details the course of the message, from the

moment of God’s given decision, to its implementation on Earth:167 He reveals

it to the closest angel near the Seat, and themessage is passed down from angel

to angel through the Heavens. Interestingly, he likens this angelic transmission

to the “breaking down of the Word” (inqisām al-kalima). The Word goes from

a unity (aḥadiyya) through seven stages (mirroring the seven Heavens), before

being broken down at the Lote Tree, and is then transmitted through the Heav-

ens and down. This relationship between angels and the concept of words (and

Names) will bemademore evident in the symbolic function. Themessage thus

transmitted to Earth by the “angel of water” (malak al-māʾ) is then distributed

to the “angels of the touches” (malāʾika al-lammāt) who have access to hearts.

Then begins the battle with satans, who have the same access and can present

deceptively similar messages. On the angels of water, Ibn ʿArabī elaborates that

this is the medium through which they communicate revelation (in its general

sense), and so all animals know it in their innermost secret (al-sirr), while the

“two heavy ones” (men and jinn) do not—implying that this is why they also

need revealed Laws. This transmission by water, however imperfect, explains

also why people like or dislike other people instinctively.

Ibn ʿArabī writes that the general transmission by angels of the touches

explains that “the wise politics for the good of the world” (al-siyāsa al-

ḥikamiyya li-maṣāliḥ al-ʿālam) happen in societieswho have lost their prophets

or did not receive a divine Law. Angels come with inspiration (ilhām) and

touches, guiding people by their thoughts (afkārihim), although not by their

innermost secrets (asrārihim).168

2.2.2 Gabriel and Other Named Angels

Gabriel is the angelic name that appears most often, a common case in Islamic

writings. Classically referred to as “specialized in prophecy” (al-makhṣūṣ bi-l-

ered as a mediator (wāsiṭa) between God and the receiver (ibid. 559. 12,121), even though

this Spirit sounds similar to the angels in the shape of their message, seen above.

167 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 160. 5,435–437. Its general outline is shared in many Islamic cos-

mologies, such as that of the Brethren of Purity (Gardet, “Les anges en islam” 223).

168 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 160. 5,436–437, and ibid. 73. 5,18 where he calls this wisdom “objec-

tive moral law” (al-nāmūs al-waḍʿī). A similar passage is presented in ibid. 369. 9,267,

where this inspiration in absence of revealed Law is breathed by “the holy divine Spirit

in (the) soul” (wa-yanfuthu al-rūḥ al-ilāhī al-qudsī fī rūḥihi).

This “moral law,” nāmūs, is a word inherited from the Greek and platonic writings,

which gained a rich history in Arabic; interestlingly, it is also used sometimes as a per-

sonal name for Gabriel (Coulon, La magie en terre d’islam, 101; “n-m-s” in Lisān al-ʿArab).
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inbāʾ) from the very beginning of the Futūḥāt,169 he is the master of the “role

of human messenger” (maqām al-risāla al-bashariyya).170 Ibn ʿArabī also clas-

sically identifies him as the angel sent to Mary and insists he is the father of

Jesus—and Jesus is thus seen as half-human half-angel,171 allowing Ibn ʿArabī

to reject the Trinity dogma. Gabriel is also mentioned many times around the

notion of “good behavior” (iḥsān).172 Another recurrence concerning Gabriel

is his appearance as Diḥya (d. ca. 50/670), who was said to be the most beau-

tiful man of his time (ajmal ahl zamānihi).173 A possible explanation for this

systematic appearance of Gabriel is given elsewhere by Ibn ʿArabī, regarding

humans’ difficulty to perceive the spiritual world. In a particular paragraph in

the chapter on the jinn, he explains that a perceived shape is “bound by the

gaze” (yuqayyiduhu al-baṣar) in a way that does not allow it to change from

this given shape, as it acts like a veil (sitr) allowing the eye to follow it. If the

shape changes, it becomes “unseen” to the viewer (ghāba ʿanhu), the sameway

a flame disappears if the candle is taken away.174 If the human eye is to see the

flame, the candle cannot change as it burns, and so Diḥya would then be the

only way for humans to see and apprehend Gabriel, once he has appeared as

such.

Another angel mentioned by name is Seraphiel (Isrāfīl), whose role in the

resurrection is to blow the trumpet twice: once to annihilate the barzakhī

life forms that just ended, and a second time to make the new forms come

to life.175 Then we also find Ridwān, the keeper of Paradise, and Mālik the

keeper of Hell, the latter being annihilated on the Last Day when Hell is trans-

formed;176 the four main angels Gabriel, Michael, Seraphiel, and Ismael, men-

tioned together as being models for mystical knowers to be “on the heart of”

one of them;177 Hārūt and Mārūt in the context of the “dwelling” (manzil) of

their science, the science of magic (siḥr).178 Although unnamed in most of his

169 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, Presentation, 1,88. It appears in different forms, jibrīl here, or more

rarely jibraʾīl as in ibid. 1,95.

170 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 159. 5,433.

171 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,179, ibid. 557. 11,187.

172 For example, Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,152, ibid. 70. 3,260, bid. 73. 5,37.

173 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 560. 12,439. He means here Diḥya b. Khalīfa al-Kalbī, companion of

the Prophet, see Lammens, Pellat, “Diḥya,”ei².

174 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 9. 1,426.

175 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 64. 2,206. This exact role is given to Michael in Christian patristic

literature (Daniélou, The Angels 108).

176 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 148. 5,380. See the discussion about the Akbarian hell in the “cos-

mological topography” earlier.

177 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,320.

178 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 271. 7,19.
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textual appearances and described as a “strange angel” (malak gharīb) of the

seventh Heaven,179 we find Azrael taking up souls,180 and not being able to go

back without a soul once he has appeared to humans.181 Then there are Azazel

(ʿazāzīl), the Light, and the Spirit among the list of angels governing modes of

being mentioned earlier;182 and finally, angels of the grave described as fright-

ening ( faẓīʿ), though they are not given names in the Futūḥāt.183

Ibn ʿArabī mentions the suffix “el” (al-ill) as a divine name added to angels

and spirits, giving the example of Gabriel, Michael and “Abdael” (ʿabdaʾil). We

have also seen in the previous chapter that he makes of this suffix a spiritual

station, a first example of the symbolic function given to angels.

3 Building on the Basic Quranic Functions: Angels in Relationship to

Humans, Spirits and Other Beings

After reviewing general Quranic functions, I review below the first three func-

tions seen in Chapter 1, the functions of common or daily angelic interactions

with the human world. Ibn ʿArabī tends to represent angels quite classically

here.

3.1 Angels Compared to Humans

Wewill first review the discussion around the relationship between Adam and

angels, which overlaps many functions, as in the previous chapters. In a mys-

tical take on the story of Adam’s creation, and answering the 45th question

attributed to al-Tirmidhī on how to obtain precedence on angels, men are seen

as superior to angels in that God gave Adam the “Names demanded by these

Disclosures inwhich I chose to revealMyself toMy servants.”184 Angels are one-

179 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 348. 8,315.

180 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 348. 8,315.

181 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4,35. This illustrates the common theological understanding that

death is unchangeable,with anuance inḥadīth, thatAzrael showeddeference for only one

human being, Muḥammad (Burge, Angels in Islam 78, 97), which can be seen as a case of

credo function, for legitimacy purposes.

182 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 303. 7,375. Interestingly, Azazel in Islamic tradition is usually seen as

a fallen angel or a jinn (Vajda, “ʿAzāzīl,”ei²), however, here he is part of a listwith archangel

names such as Gabriel and Michael, of the Highest Council.

183 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,170.

184 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4, 465.

The idea that angels possess partial knowledge of God has been seen before in Chap-

ter 2 and is also found in other traditions (see for example Kanaan, “Création et être

angéliques” 222–224).
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dimensional compared to humans, esoteric to us but exoteric only in their own

milieu, which fits the general picture made clearer later.185

However, this particular superiority does notmean thatmen are better than

angels, as the angelic rank is still superior to the human rank. This means

that man is of a “more complete constitution” (akmala nashʾatan) than that

of angels.186 In a particular passage, Ibn ʿArabī even relates a scene in which

he asks the Prophet himself to put an end to this particular dispute around the

preference or merit ( faḍl) between angels and humans. The Prophet answers

him that “angels are better” (inna al-malāʾika afḍal).187 So we have a double

relationship, and the resolution of the debate seems to lie for Ibn ʿArabī in the

perspective given by the qualities of each being: while man is “more complete”

(akmal), angel is “better” (afḍal).188

Interestingly, Ibn ʿArabī makes a difference between a human being born in

a community that received a messenger, and a human born into a community

that did not. In the first case, the child is born with “two companions” (qarī-

nayn), an angel and a demon, as per a known late antique tradition already

seen in Chapter 3; while in the second case, the child does not have any com-

panions, and behaves according to his own nature, and directly guided by God.

185 Echoing some explanations in Chapter 2 to this event, Ibn ʿArabī writes that the mis-

understanding of the angels when facing Adam is due to their lack of an “esoteric” or

“internal” dimension (bāṭin), so being made only of an external dimension, they cannot

guess Adam’s internal one, see ibid. 73. 4,454. They also see in Adam the composition of

elements which announces strife, which angels would like to avoid, see ibid. 560. 12,422.

186 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4, 557. Or as he puts it elsewhere: “Man is of a more complete

constitution, angel is of amore complete position” (al-insān akmala nashʾatan, wal-malak

akmala manzila) (ibid. 71. 3,511). See also ibid. 358. 8,499. Being the last type of creature

created, and themost complete one, this iswhyGod gavehumans the deputyship (khilāfa)

of the Earth, ibid. 10. 1,435. For a discussion on the comprehensiveness typical to man as

opposed to the limited natures of angels, seeWebb, Hierarchy 250–251.

187 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,438. The argument endorsing this statement by the Prophet is

the ḥadīth, according to which any human invoking (dhikr) God, God invokes him “in a

better assembly” (malaʾ khayra minhum). See the section on the praxis function below.

188 Murata mentions Ibn ʿArabī’s position in her article as well, although she explains it in

another way: Angels are superior to mankind “as the microcosm,” while they are inferior

tomanwhen he is the “PerfectMan” (Murata, “The Angels,” 341–342). The quality of being

“more complete” may indicate this potentiality of humanity of reaching the stage of “Per-

fect Man.” As for Michael A. Sells, he also discusses this completeness (kamaliyya) of man

as being a way of Ibn ʿArabī’ going against the image of the ascetic mystic to mean man is

complete, “not ‘perfect’ as having shed human imperfections, but rather ‘complete’ in the

sense of embracing all realities,” including their very human ones, away from being “only”

like the angels. See Sells, Michael A.Mystical Languages of Unsaying (Chicago: University

of Chicago Press, 1994), 79.
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He further explains that anything good or bad coming from the child is caused

by his angel or his demon, and does not concern the child, but is aimed at the

person(s) taking care of the child: Thus, a human becomes responsible for his

ownbehavior, in relation to the divine or to the self, only at the age of reason.189

While they are also “of the intellect” (ʿaqlī), angels do think contrary to

humans. This is because thought/reflection ( fikr) is of the “natural elemen-

tal rule” (ḥukm al-ṭabʿ al-ʿunṣurī),190 and from this thinking force (al-quwwa

al-mufakkira) derives the “imaginative force” (al-quwwa al-mūṣawwira) that is

specific to the human genre191 (this is also related to what we saw in the previ-

ous section: Angels have natural bodies, but not elemental ones). As he writes

elsewhere: “As much as the imagination of man is not in want of images, so is

the essence of angels not inwant of shapes.”192The richness of this particularity

of humanity, thought or mental reflection, is mirrored in the selves of angels,

their essence, that can take as many shapes as men are able to imagine shapes.

Angels could thus appear as receptors modelled by men’s active imagination.

On the other hand, angels share with humans and jinn, by virtue of being

spirits governing bodies, that the theophany (tajallī) is hidden from them by

the “veil of the Unseen” (ḥijāb al-ghayb), contrary to the rest of creatures.

However, angels receive knowledge from God by divine notification (al-taʿrīf

al-ilahī) while jinn and humans obtain it through insight (naẓar) and inquiry

(istidlāl).193 Another difference previouslymentioned and thatwill be explored

later is that angels are created and placed in a fixed station, while human can

gain (kasb) one or more.194

3.2 The Narrative Function: Helping Angels, Fighting Angels

Ibn ʿArabī covers the classical helping roles of this narrative function in his

chapter on “angelicwilāya,” echoingwhat has been previously seen in the other

189 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 298. 7,325. In the case of prophets and Friends, these demonic com-

panions cannot access themof influence them, and the qarīn of the Prophet even became

Muslim (ibid. 69. 3,160). For more on these companions and quranāʾ, see Rasic, Bedeviled.

190 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4, 342. However, this is not necessarily linked to knowledge (ʿilm),

since angels are repeatedly described as being more knowledgeable of God than men (as

seen in the next part). On these differentmodes of acquiring knowledge, see also Chittick,

The Sufi Path 159.

191 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,241.

192
.ةروصنعولختالكلملاتاذكلذك،ةروصنعناسنإلالايخولخيالامكو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 305. 7,397

193 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 317. 7, 522.

194 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 314. 7,486.
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chapters. He also uses Quranic vocabulary provided by the “alluding verses,”

interpreting them fully as concerning angelic realities.195

God has angels interceding for everyone on Earth “in general” (ʿumūman)

and for the believers “specifically” (khuṣūṣan),196 while the Prophet intercedes

for everyone including angels.197 Similarly, while prophets intercede for the

believers “by sight” (ʿan naẓar), that is, believers convinced by proof, these

believers themselves will intercede for those who are believers by tradition

(because of education and family), while angels intercede “for all who have

noble traits of character in this world, even if they are not believers.”198Within

the mystical vocabulary of Ibn ʿArabī, the Moses Presence (al-ḥaḍra al-

mūsawiyya) is described as an opening door to intercession for angels,199 and

as an example of his stress on compassion, he mentions the ḥadīth on inter-

cession, illustrating the compassion that remains after all intercessions are

done.200

Regarding the fighting angels, we can mention here angels sent to Badr to

fight alongside the Prophet, described as being from the thirdHeaven, the crea-

tures of which are characterized by warrior-like qualities.201 Facing Satan and

his armies, God has armies of angels;202 and angels are dedicated by God to

watch over those who fight between themselves (al-mutashāḥinīn) until they

settle, and intercede and pray for them.203

195 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 154. 5,409–415. For example, “al-ṣāffāt” and “al-mursalāt.” These

angelic roles are also talked about in relationship to the element of water in ibid. 198.

6,316–317. We find also other classical roles, such as different instances of helping angels

ordered to urge someone about not doing a reprehensible act (ibid. 398. 10, 117. There is a

similar scene, for example, in ibid. 558. 11,254).

196 Ibn ʿArabī,al-Futūḥāt 560. 12,575.They areusually described as asking forgiveness for those

on Earth, as in ibid. 342. 8,210.

197 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1,454. In answering the 73rd question of al-Tirmidhī, Ibn ʿArabī

states that the Prophet intercedes for all creatures in a particular order: first angels, then

the other prophets, the Friends, the believers, animals, plants, and minerals or inanimate

objects ( jamād) last (ibid. 73. 4,506). This order is echoed in ibid. 64. 2,208.

198
انمؤمنكيملنإو,ايندلايفقالخألامراكمىلعناكنميفعفشتفةكئالملاامأو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 374, 9,417

199 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 337. 8,133.

200 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 392 10.82, ḥadīth no. 11463 from Masnad Aḥmad:

نيمحارلامحرأيقبونونمؤملاونوّيبنلاعفشوةكئالملاتعفش:لوقيهللانّإ

201 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 12. 1,455.

202 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 383. 9,581–582.

203 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 117. 5,268. This could be seen as a heightened awareness of strife

within the Islamic empire.
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We also find angels in the role of scribes in a similar way as found in the

Sufi tafsīr. In a saying attributed to the Prophet, angels are witnesses of the

good deeds of the servant, while God is the watcher (raqīb) of what is inside

his heart.204 Angels do not write down what a human does or thinks until he

says it (lā yaktub ḥattā talaffaẓa bihi).205 Echoing a similar concept in previous

chapters, thesedeeds are then takenwith the angels up to theHeavens.Another

detail is added to the role of the angel-scribes: When the speaker speaks with

God in hismind, at thatmoment the spokenword is seen by the angel as a light

thrown by the speaker, a light which the angel picks up and keeps until the Last

Day.206

Regarding a new role seen in the Sufi commentaries, Ibn ʿArabī also writes

about the angels of thewombs: angels in charge of “bringing about the forms in

thewombs” (inshāʾ al-ṣuwar fī al-arḥām),207who “turn around the drops [in the

wombs] from one state to another” ( fa-yuqallibūn al-nuṭaf min ḥāl ilā ḥāl) as

per the divine order.208 However, he takes care to remind the reader elsewhere,

commenting on verse (3:6), thatGod is the ultimate form-maker (al-muṣawwir)

and not the angel.209

Amongother classical roles, we find angels guiding humans souls in Paradise

to “their palaces” (quṣūrihim) because these are drunk on the vision of God

(sukr al-ruʾya) and lost by “the plentifulness of good on their way” (limā zāda-

hum min al-khayr fī ṭarīqi-him);210 angels guarding Medina against the Dajjāl

in apocalyptic times;211 and Jesus coming back to Eastern Damascus supported

by two angels.212

A last note regarding this function is on a curiously sadistic ḥadīth involving

a lack of help from angels. God orders the angel not to answer the request of

someone for awhile, becauseHe loves hearing his voice.213 This ḥadīth appears

204 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 560. 12,677. This ḥadīth, partially paraphrased here, is referenced in

the index, however it does not appear to have been recorded by one of the other classical

ḥadīth scholars.

205 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 417. 10,204. More details on this idea, with similarities to the Sufi

commentaries, see: ibid. 544. 11,159, ibid. 560. 12,429.

206 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 544. 11,159.

207 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 7. 1,407.

208 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 371. 9,309.

209 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,184.

210 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 65. 2,235. This seems to refer to a ḥadīth not referenced elsewhere.

211 Mentioning a ḥadīth (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 4,259.)

212 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 366. 9,62; ibid. 9,69. This is a motif also found in Christian patristic

literature: Daniélou, The Angels and Their Mission 35.

213
“.هتوصعمسأنأبّحأيّنإف،تقولااذهيفنالفةجاحضقتال”:كلملللوقيهللانّأانيوردقو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 349. 8, 323
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in anotherwork of al-Qushayrī, and this generalmotif of unanswered prayers is

repeated in different works by different authors, discussed by Atif Khalil, who

presents different reasons behind this apparent “sadism.”214

3.3 The Theological Function: Angels Illustrating the Credo

As characters supporting or illustrating the Islamic credo, angels are seen

throughout the Futūḥāt, in similar roles as those found in Chapter 1, for in-

stance, in the context of the shahāda,215 or in reference to the coming of angels

on Judgment Day.216 In the chapter on the shahāda, in a comment on verse

Q 3:18, angels are seen as the second ones attesting to God’s oneness after Him-

self, along with “Those who know” (ūlī al-ʿilm) as “partners” of God adjoined

to Him by the letter “waw”, however, this partnership is in testimony and tes-

timony only (wa-lā ishtirāk hunā illā fī al-shahāda qaṭʿan).217 Ibn ʿArabī wants

here to avoid any literal reading of his metaphor and strictly delimits the func-

tion of angels in illustrating the credo.

Within the answer to the ninety-sixth question from the list attributed to

al-Tirmidhī, on the ẓāhir and the bāṭin, Ibn ʿArabī explains that “the standing

of the prophets, in which they take from the Unseen by way of faith from the

angels, is the standing of the believers inwhich they take from the prophets,”218

showing the classical role of angels in themonotheistic credo and the faith rela-

tionship and positions between angels, prophets, and believers. Similarly, in

arguing for themonotheistic idea, Ibn ʿArabī elaborates on the error of worship-

ping all kinds of things and creatures, from angels to stones, plants or jinn,219

214 Atif Khalil, “Is GodObliged to Answer Prayers of Petition (Du’a)?” Journal of Medieval Reli-

gious Cultures, 37, no. 2 (2011): 93–109. For example, prayer itself is better than any answer

to it, prayer creates a unique bond with God, placing the supplicant in the ideal state of

one who is fully dependent on God. “The gift lies in the very act of deprivation” (ibid. 105).

215 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt index chapter. 1,161, and ibid. 68. 2,330.

216 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 64. 2,194. They are also seen in charge of the “warning” (indhār) on

the last day in the verse 16:2, a verse described as the “Unity of warning” (tawḥīd al-indhār),

ibid. 198. 6,198.

217 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 67. 2,246. He calls this verse a treasure for the hearts of the mystical

knowers (ibid. 72. 4,13.) In a similar passage, God testifies that the angels and “those who

know” testify to Him of His Oneness (ibid. 198. 6,186.).

218
نوذخأيامعمنينمؤملاةلزنم)يه(ةكئالملانمناميإلاقيرطببيغلانمنوذخأياميفءايبنألاةلزنمو

.ءايبنألانم

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4.541

219 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 325. 7,594.
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even though these did not claim divine status for themselves.220 God’s ultimate

power and unknowability is also illustrated in a comment on the 44th sura,

Ibn ʿArabī writing that not even angels are safe from “God’s cunning” (makr

Allāh).221 Implicitly, humankind should not think itself capable of perceiving

all of God’s intention. Related to this matter, in the answer to the 111th question

attributed to al-Tirmidhī, “What is the act of bowing down?,” Ibn ʿArabī clears

the ambiguity around the bowing to Adam: Angels bow down to the “rank of

knowledge” (martaba al-ʿilm) and not to his “constitution” (nashʾa), which they

share with men,222 and which would be contrary to the monotheistic credo.

3.4 The Religious Praxis Function

Angels are also used in the classical manner of the tafsīr asmodels and encour-

agement for religious practices,223 and for illustrating discussions on theminu-

tiae of these practices.224 Angels are deemed superior tomen in their devotion

(ʿibāda) because their constitution (nashʾa) does not allow them to do other-

wise,225 which also implies that they do not have any specific merit.

On the practice of prayer and invocation, Ibn ʿArabī mentions a khabar,

whereby whoever invokes Him in an assembly is invoked by God in return in

a better one, which Ibn ʿArabī describes as being possibly the angels, of “those

drawn near” (al-muqarrabūn), “the Cherubim especially, that He has dedicated

to His Presence” (al-karūbiyyīn khāṣṣatan, alladhīn ikhtaṣṣahum li-ḥaḍratihi).

He then explains that of all devotional acts, prayer (ṣalāt) is the one that adjoins

the believer to the “stations of those drawn near” (maqāmāt al-muqarrabīn). In

the same passage Ibn ʿArabī writes as if God is talking to angels of “those drawn

near,” showcasing the valor of the human believer who managed to attain the

same station as they have, through his devotions and despite all the hardships

that God has put in his way, and which the angels themselves never experi-

220 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 331. 8,68.

221 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 340. 8,173.

222 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4.548.

223 For instance, see a typical commentary onQuranic verses, with prayers of angelsmade for

believers of good behavior in Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 2.412. Another example is a ḥadīth

explaining that if a believer prays for his brother without him knowing, the angels will do

likewise back to him in ibid. 69. 2,540 (this is the ḥadīth no. 4912 in ṣaḥīḥ muslim), and in

ibid. 73. 4, 537.

224 For instance, a ḥadīth involving Gabriel praying with the Prophet to discuss the times of

prayer in Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 2.427.

225 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 73. 4,567. Their adoration is a common role to all angels, including

between the angels of torment (malāʾikat al-ʿadhāb) and the angel of felicity (malāʾikat

al-naʿīm), ibid. 320, 7, 542.
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enced, once again underlying their lack of merit in their practice. The angels

then ask God that they be given over to him.226

Furthermore, on prayer, commenting on verse Q 96:7, Ibn ʿArabī reiterates

that bowing down (al-sujūd) is the devotion that was ordered to “angels and

all creation” (al-malāʾika wa-l-khalq ajmaʿūn), bringing them “the Nearness”

(al-qurba),227 and that Satan cannot approach someone in the state of bow-

ing down (sujūd).228 He also states that angels cannot pray for evil ( fa-inna

al-malak la yadʿū bi-l-sharr), and that their prayers are always answered, both

because of their purity, and because the object of their prayers is other than

themselves.229 Discussing a ḥadīth, Ibn ʿArabī explains that angels attached

to humans accomplish their turnover by descending and ascending during

the morning and afternoon prayers;230 during prayer, each man is an imam

to the angels who come and pray behind him, “as they bowed down to their

father Adam” (kamā sajadū li-abīhim Ādam).231 Lastly, among the benefits of

bowing down during prayer, someone doing it correctly gains a similar “fra-

grance” (nafḥa) to that of angels, because of one’s “specific angelness” (min

ḥaythu malakiyyatihi al-khāṣṣa). If not, then this devotional act is not con-

sidered done:232 The angelic fragrance thus becomes the validating criteria of

one’s prayer. In this passage, the reciprocity between men and angels is under-

lined once again: Where angels are shown to pray behind men in some cases,

here men pray on the angels’ guidance (iqtidāʾan bi-sujūd al-malaʾ al-aʿlā wa-

bi-hadiyhim).

In the chapter dealing with ritual purification (wuḍūʾ), Ibn ʿArabī reminds

the reader of a prophetic saying according to which the heart is the seat

of the “touch” (lamma) of both Satan and the angels, the last one being of

course purifying.233 In the same chapter regarding purification and washing,

226 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 47. 2,58–59. Angels are also said to attend sessions of invocations

or “remembrance” ( jalsāt dhikr) though its members often cannot see them (ibid. 388.

10,57.)

227 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 48. 2,78.

228 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,78.

229 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 70. 3,325. Ibn ʿArabī reminds us often that the object of their prayers

is usually humanity, such as in his comment on 33:43 around the prayers of God and angels

on the believers (ibid. 69. 3,231–232.)

230 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 2,576. The ḥadīthmentioned is nº1001 in ṣaḥīḥ muslim.

231 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 347. 8,288.

232 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,142. This example seems to concern specifically the bowing

down done after reciting the end of the seventh sura, mentioning the angelic bowing

down.

233 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 57, 2,136, and ibid. 68. 2,327. The purification of the heart by the

angel’s touch is repeated in ibid. 68. 2,344. Elsewhere Ibn ʿArabī says that God created an
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the olfactive field is summoned again, as Ibn ʿArabī writes about etiquette

(adab), mentioning a khabar whereby angels are pushed away by anyone who

lies, pointing that lies are “putrescence” (natan) which equally hurts angels

and humans because the human spirit is of the same constitution as that of

angels.234

As an example of the attention given to detail in all aspects related to the

devotions asked of a believer, a paragraph discusses the repeating of the first

part of the shahāda three times in a row, in the call to prayer (adhān) of the

“Baṣra school” (madhhab al-baṣriyyīn): The first is meant for “the visible world”

(ʿālam al-shahāda), the second for “the world of Power” (ʿālam al-jabarūt),

and the third for “the spiritual world” (ʿālam al-malakūt).235 Concerning the

call to prayer, Ibn ʿArabī mentions elsewhere that if the heart is present to

God, the angel’s touch is not needed to remind the believer of the call to

prayer.236

In discussing alms (zakāt), Ibn ʿArabī explains that such good deeds (ʿamal)

done by someone take on the shapes of angels that ask for forgiveness on

behalf of this person until the Last Day.237 In the part on “the night of Des-

tiny” during Ramadan, the 97th sura and its descent of angels (done together

and not individually) are used to explain that communal devotions are prefer-

able.238

angel dedicated to the heart (khalaqa al-malak al-muwakkal bi-l-qalb), facing at this level

a satan, in ibid. 264. 6,640.

234 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 68. 2,361. This khabar is found in Tabarānī’s al-muʿjam al-kabīr, 57.

This is mentioned again in ibid. 71. 3, 477, and the lack of purification (ightisāl) also drives

angels away (ibid. 560. 12,501–502.) Amore prosaic case is shown in this same last chapter,

in the “prophetic counsels” (al-waṣāyā al-nabawiyya) presented as given to his son-in-law

ʿAlī, whereby angels abhor seeing food stuck in the teeth (ibid. 560. 12, 595–596.) Another

example of angels associated with acts of purification is found in this chapter (ibid. 560.

12,585.) For a reevaluation of the importance of ritual purity in Islam via a study of such

ḥadīth on angels, see Burge, “Impurity / Danger!”

235 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 2.445.

236
.عامسإللةماقإلاوناذألاةلزنمبيهيتلاهتّملبكلملامالعإنعينغيهللاعمبلقلاروضحف

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,165

237
كلملاكلذهلرفغتسي”هنإكالمألاروصنملامعألانمقَلخيُاميفملسوهيلعهللاىلصيبنلالوقوهو

“.ةمايقلامويىلإ

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 70. 3,405

This ḥadīth does not seem to be referenced by other scholars.

238 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 71. 3,563.
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In a story attributed to al-Shiblī, in a series of questions between him and

an unknown person, there is a mention of the “glorification of the angels” (tak-

bīr al-malāʾika) which seems to be the required glorification used during the

pilgrimage.239

Regarding more particular aspects of Islamic practices, Ibn ʿArabī explains

that the “amen” (amīn) is hidden after the last verse of the first sura, because “it

is an unseen element from the Spiritual world” (li-annahu ghayb min ʿālam al-

malakūt).Whoever says amen in agreementwith this “protection of the angels”

(taʾmīn al-malāʾika) will be satisfied,240 with a protection which becomes in

another passage the “protection of the Spirit” (taʾmīn al-rūḥ).241 Similarly, in

the last part of Futūḥāt, one of the counsels (waṣāyā) is a ḥadīth presented

with its sanad that goes back through the Prophet toGabriel, then interestingly,

Michael, followed by Seraphiel, to whom God says that whoever can recite the

bismillah and the first sura in one breath is forgiven, avoids Hell, and meets

Him.242

Commenting on the etiquette of funerals, Ibn ʿArabī explains that it is not

recommended to accompany the procession while riding or crying out loud,

out of respect for the angels present.243 When prayers are done over the de-

ceased, angels respond likewise over to those praying.244

As narrative figures urging the reader to adopt a correct behavior and search-

ing for knowledge, angels are also shown to be following such persons, plac-

ing themselves in their service, and asking for forgiveness on their behalf.245

Among the counsels attributed to the Prophet and given to AbūHurayra, is the

recommendationnot to frightenanyone, lest the angels frightenyouon theLast

Day, and the salutationof aMuslim to another implying that angels pray onhim

239 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4,42.

240 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,234. A similar reflection is found in ibid. 73. 4,547, and ibid. 356.

8, 459.

241 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 5. 1, 382. Ibn ʿArabī elaborates also on the importance of “amen”

echoed by the angels in ibid. 69. 2.526. Commenting further on the first Quranic sura, Ibn

ʿArabīwrites that angels bowdownafter the endof the verse 1:5 (“fromTheewe seekhelp”),

while the prideful ones refuse (ibid. 5. 1,381.)

242 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 560. 12, 546. It is uncharacteristically presented with its sanad and

according to the text, it seems to have been personally collected by Ibn ʿArabī in 601 (Heri-

gian) from one Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī bin Abī al-Fatḥ, whose father was known as al-Kanārī.

243 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,201. In the same passage, a ḥadīth is mentioned showing the

Prophet, like angels, accompanying the procession of a Jewish funeral.

244 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,208.

245 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 560. 12, 550. An example of a classical appearance of angels on this

theme is the ḥadīth involving Gabriel on the importance of taking care of one’s neighbor

(ibid. 72. 4,95).
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seventy times.246 Then the Prophet himself is given counsel by Gabriel, when

God asks himwhether he wants to be a prophet-king or a prophet-servant. The

Prophet then turns to Gabriel for advice, and Gabriel suggests choosing to be a

prophet-servant.247

Regarding more mystical practitioners, Ibn ʿArabī writes that angels and the

“scholars of Unveiling andTestimony” (ʿulamāʾ al-kashf wa-l-shuhūd) share two

modes of devotions: the devotion “of the self” (ʿibāda dhātiyya), and the devo-

tion “of command” (ʿibādat amr), the first one being that of the people and

Paradise.248 Similarly, Ibn ʿArabī counsels a spiritual seeker to practice silence

(ṣamt) whether while journeying or in a retreat, as well as to not pay attention

or talkwith animals, jinnor anyoneof theHighestCouncil.249The threeworlds

are also put in relation with the three dimensions of faith in the practice of

asceticism (zuhd): Asceticism as “muslim” pertains to restraining oneself from

the physical in the Dominion, asceticism as “muʾmin” pertains to restraining

oneself from the self in theworld of Power, and asceticism as “muḥsin” pertains

to restraining oneself from anything other than God in the Spiritual world, and

this is the removing of the veil for the “sect” (implying “the people on the spir-

itual path”).250

4 The Symbolic Function: The Mystical Meta-function of Angels

If Ibn ʿArabī sometimes writes about humans, jinn, and angels through the

lens of common themes or experiences (we will see such examples of theo-

phanies being veiled to them) or writes about all three of them as possessing

the potential of becoming mystical knowers (al-ʿārifin) leaving their bodies,251

he also underlines their differences. In this work, angels appear more often as

a counterpoint to highlight differences between these categories of being, as

seen in the previous part.252 Angels are then used to diversify the cosmologi-

cal landscape and situate different planes of existence, while they are used as

246 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 560. 12, 620. The number seventy and its declinations (seventy thou-

sand, etc.) are strongly associated with angels throughout the Futūḥāt.

247 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 560. 12,656. This ḥadīth does not seem to be referenced elsewhere.

248 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 370. 9.270.

249 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 53. 2,114.

250 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 93. 5,193–194.

251 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 8. 1,412–413.

252 See also Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,177.Men sharewith jinn the potential of being happy

(saʿīd) and so believers (muʾmin), or unhappy (shaqiyy) and so disbelievers (kāfir), while

angels are happy/believers only. Elsewhere, Ibn ʿArabī reminds us of the classical distinc-
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metaphors at other times. It would seem, however, that both functions may

appear at the same time.

Indeed, Ibn ʿArabī often describes humans with angelic adjectives, and we

have seen that he seems to entertain a particular superposition of potential

meanings around humans in the creation, with the matter of the “governing

spirits:” They may be spirits, angels, or capable of creating angels out of their

breaths. This ambivalence could also involve the jinn, whereby the interior of

man could be understood as “jānn.” While this ambivalence might be found

in different degrees and various forms in many Islamicate works, it is found

quite clearly in awork attributed toMaslama al-Qurṭubī, “TheGoal of the Sage”

(Ghāyat al-ḥakīm),253 an author that was probably influential for Ibn ʿArabī.254

Ibn ʿArabī seems to maintain this ambivalence deliberately: On one hand,

in a paragraph commenting on a ḥadīth about the pilgrimage, human-angels

seem to be a reality, where he first compares human hands to the wings of

birds, then reminding the reader that the interior of man (bāṭin al-insān) is

his spirit, and “is in reality a governing angel, which is the third type of angels.”

And because God created all angels with wings, he further states: “Let us know

definitively that our spirits—by their being angels whose station is the govern-

ing of elemental bodies—possess wings, and that these natural bodies were

made as veils between us and them, so that we cannot see them.”255

On the other hand however, a few other paragraphs clearly suggest that this

ismeant as ametaphor only, except for the cases of humans receiving the func-

tion of messengers. In a paragraph discussing the meaning of “angel” as the

function of messenger as well as mentioning the “angels of the breaths,” he

states that:

tion: angels have only divine will (irāda ilāhiyya) and no desire, while humans and jinn

have natural will and desire (ibid. 378. 9,490).

253 He writes that jinn can be part of human nature when anger is too great, and that angels

can be created by a “look,” existing both inside humans and outside in theHighest Council

(Coulon, La magie en terre d’islam 153–154).

254 (ibid. 147).

255
نمثلاثلاعونلامهو،ريبدتلاةكئالمنمةقيقحلايفاكَلَم—هحوروهو—ناسنإلانطابناكاّملو

اعطقملعنف.كلمنماكلمصّخامو،ةحنجأاووذمهنأةكئالملانع—ىلاعت—هللاربخأدقو.ةكئالملا

،ةحنجأووذمهنأ،ةيرصنعلاماسجألاهذهريبدتمهماقمنيذلاةكئالملانميهثيحنم،انسوفننّأ

.اهاّيإانكاردإنع،اننوداباجحةيعيبطلاماسجألاهذهتلعجُو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4,237

This is followed by the example of Gabriel, who appeared as a man, wings invisible to all.
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Any spirit who is not given a message is a spirit, and we do not say of him

“angel”, except as a metaphor. Such are the spirits created from the breaths

of the believers and those invoking God: God creates from their breaths spir-

its who ask forgiveness on the behalf of the one invoking Him until the Last

Day, and so does He out of all their praiseworthy deeds in which are their

breaths.256

He is even more explicit elsewhere, when talking about the impossibility of

changing one’s genus or kind (ṣanf ) within the Creation, using angel then as

a kind and not as a function. He states that “two entities never share one and

the same character, or one and the same position: man can never be angel, nor

angel be man, or messenger be anything else.”257

Thus we have a being presented simultaneously as a governing spirit to a

physical body, and as a governing angel to a physical body, while metaphorical

angels are born out of the breaths of this being. How is the reader to solve these

apparent contradictions?

4.1 Angels as Men, Men as Angels, and Access to the Unseen

There is a particular mirroring between men and angels, mentioned earlier:

Angels are only “external” (ẓāhir) creatures in the Unseen, without an internal

aspect, so they cannot perceive the “internal” (bāṭin) dimension of manbeyond

his external aspect of clay (one of the reasons why angels questioned the cre-

ation of Adam).258 Converselymanusually cannot perceive angels, creatures of

the Unseen that are “bāṭin” from the human point of view. Only after death, in

256
سافنأنمةقولخملاحاورألاك.ازاجماّلإ،كَلَم:هيفلاقيال،حوروهف،ةلاسريطعيالحورلّكو

،ةمايقلامويىلإركِذلاكلذبحاصلنورفغتسياحاورأمهسافنأنمهللاقلخي:هللانيركاذلا،نينمؤملا

.مهسافنأاهيفيتلا،ةدومحملااهّلكمهلامعأنمكلذكو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 155. 5,420

He ends the paragraph with an example of such ametaphor for “angel,” with the mention

of a personal vision of the Prophet explaining that angels are created from the prayers of

the faithful around the Kaaba. As for the more general creations proceeding from men’s

deeds (and not only the praiseworthy ones) Ibn ʿArabī writes elsewhere that they can be

turned into angels, spirits, bodies, or isthmuses (ibid. 188. 6,106).

257
،ادبأكَلَمناسنإلانوكيالف:ادبأةدحاوةلزنميفنانثاعمتجيالو،ادبأدحاوجازميفنانثاعمتجيالف

.ادبأهريغلوسرلاالو،اناسنإكلملاالو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 314. 7,484

258 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 340. 8,177. This idea is also found in Chapter 2.
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the Unseen, does the internal aspect of humans appear externally, thus reach-

ing the same level of “externality” as angels in the non-physical world.259

This is why, after reminding the reader of the obscuring (istitār) of jinn,

angels, and Paradise to men, as well as the existential and etymological link

between these three creations as belonging to the Unseen, Ibn ʿArabī writes

that usually angels and demons see humans “visiblywith their eyes” (shuhūdan

ʿayniyyan), while we humans see them “by faith and not by sight” (īmānan lā

ʿaynan).260 Elsewhere, angels, jinn, and humans are said to be unable to access

the Unseen except in the case of physical miracles, which Ibn ʿArabī calls “the

breaking of habits” (kharq al-ʿawāʾid).261 Of course the extent of this access,

or lack thereof, is different to each of these beings: Angels access more of the

Unseen than jinn do, while jinn themselves have more access to the Unseen

than humans do. This access to the Unseen is related to Ibn ʿArabī’s theory on

theophanies: These happen permanently and they are seen externally by all

creatures, except for those gifted of speech, that is, men, jinn, and angels—

“because theophanies to them are from behind the veil of the Unseen.”262 An

exception is that of the mystical knowers, for whom theophanies are visible

and permanent aswell, they know the “who” and “why” of the subject of a given

theophany, however, the “how” remains God’s knowledge alone.263

Another exception to the rule of invisibility of angels to the “average” human

being—apart from miracles—is the 5,000 angels sent to the battle of Badr,

which were visible to the army of believers.264 Yet another exception, due to

“piercing vision” (nufūdhal-baṣar) is the case of Ibn ʿAbbās andAichawhoboth

saw Gabriel without him meaning to be seen by any other than the Prophet,

with whom he was conversing.265 This might reflect the ever-growing specific

regard for the first generationof Muslimswhowere in contactwith theProphet,

as if this gave them particular access to spiritual dimensions. This access is

translated here into their being able to see angels when they usually would not.

More generally in Ibn ʿArabī’s writings, only prophets and Friends of God

have the capacity to access the Unseen in a systematic manner, as if reflecting

their capacity of knowing themselves, their “interior” (bāṭin). Being able to per-

ceive the Unseen indicates a higher spiritual position, as the men of Unveiling

259 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 518. 11,84.

260 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 388. 10,56.

261 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 297. 7,311–312.

262 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 317. 7,522: fa-inna al-tajallī lahummin khalf ḥijāb al-ghayb.

263 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 276. 7,79.

264 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 154. 5,412.

265 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 366. 9,73.
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(ahl al-kashf ) do not even need to practice seclusion in order to gain the capac-

ity of seeing “the higher spirits and the spirits of fire” (al-arwāḥ al-ʿulwiyya wa-

l-arwāḥ al-nāriyya).266 However, Ibn ʿArabī also writes that seclusion allows its

practitioner to be only near the Spiritual world (al-malakūt), with access only

to theDominion (al-mulk) and the imaginalworld (al-jabarūt),267where angels

manifest themselves out of the Spiritualworld.Wemight alsomentionhere the

specific category of humans, the ten men called “the men of the Unseen” (rijāl

al-ghayb) from the cosmological hierarchies presented in the previous section.

These are noted for their discretion, talking in whispers, possibly named thus

for their capacity to veil themselves from human sight, or from being of the

good jinn, or even from nourishing themselves from the Unseen world and not

from the physical world.268

Elsewhere, Ibn ʿArabīmentions that somemystical knowers (ʿārifīn) say that

the “constitution of the next world” (nashʾa al-ākhira) reverses the rules: The

spirit becomes more powerful than the body, hence they can change shape

however they like, “the same way angels do today with us” (kamā al-yawm

ʿindanā al-malāʾika).269 Some people recognize a “spiritual” (ruḥānī) by its

shape, which may or may not resemble a human being, and which might

appear externally from the viewer (min al-khārij), or internally (min al-dākhil).

Conversely, “all angels know man if he becomes spiritual, and he appears to

them as one of them, or by a foreign shape unknown to them.”270

Answering the 58th question of the list of questions attributed to al-

Tirmidhī, Ibn ʿArabī uses verses Q 6:9 and Q 17:95 to explain that “man learns

of his self and his rank only by the form,” that is, the human form as vision or

shape, as opposed to the formless spiritual, and soangels arenot sent in another

formor shape than the humanone.271 Thus the general rule remains that, in the

266 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 78. 5, 118. This capacity of understandingGod’s Self-disclosures seem

indeed to be the prerogative of the “people of Unveiling” (Chittick, The Self-Disclosure of

God 52–57).

267 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 78. 5, 120.

268 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,291–292.

269 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 293. 7,278.

270
اهلثماوريملةبيرغةروصبوأ،مهدحأةروصبمهيفرهظو،نحورتاذإناسنإلانوفرعيمهلكةكئالملاو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 311. 7,460

We have translated the neologism “tarawḥana” as “becoming spiritual.”

271
.ةروصلانمالإملعُتالهتبترموهسفنبناسنإلاةفرعمف

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt, 73. 4,489

He also writes, as an example of these verses: “one does not reap other than the fruit of his

deeds.”
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physical world, angels will appear as humans, and humans will appear in

the Unseen as angels. Both kinds may take another shape than their own in

the world that is not their own, however, in their own world, both appear

as they are: Gabriel in the Unseen will appear as Gabriel and not as another

angel, and a given man in the physical world will only appear there as him-

self.272

Of the external angelic apparitions, themost well-known is Gabriel, appear-

ing as Diḥya al-Kalbī, as seen previously, with the possible explanation that his

continual appearance in this same shapewas due to the limitations of the phys-

ical world and vision. However, this limitation of human vision seems to be the

reflection of a limitation of belief as well, touching on the testing function of

angels, as Ibn ʿArabī writes that the Prophet’s companions did not give their

true gaze (naẓar ṣaḥīḥ) its due (ḥaqqahu), or the divinematter its due. Thus, by

seeing only Diḥya and not understanding that it was Gabriel, they were “believ-

ers who did not believe,”273 and did not see thatGabriel’s bodywas not a physical

body but an imaginal body ( jasadmutakhayyal).274 Taking elsewhere as exam-

ples two ḥadīth about the appearance (tamaththul) of Paradise and Gabriel to

the Prophet, Ibn ʿArabī explains that “the appearance of something is not the

thing itself, but its semblance.”275

Where do these perceptions of the Unseen take place, whether internally or

externally to the observer’s gaze? In the imaginal world, of which the Unseen is

often synonymous, but also only a part of it, since the physicalworld is included

in this world. In this great isthmus, angels are able to take shape in this space

of Discontinuous Imagination (al-khayāl al-munfaṣil) where jinn also change

shape at their will. In this dimension, they appear to men as an “imagined

thing” (al-mutakhayyal), part of the human faculty of Continuous Imagination

(al-khayāl al-muttaṣil), which is itself included in the bigger Unlimited Imagi-

272 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 311. 7,458–459. He writes elsewhere more extensively about these

apparitions, as prophets or as angels (ibid. 198. 6,248–250).

273 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt, 381. 9,543: al-ṣādiqūn alladhīn mā ṣadaqū.

274 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 178. 5,624.

275
.ههبشوهلب،ءيشلانيعوهامءيشلالّثمتو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 126. 5,300

Though a visual apparition might not be equal to its full meaning, Ibn ʿArabī uses com-

parisons with physical phenomena to make the reader understand the transformative

process: “water is transformed into vapor, as angels turn into human form, and so are the

theophanies” (ibid. 370. 9,371).
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nation.276 This is the space where imaginal bodies contained within elemental

bodies can encounter other imaginal bodies, as well as the bodies of light.

This capacity of imagination is typical to man, as seen in the previous sec-

tion; it derives from his “thinking force” (al-quwwa al-fikriyya). This is under-

lined in a passage stating that spirits cannot take on a shape (ṣūra) except one

that is already present in the natural world, and this taking of a shape happens

according to their essence (taṣawwur dhātiyyan) and not out of an imaginative

force that remains the prerogative of humanity.277 This human particularity of

having visions is possible only for the “elemental animal constitution,”278 thus

excluding angels.

He also explains where such visions take place: from the “presence of the

felt senses” (ḥaḍra al-maḥsūsāt) to the “presence of Continuous Imagination,”

which is situated in the front of thebrain (muqaddamal-dimāgh)—fromwhich

emanates the Spirit in charge of the images of the Limited Imagination. This

angel delivers the images God wishes to show, which can appear within man’s

imagination (in the narrow sense), and these images can be allegorical, such as

a bird representing an angel.279 This physical dimension of angelic interaction

is also mentioned elsewhere, characterized by the body becoming cold after-

ward.280 This confirms an interesting feature seen before in the angel/human

relationship: While angels can be responsible for visions, or be a vision them-

selves in the imaginal world, only humans are able to receive visions, as if their

constitution itself gave them a kind of depth for this possibility of reflection.

This imaginal dimension is also that of sleep (nawm), in which angels, jinn,

and the “interior of man” (bāṭin al-insān) appear, all three in forms (ṣuwar) that

become external in this imaginal dimension. In this same paragraph, Ibn ʿArabī

explains that these forms are nourished by both the nourishment of the senses

(rizq ḥissī) and by “ideational” nourishment (maʿnawī), which is the nourish-

ment of sciences, theophanies, and states (al-ʿulūm, al-tajalliyyāt, al-aḥwāl).281

276 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 177. 5, 572–573.

277 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,241. See also ibid. 311. 7,455. If the shape changes, it is sign that

it is of jinn origin, from an elemental origin, and so not to be trusted (ibid. 198. 6,357).

278 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 188. 6,112: al-nashʾa al-ʿunṣuriyya al-ḥayawāniyya.

279 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 188. 6,104. This appears in the long chapter dedicated to visions, too

long to be summarized here. He classifies visions, their rank, their context of apparition.

He also says that visions reflect the personal states of the one having them, and that we

are all part of God’s own vision.

280 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 310. 7,448.

281 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1,465. Elsewhere Ibn ʿArabī makes a difference between visions

while awake (ruʾya) and while asleep (ruʾyā), the latter being the beginning of Revela-

tion (ibid. 188. 6,99). The state of sleep is of a great importance, as he also writes “All
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The imaginal may be relevant to the physical senses, although not always, as

seen in a discussion around the ḥadīth, where Gabriel enjoins people to wor-

ship God as if they saw Him. Ibn ʿArabī sees this as another example of the

intermediary of imagination to help the believer: Worshipping God as if imag-

ining Him is acceptable. Immanence via imagination is not forbidden, while

the physical embodiment of God is (as felt by the five senses, maḥsūsan). Ibn

ʿArabī notes that the nature of imagination is to give a shape to what is shape-

less, by “an internal sense between the intellect and the sensible.”282 In a similar

passage, the shapes appearing in this intermediary dimension, allowing the

apparition of creatures that are not possible in the physical plane, are quali-

fied as “corporeous” ( jismānī).283

4.2 Different Degrees of Communication with the Divine

Referring toGod’s twohands creatingAdamand to the fundamental concept of

image/shape (ṣūra) betweenmen and angels seen above, Ibn ʿArabī alsowrites:

“Spirits and images are between angels and humanity. Humanity for the direct-

ness of the two hands, angels are the coming and going between the eye and

the eye, from non-place to place, from place to non-place, from place to place,

and from non-place to non-place.”284 This curious-sounding sentence covers

the whole messenger function of angels in the universe, between all kinds of

existent things (those that are situated, and those that are not, in the imagi-

nal world), and the coming and going between places which might possibly

include “between men.” It also refers to a key concept of the two eyes, symbol

of the two types of knowledge necessary to reach God according to Ibn ʿArabī:

the eye of reason (that may grasp the concept of divine transcendence), and

the eye of imagination (that may perceive images, symbols of partial divine

immanence).285 These two types of knowledge are also presented elsewhere

existence is sleep, and its wakefulness is sleep” ( fa-l-wujūd kulluhu nawm, wa-yaqẓatuhu

nawm) (ibid. 188. 6,111).

282 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,201: ḥiss bāṭin bayna al-maʿqūl wa-l-maḥsūs.

Imaginal images are opposed towhat Ibn ʿArabī understoodChristians as doing (seeing

God in physical images), which they did rightfully so, he writes, until Muhammad came

with a new Law (Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints 84; Futūḥāt 36. 1,660–669).

283 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 463. 10,390.

284
نيأالنم؛نيعلاونيعلانيبددرتللةكئالملاو،نيديلاةرشابملرشبلا.رشبوةكئالمنيب،روصلاوحاورألاف

.نيأالىلإنيأالنمو،نيأىلإنيأنمو،نيأالىلإنيأنمونيأىلإ

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 559. 12,18

285 Chittick, The Sufi Path 246, 362.
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as knowledge of realization helped by signs/verses and suras, and knowledge

given in the externalized shapes of human spirits.286

Echoing the section above, Ibn ʿArabī also explains the relationship to God

between men and angels with the interior/exterior dimensions. The relation

of man to the Real (nisbat al-insān ilā al-ḥaqq) is through his internal direction

( jihat bāṭinihi), while the angels’ is through the external direction ( jihat ẓāḥiri-

hi), although humans will have access to God through both directions after

death,287 thus sharingwith angels the samemean of communicationwithGod.

Regarding the fundamental mediating role of angels, Ibn ʿArabī uses some

Names of God, “the First” and “the Last,” to describe that God (as First) is in

relationship with man, (the Last) creature to come into existence, the media-

tionbetween the twohavingbeen given to angels. Because angels aremediators

and as such can only be enclosed into something larger, theywere not given the

Deputyship (khilāfa), given to man for his completeness.288 The all-pervasive

presence of the divine is also illustrated by the description of four angels com-

ing from four different directions (East, West, above and below) asking each

other “Where do you come from?,” and all responding: “From God.”289

However, on the narrower subject of human prophecy, Ibn ʿArabī writes

that it can be transmitted “without an angelic spirit between God and his ser-

vant,”290 which seems to be different from one of the two ways of angelic mes-

sage transmission, from the interior and exterior, as seen previously. We have

also seen that sometimes the message may be itself the angel’s shape. Else-

where, direct communication is reached once the veil of angels and prophet

is removed.291 He also writes: “Since the knowledge vivifies the hearts, as the

spirits vivify the bodies in their entirety; the knowledge was named Spirit,

which the angels brought down on the hearts of the servants of God, deliv-

ering to them, and revealing without mediation in the case of [some of the]

servants.”292 This establishes a direct communication, helped by angels, who

are presented as helpers.

286 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 277. 7.84.

287 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,454.

288 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 405. 10,150.

289 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4, 57.

290
.هدبعنيبوهللانيبيكـلمحورريغنم

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 156. 5,421

291 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 559. 12,302–303.

292
ةكئالملاهبلزنت،احورملعلايّمُس:اهّلكماسجألانايعأحاورألابايحتامكبولقلاهبايحتملعلاناكاّملو

.اضيأٍدابعقِّحيفةطساوريغنمهبيحوتو،هيقلتوهللادابعبولقىلع

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 368. 9,143
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Beyond themediation of angels, he underlines the difference between three

forms of communication from the divine, the angelicmediation being only one

of them. First is the “revelation” (waḥī) in a narrow sense, which is communi-

cated to the heart without mediation; second, a speech given via an image or

form (ṣūra), such as the burning bush forMoses; and third, the speech given via

an angelic messenger. However, these are not necessarily exclusive, as he then

explains that Revelationmay begin with a vision (ruʾyā) during sleep, and then

move on by imagination to the external apparition of an angel.293 This divine

communication or connection, from the Unseen, can also be done in a specific

mode, so that the message is inaccessible to other men and angels, Ibn ʿArabī

calling this modality “of the special face” (min al-wajh al-khāṣṣ).294

Commenting on the grammatical aspect of verse Q 33:56, Ibn ʿArabī writes

about another type of connectionwith the divine, which singles out the Proph-

et through prayer. He explains that the prayer of God on the Prophet is done via

the station of the prayer of angels on him, so that the prayer of God and angels

is as one regarding the Prophet, while the prayer on the believers is done by

God and the angels separately (although it also includes the Prophet.)295

Lastly, angels also appear as mere metaphors for direct communication.

Elsewhere Ibn ʿArabī refers to the divine delivery (ilqāʾ) and reception (talaqqī)

byman via nine spheres, referring to the nine spheres and seven planes seen in

the previous section: nine spheres for the three dimensions of each of the three

worlds (mulk/shahāda, Jabarūt, and Malakūt) that can be conflated into seven

planes, corresponding to the seven Heavens, to which are added the Throne

and the Seat (we end thus with nine planes). From the “truthful nine” (al-tisʿa

al-ḥaqqiyya) to the “created nine” (a-tisʿa al-khalqiyya) is all Real extended, and

when these subtleties meet, we call this meeting “angel” (kān al-malak dhāk

al-ijtimāʿ).296

As seen in previous chapters, this aspect of the mystical symbolic function

could be seen as the esoteric aspect of the credo and messenger functions.

Angels as a symbol accentuate the divine transcendence (tanzīh), invisible

beings pointing to theAll-powerful andunknowable divine, as opposed tomen,

293 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 188. 6,100–101. He alsowrites that an angel called “Spirit” is in charge

of these visions. Elsewhere, he marks the difference again between prophets and Friends,

where prophets see angels, while Friends see spiritual subtleties in the shape of men or

animals (ibid. 310. 7,448).

294 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 492. 10,505. This is related to the concept of “preparedness” (istiʿdād)

for perceiving theophanies: God discloses Himself to an individual according to his per-

sonal capacity or state of preparation (Chittick, The Sufi Path, 91).

295 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,232–233.

296 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,214–215.
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shaped in God’s image, pointing to the most complete theophany (tajallī) in

this world, a symbol of His immanence (tashbīh). However, this mediating role

can be removed entirely at times, as if angels weremetaphors too cumbersome

for comprehension to be left in the text, for instance when described as veils

to be removed, or as allegories for the ninefold contact between men and the

divine.

4.3 Angels, Mystical States, Practices, and the Mystical View of Man

4.3.1 Angels as Metaphors for Mystical States, Situations, and Evolution

for Humanity

Mirroring the hierarchy of obedience seen in the previous section, angels and

minerals (or inanimate things) are also first on the scale of knowledge of God

(al-ʿilm billāh), because of their lack of reasoning faculties and desire (lā ʿuqūla

lahum wa-lā shahwa). They are then followed by plants, then animals, humans

being the last.297 This relationship is also seen in two other references to angels’

bowing down to Adam. The first one was seen in the previous section, where

this act is explained as a bowing down to the rank of knowledge (martabat al-

ʿilm) and nothing else.298 The second one shows a circularity of devotion, Ibn

ʿArabī writing in a chapter on the “Presence of humility” as if Godwas saying to

humanity: “If you take pride on the bowing down of the angels to your father,

then I did order you to bow down to the Kaaba, for the Kaaba is dearer than

you if your pride is in the bowing down, because you are in your selves more

noble than the angels that have bowed down to you, that is, to your father.”299

The Kaaba is precisely described afterward as an inanimate object (al-kaʿba al-

jamādiyya): Men are better than angels and inanimate objects only when they

also humble themselves when facing them.

297 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 326. 8,15, and Ibid., 326. 8,15. Ibn ʿArabī reminds the reader in numer-

ous places that angels are more knowledgeable of God, for example in ibid. 69. 3, 155.

Another interesting scene illustrates the superiority of knowledge of angels, from

the Prophet’s approach of Heaven with Gabriel: the angel passes out while the Prophet

remains awake, and the passing out of Gabriel illustrates his knowledge of the situation,

while the Prophet remained awake because hewasmore ignorant of it (ibid. 73. 4, 553, and

ibid. 300. 7,344.). This reminds also of the ḥadīth seen in previous chapters, where Gabriel

would burn up if he looked at God while the Prophet would not.

298 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,548.

299
مكزّعناكنإمكنمزّعأةبعكـلاف،ةبعكـللدوجسلابمكترمأدقف،مكيبألةكئالملادوجسبمتززتعامتنكنإ

.مكيبأليأ،مكـلتدجسيتلاةكئالملانمفرشأمكسفنأيفمكنإف،دوجسلل

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 558. 11,296
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This lack of knowledge, linked to the situationof humanitywhen considered

as individual humans, was hinted at previously in the cosmological hierarchy:

The main difference between angels and men is that the first have fixed sta-

tions whileman is capable of moving through stations and states, upwards and

downwards. Having arrived at an elevated spiritual stage,men and angels stand

together as “those drawnnear” (al-muqarrabūn) as seen in theprevious section.

Ibn ʿArabī often quotes the credo verse 3:18 in this context to show the partic-

ular criteria of knowledge,300 while angels’ stations serve as a measure of the

progress of man.301 For if a person may lack knowledge at a point in time, he

may gain all of it at another—and this potentiality is the fundamental differ-

ence with the rest of the cosmos, including angels. For instance, in the chapter

where Ibn ʿArabī comments on the power of angels represented by their wings,

and how these symbolize their stations, he explains that these wings are used

to descendwhile they use their nature (ṭabʿ) to ascend, contrary to birds, which

use their wings to ascend and their nature to descend. He uses this analogy for

the impossibility of going beyond one’s station:

The wings of angels for descending below their station, and the wings of the

bird to ascend beyond its own station; this for each existent thing to know

their incapacity, and that it is not possible for one to act beyond one’s God-

given capacity.302

Nuancing the previously seen position of angels as being “better” than men,

confirmed by the Prophet to Ibn ʿArabī, his cosmological hierarchy includes

the concept of the “Perfect Man” (al-insān al-kāmil) as the highest position

(makānan), above that of the First Intellect303—therefore above that of the

first angel. It is then a matter of achieving that state, and facing the difficulties

induced by the human condition, as illustrated in different commentaries on

300 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 75. 4,328. Here he considers that knowledge (maʿrifa) is seen as

a higher degree than faith (īmān). Commenting elsewhere the same verse, the knowl-

edgeable ones can include men, jinn, archetypes (ummuhāt) and created things (al-

muwalladāt), (ibid. 73. 4,415).

301 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 1. 1,205.

302
لكفرعيلكلذو،هماقمقوفامىلإّولعللهحانجرئاطلاو،اهماقمنودامىلإلوزنللةكئالملاةحنجأو

.اهايإهللاهاطعأيتلاهتقاطنمرثكأبفرصتينأهلنكمتيالهنأو،هزجعدوجوم

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 314. 7,486

303 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 371. 9,362. He can then even be the arbiter in the dispute of theHigh-

est Council (ibid. 558. 11,514).
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religious practices, where Ibn ʿArabī presents this as a dialogue between God

and His angels, seen previously: The angels did not do anything to be in their

elevated state, however, the achievement of this spiritual state by humans is

somehow superior, in that they owe it to their own merit while entrenched in

all sorts of constitution-induced contradictions.304 Humans also have a wider

range of spiritual experiences than angels. If men are of a more complete con-

stitution, while angels are of a more complete position, “humans are more

complete in taste than angels” (al-insān ajmaʿa bi-l-dhawq min al-malak).305

Echoing this is another comparison, where Ibn ʿArabī states that what is in the

next world (al-ākhira) is in the physical world, and that the physical world is

more complete than the next world.306

4.3.2 Angels and Spiritual Practices

A man performing his prayers is said to be on Earth in body, and in Heav-

ens intellectually (bi-ʿaqlihi), “so he is an angel-human and a human-angel.”307

This representation of body on Earth, and mind (ʿaql) with the angels, with

the addition of the spirit as a veil, is also the description of the lovers of God

from an unknown Yemeni master in a khabar attributed to Dhū al-Nūn. Ibn

ʿArabī then comments that this is becausemindshave the attributes of bondage

(taqyīd) theway angels are bound to their stations.308 Similarly, Ibn ʿArabī com-

ments once on the differentiation by knowledge between humans and angels:

Humankind will attain the knowledge of God that angels have only when they

get rid of their humanity on the natural level, and return to a state of breathed

spirit;309 being familiar with angels is a sign of success ( falāḥ) for the renun-

ciant.310 This seems to run counter to the concepts of Perfect Man and human-

ity being more complete than angels, seen above, as if aspiring to be on par

with angels were the end-goal. However, the “real end goal” is to reach beyond

angelic planes.

Elsewhere, this comparison and end goal are indeed surpassed: Among the

men of the Unseen, Ibn ʿArabī discusses a saying attributed to Sahl bin ʿAbdal-

lāh (al-Tustarī) according towhich,whenpraying, thesemen travelwith angels.

Ibn ʿArabī replies that angels cannot follow them and do not knowwhere these

304 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 48. 2,58, Ibid., 72. 4,203–204.This recalls the representation of angels

as devoid of desires seen in Chapter 2.

305 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 71. 3,511.

306 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 126. 5,300.

307 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 69. 3,143: fa-huwwa al-malak al-basharī wa-l-bashar al-malakī.

308 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 178. 6,31–32.

309 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 375. 9,447.

310 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 274. 7,53.
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men go.311 This is reiterated elsewhere: Angels can descend upon any heart,

except upon those of the mystical knowers, who are nowhere for them to find,

illustrating verse Q 42:11.312

Ibn ʿArabī then seems to illustrate the dynamic of the spiritual journey,

where good practices bring one to the level of angelic stations first (men-

angel, non-physical spirit), before moving on in the journey, which can take

you beyond angelic knowledge. This reflects the spiritual journey seen in the

miʿrāj, and this “beyond” is illustrated elsewhere by the lengthy title of a chap-

ter: “Whoevermade of his heartMy house, and emptied it of anything else than

Me, nobody knows what I give him; so do not liken it to the Inhabited House,

because this is the house of My angels, not My house, and this is why I did not

make my friend [Ibrahim] live in it.”313

4.3.3 Angels and the Spiritual Environment of Mystical Men

Among themystically-mindedmen, Ibn ʿArabī writes a chapter about themys-

tical knowers, whom he describes as “the arrived ones” (al-wāṣilīn), and their

two categories: those who come back (by choice or by force), and those that do

not, and remain among the enraptured angels and the cherubim, in a state of

total consummation (istihlāk). He explains that the complete inheritor of the

Friends (al-wārith al-kāmil min al-awliyāʾ) is the one who received an internal

theophany making him understand what came to the Prophet, and thus mak-

ing him stand in the “station of the angel” (maqām al-malak) sent to Muham-

mad, one of the “inspired ones” (muḥaddathīn) of the umma. After this point,

he is sent back by God to the creation (raddahu Allāh ilā al-khalq) as a guid-

ance on the revealed Law,314 becoming then one of the “ones who came back”

(al-rājiʿūn).315

311 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,293.

312 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,230.

313
تيبهنإف،رومعملاتيبلابهوهّبشتالف،هيطعأامٌدحأيرديام،يريغنمهالخأو،يتيبهبلقلعجنم

.ميهاربإيليلخهيفنكسأُملاذهلو،يتيبال،يتكئالم

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 405. 10,145

Elsewhere, this heart of the servant is likened to the Thrones, which only the angel in the

shape of a human can help encompass by saying the hawqala and teaching it to the other

angels-bearers (ibid. 476. 10,456). Humans being able to journey above the angelic domain

is also a motif found in Christian patristic literature (Daniélou, The Angels 83–84).

314 Ibn ʿArabī,al-Futūḥāt 45. 2,43–48.The termmuḥaddath is found inḥadīth literature, some-

times called mulham, and this is a person to whom angels talk without them being a

messenger or a prophet (see Chapter 2 p. 97 fn. 1).

315 Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints 118.
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Recalling the hierarchies of the “men of unlimited numbers”, we have seen

Ibn ʿArabī explaining that thesemen follow amode of being (“on the heart of”)

corresponding to particular angels and prophets, thus having a “known station”

(maqām maʿlūm); although, contrary to angels, they are not restricted to one

only and may cumulate several of these modes of being. These particular men

and women may thus be in relationships both with angels, as modes of being,

and names, such as the Pole who is linked to the name “Muḥammad,” “Aḥmad,”

and “ʿAbdallāh.”316 Among the angels, “the great and the greatest” (al-kabīr wa-l-

akbar) of these are, in ascending order of importance: Ismael, Gabriel,Michael,

Seraphiel,317 and there are five followers to Gabriel, three to Michael, and one

to Seraphiel.318 Some of the men above also have distinctive knowledge about

the angels created out of the breaths of men, asmentioned in the previous sec-

tion.319

These Friends share with the prophets a special relationship with angels:

“(…) and from here descend the angels on the hearts of the messengers among

humans with the legislative Revelation, and on the hearts of the Friends with

the ḥadīth and inspiration.”320 However, differences remain between prophets

and Friends: only people from the rank of prophet and messenger can see

angels descending on them, while Friends and people of God may see angels

but not their “delivery” (ilqāʾ) if it is directed towards them, or theymay see the

delivery but not the angel bringing it.321 Elsewhere Ibn ʿArabī maintains that

only prophets and messengers are able to see angels, while others only feel his

trace (yuḥissu bi-atharihi)322—or, formulated another way, only those who are

both Solitaries and prophets may see the “theophany in the lights of the spir-

its.”323

316 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 270. 7,9. As a reminder, in the previous section, the Replacements

(abdāl) are compared to “the notables of the angels” (ibid. 559. 12,20.)

317 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 75. 4,320.

318 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,269, 4,290–291.

319 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,568.

320
ثيدحلابءايلوألابولقىلعو،عورشملايحولابرشبلانملاسرألابولقىلعةكئالملالزنتانهنمو

.ماهلإلاو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,263

“Ḥadīth” here could be translated using a more generic meaning of “speech”, but I chose

the restricted meaning of “prophetic saying” given the special place held by Ibn ʿArabī in

the science of ḥadīth.

321 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 268. 6,655.

322 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 353. 8,414.

323 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 206. 6,415: al-tajallī fī anwār al-afrād.
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Ibn ʿArabī also speaks about the “gifts” (karāmāt) of select people, and as for

other such concepts, he makes a difference between the common gifts, which

induce visible miracles, and the “ideational gifts” (al-karāmāt al-maʿnawiyya)

which are the only ones that cannot be corrupted by cunning (makr). These are

much more physically discreet, if not invisible, such as maintaining good reli-

gious practices and being pure of heart. As a symbol of this purity, Ibn ʿArabī

writes that these gifts are shared with the angels “drawn-near” and the select

people of good (al-muṣṭafūn al-akhyār).324

Lastly, human thoughts are classified using adjectives: divine, angelic, egoist

(nafsī), and satanic, and Satan appears to prophets externally because he does

not have access to them internally. All prophets have then only three kinds of

thoughts: divine, angelic and from the self, and no satanic thought. This partic-

ularity can be shared by some Friends.325

4.3.4 Angels between the Physical and the Symbolic

The spiritual symbol is also translated into physical and geographical terms

regarding Iblīs and his place on mount Arafat: He symbolizes remoteness

from God (buʿd) because of his disobedience, though he is not expelled from

this highly meaningful place of Arafat because he possesses some knowledge

(maʿrifa).326

Conversely, moving from the physical to the symbolic, the oft mentioned

“House Inhabited” (bayt maʿmūr) was mentioned with its 70,000 angels. It was

first described as if it were a physical place somewhere in the cosmos (whether

in the physical or imaginal worlds). However, Ibn ʿArabī seems to draw a par-

allel with a mystical representation of man. There are 70,000 angels passing

through the doors of this House, angels created by the emanations of Gabriel:

“And in the same number of these angels are the thoughts of the sons of Adam.

There is no believing person, or otherwise, who does not have 70,000 thoughts

per day, and which are not felt by anyone except the People of God.”327 These

324 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 184. 6,88. This recalls the distinctionmade between what the angels

Hārūt and Mārūt brought and how it was turned into sorcery (siḥr), mixing darkness and

light (ibid. 271. 7,21).

325 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 55. 2,125–128; Ibid., 72. 4,11–12. These thoughts are elsewhere de-

scribed as realities (ḥaqāʾiq) (ibid. 2. 1,305).

326 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4, 146.

327
هلرطخيوالإ،هريغالو،نمؤمصخشنمامف.مدآينبرطاوخنوكتمويلكيف،ةكئالملاءالؤهددعبو

.هللالهأالإاهبرعشيالو،مويلكيفرطاخفلأنوعبس

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,293
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angels then meet with the angels created from the “thoughts of the heart” and

ask forgiveness till the Last Day. Ibn ʿArabī then writes that the angels created

from someone whose heart is upheld (maʿmūr) with the invocation of God are

different from the angels created from other persons, adding that angels cre-

ated of thoughts take the shape or image (ṣūra) of these thoughts.328

This recalls the ambiguous category of angels in Ibn ʿArabī’s typologies, “the

governing ones,” that could be understood as angels, humans, or angels born

of breaths. We find other descriptions of such angels: Similar to angels cre-

ated from thoughts, breaths, and acts, are the angels created from the words

of men. They constitute an angelic representation which lends itself to a very

good metaphor where Ibn ʿArabī presents the mechanics of repentance. Ibn

ʿArabī first writes: “Know that there is no word uttered by the servant from

which God does not create an angel. If this [word] is good then it is an angel

of compassion, and if the [word] is bad then it is an angel of vengeance.”329 He

then explains that if the person repents, these angels of vengeance are turned

into angels of compassion. There aremodalities: If the repentance is about one

word only, then it concerns only the corresponding angel, if the repentance is

general, then all angels of vengeance ever uttered are changed into angels of

compassion.

Among these human-born angels, another possible type of allegory to be

mentioned here are the angels or spirits born out of a spiritual intercourse

between two persons, while other such breaths (anfās) born out of intercourse

between humans and houris create shapes. Ibn ʿArabī explains that this is sim-

ilar to the creation of angels born from the breaths of those invoking God.330

This clearly comes within a type of Islamic discourse of the exalted human

creature, as an elaboration of a “Muslim spiritual anthropology vis-à-vis per-

ceived tendencies in Christian, Zoroastrian, and even certainMuslimdoctrines

to devalue the body, matter, and world.”331

328 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,293. In this same chapter, this House Inhabited is said to cor-

respond to the celestial Kaaba. This Kaabawas also seen in hismiʿrāj accounts as standing

as a cosmological transition between thematerial worlds and the highest spheres (Morris,

Spiritual Ascension ii, 68).

329
ًاكَلَمةملكلاكلتهللاقلخيوالإ،دبعلااهبملكتيةملكنمامهّنأملعاو ،ةمحركلمناكًاريختناكنإف.

.ةمقنكلمناكاّرشتناكنإو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 287. 7,194

330 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 369. 9,158–159. This comes within descriptions of different types of

intercourse involving spiritual elements and concepts, and their results.

331 Webb, Hierarchy 249.
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Considering all these angels and recalling what Ibn ʿArabī says about those

angels born of humanbreaths as being the last creation of God,332 this category

of angels illustrates well the ambiguity of the third angelic category seen in the

previous section. They are often presented in away that sounds both literal and

metaphorical, and as such they could be seen both as the cosmological fruit of

the most complete of creatures (man), as well as the metaphor or symbol of

the human dynamic, themovement of man on his journey towards perfection.

Thus, angels are not used in the usual way to mark their distinction frommen,

highlighting by contrast the special place of man in creation on the cosmolog-

ical level, but they become here allegories for the gift of change and potential

realization which are typically human.

4.4 Angels as Philosophical and Religious Symbols

4.4.1 Symbols for Concepts and Objects

The vocable “angel,” as seen in the previous section, can be used when writing

about different objects and realities, such as a sphere, a planet, a creature that

was given a messenger function, or a being (spirit of light), most of them shar-

ing an idea of movement and spirituality. Another concept which is designated

by the word “angel,” whether an angel from the enraptured angels or from the

cherubim in that plane beyond our cosmos, is the “First Intellect” (al-ʿaql al-

awwal).333

In a philosophical view of the angels Pen and Tablet, Ibn ʿArabī writes that

from this First Intellect proceeds the Tablet containing the 360 “theophanies”

(tajalliyāt), which correspond to the “360 sciences” seen in the previous sec-

tion.334 This first example shows the permanent superposition of meanings

given to a concept or an object throughout Ibn ʿArabī’s writings. To each con-

cept correspond different meanings or perceived realities, the appearance of

the concept changing according to whether it is considered philosophically

(a First intellect), metaphorically (a science), or spiritually (an angel, a theo-

phany).

We also find this superposition of meanings, or “simultaneous layer of in-

tended associations” asWebb puts it,335 concerning the Bearers of the Throne,

seen in the previous section. There are four of them until the Last Day, when

they become eight, or more precisely, there are four known bearers, and four

332 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 4,568.

333 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1,463–464. He also writes that what he calls “Muhammadan real-

ity” is what the First Intellect is for others (ibid. 3. 1,327.)

334 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1,464.

335 Webb, “Hierarchy” 247.
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invisible ones who become known on the Last Day (four prophets, or three

prophets and one angel). These eight bearers of the Throne are also described

as realities (ḥaqāʾiq): Gabriel and Muhammad, Adam and Seraphiel, Michael

and Abraham, and Riḍwān andMālik.336 These four couples of bearers are also

paralleled by four human representatives, succeeding each other on Earth, so

that there are always four of them at any one time. These bearers, whether

angels or prophets, stand for certain concepts: The Throne stands for Domin-

ion (this world), its bearers stand for body/form, spirit, nourishment, and

rank/promise-threat.337 Ibn ʿArabī explains that these four principles are the

four visible ones in this world, or “external” ones (ẓāhir). They stand for the

eight Ascriptions (nisab) describing the Real, when they become visible on the

Last Day: Life, Knowledge, Power, Will, Speech, Hearing, Seeing, and Compre-

hension (this last one through the previous three senses).338

On a highermetaphorical level, theThrone can be borne only by the human-

looking angel and his saying the hawqala, a formula taught by Adam to the

angels. Then while remaining God’s Throne, set apart from the Creation, the

Throne also becomes simultaneously God’s house and part of the believer’s

heart. Angels are then compared to Names circling it as theywould theThrone:

When God gave existence to the Perfect Man, He gave him a heart like the

Throne, and made it His house. No-one in the world is capable to bear the

heart of the believer; because they are incapable of bearing theThrone. [The

Throne] is in one of the corners of the believer’s heart, which he does not feel

336 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 167. 5,501.

337 Adam and Seraphiel (body/form), Gabriel and Muhammad (spirit), Michael and Abra-

ham (nourishment), Riḍwān andMālik (rank/promise-threat), (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 167.

5,501).

338
عمسلاومالكلاوةدارإلاوةردقلاوملعلاوةايحلا:يهو.قحلااهبفصوييتلاةينامثلابسنللةينامثلاهذهو

كاردإك،اقّلعتاهبكاردإلااذهلنّإف،هبةقئاللاةفصلابسوململاومومشملاوعومطملاكاردإو—رصبلاو

ةروصلا:ةعبرأايندلايفاهنمرهاظلاف،ةينامثيفكلُملارصحنااذهلو،تارصبملابرصبلاوتاعومسملابعمسلا

رَعلُِمْحَيَو{—ىلاعت—هلوقوهو،نايعللاهعيمجبةينامثرهظتةمايقلامويو،ناتبترملاوءاذغلاو
ْ

كَِّبَرشَ

.كلُملابشرعلاريسفتاذه،“ةعبرأمويلامهو”ملسوهيلعهللاىلصلاقف،ٌ}ةَيِناَمَثٍذِئَمْوَيمُْهَقْوَف

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 13. 1.466

The four first Attributes, “Life, Knowledge, Will, Power,” are also linked to four archangels

in al-Farghānī’s angelology, and calls them the Four Pillars of Divinity (Murata, “The

Angels” 333).
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nor does he know of the presence of a Throne, because of its lightness on

him, and Hemade His Beautiful Names circle this heart, as the angels circle

the Throne, and made its bearers: Divine Knowledge, Life, Will, and Speech,

four [of them].339

Webb noted the special simultaneity of meanings for the Throne, whereby

“Ibn ʿArabī is suggesting that the human heart is the symbol and paradoxical

container of the ‘uncreatedness’ and infinite possibility within the human pos-

sibility.”340 Angels are used here for understanding the transition of the greater

infinite divine reality into an apparently limited internal site.

4.4.2 Angels and the Names

Regarding the concept of names, aside from the notable angels given proper

names, we have to keep in mind the other angels seen in the previous section,

who seem to embody, as an allegory, some other names and concepts, such as

the Pen, the Tablet, and Nūn, as well as angels created fromwords that become

their names.341 Echoing Ibn Barrajān and the ḥadīth tradition, seen in Chap-

ter 2, we also find a mention of a meteorological angel: Thunder is the voice of

the angel called by this name (raʿd), praising God, and made of air as we are

made of water.342

However, here the focus will be on what Islamic tradition calls “the divine

Names” (traditionally numbered at ninety-nine), which are what makes Adam

favored over the angels, the Names standing then for all-encompassing knowl-

edge.343 These Names are understood differently in Islamic traditions but we

can draw a parallel with the understanding of theophoric names of angels in

early mystical Jewish writings, whereby theymake angels so close to the divine

339
بلقلمحقيطينممَلاعلايفامف.هلاتيبلعج،شرعلاكابلقهللََعجَلماكلاناسنإلاهللادجوأاّملف

ّمثنّأملعيالوهبسّحيال،نمؤملابلقاياوزنمةيوازيفوهو.شرعلالمحنعاوزجعمهنأل،نمؤملا

:هتَلَمَحلعجو،شرعلابةكئالملافّحتامك،بلقلااذهبفّحتىنسحلاهءامسألعجو،هيلعهتفَِّخلِ،اشرع

.ةعبرأ،لوقلاو،ةدارإلاو،ةايحلاو،يّهلإلاملعلا

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 476. 10,456

340 Webb, “Hierarchy” 249.

341 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 287. 7,194–195.

342 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,315.

343 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 206. 6,417. See also the chapter “The Names of God” in Chittick, The

Sufi Path of Knowledge 33–46.
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that they become divine Names, losing their proper existence, to become an

aspect of God.344

The world of isthmuses (ʿālim al-barāzikh), which is also the “world of

Power” ( jabrawūt), is the “station of the divine Names” (maqām al-asmāʾ al-

ilāhiyya),345 the dynamic of this world being both vector and symbol of the

relationship of the Names with the cosmos. Divine Names have a great impor-

tance for Ibn ʿArabī, and he describes these as being messengers, alongside

angels and humans.346 He writes elsewhere that the gaze can only perceive

the Names in the traces (athar) that they leave, these traces being their image

(ṣūra).347 Each Name acts as a kind of archetype,348 each having the gover-

nance (ḥukm) of some creatures, for example, theName “The Solitary” (al-fard)

governs the people called the Solitaries (al-afrād), seen previously, people who

are the terrestrial reflection of the enraptured angels.349

Thus God creates all things according to His Names,350 and here is one way

of understanding the relationship between angels and theNames, as keepers of

their innermost secret and of their attached realities: “He created asmany real-

ities as there are Names of His Reality, and he brought out as many dedicated

angels as the number of his creations. He thus gave a Name to each reality from

among His Names, that worship Him and know Him, and he made an angel to

each innermost secret of these realities, who serves Him and attend to Him.”351

This parallels what was seen above: The mystical knower arriving towards God

in a state of consummation, like the cherubim and the enraptured angels, is

also said to be a Name of Essence (ism dhātī) that does not indicate anything

else than God, as an indicator of the Essence.352

Echoing the representation of angels born out of breaths, acts, and words,

Ibn ʿArabī often comes back to the explanation of verse (38:69) and its dispute

344 Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 261.

345 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 120. 5,278.

346 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 348. 8,313.

347 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 211. 6,451.

348 William Chittick, “Ibn ʿArabī’s Myth of the Names,” in Philosophies of Being and Mind:

Ancient and Medieval, ed. James T.H. Martin (Delmar, New York: Caravan Books, 1992),

207–219.

349 Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints 112.

350 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 206. 6,412.

351
لّكللعجف.هقلخددعىلعريخستلاةكئالمرهظأو،هقّحءامسأددعىلعقئاقحلا—هناحبس—أشنأّمث

.هُمَزلَيوهمُدخيً،اكَلَمٍةقيقحِّرسلّكللعجو،هُملعَتوهدُبعَت،هئامسأنمًامساةقيقح

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt Introduction. 1,90

352 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 45. 2,46.
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of the angels, so important for his theodicy, a way of solving the problem of

evil when affirming that God is all powerful and beneficent. The reason for the

dispute can be explained through the Names, through another understanding

of the relationship betweenNames and angels. Angels are seen here as worldly,

albeit subtle, emanations of theNames, some of which are sometimes contrary

in meaning to others, thus creating dissonance: “The origin are the opposed

divine Names, henceforth this opposition is found in the world.”353 Elsewhere,

Ibn ʿArabī breaks down this dispute in a slightly different manner: Some angels

are created for particular domains or “divisions” (muqassamāt) and so cannot

perceive unity (aḥadiyya) by virtue of their constitution, while other angels

are created for Unity (tawḥīd) and unities (waḥdāt). Therefore, whenever these

two groupsmeet, they fight because they cannot understand each other’s roles,

although they are all part of the “Universal Soul” (al-nafs al-kulliyya).354 This

dispute is also reflected in their questioning of God regarding Adam: One of

the reasons given previously was that angels cannot see the interior of man,

but another is that they see in him conflicting realities,355 or we could say, the

potential presence of all the Names. Another example of disputing angels is

one related by Ibn ʿArabī which echoes a similar story in Sufi commentaries: A

man from a bad village wanted to repent and move to a good village, and died

on theway, so the angels “soldiers of theName the Compassionate” foughtwith

the angels “soldiers of the Name the Vengeful” over his fate.356

Ibn ʿArabī also writes that God created angels on the Name “The Powerful”

(al-qawiyy), and jinn on the Name “The Subtle” (al-laṭīf ), and uses this to illus-

trate that in some cases, one Name contains traits from another, as for example

“The Powerful” contains “the Subtle” in that angels are alsomade of subtlemat-

ter, like the jinn.357 Angels and other higher spirits are also said to proceed

from theName “The Alive” (al-ḥayy).358Men, on the other hand, are created on

353
.ملاعلايفلباقتلاىرسكلانهنمو,ةلباقتملاةيهلإلاءامسألالصألاو

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 154. 5,414. See also ibid. 374. 9,427

354 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 371. 9,335–336.

355 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 177. 5,564.

356 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 310. 7,351.

357 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,357. On the angels created from “The Powerful,” see from the

beginning of the sub-chapter p. 353.

358 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 132. 5,323–324. This discussion brings to mind the notion of archan-

gels as being “the greatest words” in Shihāb al-dīn al-Suhrawardī’s angelology, although

his system sounds more comparable to philosophical categories (the latest great word

being Gabriel, as he is the Tenth Intellect for Ibn Sīnā), see Murata, “The Angels” 329;

Mohammed Rustom, “Storytelling as Philosophical Pedagogy: The Case of Suhrawardī,”



angels in al-futūḥāt al-makkiyya by ibn ʿarabī 257

the Name “The Assembler” (al-jāmiʿ), which contains both the “divine image”

(al-ṣūra al-ilāhiyya), and the “cosmic image” (al-ṣūra al-kawniyya), in both the

external and internal aspects.359 However, these Namesmight vary or be added

to others: Elsewhere he explains that humans are created as visible out of the

Name “The Visible” (al-Ẓāhir), while jinn are created out of the Name “The

Invisible” (al-Bāṭin).360 As for Iblīs, he was created under the rule of the Name

“TheFar-away” (al-baʿīd),361 as he is characterizedbydrawing away fromGod—

and as a demonic inspiration pulling a human awaywhile an angelic one draws

him near.

This difference, between angels presented as creatures attached or dedi-

cated to Names and their realities, keeping their innermost secret, and their

being proceeding from them directly, echoes the difference between angels as

discrete characters or simple narrative comparators to humans (highlighting

man’s characteristics and journey), and their being born out of human breaths,

words, and acts, as direct metaphors for human experiences.

4.4.3 Angels and the Letters of the Alphabet

Ibn ʿArabī elaborates on the archetypal divine command “Be!” (kun). This word

ismade of two visible letters, although it is constructedusing three letters—the

middle letter, waw, being dropped. This letter, “like an isthmus” (barzakhiyya)

and “spiritual” (ruḥāniyya) is given a status akin to that of the angel: leaving a

mark even though the source of this mark is gone.362 This is one of the exam-

ples of Ibn ʿArabī’s writings on letters and their esoteric meaning, which might

have been influenced by Maslama al-Qurṭūbī, probable author of “the Goal of

the Sage.”363 The “science of letters” has a long history in Islamicate literature,

and we outline here only its relationship with angels in the Futūḥāt.364

in Knowledge and Education in Classical Islam, Religious Learning between Continuity and

Change i (Leiden: Brill, 2020) 404–416. Amore detailed comparisonwith Ibn ʿArabī on the

roles of Names and the concept of angels would probably highlight both their common

terminology but quite different cosmo-theological implications.

359 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,359. Elsewhere he writes that man contains all realities,

including angels (ibid. 3. 1,308.)

360 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 356. 7,457.

361 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 72. 4,146.

362
فرحيهو،نونلافرحوفاكلافرحنيبيتلاةيخزربلاةطسّوتملاةثلاثلاةملكلاتفذُحاذاملو)…(

؟اهِنيعباهذعم،رثألانمنّوكملاةأشنيفكَلمللاميطعُتيتلا،ةيناحورلاواولا

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 176. 5,483

363 Known in theWest as the “Picatrix.” See Coulon, La magie en terre d’islam 143–169.

364 On the “science of letters” in Ibn ʿArabī, Denis Gril, “La science des lettres,” in Les illumi-



258 chapter 5

Early in the Futūḥāt he discusses the distribution of letters between crea-

tures and cosmological ranks and concepts. Letters are distributed between the

three worlds and their respective barzakh between them,365 while in parallel

letters are also distributed between creatures. For instance, to the jinn are allo-

cated the sīn and the shīn, while angels receive eighteen letters: bāʾ, jīm, dāl, hāʾ,

wāw, ḥāʾ, ṭāʾ, yāʾ, kāf, mīm, fāʾ, qāf, rāʾ, tāʾ, thāʾ, khāʾ, dhāl, and ẓāʾ.366 This chap-

ter contains the discussionmentioned earlier, about the nine spheres of divine

delivery, and human reception, thus associating the human/divine encounter

with letters. This idea is encountered later in other terms: The Seraphiel real-

ity, an ascription to the Real (muḍāfa ilā al-ḥaqq), blows into images, and “the

secret of the Real between the two is the meaning between the blower and the

receiver, like the link from the letters between the two words.”367

Elsewhere, he writes that the world of spirits proceeds from the spoken let-

ters, the world of the senses from the numerical letters, and the world of the

intellect in the imaginal from the letters of reflection (or “thought-letters”), all

of these entering in the constitution of the Names of the Names.368 Later, in

a discussion around some of the divine Names, he explains that some angels

are called by the name of the letters of which they are the spirits, giving the

letters their power of action: “For do not imagine that the letters function by

their shape, but by their spirits (…).”369 Thus Ibn ʿArabī also presents the lone

nations de la Mecque, ed. Michel Chodkiewicz (Paris: Albin Michel, 1997, 2021), 165–282.

There is also one secondary sourcewhich Iwas not able to access: Carmela Crescenti, “ʿilm

al-ḥurūf ou la science des lettres:métaphysique de la langue et des lettres selon la doctrine

d’Ibn ʿArabī,” PhD dissertation, Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, 2009; Dunja

Rasic, TheWrittenWorld of God: The Cosmic Script and the Art of Ibn Arabi, Anqa Publish-

ing, Oxford, 2021. On lettrism in Islamicate literature in general see Coulon, La magie en

terre d’islam, 156–157; Matthew Melvin-Koushki, “Afterword: Conjuncting Astrology and

Lettrism, Islam and Judaism,”Magic, Ritual, andWitchcraft 12, no. 1 (2017): 89–97.

365 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,225.

366 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,214.

367
.نيتملكلانيبفورحلانمطبارلاك،لباقلاوخفانلانيبىنعملاوهامهنيبقحلاّرس

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,305

368
ةيركفلافورحلانعو،سّحلامَلاعدجويةيمقرلافورحلانعو،حاورألامَلاعدجويةيظفللافورحلانعف

.ءامسألاءامسأبكرتتفورحلاهذهنمفنصلّكنمو،لايخلايفلقعلامَلاعدجوي

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 73. 5,34

369
.اهحاورأبلمعتامنإواهروصبلمعتفورحلانألّيختتالف

ibn ʿarabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,304–305
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letters in the beginning of some Quranic suras: They are the shapes of angels

whose names are those letters, and if they are spoken aloud, it is equivalent to

calling upon these angels who come and attend to the speaker.370 Similarly, the

position of the First Intellect in the Breath of the Compassionate is said to be

that of the letter hamza in the human alphabet.371

5 Concluding Thoughts

Not all functions of angels are discussed here, or not fully so, as I chose to high-

light the most relevant examples. Indeed, the function of angels as testers or

challengers is not particularly well represented in this work, other than in the

way seen in the previous chapters (regarding the invisibility of angels and the

character of Satan).This function canbe seenperhaps also as a secondary effect

of other functions: The mystical function is somehow a challenging one, as it

challenges the believer to have faith in the Unseen and its angels, and chal-

lenges the mystical knower not to fall in its different traps.

At any rate, this mystical meta-function of angels as metaphors and/or as

imaginal realities, used to convey different mystical concepts and states, is the

greatest function given to them by Ibn ʿArabī, towering above all others. The

question then remains as to whether this religious vocable, “angels,” is a lit-

erary metaphor, like the allegory of “The Pen” and “The Tablet” used in texts

that are philosophical in nature. Alternatively, perhaps it is to be understood

to have a more mythical meaning, but neither as a discrete reality only par-

tially comprehensible to our mere five senses and intellect, nor as something

so concrete as a plant or stone, but nonetheless something more real than a

metaphor for intellectual concepts. Simultaneity seemed to be the key to this

question throughout the Futūḥāt.

On this question, Burge notes an irreconcilability between the nature of

angels as understood by philosophers and the people of ḥadīth, while estimat-

ing a failure in some attempts to reconcile both: “However, when the question

of whether angels have bodies or are incorporeal is raised, there is open hos-

tility between the ḥadīth-based and philosophical perspectives. The two posi-

tions are mutually incompatible. Some attempts were made to try to reconcile

the twopositions, such as al-Suhrawardī’s philosophy of illumination, but these

were ultimately unsuccessful. This was an area where the ḥadīth-based the-

370 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,306.

371 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 198. 6,240.
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ologians had to maintain the corporeality of angels, in direct conflict with the

philosophical tradition.”372 This is where Ibn ʿArabī also seems to attempt at

a reconciliation of both, in his own way:373 Angels are both a discrete reality

as well as multiple symbols or metaphors for philosophical concepts, abstract

realities, and the spiritual states of the mystical seeker.

Indeed, in the same way as they appear as both creatures and metaphors,

angels appear as representing singular names or divine Names, simplicity,

directnesswith the divine, fixity, obedience,mediation, partial perfection, con-

trasting with concepts associated to humanity: complexity, change, accumu-

lation, multifaceted beings, completion, and potentiality of complete perfec-

tion.374 Angels are seen as pure, direct emanations from God, while humans

possess a distinctive self-reflection, or capacities of thought.375 Humans are

capable of seeing angels when the former have advanced far along their spir-

itual journey toward God, who communicates at times with them through

angels: a circular double dynamic, both external and internal to the human

being. Angels could ultimately symbolize the dynamic between the human self

and God, both real and symbolic, a “mythic dialectic” to borrow the words of

Sells376—thedynamicmadepossible for this treasure thatwanted tobeknown,

if we are to use the famous ḥadīth.

The use of angels in relation to the divine Names also points to the specific

theodicy of Ibn ʿArabī. Ononehandwehave the example of Jaadane,whonotes

that al-Ghazālī does not answer the question of the existence of diseases and

other problems if angels are really in charge of everything;377 the example of

pre-Islamic traditions that might have used them with an seemingly indepen-

dent will to deflect the direct involvement of God in events and acts perceived

as bad; and the example of Shihāb al-dīn al-Suhrawardī (d. 587/1191), who will

372 Burge, Angels in Islam 102. As mentioned in the conclusion of Chapter 3 and 4, angels are

often considered tobeone-dimensional allegorical symbols for philosophical andabstract

concepts.

373 His style of writing has been seen as “mythic-visional,” “using symbolic images that evoke

emergent associations rather than fixed realities,” see Knysh, Islamic Mysticism 166–167

(here he refers to Marshall Hodgson and Osman Yahia, respectively). As for the success

or failure of this attempt, this is a theological judgment that is best left to the believer to

decide.

374 I refer the reader to Sell’s discussion of this man-angel dynamic as well (Sells, Mystical

Languages of Unsaying 78–81).

375 On this distinction, Lory writes that humans are more defined by their status (whichmay

change) while angels are defined by their nature (Pierre Lory, “Les anges dans l’islam.”)

376 Michael A. Sells, “Ibn ʿArabī’s Garden among the Flames: A Reevaluation,”History of Reli-

gions, 23, no. 4 (1984), 295.

377 Jaadane, “La place des anges” 54–55.
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elaborate a progressive darkening of divine emanation through the wings of

Gabriel to explain evil.378On theother hand, Ibn ʿArabī defines the origin of evil

as both of divine origin (as all things are), and induced by angels’ nature and

pure obedience to what they were created for, that is, their nature correspond-

ing to the Names or missions that might be contrarian between themselves,

leading to their “dispute.”

Thus, we have seen that most Quranic functions are represented in the

angelic narratives, and it would seem at first that rather than presenting a very

original cosmology, Ibn ʿArabī presents a quite traditional Islamic cosmology

in great detail, which regroups different trends and concepts found in other

works, while expanding on them to display their more complex image, with

mythical and symbolic dimensions. This is certainly the case for the “angels of

breaths.” Indeed, this peculiar phrase was briefly mentioned (as angels created

by acts and breaths) in a tafsīr that did not offer a lengthy explanation of it, and

as such this phrase is comparable to the fate of the phrase “seal of the saints:”

It existed before Ibn ʿArabī, but it acquired a textual and theological substance

and greater complexity with him.

In her article on angels in the writings of Ibn ʿArabī, Webb wondered if he

was not trying to upset and destabilize the concept of hierarchy through the

use of hierarchy, differentiating it from more usual and traditional hierarchies

in Islamic theological writings.379What I saw thenwas, on the contrary, a quite

coherent presentation of a complex cosmological hierarchy, highly detailed

within a cosmology similar to other Islamic mystical cosmologies of a Neopla-

tonic favor.

Ibn ʿArabī is singular in giving us a detailed celestial hierarchy, and its tripar-

tite aspect compares with the writings of pseudo-Dionysus the Areopagite, an

early Christian theologian and philosopher, author of the treaty called On the

Celestial Hierarchy,380 which was later widely used in Christian writings and

378 His use of Gabriel as an archetypal character seems to cover most angels and their func-

tion in Ibn ʿArabī, the Enraptured ones for the right wing of Gabriel, and the others for

the left: “The right wing is made of pure light and is totally disengaged (mujarrad) from

creation and connected toGod, who is Absolute Being. But the left wing displays a trace of

darkness, like the spots on the face of the full moon. It represents Gabriel own’s personal

existence, which has one side turned away from God and toward nonexistence. When a

shadow falls fromGabriel’smottled left wing, this lowerworld of falsehood and deception

comes into existence” (Murata, “The Angels” 329).

379 Webb, “Hierarchy” 245.

380 The identity of this author is still subject to debate. He supposedly hailed from the Syrian

area, during the late 5th century to early 6th century, seeDenys L’Aréopagyte, La hiérarchie

céleste v–xix. This constitutes one of the best studies and translation of this treaty.
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traditions. Although partial angelologies were written before him, he was the

first to describe a full-fledged angelic hierarchy, and like many other antique

and late antique texts, it is influenced by Neoplatonism.381 Among such writ-

ings on celestial beings, this one appears to me to be the closest to that on

Islamic angels, beings with minimal independent will.382 For these reasons, its

comparison with Ibn ʿArabī’s hierarchy sounded relevant to me, although Ibn

ʿArabī has more often been compared to other Christian mystics, like Meister

Eckhart.383 He presents a tripartite hierarchy (see Appendix 4.2) which seems

to echo that of Ibn ʿArabī, although only the first categories of both authors

seem to match both in names and roles (Ibn ʿArabī’s enraptured angels and

cherubim are matched by pseudo-Dionysus’ seraphim and cherubim). Both

authors have also adressed particular human hierarchies, as an echo of the

celestial ones: Their details are not comparable, but they seem to hold the same

spiritual functions within humanity.While pseudo-Dionysus presents another

triad (Deacons, Priests, Bishops), Ibn ʿArabī presents a highly complex one

with many categories (Replacements, Imams, Pegs, Nobles, etc.) which shows

a less strict hierarchical relationships between each of its members and the

general society. Ibn ʿArabī’s hierarchy does not seem to claim a particularly

defined social or religious ascendance, like that of the Christian clergy in soci-

ety, although their spiritual function seems to be of the same value within it. In

this, we have two examples of spiritual hierarchies reflecting two different and

particular aspects of the two religious traditions: celestial and spiritual hierar-

chies matching the social-religious Christian defined order, on one hand, and

the celestial and spiritual hierarchies reflecting potential and realized stations

or positions within the social-religious Islamic group on the other hand.

Another comparison to abetter knownNeoplatonic angelic hierarchy comes

to mind, that of the founder of the “illumination” school, al-Suhrawardī, men-

Olga Lizzini notes that this treatise was translated into Arabic, but it does not appear

to have influenced any particular Muslim writer—the Neo-Platonic influence on Islamic

cosmological representations was widespread through varied textual genealogies (Olga

Lizzini, “L’angelologia islamica”).

381 Gunther Heil, in L’Aréopagyte, La hiérarchie céleste, lvii, lxiv. His was especially popular

in the Middle-Ages, used by many authors, such as John Scotus Eriugena (d. ca. 877) and

Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 323).

382 MarilenaVlad, “Dionysius theAeropagite onAngels: Self-ConstitutionVersusConstituting

Gifts,” in Neoplatonic Demons and Angels, 271–272.

383 Robert J. Dobie. Logos and Revelation, Ibn ʿArabī, Meister Eckhart, andMystical Hermeneu-

tics (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2010); Ian Richard Net-

ton, Allah Transcendent, Studies in the Structure and Semiotics of Islamic Philosophy, The-

ology and Cosmology (London: Routledge, 2006), 294–300.
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tioned earlier.384 It is also a tripartite angelic hierarchy, but with a different

distribution of roles and functions in the cosmos. There is the “longitudinal

order of angelic lights” followed by the “latitudinal order of angelic lights” that

emanates from the first one, andwhich corresponds to Platonic archetypes and

is likened to the Zoroastrian archangels. The third group is the “regent lights”

that partly corresponds to guardian angels and angels moving the spheres, tak-

ing care of all elements of Creation. Gabriel has a great importance, involved

in a very different theodicy than that of Ibn ʿArabī, while also being the Active

Intellect, Holy Spirit, and the human soul emanating from him, among other

crucial roles. The illumination theory presents an overall distinct picture of

angelic hierarchies, interacting with different pre-Islamic systems, so that no

immediate comparison can be drawn to that of Ibn ʿArabī, although many ref-

erences are shared. This shows a richness present within a same culture and

religious tradition, where two apparently similar thinkers can produce two

original cosmologies and angelologies.385

Webb rightly noted that hierarchical motifs “seek to simultaneously artic-

ulate ontological, cosmological, and cosmogonic truths about the Divine Es-

sence and Its self-disclosure in/of the world, while speaking of personal-exis-

tential realities and potentialities.”386 Indeed, Ibn ʿArabī shows particular uses

of angelic functions: angels as characters who both exist as comparators to the

situation of human beings and their unique potentiality of transformation and

movements through spiritual stations in the cosmos, and angels as symbols

for their spiritual practices and the result of these practices. Chief examples

of this second role, angels as symbols, are the angels that Webb did not iden-

tify as a category, the “governing ones” and its angels born of breaths, acts, and

words.

384 See Netton, Allah Transcendent 256–268, and Stephen R. Burge, “The Provenance of

Suhrawardian Angelology,”Archiv Orientální, 76, no. 4 (2008): 435–457.

385 Further detailed comparison with other Islamic angelologies could yield interesting out-

comes, illustrating different cosmological representations in the Islamicateworld. Among

such other authors are the Brethren of Purity (ca. 4th/10th century), al-Qazwīnī (d. 682/

1283), Shihān al-dīn al-Suhrawardī (d. 587/1191), al-Ghazālī (d. 504/1111), Ibn Khaldūn

(d. 808/1406). For the outline of some of these angelologies, see Murata, “The Angels;”

Jaadane, “La place des anges;” Stefan Leder, “Angels as Part of Human Civilisation, Ibn

Khaldūn’s ConciliatingApproach,” inThe IntermediateWorlds of Angels, 365–384. Another

interesting comparison could be made with angelologies in works more occult in nature,

such as the longer version of the Shams al-Maʿārif by al-Būnī (d. 622/1225), a contempo-

rary of Ibn ʿArabī, and an author also influenced by Ibn Barrajān (Coulon, La magie en

terre d’islam 212, 226).

386 Webb, “Hierarchy” 246.
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Moreover, beyond an apophatic theology already identified in the writings

of Ibn ʿArabī,387 the “Mystical Theology” of pseudo-Dionysus the Aeropagite

helps us here as well, in analyzing Akbarian angels as pointing to a silent theol-

ogy, which is beyond cataphasis (positive theology, immanence) and apophasis

(negative theology, transcendence).388 Indeed, in the writings of Dionysus the

Aeropagite, cataphatic theology is represented by the dynamic flowing from

God to humans, going through Names and concepts, while apophatic theol-

ogy is represented by the movement going from humanity to God, through

subtler states and beings such as angels.389 Thus on one hand, angels in Ibn

ʿArabī stand for Names and concepts, as well as existing as perfected and sub-

tler aspects of humanity, combining both theologies or dynamics, while on

the other hand they also seem to be symbolizing these curious human-born

realities (breaths, words, acts), the latest of all God’s creation. As such, they

seem to be pointing to something beyond the first dichotomy, erasing the

distance between humans and God, whether cataphatic or apophatic, and

thus one could see in these angels a symbol of a silent theology, accompa-

nying the reader on the journey towards and beyond the “He/not He” God,

when there remains but light and wings of them, before disappearing into the

unsaid.

The simultaneity of meanings for a word such as “angel” or “Throne” finds a

general example in the chapter on seclusion, with the word “man:” Ibn ʿArabī

writes that “Man is a smallworld, and theworld is a greatman” ( fa-l-insān ʿālam

ṣaghīr wa-l-ʿālam insān, kabīr).390 He puts it another way at the beginning of

the Futūḥāt, “The human Presence is like the divine Presence, or rather it is the

very same thing, composed of three levels: the Dominion, the Spiritual world,

387 Ibid. 251.

388 “(…) Negative theology remains a discursive process of the intellect, while mystical the-

ology is situated beyond discourse. (…) Negative theology cannot but refer to a positive

theology which it limits and corrects in its formulations. Mystical theology, on the con-

trary, does not refer to either of these processes, which it nonetheless supposes. It is pure

immaterial experience where senses and intellect are radically excluded” (Gunther Heil,

in L’Aréopagyte, La hiérarchie céleste, xxx–xxxi).

389 Jean-Yves Leloup, Un obscur et lumineux silence, La Théologie mystique de Denys l’Aré-

opagite, (Albin Michel, Paris, 2013), 76–85. The writings of Dionysus the Areopagyte

first corresponded to a Neoplatonic type, however, with his Mystical Theology, Leloup

writes, he breaks away from duality, towards a “He/not He” representation of the divine,

and beyond (towards henosis, a Greek word that is very similar to the idea of wiṣāl

in Arabic and Ibn ʿArabī’s writings). See also L’Aréopagyte, La hiérarchie céleste xxv–

xxxi.

390 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 78. 5,116.
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and the world of Power,”391 locus of the manifestation of Names, assembler of

all realities (including the angelic one), born of Heaven and Earth.392

More than being a simplemetaphor, however, these quotes could point to an

objective reality, an Islamic “multiverse,” considering the overlap and situation

of these threeworlds and their creatures, as seen in the section on cosmological

function in Chapter 2: The Malakūt is contained within the Jabarūt, which is

itself containedwithin theMulk, or physicalworld.Wehave seen that it unfolds

into nine spheres, equating the nine points of contact between the human and

the divine, a contact which Ibn ʿArabī calls “the angel.” Here one might also

consider the particular place of Imagination in Ibn ʿArabī’s cosmology, where it

potentially makes metaphors and images (ṣuwar)—and so, angels—into phe-

nomena more real than mere literary metaphors: They are both true and not

true, the way the universe is both “He and not He,” depending on the context

and perspective.

391 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 2. 1,214, and this is echoed by another statement about the physi-

cal world being the more complete mirror of the Otherworld (Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 126.

5,300).

392 Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 3. 1,408, Ibn ʿArabī, al-Futūḥāt 208. 6,412. Chodkiewicz mentions

another work, ʿAnqāʾ al-mughrib, where Ibn ʿArabī explains that “everything of the exter-

nal world” he is speaking about is for the reader to search its correspondence inside of

himself (Chodkiewicz, Le sceau des saints, 127). Showing his affiliation with Ibn ʿArabī,

Murata writes on Qūnawī that “angels correspond to the spiritual faculties of the Perfect

Man, who is the prototype of both mankind and universe” (Murata, “Angels,” 333).
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Conclusion

The facts of our fallen life demand instead that themessage bewritten in the

very substance, in the body, of the messenger—indeed, that the message be

the messenger, and he the message. It is essential moreover that the mes-

senger’s body be such as to resist our efforts to define or explain it. For the

purpose of this instruction is precisely to teach us the inadequacy of all our

usual categories—so as to compel renewed attention to the arousing of our

drowsed souls. We need, in a word, an angel.1

Angels and angel-like beings were common to many religious traditions, how-

ever, they are now mostly conflated with monotheism. Angels hover between

being messengers in the “antique way,” as independent beings from other

gods, and divine manifestations or emanations from God in monotheisms.

The Quran itself does not give us a clear intra-angelic hierarchy, however,

it describes clear functions for angels as characters within the cosmology it

presents, exclusive intermediaries of the Unseen between the Heavens and the

human world. From then on, Islamic spirituality could “only be envisaged in

connectionwith the angels, who are intertwinedwith all dimensions of human

life as seen by Islam.”2

Through the literary analysis of angels as characters, I listed different Qura-

nic functions, general and specific ones, based on their many roles, both in

verses mentioning them clearly and in verses that might allude to them.

Applying Angelika Neuwirth’s typology of the “Arabization of biblical con-

cepts” to the case of Quranic angels,3 if we are tomomentarily forget that angels

might well be equally native to Arabia,4 we could say that Sufi angels, by their

1 James S. Cutsinger, “Angels and Inklings” 59.

2 Sachiko Murata, “The Angels” 343.

3 “The Qurʾān’s charging the empirical world with text-referentiality can hardly be overes-

timated. It induces a biblicization of Arabian episteme. The reverse movement is equally

distinctive: It is the Arabization of biblical concepts. What is striking is that both processes

operate with a hermeneutical tool that was current in the Late Antique reckonings with

heritage texts but which was obviously new in the Arabian context: the hermeneutics of a

complex typology. (…) For the sake of simplicity, it will be classified in our context as (1) the

simple figure of re-enactment, the repetition of a biblical incident or a biblical experience in

the life of the community; (2) the more intriguing figure of promise and fulfilment in which

a biblical promise becomes real in the history of the community; and (3) the psychologically-

charged figure of mythopoiesis, the discovery of biblical precedents as underlying established

communal practice” (Neuwirth, “The Qurʾān’s Enchantment of theWorld” 133–134).

4 See Appendix 1.
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functions, also participate in all three typologies: First, angels are an example of

a link, a figure of re-enactment of biblical and non-biblical figures in previous

cosmologies, both local and foreign. Second, as a figure of fulfillment, angels

help the readers, as much as the seekers on the spiritual path, in reaching an

eschatological promise via the spiritual path,whichmayormaynot include the

physical dimension. Third, angels participate in a mythopoeic process, part of

the construction of Islamic cosmology(ies), with different angels, in different

shapes and forms,5 coming to enrich the imaginaries of authors, readers, and

believers.

Furthermore, this mythopoeic process is reached through the non-Quranic

cosmological enrichment function. This additional function, arising from the

Quranic cosmological function, appears naturally out of the expanding prin-

ciple of commentarial works. Taking the case of verse Q 17:1, in Chapter 4,

Neuwirth adds that this mythopoeic process arises from a decoupling of the

Quranic text from its immediate context, which precedes a “mythologizing

exegesis,” the reappropriation of Quranic terms, often undefined terms whose

original contextual meaning have been lost over time, and re-wrapped by

these commentarial narratives in new images and new meanings.6 From this

double process, angels are used to illustrate expanding divine signs, charac-

ters taken from the Quranic text, further adapted, mixed, and detailed, to be

present at all times and all places in the believer’s daily life and imagina-

tion.

As for the spiritual and eschatological re-enactment (the second figure listed

by Neuwirth), this is illustrated by a particular function of angels in Sufi texts,

which I called the symbolic function. This implies different literary devices

(metaphors, ellipses) and interpretations (allegorical, symbolic) showing

through the different texts seen in this book, albeit in diversely developed

forms. As AaronHughes writes, the commentary genre tries tomake theQuran

relevant to a particular space and time,7 and Sufi commentaries, in their strict-

est sense (Chapters 1, 2, and 3) and wider sense (Chapters 4 and 5) use angels

to symbolize a spiritual journey based on Quranic messages relevant to the

mystically inclined reader and practitioner. This symbolic function can be con-

sidered the continuation of the figurative reading in the duality it forms with

the literal reading, reflecting the struggle between literal and figurative world

views in late antiquity as noted byNeuwirth, asmentioned in the introduction.

5 For an example of pictorial representations of angels, see Anna Caiozzo, “L’ange et le roi dans

la culture visuelle de l’Orient médiéval,” in The Intermediate Worlds of Angels 403–420.

6 Neuwirth, “From Sacred Mosque to Remote Temple” 398.

7 Hughes, “The Stranger at the Sea.”
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The symbolic function could be seen as its literary development, sometimes

replacing the literal reading, or, more interestingly, adding to it as its necessary

complement.

This symbolic function remains discreet and scattered throughout the Sufi

tafsīr, showing through some of the sayings attributed to diverse Sufi masters,

through the lack of commentary on angelic verses—or the apparition of angels

in commentaries on verses that do not concern them—and through the liter-

ary devices that might be used by authors when writing about them. Where

one could have expected a lengthy description of angels, as part of the Unseen

world and associated commonly to all things esoteric, instead the reader finds

himself facing elusive presences. These Sufi commentaries often corroborate

and validate the invisibility of angels, both in the text and outside of it, encour-

aging the depersonalization of the means of divine revelation. Angels often

become symbols “in negative”, doubly invisible first in theQuran and then in its

commentaries, a double invisibility as a link between man and God. This gives

us an overall impression of a pervasive angelic presence, visible or less visible,

on various metaphorical degrees, an instrument that may be used in a myriad

of ways inside and outside the text, by both commentator and reader.

However, the symbolic function appears in amore systematic and sustained

manner through the different roles held by angels in the miʿrāj narratives. As

guides and challengers along the celestial ascension of the different narrators,

they come to symbolize stations and liminal signs on the road towards God.

Whether as a discrete presence, or as a metonymy of light and wings, the angel

is the last tangible and (in)visible sign before one arrives to the spiritual jour-

ney’s end, to the ineffable God.

In the last chapter, the symbolic function seems to be fully deployed through

what seems to be one of the few near-systematic angelologies that can be

found in Sufi texts of this period. Ibn ʿArabī’s angelology in the Futūḥāt thus

lends itself to comparison with other angelologies, both inside and outside the

Islamic world, which could be an object for further research. As with many

other cosmologies, his is infusedwithNeo-Platonism, and angels come to fill all

the Quranic functions, along with the two additional non-Quranic functions.

The symbolic function remains, however, the one that appears to be some-

what original, because of Ibn ʿArabī’s theory ofmundus imaginalis.Where some

Neoplatonic, Gnostic, or more generally dualistic worldviews might imply a

separation between the physical (imperfect) world and the spiritual-ideal (per-

fect) world (which can be seen in Suhrawardī), Ibn ʿArabī includes the physi-

cal world, considering it as potentially perfect, as a locus of theophanies, and

as included within the wider imaginal world, which itself gives access to the

spiritual dimension. Additionally, both imaginal and spiritual worlds could be
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understood at the same time as being external and internal toman, by his char-

acteristic of being amicrocosm and being “more complete” than angels. Angels

thus gainmultiple realities: They are the discrete beings presented in theQuran

as part of the global salvation history and put the universe in motion on the

macro andmicro levels; but they are also internal realities and symbols of spir-

itual advancement, of philosophical concepts, of spiritual stations (maqāmāt)

and states (aḥwāl), of divine Names, and of the letters of the alphabet and their

factual power. They are both exoterically and esoterically present, outside and

inside the text, to humankind. The ultimate conflation of this multiple pres-

ence is when Ibn ʿArabī maintains the ambiguity around the identity of the

governing angels, by means of metaphor: The human spirit is and is not an

angel, producing angels by its breath, words, and deeds.

Ibn ʿArabī’s work also illustrates the continuation of divine communication

with humankind, even after the closing of Revelation by scripture8—general

revelation, he writes, does not end, and angels are here to maintain it. Angels

as symbols also come to illustrate other key concepts of Ibn ʿArabī’s cosmology,

such as his theodicy and God’s infinite compassion. By incarnating contrarian

Names, angels enter disputes impacting physical reality, but in the end, even

the terrible guardians of Hell will be turned into angels of compassion.

Like angels in the miʿrāj narratives, Ibn ʿArabī’s angels in the Futūḥāt also

stand for virtues to be acquired, as signposts pointing theway.Thehuman spirit

starts low and elevates itself, realizing its potentiality upward until it is above

that of angels and their “known ranks,” reaching the state of Perfect Man. The

answer to the relationship betweenman and angel is the goal, and not the rank,

as seen with the miʿrāj narratives: Man symbolizes mobility and angels fixity,

although this fixity is itself subject to ambiguity. Angels are indeed prone to

changing shapes and forms, human and non-human, visible or not to the eye

and to the text, where they can be talked about as a plural or singular, feminine

or masculine.

Further research on a more systematic comparison of all these different

Sufi texts with non-Sufi Sunni works and with other works (whether qualified

as philosophical, Shia, or other—keeping in mind that these categories may

intersect on many levels) would be helpful in determining whether this multi-

layered symbolic function is specifically Sufi or, if common to others, whether

they use this function. Further research on later periods could yield interesting

results aswell, from sources fromafter the so-called closing of the ijtihād doors.

8 This idea seems to be shared with Jewish mysticism (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 141–

142.)
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For now, although Burge estimates that Sufi angelologies are not so differ-

ent from non-Sufi ones,9 my argument is that the symbolic function of angels

seems quite characteristic of Sufi works and has the feature of multiplicity, of

a layering of realities: at all times, as these works hold angels at different lev-

els of realities, textual, real, metaphorical (metonymy, allegory, or other), and

imaginal.

While some see a coherence in Sufi angelology that is not present in gen-

eral Islamic exegesis,10 these texts also presented a diversity of angelologies,

as Burge posited in the introduction. However, I argue that this diversity finds

a relative coherence held through the symbolic function. Through the co-

existence of several layers of reality (from the real to the symbolic, bymetaphor

or the textually non-existent) that each of these authors maintained in their

own way, the coexistence of contrarian perspectives becomes possible.

Angels in these Sufi texts seemnot to be as defined and systematized as they

are in comparable Christian mystical literature, and this serves a theological

purpose: Angels can be regarded as symbols of the power and unknowability

of God, escaping attempts at fixed hierarchies and categories. As we have seen

in this study, mentions of archangels or other specific categories of angels that

could highlight a set hierarchy is almost non-existent, a “silence” that seems to

serve the theological purpose of equality before God.11 Even the one text that

is closest to a systematic hierarchy (Ibn ʿArabī’s works) remains purposefully

paradoxical, and has to be reconstructed from scattered pieces of information.

His (non)metaphorical angels with overlapping definitions (angels equal to

human spirits or not), in parallel to the conception of the universe as “He/not

He,” comes across as purposefully maintaining ambiguity and tension.

Many traditions contain tension between two different goals represented by

angels. Where some texts present “becoming an angel” as an end-goal,12 other

9 Burge, Angels in Islam 8. Although hewrites later that Ibn ʿArabī’s angelology is heterodox

when compared to ḥadīth-based angelologies, I have found that the symbolic function is

what distinguishes it most, however, his general and wide use of ḥadīth makes it hard to

pinpoint heterodoxy in the details.

10 Lory, La dignité de l’homme 201.

11 For instance, even though Burge uses ‘archangel’ in his works (ra’īs al-malāʾika) for Gabriel

and Michael, and it would seem to be the translation into Arabic of the Greek word in

Christian texts (Burge, Angels in Islam 39, f. 65), we have not found this category in the

primary sources of this study, even in the developed angelology of Ibn ʿArabī. As gen-

eral categories, only cherubim, Muhayyamūn andMuqarrabūn seem to denote particular

angelic categories, and variably so. As previously noted, we could see here a sign of an

equalitarian will which also translates, at least in Sunni Islam, as the lack of established

clergy.

12 In the Islamic tradition, the Brethren of Purity are an example (de Callataÿ, “The Ikhwān



conclusion 271

texts present reaching an angelic state as a temporary goal, a step towards God,

to then overtake this step—reaching angelhood or an angelic level in order to

become something more afterwards.13 Sufi literature represented here, by the

use of the symbolic function, seems to illustrate this second optionmore often.

As a conclusion to this literary study, I wish to refer again to Lawson’s anal-

ysis of the Quran as an epic. He ventures to translate “walī” as “hero” instead

of the usual “saint,”14 or “Friend of God” as I have used here. This provides an

interesting perspective on the Sufi texts studied: the walī (and aspiring walī

reader) as a hero on his mystical quest for God, following the steps of the orig-

inal Quranic epic—a quest where angels are among the main supporting cast

to all protagonists, helpers or challengers to believers and non-believers alike,

filling numerous roles and functions in the text. Outside the text, for the aspir-

ing hero-walī, they continue to fulfill their main function given to them by Sufi

authors, the symbolic function of pointing the way to God onmultiple levels of

both readings and realities outside the text.

al-Ṣafāʾ on Angels”), and this is also the general conclusion of Louis Gardet on the place of

angels in Islam (Louis Gardet, “Les anges en islam” 226–227). In the Judeo-Christian tra-

dition, Henoch becoming an angel is another such example (Hamidović, L’insoutenable

divinité 262–263).

13 Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 265.

14 Lawson, “The Qurʾān and Epic” 81–82.
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appendix 1

Angels in Arabia: In and around the Quran

1 Tracing the Origins of Angels

In Islamic cosmology, the first reference to angels that comes to mind is, of

course, the Quranic text, although it barelymentions their creation in Q 37:150.

For a reader trying to collect details on the origins of angels, this might be puz-

zling. The Quran specifies elsewhere the nature of man and jinn, in Q 15:26–27,

alongwith the idea that theywere created byGod, but does not do so for angels.

What are they made of? Common Islamic traditions from a later stage provide

us with answers, such as a well-known Sunni ḥadīth1 on thematter that tells us

that angels are made from nūr, one of the words in Arabic designating “light,”

which has positive connotations in the Islamic imaginary as it is associated

with God, and later with the Prophet.2

The Qur’an presents itself “in clear Arabic tongue,” relating known facts and

stories of its epoch circulating in other languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, Old/Mid-

dle Persian, Greek, etc). However, thesemessages are from the start of a restruc-

turation, and not only renovation, of older cosmologies. TheQuranwas reusing

these myths for its own purposes, initiating an Islamic mythopoeic process, in

a specific language of Arabia.3

1 See Saḥīḥ muslim, ḥadīth no. 2996.

2 We can briefly mention two examples here: In the Quran, nūr ʿalā nūr (24:35) is part of

a metaphor describing God, and works from Ibn ʿArabī center around the concept of nūr

Muḥammad.

3 Robin explains that the common Arabic tongue, used for pre-Islamic poetry, was proba-

bly based on the Najdi dialect, confirmed by archeological findings (Robin, “L’Arabie préis-

lamique” 77; ibid., “Inscriptions antiques de la région de Najrān (Arabie Séoudite mérid-

ionale): nouveaux jalons pour l’histoire de l’écriture, de la langue et du calendrier arabes,” in

Comptes rendus des séances de l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, 158e année, no. 3

(2014), 1051.) Ahmad al-Jallad also has interestingworks on this subject, based on inscriptions

in different alphabets. He explains that the “clear Arabic tongue” of the Quranmeans the ver-

nacular, as compared to ritualistic languages used at that time for religious purposes (Ahmad

al-Jallad, Ronny Vollandt, The Damascus Psalm Fragment: Middle Arabic and the Legacy of

Old Ḥigāzī, w. a Contribution by R. Vollandt (Oriental Institute, 2020), 73–77). He explains in

this book how the Arabian Peninsula was home to a great variety of dialects, and Chapter 4

deals with the transition from this state to the state of diglosia with Classical Arabic; See also

Ahmad al-Jallad, “The Linguistic Landscape of Pre-Islamic Arabia: Context for the Qur’an” in

The Oxford Handbook of Qurʾānic Studies, ed. Haleem, Muhammad Abdel and Mustafa Shah

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), online.
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As for the linguistic origins of angels in the Arabic language, various studies

give us some elements.4 Christian Julien Robin recently showed that the word

malak could be endogenous to the Arabian Peninsula, as examples of the root

l-ʾ-k have been found in the Sabaʾic and Maʿīnic languages of Arabia (Sabaʾic

being close to what he calls “Old Arabic”); thus malak could be considered to

have been anArabicword in pre-Islamic and early Islamic times, and not a bor-

rowed one.5

Additionally, it seems that the word malak is found in different forms in

pre-Islamic poetry both in the sense of “message”6 and in the sense of “heav-

enly being,”7 according to the Doha Historical Dictionary of Arabic. As it is

4 In a linguistic and exegetical discussion of the surah 35:1 of the Quran, which is the only verse

providing details about the aspects of angels (as having wings), Stephen R. Burge reviews the

disputedorigins of theArabicword for “angel” (malak, pl.malāʾika) in both recent scholarship

and classical Arabic lexicography (Stephen R. Burge, “The Angels in Sūrat Al-Malāʾika: Exege-

ses of Q. 35:1,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 10, no. 1 (2008):50–70). Classical Arabic lexicography

is interested mainly in the root of the word, regarded as being ʾ-l-k, l-ʾ-k, and sometimes m-

l-k. This word could be linked to any previous Semitic languages surrounding Arabia, such

as Canaanite, Aramaic, Syriac, Hebrew or Ethiopic, though there is a slight preference for

Ethiopic, on account that the pluralmalāʾika is close to the Ethiopic pluralmalā eʾkt.

5 Christian Julien Robin, “Les “anges” (shams) et autres êtres surnaturels d’apparence humaine

dans l’Arabie antique,” in The Intermediate World of Angels, Islamic Representations of Celes-

tial Beings in Transcultural Contexts, ed. Sara Kuehn, Stefan Leder, Hans-Peter Pökel (Beirut:

Orient Institut Beirut, 2019), 121–122. On “Old Arabic” and the linguistic state of Arabia at that

time, see Ahmad Al-Jallad, “What Is Ancient North Arabian?,” in Re-Engaging Comparative

Semitic and Arabic Studies, ed. Daniel Birnstiel and Naʿāma Pat-El, (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz

Verlag, 2018.)

Contrary to other scholars who consider that jinn are more endogenic to Arabia than

angels, Robin even affirms elsewhere that the category of jinn is not attested before Islam,

and that it could be borrowed from Syria. See Christian Julien Robin, “L’Arabie préislamique,”

in Le Coran des historiens, vol. 1 (Paris: Cerf, 2019), 93.

6 Here is a verse attributed to Abū Jandab al-Hudhaliyy al-Mashʾūm, (estimated date: 86 before

Hijra, or 538ce):

رمالتقوهَلامبََهَننَمدّعوتيلاقو(
َ
ّيحِبصُلاَةَفيَلُزيِنَباَخأَاّيشِبُحيكئالَمغُِــلبُمنَم:)هتأَ ؟اَ

the doha historical dictionary of arabic, dohadictionary.org

7 Here are two verses attributed to ʿAntara, (estimated date: 22 years before Hijra, or 600ce):

ّيشَدَقاًعاَجشُواًريِبخَيِّنَعلَيَبُعاَييلِئاسَ بُوُرُحلاُهتَبَ

بُيِغَياَلٌرِضاحِتِوَملاكََلَميِفيسَِدَّحيِفنَّأَكِيِبنُيَسَف

and another verse attributed to the same author, with an unusual plural that wewill find later

in other writings:

ّجضًَةَلمَحمِجِاَعأَلاىَلَعتُلَمَحدَقَلَو كِاَلفأَلايِفُكاَلمأَلااَهَلتَ

Ibid.

http://dohadictionary.org
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based on pre-Islamic poetry, this argument might be considered questionable

by some, yet it cannot be completely disregarded.8

In all these languages, the root of thewordmalak has themeaning “to send a

message or a messenger,” which fits the common idea, in monotheistic creeds,

of angels as being God’s messengers. However, in Arabic, Burge shows that the

word “malak” is used as if it had lost this primarymeaning, since elsewhere the

Quran speaks of humans and angels sent as messengers, with another word

(rusul) in Q 22:75, and he concludes then thatmalak, as early as in the Quranic

text, has come to mean, first and foremost, a celestial being that belongs to the

spiritual realm, more than the function of messenger originally implied by the

name.9 This is seconded by Robin, who sees in the Quranicmalak (as a divine

being) the real borrowed term—if there is one—from surrounding languages

associated with monotheisms (Aramaic, Judeo-Aramaic), where the word had

a profane but endogenous use before it (as “messenger”) alongside “rasūl” (also

present in Sabaʾic).10

8 These pre-Islamic sources were recorded mainly in written form, after the codification of

the Quranic text (which suggests a possible editorial process done on this poetry), but it

is traditionally held that pre-Islamic poetry helped and still helps readers of the Quran to

understand some of its lexicon and its historical and cultural contexts, rendered obscure

by the passage of time and evolution of the language. Although pre-Islamic poetry has

been decried by scholars of the hyper-critical school first, before these critics were in

turn challenged (a discussion that will continue with future findings in archeology and

palaeography in the Arabian peninsula), some doubts remain. Quranic studies specialists

sometimes still tend to dismiss pre-islamic poetry as a useful entry to understanding the

Quranic text, see for example such a critical overview and argumentation in Gabriel Said

Reynolds, The Qurʾān and its Biblical Subtext (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), 30–33.

However we canmention that Patricia Crone herself recognizes that Islamic tradition,

although textually built over a long period of time after the Quran, is sometimes needed

even in historical Quranic studies, “because it preserves early information and because it

embodies a millennium and a half of scholarship bymen of great learning and high intel-

ligence on whose shoulders it is good to stand. Indeed, we cannot completely get off their

shoulders even if we try, since we normally rely on their dictionaries for the lexical mean-

ing of the words in the book.” Patricia Crone, “The Religion of the Qurʾānic Pagans: God

and the Lesser Deities,”Arabica 57, no. 2 (2010): 152.

9 He shows that the Quranmakes a distinction between the angel as a being and the role of

messenger, and thus implies that angels could have another function than being messen-

gers. Burge notes there that the distinction between angel (malak) andmessenger (rasūl)

is the same then that the distinction done in latin between angels (angelus) and messen-

ger (nuntius), where the original meaning of the root is disregarded, or forgotten, when

using theword. This is contrary to the other semitic languageswhere there is no such clear

distinction, such as the word for angel in Hebrew which also means messenger, whether

human or non-human. Burge, “The Angels in Sūrat Al-Malāʾika.” For an etymological dis-

cussion of this similar shift in Judaism and Christianity, visible in the New Testament, see

David Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité des anges (Paris: Cerf, 2018), 42–57.

10 Robin, “Les “anges” (shams) et autres êtres surnaturels,” 124.
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If this distinction between the wordmalak and rasūlwas the position of the

Quranic text, it might not have been the case for a part of its audience, at least

not its polytheists detractors, according to a study by Patricia Crone.11 Indeed

she explains that polytheists were expecting Muḥammad to be accompanied

by an angel, or to be replaced by an angel, in order for them to believe him

as a messenger, because they would have understood the word rasūl (messen-

ger) in a religious context as designating an angel (like the Latin angelus), a

wordwhichMuḥammaduses in thisway at times aswell. However, calling him-

self a rasūl “is what will have sounded absurd to the polytheists: he was calling

himself an angel, and when they objected, he would explain that he was just a

human angel!”12

The pre-Islamic genealogy of Quranic angels as cosmological beings in local

and surrounding cultures and religions is also becoming clearer, thanks to the

now thriving Quranic and Islamology fields of study, as well as from studies

in comparative religion and comparative mythology.13 Angels are entangled

in different theories and complex cultural relationships. Most importantly,

influences from Judaism and Christianity come to mind, as angels are a fun-

damental part of their cosmologies.14 Furthermore, such studies have been

recently published on angels in Islam.15 Whatever their perspective on the

11 Patricia Crone, “Angels versus Humans as Messengers of God: The View of the Qurʾānic

Pagans,” in The Qurʾānic Pagans and Related Matters: Collected Studies in Three Volumes,

vol. 1, ed. Hanna Sirurua (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 102–124.

12 Ibid. 110. This theory could provide an insight into a shift of the uses of the Arabic lan-

guage. If polytheists understood rasūl as angel, this means that the Quran had caused a

major shift in the use of the word, by assigning rasūl to a function only, andmalak to the

celestial beings, whereas they had been, according to Crone’s analysis, conflated as one

concept before the Quranic revelation.

13 For a critical recent reviewof modern scholarship on angels in Islam, see StephenR. Burge,

Angels in Islam, Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī’s al-Ḥabāʾik fī akhbār al-malāʾik (Abingdon: Rout-

ledge, 2012), 9–15; and even more recently Sara Kuehn, Stefan Leder, Hans-Peter Pökel

(eds.), The Intermediate World of Angels, (Beirut: Orient Institut Beirut, 2019), 11–45.

14 For an overview of the Judaic and Christian presences in pre-islamic Arabia, which seem

to have included a particular trend of Christianity regarding Jesus as an angel, or as part of

a triad with Michael and Gabriel, see Jan M.F. Van Reeth, “Les courants “Judéo-chrétiens”

et chrétiens orientaux de l’antiquité tardive,” in Le Coran des historiens, vol. 1 (Paris: Cerf,

2019).

15 Aside from the studiesmentioned so far, see, more particularly, the contributions of Nada

Hélou on the formation of the representation of angels in antique Christianity, building

on Greco-Latin mythological elements; Christian Robin and Aziz Al-Azmeh on the wide

diversity of angel-like beings in the Arabian peninsula on the eve of Islam, with roles

similar to that of angels as listed in this chapter; and Burge on the peculiar case of mete-

orological angels that sometimes echo ancient thunder gods of the Middle-East, these

contributions forming the first part of The Intermediate World of Angels 49–153.
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Quran,16 these studies bring us interesting insights into the cultural, historical

and anthropological context of the Quranic revelation. Of particular interest

here is the question around the arrival of angels in the Arabian imaginary.

Were they already present before the Quranic revelation, or did they come

with the Quranic text, as a possible belated influence from Judaic and Chris-

tian traditions into the text? This is important when studying their relation to

another type of otherworldly beings, the jinn, whose “Arabianness” is usually

more clearly admitted.

Although some scholars tend to consider angels to be an influence of the

Judaic and Christian traditions on the later stages of the Quranic revelation,17

Amira El Zein18 supports Chelhod’s view19 on a more generalized pre-Islamic

presence of angels in Arabia with four points: First, Arabs could have used

the word “jinn” to designate angels, as the root “j-n-n” refers to anything that

is hidden, belonging to the world invisible to the human gaze, the Unseen

(ghayb).20 Second, pre-Islamic Arab society was composed of different creedal

16 In the field of Quranic studies, and more generally, studies interested in early Islamic his-

tory, there has been—and still is—awide array of views around theQuranic text and early

Islamic literature: from a near-full refutation of the historical constitution of the Quranic

text, as presented by the Islamic sources (sometimes considering the Quranic text to be

derived from late-antiqueChristian sources), to a near-total acceptance of the narrative(s)

presented by these Islamic sources (for a critical overview of the use of sources regarding

early Islam, see Aziz Al-Azmeh, “Paleo-Muslim Angels and Other Preternatural Beings,”

in The Intermediate Worlds of Angels 135–136; and more particularly, how the debates in

modern scholarship of Quranic studies showed and evolved through the studies of angels

in Islam, see Burge, Angels in Islam 9–10).

17 Such as Toufic Fahd, Jacqueline Chabbi, and Esma Hind Tengour.

18 Amira El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and the IntelligentWorld of the Jinn (NewYork, Syracuse: Syra-

cuse University Press, 2009).

19 Joseph Chelhod, Les structures du sacré chez les Arabes (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose,

1965). However, this study has an outdated evolutionary model for religion in the Arabian

Peninsula. For a better, updated study of pre-Islamic beliefs see ChristopherM.Moreman,

“Rehabilitating the Spirituality of Pre-Islamic Arabia: On the Importance of the Kahin,

the Jinn, and the Tribal Ancestral Cult,” Journal of Religious History 41, no. 2 (2017): 137–

157.

20 Several translations, depending on the context, are possible for this concept: divine mys-

tery, the invisible world pertaining to magic, the Unknowable, and in Sufism, “al-ghayb

means, according to context, the reality of theworldbeyond the senses andbeyonddiscur-

sive reason which gnosis (maʿrifa) experiences, the hierarchy of the invisible worlds, the

beings of theseworlds, and even theworld of theDivineEssence” (MacDonald,Gardet, “al-

Ghayb,”ei²). For clarity, however, I chose to translate this term as “Unseen” or “the world

of the Unseen,” which could reflect the common denominator of almost all the uses of

this concept (related to what cannot be seen, either by the five senses, or moremetaphor-

ically, by intellectual means—the “unseen” beyond the limits of human understanding),
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groups, pagans, Zoroastrians, local Christians, and Jews, and these three later

groups at least would have been familiar with the concept of angels. Third, the

Quran refers to angels in a way that suggests that the concept was known in

pre-Islamic Arabia. Fourth, pre-Islamic Arabs seemed to have referred specif-

ically to fallen angels.21 We will develop these four points that she has briefly

presented—combining the second and third points, as they are related (the

second point explaining the third one).22

1.1 Angels as jinn

The first point is supported byMoreman in a review of the pre-Islamic spiritual

Arabian landscape:23 The distinction between angels and jinn was never clear

in thebeginning, andone could conclude that theAbrahamic traditions tended

toname spirits from the otherworld “angels”while other local traditions named

them “jinn.” Interestingly, in both cases these spirits were seen mainly as mes-

sengers. The view of angels as jinn is also supported by the position of Chabbi,

who sees that the Quran’s failure to fully separate the two categories of beings,

and failing to contrast the nature of angels with that of the jinn (fire), was due

to the powerful presence of jinn in the Arabian imaginary, who had a similar

role to that of angels.24 There is also the possible linguistic explanation in that

the word “jinn” could also be used for angels (as seen in Chapter 3). Other local

belief systems included similar celestial intermediary figures that could be con-

flated with angels, such as the shams, female-like winged figures in messenger

and protecting roles in antique Yemen, and the “daughters of Īl,” part of cults

in the Arabian South, Negev and Palmyre.25 This conflating process echoes an

although “Otherworld” could also be used, in the sense of something “other” that cannot

be seen or known. Incidentally, al-Azmeh has also remarked that this notion had not been

studied enough in scholarly literature, Aziz al-Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam 369.

21 El Zein, Islam, Arabs 35.

22 This is keeping in mind that findings regarding pre-islamic Arabic remain more or less

conjectural. For an updated overview of pre-islamic Arabia based on recent archeologi-

cal, epigraphical andhistorical sources, seeChristian JulienRobin, “L’Arabie préislamique”

53–154.

23 Moreman, “Rehabilitating the Spirituality,” 137–157; see also Al-Azmeh, The Emergence of

Islam 210–211.

24 Jacqueline Chabbi, Le seigneur des tribus (Paris: cnrs, 2013), 215.

25 This might remind the reader of the “daughters of Allāh” of the latter Islamic traditions,

developed from surah 17, and the accusations of angelic cults. For recent epigraphic and

archeological evidence of these, see Robin, “Les “anges” (shams) et autres êtres surna-

turels.” Al-Azmeh notes that the multiplicity of these intermediaries and unclear naming

made for an unclear theology and an entanglement of angels with other similar beings

(Al-Azmeh, “Paleo-Muslim Angels” 143–144).
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earlier one in antique Christianity, with the Latin genii and angels,26 Greek dai-

mōn compared to Jewish angels,27 or Neoplatonic gods becoming angels in the

angelology of pseudo-Denys the Areopagite.28

1.2 Angels as Part of the Multiplicity of Beliefs in Pre-Islamic Arabia,

and as References in the Quranic Interaction with Its Audience

Wemay find an example of el-Zein’s second and third points in a Quranic verse

that is part of one of the Quranic renderings of biblical stories: the story of

Moses coming to face the Pharaoh. In this excerpt, the Pharaoh challenges

Moses publicly, denying his divine mission because he was not endowed with

divine favors as those were understood by Egyptians. The Pharaoh ends his

challenge with this question: “Why, then, have armlets of gold not been cast

upon him, and why do angels not accompany him?” (Q 43:53). However, the

beliefs and religion of Ancient Egypt did not include any angels or figures that

would come close to the understanding of an angel as seen in monotheisms,

although some beings in other antique belief systems had a role close to that

of the guardian angels. This could then only be seen as a Quranic adaptation of

a story relating to another world and culture than that of seventh century Ara-

bia, presented in such away as to be understood by its listeners.29 Indeed, if the

Quranic text saw fit to use the concept of angel, itmust have been because such

creatures were known to a significant portion of the public, if only the Chris-

tians and Jews among them. Angels were considered to be characters more

relevant than the supernatural beings of the ancient Egyptian pantheon in the

same textual role.30

26 Nada Hélou, “Les origines hellénistiques de la représentation des anges dans le christian-

isme ancien,” inThe IntermediateWorlds of Angels, 49–67. See also Hamidović, L’insouten-

able divinité, 125–136.

27 This is how Philo of Alexandria would explain that what philosophers called “demons,”

Moses called “angels,” see Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité 146–154.

28 Jean-Yves Lacoste, “Anges,” in Dictionnaire de Théologie (Paris: Presses Universitaires Fran-

çaises, 1998), 43.

29 Angels here are part of the “Arabization of biblical stories” (Neuwirth, “The Qurʾān’s

Enchantment of theWorld” 133–134).

30 Some scholars go so far as to affirm that the existence of God was more problematic than

the existence of angels to listeners of the Quranic message, and that the lack of mention

of the creation of angels is explained by the similarly elliptic style of the Quran applied to

biblical stories. These were already known by the public, so there was no need to repeat

them (Abdel-Hakim Ourghi, “Auch die Engel sprachen mit Gott im Koran Die parrhesia

der Engel,”Der Islam 85, no. 2 (May 2011), 361–397.) See also Jaadane, “La place des anges”

30–31, who adds that the Quran is not so much interested in the nature of angels as in

their functions (ibid. 43).
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TheQuran, by being the oldest extended textwritten inArabic, cannonethe-

less give us clues about the belief systems of pre-Islamic Arabians.31 From the

text itself, and its references—some more lcerar than others—to the world it

appeared in, one can perceive some features of this bygone world, which seem

to have already included angels.

Aside from theMoses narrative, the Quranic text indeed suggests elsewhere

the presence of angels as a known concept in pre-Islamic times, as demon-

strated by Ḥusayn al-Ḥājj Ḥasan’s quotes and explanation of the verses regard-

ing what he calls the worshipping of angels.32 These verses are also studied

by Crone, in her article on the Quranic pagans, where she shows that among

Christians and Jews angels already had a prominent place, and were possibly

the objects of a cult, whichwould show that some pagans could have passed off

their deities as angels in Christianity, in the growingmonotheist movements of

antiquity and late antiquity. She also analyses how this angel cult concerned

non-monotheistic pagans, whose cult in particular, according to the Quranic

text itself, would be that they made their angels-gods female.33

1.3 Pagans and Fallen Angels

Illustrating A. El Zein’s fourth point about pagan Arabs referring to fallen

angels, we think of the Quranic Hārūt and Mārūt and how George Dumézil

saw in them a trace of a Zoroastrian myth. Similarly, Daniel Beck argues in

more detail for the presence of angels in Arabia before the Quranic revelation,

in his study of the earliest Quranic surahs.34 According to him, not only were

angels present from the very start of it, but their role in early Quranic theol-

ogy was predominant, with representations heavily marked by, if not directly

borrowed from, Mesopotamian and Iranian myths. Their presence was then

suppressed—or at least rendered obscure by the elliptic style of the Quranic

narrative—because these parts of the Quranic text would have been seen as

being too close to a polytheistic representation of the divine world when com-

31 “What does nevertheless seem to have filtered through and spread around, and found

its way into the Quran eventually, is less a coherent doctrine than a number of doxo-

logical and mythological motifs, theologoumena and mythemes, deriving from ambient

religions.” Al-Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam 270.

32 Ḥasan Ḥusayn Al-Ḥajj, Al usṭūra ʿinda al ʿarab fī al jāhiliyya (Beirut: al-Muʾassassa al-

jāmiʿiyya li-l-dirāsāt wa-l-nashr wa-l-tawzīʿ, 1988), 123–124.

33 Crone, “The Religion of the Qurʾānic Pagans” 151–200. See also Hamidović, L’insoutenable

divinité, 137–139 268–295.

34 Daniel A. Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾān: From Anonymous Apocalypse to Charis-

matic Prophet (New York: Peter Lang, 2017). His work could also be classified in the “pan-

babylonian” trend noted by Aziz al-Azmeh (al-Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam 276–278).



angels in arabia: in and around the quran 281

pared to the later surahs and later Quranic theology.35 Nonetheless, and per-

haps more than indicating a conscious suppression by the later surahs, these

traces of previous myths illustrate perfectly how “conceptual and cultic struc-

tures of polytheistic syncretismwere deployed to generate an idea of exclusive

divinity and of an exclusive cult,” as noted by Al-Azmeh on the emergence of

Islam.36During this process, these indeterminacies around angels can let us see

them as subject and reflection of this “theological diplomacy”37 leading to full

monotheism.

2 Some Considerations

These philological, historical, and cultural anthropological studies bring us

interesting context and insights to the Quranic text, helping us to keep inmind

the apparition of the Quran in a late antique Arabianmilieu,38 which is not the

case for the texts analyzed in this book, texts which belong to more medieval

and urban contexts. The Quranic text as a late-antique text of the Middle East

reflects monotheist ideas in interaction with each other and with other belief

systems (often associatedwith themost powerful political systemsof the time),

among which the idea of a “deus otiosus” was also widespread, a High God so

far removed from humanity and his intercessors (such as lesser gods or angels)

that he did not have a specific cult.39 This allowed angels to be seen as interces-

35 Beck, Evolution of the Early Qurʾān 19–30. In this section of his study, entitled “Suppression

of the Cosmic Angelology of Archaic Surahs”, Beck argues for example, that Q 74:30 (“Over

it are nineteen”), which is usually interpreted as the numbers of angels guarding Hell, is in

fact a widely-known reference in the antique world to the sum of the twelve zodiacal con-

stellations and the seven planets, which had a important role in diverse cosmologies, such

as in Mazdakite theology. He also gives as an example the case of the zabāniya in Q 96:18,

also traditionally interpreted as the guardians of Hell, as an influence from Manicheism,

where such figures would be the guardians of the heavens, repelling (which is the sense

to the root z-b-n according to Rudy Paret) disobedient beings into this world, letting only

the obedient ones remain on the path to the heavens.

36 This process is also visible for the two previous monotheisms, Al-Azmeh, The Emergence

of Islam 48.

37 The most famous trace of which is the ‘diplomatic incident’ of so-called Satanic Verses.

See Al Azmeh, The Emergence of Islam 323–326.

38 Angelika Neuwirth, “The Qurʾān Enchantment of the World,” in Islamic Studies Today:

Essays in Honor of Andrew Rippin, ed. A. Rippin, M. Daneshgar, W.A. Saleh (Leiden: Brill,

2017), 125–144.

39 According to Al-Azmeh, Allāh was seen in pre-Islamic times as such, a “vague presence”

turned into a clear and sole deity by the Quranic text. On this subject, and for a detailed

review of the landscape of religious beliefs in late antiquity and pre-Islamic Arabia,
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sors, or avatars of the higher deity, as well as possibly his sons and daughters.40

It is precisely this attribution of an intercessor role to angels or other beings

for which the Quranic text reproaches the “associationists” (mushrikūn).41 This

historical aspect presupposes interesting continuities and differences in the

matter of representing angels in later Islamic texts.

This historical consideration aside, we apply here a literary analysis which

regards the Quran as a text in and of itself, with its own narratives and char-

acters,42 which are compared as such with the texts analyzed in the books.We

are more interested in how the Quranic text creates a new narrative, starting a

mythopoeic process out of previous religious and mythological literatures and

concepts, than in tracing exactly each narrative and concept to possible and

often disputed pre-Islamic source(s).43 Indeed, this historic and philological

research of the origin and words found in the Quranic text and how it re-uses

where frontiers betweenmonotheim,monolatrism, henotheism, polytheisms and diverse

types of paganism were porous, see chapters 2, 4 and 5 of Al-Azmeh, The Emergence of

Islam.

The concept of deus otiosus is usually opposed to the concept of deus actuosus, which

corresponds to the idea of a governing god who manages his creation. For Giorgio Agam-

ben, this duality is the gnostic question par excellence, and “angelology is the most

antique, articulated and detailed consideration on this particular form of power or divine

action that we could define as ‘the governing of the world.’ ” See Giorgio Agamben, “Intro-

duzione,” in Angeli, Ebraismo, Cristianesimo, Islam.

40 Johann Ev Hafner challenges the commonly accepted idea that angels exist to com-

pensate a High God that has become too transcendent, by arguing that, on the con-

trary, the multiplication of angels is what has pushed back the High God farther away

from humanity, rendering Him “jobless.” See Johann Ev. Hafner, “Where Angels Dwell,

Uranography in Jewish-Christian Antiquity,” in The Intermediate Worlds of Angels, 229–

250.

The mention of daughters of God can be found in many instances in pre-Islamic

inscriptions, but they are so far not conflated with angels, according to Crone; angels who

were however also appealed to as intercessors. For amore detailed discussion on the rela-

tionship between angels and “daughters of God”, see Crone, “The Religion of the Qur’ānic

Pagans,” 182–185; Robin, “Les “anges” (shams) et autres êtres surnaturels.”

41 For a detailed discussion of this see Crone, “The Religion of the Qurʾānic Pagans,” 177–188.

42 Angelika Neuwirth considers that literary analysis of the Quran “waits to be explored”

(Neuwirth, “The Qurʾān Enchantment of the World” 129). Interestingly, John E. Wans-

brough estimates that literary analysis is better suited to study Islamic sources than any

historical approach. See John E. Wansbrough, “Res Ipsa Loquitur: History and Mimesis”

in Method and Theory in the Study of Islamic Origin, ed. H. Berg (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 3–

19.

43 This work has been and continues to bemassively undertaken bymany researchers in the

Quranic studies’ and theology fields. Regarding angels in particular, see thedifferentworks

by Burge, and the contributions in the first part of The Intermediate Worlds of Angels.



angels in arabia: in and around the quran 283

them is something that might elicit strong reactions from some of its believ-

ers. To us, however, it shows that, if anything, the Quran was very successful in

redefining a worldview—through its mythopoeic process—of which angelic

figures are an underrated part.

3 Angels in the Quranic Narrative

3.1 Chronology and Classification of Verses

When reviewing the different apparitions of angels in the Quranic text, it is

important to first note and make a difference between the verses containing a

clearmention of angels (such as singularmalak, pluralmalāʾika) and the verses

that do not contain a clear mention of them. This distinction is important, and

is sometimes ignored by some scholars (committing then some form of eise-

gesis).44 Paying attention to what the Quranic text presents first will help us

evaluate more precisely what and how the later literature will build the figure

of angels, as this literature comments upon the Quranic text, both on its clear

statements and its potential angelic allusions. Indeed these ‘unclear’ verses

leave room for interpretation, and most subsequent commentaries and tradi-

tions will later see in them angels, although the word itself is not mentioned.

In some cases, these traditional interpretations depend on comparisons with

similar stories in other religious traditions, such as the story of the guests of

Abraham.45 In other cases, angelic presence is less clear.We then classified the

relevantQuranic verses as “angel verses” thatmentionangels clearly, and “allud-

ing verses” that could be understood as being about angels, at least if one reads

the text with them in mind.

44 In amuch shorter list of angelic roles in theQuran, al-Azmehdoesnot distinguishbetween

both type of verses, for example, assuming that the invisible host in (9:26) are angels (al-

Azmeh, “Paleo-Muslim Angels and Other Preternatural Beings,” 148–150). There are other

similar examples: Fehmi Jaadane considers Surah 79 as being about angels, when theword

or concept itself is nowherementioned, see Jaadane, “La place des anges” 48–51; Ida Zilio-

Grandi considers Mālik and the zabāniya as being angels although the Quranic text does

not qualify them as such, see Ida Zilio-Grandi, “Alcune considerazioni sugli angeli nel

corano,”Angeli, ed. M.G. Quraneghi (Brescia: Morcelliana, 2012), 181; Murata also assumes

that thewordsMālik and Riḍwān designates angels in theQuran,when this reading is only

based on later interpretations, especially in the case of Riḍwān, see Murata, “The Angels”

325.

45 This story appears twice in theQuran, and from the parallel with Genesis 18:1–15, we know

that these “guests” are supposed to be angels, though they are never described as such in

the Quranic text (Busse, Heribert, “Abraham,”ei³) and, as we have seen, that the Hebrew

word for “angel” could have meant human messengers as much as celestial envoys.
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There are over 90 verses about angels: Three mention them by name ( jib-

rīl, mīkāl, hārūt, mārūt); 89 mention them by one of the forms of the word

“angel” (singularmalak, dualmalakayn, pluralmalāʾika/malak). A certain num-

ber of verses suggest angels (for example by using the wordsmālik,46 zabāniya,

ḥafaẓa), although this is duemainly to later interpretations, and because some

of these interpretations differ, there is no definite number. Our list of these

verses is given in Appendix 2.

I will first briefly discuss the chronology of Quranic verses, then enter into

the subjectmatter; first the verses thatmentionangels, and then themoreprob-

lematic verses that only suggest them.

When researching the “arrival” of angels in the Quranic text, whether by

clearmentions or allusions, first we also have to discuss the chronological order

of their verses. The chronology of the Quranic verses is still subject to schol-

arly debate and research, in addition to having also been a traditional focus

of interrogation from Muslim scholars throughout Islam’s history.47 In west-

ern scholarship, since the pivotal work by Theodor Nöldeke,48 other scholars

have discussed the ordering of the verses, as well as the related matter of the

text’s history and time of redaction and arrangement into what we have now

asmuṣḥaf.49

46 Why Mālik, traditionally seen as the angel guardian of Hell, is not listed with the “named

angels” is explained below.

47 Viviane Comerro, Les traditions sur la constitution du muṣḥaf de ʿUthmān (Beirut: Orient-

Institut, 2012).

48 Theodor Nöldeke, Friedrich Schwally, Gotthelf Bergsträßer, Otto Pretzl, The History of the

Qurʾān, trans. Wolfgang Behn (Leiden: Brill, 2013).

49 From the commonly held views around the codification of theQuranduring the time after

the Prophet’s death to recent scholarship suggesting its codificationwithin the time of the

Prophet’s life, views and theories have differed greatly in the Quranic studies field. On one

hand, a somewhat “extreme” view that estimates the codification of the Quranic text not

to have happened before the early Abbasid times, see John E.Wansbrough,Qurʾānic Stud-

ies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretations—with a Foreword, Translations and

Expanded Notes by Andrew Rippin (Amherst: Prometheus Books, 2004), first published by

Oxford University Press in 1977. This view has been challenged since then, and most esti-

mations revolve around a codification sooner after the Prophet’s death (for a recent and

still hypercritical view of the matter, see Stephen J. Shoemaker, “Les vies de Muhammad,”

in Le Coran des historiens i, 196–206). On the other hand, there are studies that favor a

codification within the Prophet’s lifetime, see for example Raymond K. Farrin, “The Com-

position andWriting of Qurʾān: Old Explanations andNewEvidence,” Journal of College of

Sharia & Islamic studies 38, no. 1 (2020), 121–135; Behman Sadeghi, “The Chronology of the

Qur’ān: a Stylometric Research Program,” Arabica 58 (2011), 210–299. On the redaction of

the Quran during Muḥammad’s life, al-Azmeh also notes that “even hypersceptical schol-

ars suggest this might be possible” (Al Azmeh,The Emergence of Islam 456.) See the whole
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If we keep Nöldeke’s ordering of the Quranic surahs,50 we have noticed that

angels arementioned throughout the different periods (first, second, and third

Meccan, and Medinan periods), with no particular formal specificity between

angels and a particular period, except for one noticeable fact: The four angels

given individual names are in verses from the Medinan period, and more pre-

cisely in one surah, sūrat al-baqarah. However, this one element does not seem

sufficient to validate the often-read claim that angels appear only late in the

Quranic revelation,51 a theory often linked to the idea of a main influence of

Judeo-Christian traditions on the late revelation.52

Although this could be researched further, the dating work cannot remove

one inherent difficulty concerning angels beyond the verses naming them:One

scholarmight analyze an allusion to an angel in one verse,while another under-

stands the same verse in a different manner, not unlike Muslim commentators

did in their works, as we see in this book. As an example, scholars like Beck

argue for the presence of angels or at least messenger figures from the very

beginning, under obscure guises, caused by the influence of other pre-Islamic

religious imaginaries. Another example is verse Q 9:30,53 where Crone analy-

ses the figure of Ezra (ʿUzayr)—otherwise readily identified as a prophet by

most readers—as related to an angel veneration, in the context of a known

of Chapter 7 on the constitution and assembling of the Quranic text. For one of the most

recent updated bibliographies on Quranic studies in different languages, seeMohammad

Ali Amir-Moezzi, Guillaume Dye (ed.), Le Coran des historiens, vol. 3, Bibliographie des

études sur le Coran (Paris: Cerf, 2019).

50 We have used Nöldeke,The History of the Qurʾān. For an overview and discussion of differ-

ent dating systems, by both classical Muslim scholars and modern western scholars, see

Peter G. Riddell, “Reading the Qurʾān Chronologically,” in Islamic Studies Today: Essays in

Honor of Andrew Rippin, ed. Majid Daneshgar, Walid A. Saleh (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 297–

316.

51 This is, for instance, the position of Moreman and Chabbi (Moreman, “Rehabilitating the

Spirituality;” Jacqueline Chabbi, Le Coran décrypté (Paris: Cerf, 2014), 65–105).

52 The ordering of Régis Balchère give similar results regarding angels, see Régis Blachère,

Introduction au Coran (Paris: Maisonneuve& Larose, 1959). Interestingly, the same debate

exists regarding the Jewish Bible, between the claim that angels appear only in some texts,

and research suggesting that angels were always more or less present throughout the

text (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité, 130–132). Remarkably, in the Bible angels with

personal names also appear only in the later texts (Reed, Demons, Angels, and Writing

28).

53 “The Jews say that Ezra is the son of God, and the Christians say that the Messiah is the

son of God…”.We have not included this verse in the last part of this chapter, as seeing an

angelic figure in Ezra cannot be seen or supposed by a simple reading looking for angelic

figures. This is relevant to historical and philological inquiries beyond the scope of this

research.
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Jewish angel worship at that time.54 Thus historical analysis tools can hardly

pinpoint exactly when and how angels came to be inserted into the Quranic

text, beyond the verses mentioning the words malak/malāʾika. It is then safe

enough to suppose that they were present from the beginning, in the other-

worldly imaginaries that were present in and around Arabia at the time of the

nascent religion.

Apart from being near unsolvable, this discussion appears only tangen-

tially relevant to this literary study, which considers angels as characters of the

Quranic text as a whole, whatever its suggested date of redaction and arrange-

ment of surahs.What interestedmemost in this studywere angels as characters

in the text that is left to us and before us, to the Sufi commentators, how angels

are inserted into its narratives, andwhat this tells us of an aspect of theQuranic

text’s view of the otherworld. Angels are here in a transitory period, a feature

of the birth of a new cosmology out of and alongside other cosmologies in this

late antique milieu of seventh century Arabia. This diachrony is important to

keep inmindwhen reading subsequent texts and their angels in this book, texts

whose redaction dates are ascertained to be later than that of the Quranic text,

produced in the very different-looking world of Islamic empires.

3.2 Representations, Roles, and Functions of Angels in Angel Verses

The representation of angels in theQuranic text rarely includes any description

of them, except for one verse elaborating on their appearance (Q 35:1), “angels

as messengers, of wings two, three, and four,”55 while other descriptions usually

associated with angels are formed indirectly. Indeed, we can imagine angels as

men in comparison with other traditions (the Spirit sent to Mary in (19:17) as

a “perfect man” is not qualified as an angel, while in (3:45) several angels talk

to her, although without being described),56 or by metaphor (Joseph likened

to an angel in (12:31) is a metaphor in the mouths of Zulaykha’s guests), or by

deduction (the verses denying the femaleness of angels).57 Based on the clear

angel verses of the Quranic text however, we do not know much more about

angelic appearances beyond their varying numbers of wings.

54 Patricia Crone, “The Book of Watchers in the Qurʾān,” in The Qurʾānic Pagans and Related

Matters, 182–218.

55 For a full study of this verse see Stephen R. Burge, “The Angels in Sūrat Al-Malāʾika.”

56 This fits amonotheistic tradition of angels appearing in human form and announcing the

birth of important characters (Hamidović, L’insoutenable divinité, 112–113).

57 Burge writes that the Quran offers two descriptions of angels, one with wings and others

as men (Burge, Angels in Islam, 57). However, if the wings verse is clear in calling them

angels, the other descriptions are related to characters that are only indirectly defined as

angels, inferred intra and extra-textually.
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Quranic angels are indeedmuchmore frequently represented by their roles,

which we can list from their appearance as characters inserted into different

narratives throughout the text. These roles and their presence may be either

active or passive within the narrative. There are also cases of their hypothet-

ical presence, when they are mentioned by other characters but not present

themselves as characters in the narrative, and this hypothetical category is also

presented as a role. Fom these different appearances and roles, we then obtain

a better idea of their possible functions in relation to other characters in the

text, as well as in relation to the text’s audience.58

These are the different roles that could be gleaned from verses mentioning

angels:59

– Guardians: guarding humans till their death Q 6:61; guarding Hell Q 66:6,

Q 74:31;

– Messengers: Gabriel sent to the prophet Q 2:97; calling to Zachariah bearing

‘glad tidings’ Q 3:39; speaking toMary Q 3:42, Q 3:45; sent down accompany-

ing “the Spirit” Q 16:2; God choosingmessengers among angels andmankind

Q 22:75; sent down during ‘the Day’ Q 25:25; angels appointed asmessengers,

with two, three or four wings Q 35:1;

– Support: supporting the believers in battle Q 3:124–125, supporting the

prophet Q 8:9; Q 66:4;

– Taking or welcoming souls after death: taking souls and questioning them

Q 4:97; stretching “forth their hand” to take the souls of wrongdoers Q 6:93;

angels taking “those who disbelieve, striking their faces and their back”

Q 8:50, Q 47:27; coming to greet the righteous Q 13:23, Q 21:103; taking souls

in state of wrongness or goodness Q 16:28–32; on seeing the angels ‘on the

Day’ Q 25:22; the angel of death taking the souls of those who disbelieve in

resurrection Q 32:11;

– Giving blessings: Q 33:43, Q 33:56;

– Cursing disbelievers: Q 2:161, Q 3:87;

– Bearers of the ark: Q 2:248;

– Bearers of the Throne: Q 69:17;

58 The Quranic text is notoriously complex with its succession of extradiegetic and intradie-

getic narrative levels, and heterodiegetic and homodiegetic characters throughout, aswell

as stories related in different places in a slightly different manner, such as the story of

Iblīs. This makes the relationship between characters inside the text and its audience

outside of it—such as the Prophet and the Arabian audience—very intricate and com-

plex.

59 Many of these roles reflect those found in biblical and para-biblical literature, see Hami-

dović, L’insoutenable divinité 154–171.
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– Teachers to humans: the example of Hārūt and Mārūt teaching dangerous

knowledge by God’s leave Q 2:102;

– Obedient actors, carrying out God’s orders: obeying God and prostrating to

Adam (except Iblīs) Q 2:30–34, Q 7:11, Q 15:28–31, Q 17;61, Q 18:50, Q 20:116,

Q 38:71–74; presented as servants of God Q 4:172; God asking angels to strike

humans “above theneck” and “their every fingertip”Q8:12; guardingHell and

obeying God’s commands Q 66:6; angels not speaking save by God’s com-

mand Q 78:38; angels descending with the Spirit by God’s leave and with His

commands Q 97:4;

– Questioning God: questioning God about His placement of Man as vicege-

rent on the Earth Q 2:30;

– Praising God: Q 13:13, Q 39:75, Q 42:5;

– Seeking forgiveness: for “those on Earth” Q 42:5, Q 53:26;

– Bowing down to God: Q 16:49, this is separated from the category of obe-

dient actors because the verse presents the angels as active subjects of the

bowing down, it is not an order from God in this instance.

– Witnesses, allies of God: presented alongside God, accompanying Him

Q 2:98, Q 2:177, Q 2:210, Q 2:285, Q 4:136, Q 89:22; bearing witness Q 3:18,

Q 4:166; angels asked by God about humans worshipping them, angels deny-

ing this Q 34:40–41; angels at the sides of Throne Q 69:17; angels ascending

to God Q 70:4; angels standing in rows on ‘that Day’ Q 78:38;

– Hypothetical presence: denying commanding believers to take angels as

lordsQ 3:80; God speaking hypothetically about sending an angel, ormaking

the Prophet into an angel Q 6:8–9; the prophet denying presenting him-

self as an angel Q 6:50, Q 11:31; Satan suggesting to Adam and Eve that

they could become angels Q 7:20; Zulaykhā’s guests comparing Joseph to

an angel Q 12:31; disbelievers asking the prophet to bring angels as proof

of his truthfulness Q 11:12, Q 15:7–8, Q 17:92, Q 23:24, Q 25:7, Q 25:21; about

the hypothesis of God taking angels as spouses Q 17:40; about sending a

messenger angel to an Earth inhabited by angels Q 17:95; about the hypoth-

esis of angels being created female Q 37:150 or being given female names

Q 53:27; about disbelieving humans messengers because angels were not

sent down in their stead Q 41:14; about angels not accompanying Moses

Q 43:53.

Onenotable aspect here is that thehypothetical role of angels is oneof themost

represented: The Quran rhetorically doubles the invisibility of angels. Invisible

creatures, they become invisible as characters in the text—they are really and

narratively of the Unseen.

Keeping inmind that these different roles can be listed undermore than one

function, we can then classify these different appearances in the different func-
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tions of angels and particular cases, functions that are to be found on both the

inside and outside levels of the narrative.

We first have three “basic Quranic functions” (detailed in the beginning of

Chapter 1):

– Anarrative function: secondary characters helpingor fightinghumanity, and

helping God. This function is intra-textual, where angels are involved in the

different narratives of the text.

– A theological function: defining aspects of the Islamic credo. Angels help the

reader as much as the internal characters of the text to understand some

aspects of the new credo.

– A religious praxis function: illustrating the believer’s expected actions. Here,

angels similarly help the reader and characters inside the text to adopt what

are considered good practices.

We then have three other subcategories; the “general Quranic functions” de-

tailed at the beginning of Chapter 2:

– A cosmological function: angels as part of establishing a new worldview.

Most angelic roles can be included in this general function, where they serve

to define a new cosmology.

– A classic cosmological function: angels as messengers. This can be consid-

ered as both a cosmological role and a function, but its importance deserves

a separate section.

– An overlooked cosmological function: angels as testers. This is also a cosmo-

logical function but, contrary to the previous one, it usually goes unnoticed,

although it appears in thought-provoking narratives.

As for the case of Gabriel and Michael, this is not a function per se, but

angels are very rarely named, and it is interesting to compare the sparing

use of names in the Quranic verses to the increased use in later Islamic

texts, a process that goes together with the ascription of different roles to

them.

3.3 Angels in Alluding Verses

This is a delicate review of other narratives, found in the verses that do not

clearly mention angels by name (malak, malakayn, malāʾika; or Hārūt, Mārūt,

Jibrīl, Mīkāl). However, these narratives involve characters that are widely

understood by later commentators to be about angels. Being interpreted as

such by subsequent literature, they should technically not belong to this review

of the Quranic angels, since the approach is here to review what can be ascer-

tained as angels from the Quranic text alone—especially removed from the
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later literature built upon it, such as tafsīr and ḥadīth literature.60 With this

problem in mind, we chose to briefly review these narratives here, so as to bet-

ter understand the later elaborations and interpretations made on them, and

the role these narratives had in the evolution of the angelic figures as charac-

ters.

This also means that we did not include verses that are considered in post-

Quranic traditions as related to events involving angels, if these are not some-

how suggested in the Quranic text itself. For example, surah 94 is usually seen

as being related to a scene in the prophetic sīra, where Muḥammad’s chest is

opened and his heart is washed by an angel.61 In the Quranic text alone, there

is no reference to any being that could be identified as an angel—there is only

the majestic “We” usually referring to God—so these verses cannot be listed as

alluding verses.

Among the verses reviewed as “alluding,” we included some that historical or

philological approaches may indicate as including angels, if only by compari-

sonwith the samenarratives in other religious texts, aswell as verses describing

roles that were previously seen to be held by angels, and so, by comparison,

could concern angels here as well.

Thus we find three categories: guardians (detailed in the beginning of Chap-

ter 1), messengers (detailed in the beginning of Chapter 2), and other various

roles (detailed in the beginning of Chapter 3).

In these alluding verses, we mainly find some angelic roles: protagonists or

antagonists to humans, messengers, guardians, bearers of the throne, praising

God, and so forth—and in every case, they implicitly obey God’s commands.

If we read these verses as involving angelic characters, they seem to suggest

a proper name for Hell’s (main) guardian, Mālik, as well as a name for a cat-

egory of Hell’s guardians, the zabāniya. There is also, among these verses, a

detail given about guardian angels: They are described in four different places

as writing down a person’s deeds, namely in Q 43:80, Q 50:17–18, Q 80:15–16,

and Q 82:10–12, and as guarding Heavens against jinn in Q 37:1–10, Q 41:12, and

Q 72:8–9.

3.4 The Relationship between Angels, jinn, and the Devil

This is another key aspect of angelic cosmology, and a number of studies have

been written on both subjects. There is a troubled relationship between angels

and jinn, with one theory postulating that the word jinn means any creature

60 As seen in the introduction, hadīth literature on angels has been studied, covered mainly

by Stephen Burge, however tasfīr literature has been covered much less extensively.

61 See Saḥīḥ muslim, ḥadīth no. 310–315.
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of the Unseen including angels, at least up until the Quranic text and its reas-

signment of roles and places of the angels and the jinn is its cosmology. As

for Satan, the common name for the Devil (al-Shayṭān, plural shayāṭīn, dev-

ils), it illustrates a semantic shift from a category of jinn, good or bad, inspiring

poets and others in pre-Islamic times,62 to a fully evil category in the Islamic

worldview. This demonizing process had happened precisely to the Greek dai-

mōn, turned into ourmodern evil “demon” in the Christian cosmology63 (more

details are given in the beginning of Chapter 3).

62 Chabbi, Le seigneur des tribus, 220.

63 Riley, “Demon,” Dictionary of Deities andDemons in the Bible (Leiden: Brill, 1999), online.
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appendix 2

Verses inmusḥaf Order

Eachverse or groupof verses is presented inEnglish translation (from the Study

Quran), followed by the text in Arabic. In black bold font are the verses men-

tioning angels by word; in black non-bold font are either verses accompanying

the previous ones for clarity, or verses usually interpreted as being about angels

(which I called “alluding verses” in the introduction) though angels are not

named or described as such.

2:30 And when thy Lord said to the angels, “I am placing a vicegerent upon

the Earth”, they said, “Wilt Thou place therein one who will work cor-

ruption therein, and shed blood, while we hymn Thy praise and call

Thee Holy?” He said, “Truly I know what you know not.”

2:31 AndHe taught Adam the names, all of them. ThenHe laid them before

the angels and said, “Tell me the names of these, if you are truthful.”

2:32 They said, “Glory be to Thee! We have no knowledge save what Thou

hast taught us. Truly Thou art the Knower, theWise.”

2:33 He said, “Adam, tell them their names.” And when he had told them

their names He said, “Did I not say to you that I know the unseen of the

Heavens and theEarth, and that I knowwhat youdisclose andwhat you

used to conceal?”

2:34 And when We said to the angels, “Prostrate unto Adam,” they pros-

trated, save Iblīs. He refused and waxed arrogant, and was among the

disbelievers.

ّبَرلَاَقذْإَِو2:30 اَهيِفُدسِفُْينَماَهيِفلَُعْجتَأَاوُلاَقًۖةَفيِلَخضِرْأَلْايِفلٌِعاَجيِّنإِِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلكَُ

ءاَمِّدلاكُِفسَْيَو
َ

َنوُمَلْعَتاَلاَمُمَلْعأَيِّنإِلَاَقۖكََلسُِدَّقُنَوَكِدْمَحِبحُِّبَسُننُْحنََو

ّلَعَو2:31 ءاَمسْأَلْاَمَدآَمَ
َ

ّلُك ّمُثاَهَ رَعَ
َ

ْمُتنكُنإِِءاَلُؤَٰهِءاَمسْأَِبيِنوُئِبنأَلَاَقَفِةَكِئاَلَمْلاىَلَعمُْهَض

َنيِقِداصَ

ّلإِاَنَلَمْلِعاَلكََناَحْبسُاوُلاَق2:32 ّلَعاَماَ ّنإِۖاَنَتْمَ ُميكَِحلْاُميِلَعْلاتَنأَكََ

ّمَلَفۖمِْهِئاَمسْأَِبمُهْئِبنأَُمَدآاَيلَاَق2:33 ّـللُقأَمَْلأَلَاَقمِْهِئاَمسْأَِبمُهأََبنأَاَ بَْيَغُمَلْعأَيِّنإِمُْكَ

َنوُمُتكَْتْمُتنكُاَمَوَنوُدْبُتاَمُمَلْعأََوضِرْأَلْاَوتِاَواَمسَّلا

ّلإِاوُدَجَسَفَمَدآِلاوُدُجسْاِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلاَنْلُقذْإَِو2:34 نَيِرِفاَكْلانَِمَناَكَوَرَبكَْتسْاَوٰىَبأَسَيِلْبإِاَ



verses in musḥaf order 293

2:97 Whosoever is an enemy of Gabriel: he it is who sent it down upon thy

heart by God’s Leave, confirming that which was there before, and as a

guidance and glad tiding for the believers.

2:98 Whosoever is an enemy of God, His angels and His messengers, and

Gabriel and Michael: God is indeed the enemy of the disbelievers.

ّنإَِفلَيِرْبِـجلِّاوًُّدَعَناَكنَملُْق2:97 ّزَنُهَ ىَلَعُهَلَ
ٰ

ّللانِذْإِِبكَِبْلَق ىًدُهَوِهْيَدَيَنْيَباَمِّلاًقِدّصَُمِهَ

ىَرْشُبَو
ٰ

َنيِنِمْؤُمْلِل

ّلِّلاوًُّدَعَناَكنَم2:98 ّللانَّإَِفلَاَكيِمَولَيِرْبجَِوِهِلسُُرَوِهِتكَِئاَلَمَوِهَ وُّدَعَهَ
نَيِرِفاَكْلِّلٌ

2:102 And they followed what the satans recited against the kingdom of

Solomon. Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved,

teaching people sorcery and that which was sent down to the two

angels at Babylon, Hārūt and Mārūt. But they would not teach anyone

until they had said, “We are only a trial, so do not disbelieve.” Then

they would learn from them that by which they could cause separa-

tion between a man and his wife. But they did not harm anyone with

it, save by God’s Leave. And they would learn that which harmed them

andbrought themnobenefit, knowing thatwhosoever purchases it has

no share in theHereafter. Evil is that forwhich they sold their souls, had

they but known.

ّتاَو2:102 ىَلَعُنيِطاَيشَّلاوُلْتَتاَماوُعَبَ
ٰ

اوُرَفكََنيِطاَيشَّلانَّكَِٰـلَوُناَمْيَلسَُرَفكَاَمَوَۖناَمْيَلسُكِْلُم

ّنلاَنوُمِّلَعُي نِْمنِاَمِّلَعُياَمَوۚتَوُراَمَوتَوُراَهلَِباَبِبِنْيكََـلَمْلاىَلَعلَِزنأُاَمَوَرحْسِّلاسَاَ

ّتحٍَدَحأَ ىَ
ٰ

ّنإِاَلوُقَي ّلَعَتَيَفْۖرُفكَْتاَلَفٌةَنْتِفنُْحنَاَمَ ِۚهجِوَْزَوِءْرَمْلاَنْيَبِهِبَنوُقِّرَفُياَماَمُهنِْمَنوُمَ

ّلإٍِدَحأَنِْمِهِبنَيِّراضَِبمُهاَمَو ّللانِذْإِِباَ ّلَعَتَيَوِۚهَ ّرُضَياَمَنوُمَ اوُمِلَعدَْقَلَوۚمُْهُعَفنَياَلَومُْهُ

َنوُمَلْعَياوُناَكْوَلۚمُْهَسُفنأَِهِباوَْرَشاَمسَْئِبَلَوۚقٍاَلَخنِْمِةَرخِآلْايِفُهَلاَمُهاَرَتشْانَِمَل

2:161 Indeed, those who disbelieve, and die disbelievers, upon them shall be

the curse of God, the angels, and mankind all together.

ّللاُةَنْعَلمِْهيَْلَعكَِئَٰلوأٌُرافَّكُمُْهَواوُتاَمَواوُرَفكَنَيِذَّلانَّإ2:161ِ ّنلاَوِةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوِهَ َنيِعَمجْأَسِاَ
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2:177 It is not piety to turn your faces toward the east and west. Rather, piety

is he who believes in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Book, and the

prophets; and who gives wealth, despite loving it, to kinsfolk, orphans,

the indigent, the traveler, beggars, and for [the ransom of] slaves; per-

forms the prayer and gives the alms; and those who fulfill the oaths

when they pledge them, and thosewho are patient inmisfortune, hard-

ship, andmoments of peril. It is they who are the sincere, and it is they

who are the reverent.

ّل2:177 ّرِبْلاسَْيَ ّلَوُتنأََ ّرِبْلانَّكَِٰـلَوبِِرْغَمْلاَوقِِرْشَمْلالََبِقمُْكَهوجُُواوُ ّللاِبنََمآنَْمَ ِرخِآلْامِْوَيْلاَوِهَ

ّنلاَوبِاَتِكْلاَوِةَكِئاَلَمْلاَو ىَلَعلَاَمْلاىَتآَوَنيِّيِبَ
ٰ

نَْباَوَنيكِاَسَمْلاَوٰىَماَتَيْلاَوٰىَبْرُقْلايِوَذِهِّبحُ

ۖاوُدَهاَعاَذإِمِْهِدهَْعِبَنوُفوُمْلاَوَةاَكَّزلاىَتآَوَةاَلصَّلاَماَقأََوبِاَقِّرلايِفَوَنيِلِئاسَّلاَولِيِبسَّلا

ّضلاَوِءاسَأَْبْلايِفنَيِرِباصَّلاَو ّرَ ّتُمْلاُمُهكَِئَٰلوأَُوۖاوُقَدصَنَيِذَّلاكَِئَٰلوأُۗسِأَْبْلاَنيحَِوِءاَ َنوُقَ

2:210 Do they wait for naught less than that God should come in the shad-

ows of clouds, with the angels, and that the matter should have been

decreed? And unto God are all matters returned.

ّلإَِنوُرُظنَيلَْه2:210 ّللاُمُهَيِتأَْينأَاَ رمْأَلْاَيِضُقَوُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَومِاَمَغْلانَِّملٍَلظُيِفُهَ
ُ
ّللاىَلإَِوۚ ِهَ

ُروُمأُلْاعُجَْرُت

2:248 And their prophet said to them, “Truly the sign of his sovereignty

shall be that the ark come to you bearing tranquility from your Lord

and a remnant left by the House of Moses and the House of Aaron,

borne by the angels. Truly that is a sign for you, if you are believ-

ers.”

ّيِبَنمُْهَللَاَقَو2:248 ّتلاُمُكَيِتأَْينأَِهِكْـلُمَةَيآنَّإِمُْهُ ّرنِّمٌةَنيكِسَِهيِفتُوُباَ ّيِقَبَومُْكِّبَ ّمِّمٌةَ لُآَكَرَتاَ

ىَسوُم
ٰ

ّـلًةَيآَلكَِلَٰذيِفنَّإُِۚةَكِئاَلَمْلاُهُلِمْحَتَنوُراَهلُآَو ّممُتنكُنإِمُْكَ َنيِنِمْؤُ

2:285 TheMessenger believes in what was sent down to him fromhis Lord, as

do the believers. Each believes in God, His angels, His Books, and His

messengers. “Wemake no distinction between any of His messengers.”
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And they say, “We hear and obey. Thy forgiveness, our Lord! And unto

Thee is the journey’s end.”

ّرلانََمآ2:285 ّرنِمِهْيَلإِلَِزنأُاَمِبلُوسَُ ّللاِبنََمآٌلُّكَۚنوُنِمْؤُمْلاَوِهِّبَ اَلِهِلسُُرَوِهِبُتكَُوِهِتكَِئاَلَمَوِهَ

ّرنِّمٍدَحأََنْيَبقُِّرَفُن ّبَركََناَرفُْغۖاَنْعطَأََواَنْعِمَساوُلاَقَوِۚهِلسُُ ُريصَِمْلاكَْيَلإَِواَنَ

3:18 God bears witness that there is no god but He, as do the angels and the

possessors of knowledge, upholding justice. There is no god butHe, the

Mighty, theWise.

ّللاَدِهَش3:18 ّنأَُهَ ّلإَِهَٰلإِاَلُهَ ّلإَِهَٰلإِاَلۚطِسِْقْلاِباًمِئاَقِمْلِعْلاوُلوأَُوُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوَوُهاَ ُميكَِحلْاُزيِزَعْلاَوُهاَ

3:39 Then the angels called to him while he was praying in the sanctuary,

“Godgives thee glad tidings of John, confirming aword fromGod, noble

and chaste, a prophet, form among the righteous.”

ّللانَّأَبِاَرْحِمْلايِفيِّلصَُيٌمئِاَقَوُهَوُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُهْتَداَنَف3:39 ىَيْحَيِبَكُرِّشَبُيَهَ
ٰ

ّللانَِّمٍةَمِلَكِباًقِدّصَُم ِهَ

ّيِبَنَواًروصُحََواًدِّيسََو َنيِـحلِاصَّلانَِّماً

3:42 And [remember] when then angels said, “OMary, truly God has chosen

thee and purified thee, and has chosen thee above the women of the

worlds.

3:43 OMary! Be devoutly obedient to thy Lord, prostrate, and bow with those

who bow.”

رَماَيُةَكِئاَلَمْلاتَِلاَقذْإَِو3:42
ْ

ّللانَّإُِمَي ّهطََوكِاَفَطصْاَهَ ىَلَعكِاَفَطصْاَوكَِرَ
ٰ

َلاَعْلاِءاَسِن ِم َني

رَماَي3:43
ْ

ّرلاعََميِعكَرْاَويِدُجسْاَوكِِّبَرِليِتُنْقاُمَي َنيِعكِاَ

3:45 When the angels said, “O Mary, truly God gives thee glad tidings of a

Word from Him, whose name is the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, high

honored in this world and the Hereafter, and one of those brought

nigh.

3:46 He will speak to people in the cradle and in maturity, and will be among

the righteous.”
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رَماَيُةَكِئاَلَمْلاتَِلاَقذْإ3:45ِ
ْ

ّللانَّإُِمَي رَمنُْباىَسيِعحُيسَِمْلاُهُمسْاُهْنِّمٍةَمِلَكِبكُِرِّشَبُيَهَ
ْ

اًهيجَِوَمَي

ّدلايِف ّرَقُمْلانَِمَوِةَرخِآلْاَواَيْنُ َنيِبَ

ّنلاُمِّلَكُيَو3:46 َنيِـحلِاصَّلانَِمَواًلهَْكَوِدهَْمْلايِفسَاَ

3:80 And he would no command you to take the angels and the prophets as

lords. Would he command you to disbelief after your having been sub-

mitters?

رُمأَْياَلَو3:80
َ
ّنلاَوَةَكِئاَلَمْلااوُذِختََّتنأَمُْك رُمأَْيأَۗاًباَبرْأََنيِّيِبَ

ُ
ّممُتنأَذْإَِدْعَبِرفُْكْـلاِبمُك َنوُمِلسُْ

3:87 They are those whose recompense is that upon them shall be the curse

of God, the angels, and mankind all together,

3:88 abiding therein; the punishment shall not be lightened for them, nor shall

they be granted respite,

3:89 except those who repent after that, and make amends, for truly God is

Forgiving, Merciful.

ّللاَةَنْعَلمِْهيَْلَعنَّأَمُْهُؤاَزَجكَِئَٰلوأ3:87ُ ّنلاَوِةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوِهَ َنيِعَمجْأَسِاَ

َنوُرَظنُيمُْهاَلَوبُاَذَعْلاُمُهنَْعفُفََّخيُاَلاَهيِفنَيِدِلاَخ3:88

ّلإ3:89ِ ّللانَّإَِفاوحَُلصْأََوكَِلَٰذِدْعَبنِماوُباَتنَيِذَّلااَ ّرٌروُفَغَهَ ٌميحَِ

3:124 Remember when thou saidst unto the believers, “Is it not enough for

you that your Lord should support youwith three thousand angels sent

down?”

3:125 Yea, if you are patient and reverent, and they come at you immedi-

ately, your Lord will support you with five thousand angels bearing

marks.

ّبَرمُْكدَِّمُينأَمُْكَيِفكَْينَلأََنيِنِمْؤُمْلِللُوُقَتذْإ3:124ِ َنيِلَزنُمِةَكِئاَلَمْلانَِّمفٍاَلآِةَثاَلَثِبمُكُ

ىَلَب3:125
ٰ
ّتَتَواوُرِبصَْتنإِۚ ّبَرمُْكدِْدْمُياَذَٰهمِْهِرْوَفنِّممُكوُتأَْيَواوُقَ ِةَكِئاَلَمْلانَِّمفٍاَلآِةَسْمَخِبمُكُ

َنيِمِّوَسُم
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4:97 When the angels take the souls of those who were wronging them-

selves, [the angels] say, “In what state were you?” They say, “We were

weak and oppressed in the land.” [The angels] will say, “Was not God’s

Earth vast enough that you might have migrated therein?” These shall

have their refuge in Hell—what an evil journey’s end!

ّفَوَتنَيِذَّلانَّإ4:97ِ ّنُكاوُلاَقْۖمُتنكَُميِفاوُلاَقمِْهِسُفنأَيِمِلاظَُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمُهاَ ضِرْأَلْايِفَنيِفَعضَْتسُْماَ

ّللاضُرْأَنُْكَتمَْلأَاوُلاَقۚ ّنَهجَمُْهاَوأَْمكَِئَٰلوأَُفۚاَهيِفاوُرجِاَهُتَفًةَعسِاَوِهَ ءاسََوُۖمَ
َ

تْ

اًريصَِم

4:136 O you who believe! Believe in God and His Messenger, and the Book

He sent down upon His Messenger, and the Book He sent down before.

Whosoever does not believe in God and His angels and His Books and

His messengers and the Last Day has wandered far astray.

ّللاِباوُنِمآاوُنَمآنَيِذَّلااَهيُّأَاَي4:136 ّزَنيِذَّلابِاَتِكْلاَوِهِلوسَُرَوِهَ ىَلَعلََ
ٰ

يِذَّلابِاَتِكْلاَوِهِلوسَُر

ّللاِبْرُفكَْينَمَوۚلُْبَقنِملََزنأَ اًلاَلضَلَّضَدَْقَفِرخِآلْامِْوَيْلاَوِهِلسُُرَوِهِبُتكَُوِهِتكَِئاَلَمَوِهَ

اًديِعَب

4:166 But God Himself bears witness to that which He has sent down unto

thee—He sent it down with His knowledge—and the angels bear wit-

ness. And God suffices as aWitness.

ّـل4:166 ّللانِكَِٰ ىَفكََوَۚنوُدَهْشَيُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوِۖهِمْلِعِبُهَلَزنأَۖكَْيَلإِلََزنأَاَمِبُدَهْشَيُهَ
ٰ

ّللاِب اًديِهَشِهَ

4:172 TheMessiah would never disdain to be a servant of God; nor would the

angels brought nigh. Whosoever disdains His service, and is arrogant,

He will gather them unto Himself all together.

ّل4:172 ّلِّلاًدْبَعَنوُكَينأَحُيسَِمْلافَكِنَتسَْينَ ّرَقُمْلاُةَكِئاَلَمْلااَلَوِهَ نَْعفْكِنَتسَْينَمَوَۚنوُبَ

اًعيِمَجِهْيَلإِمُْهُرُشحَْيَسَفْرِبكَْتسَْيَوِهِتَداَبِع
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6:8 And they would say, “Why has not an angel been sent down unto him?”

Had We sent down an angel, then the matter would be decreed, and

they would be granted no respite.

6:9 Had We made him an angel, We would have sent him as a man, thus

obscuring for them that which they themselves obscure.

ّلاًكَلَماَنْلَزنأَْوَلَوۖكٌَلَمِهْيَلَعلَِزنأُاَلْوَلاوُلاَقَو6:8 رمْأَلْاَيِضُقَ
ُ

ّمُث َنوُرَظنُياَلَ

ّممِهيَْلَعاَنسَْبَلَلَواًلُجَرُهاَنْلَعَجلَّاًكَلَمُهاَنْلَعجَْوَلَو6:9 َنوُسِبْلَياَ

6:50 Say, “I do not say unto you that with me are the treasuries of God; nor

do I know the unseen; nor do I say unto you that I am an angel. I follow

only that which is revealed unto me.” Say, “Are the blind and the see

equal?Will you not, then, reflect?”

ّللُق6:50 ّللانُِئاَزَخيِدنِعمُْكَـللُوُقأَاَ ّتأَنْإِۖكٌَلَميِّنإِمُْكَـللُوُقأَاَلَوبَْيَغْلاُمَلْعأَاَلَوِهَ عُِـبَ

ّلإِ ّيَلإِٰىَحوُياَماَ
ىَمْعأَلْايِوَتسَْيلَْهلُْقَۚ

ٰ
ّكَفَتَتاَلَفأَُۚريصَِبْلاَو َنوُرَ

6:61 And He is Dominant over His servants. He sends guardians over you, till,

when death comes unto one of you, Our messengers take him, and they

neglect not their duty.

ّتحًَةَظَفحَمُْكْيَلَعلُسِْرُيَوِۖهِداَبِعقَْوَفُرِهاَقْلاَوُهَو6:61 ىَ
ٰ

ءاَجاَذإِ
َ
ّفَوَتتُْوَمْلاُمُكَدَحأَ اَنُلسُُرُهْتَ

َنوطُِّرَفُياَلمُْهَو

6:93 Who does greater wrong than one who fabricates a lie against God, or

says, “It has been revealed unto me,” though naught had been revealed

unto him, and one who says, “I will send down the like of what God has

sent down”? If thou couldst see when the wrongdoers are the throes of

death, and the angels stretch forth their hands, “Yield up your souls!

This day shall you be recompensed with the punishment of humilia-

tion for having spoken untruth against God, and for waxing arrogant

against His signs.”
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ّمِمُمَلظْأَنَْمَو6:93 ىَرَتْفانَِ
ٰ

ّللاىَلَع ّيَلإَِيحِوأُلَاَقوْأَاًبِذَكِهَ ءيَْشِهْيَلإِحَوُيمَْلَوَ
ٌ

لَاَقنَمَو

ّللالََزنأَاَملَْثِملُِزنأُسَ ُهَ ىَرَتْوَلَوۗ
ٰ

ِلاظَّلاِذإِ مِْهيِدْيأَوُطسِاَبُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوتِْوَمْلاتِاَرَمَغيِفَنوُم

ّللاىَلَعَنوُلوُقَتْمُتنكُاَمِبنِوُهْلابَاَذَعَنوَْزْجتَُمْوَيْلاُۖمُكَسُفنأَاوجُِرخْأَ نَْعْمُتنكَُوقَِّحلْاَرْيَغِهَ

َنوُرِبكَْتسَْتِهِتاَيآ

6:111 Even if We were to send down angels unto them, and the dead were to

speak to them, they would still not believe, unless God wills. But most

of them are ignorant.

ّنأَْوَلَو6:111 ّزَناَنَ ّلَكَوَةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمِهيَْلإِاَنْلَ ّماًلُبُقٍءيَْشلَُّكمِْهيَْلَعاَنْرَشحََوٰىَتْوَمْلاُمُهَمَ اوُنِمْؤُيِلاوُناَكاَ

ّلإِ ءاَشَينأَاَ
َ
ّللا َنوُلَهْجيَمُْهَرَثكْأَنَّكَِٰـلَوُهَ

6:158 Do they wait aught but that the angels should come upon them, or

that thy Lord should come, or one of the signs of thy Lord should

come? On the day that one of the signs of thy Lord does come, believ-

ing will be of no avail to any soul that did not believe beforehand and

did not earn some goodness in its belief. Say, “Wait! We, too, are wait-

ing.”

ّلإَِنوُرُظنَيلَْه6:158 ّبَرَيِتأَْيوْأَُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمُهَيِتأَْتنأَاَ يِتأَْيَمْوَيۗكَِّبَرتِاَيآضُْعَبَيِتأَْيوْأَكَُ

اًرْيَخاَهِناَميإِيِفتَْبَسكَوْأَلُْبَقنِمتَْنَمآنُْكَتمَْلاَهُناَميإِاًسفَْنعَُفنَياَلكَِّبَرتِاَيآضُْعَب

ّنإِاوُرِظَتنالُِقۗ َنوُرِظَتنُماَ

7:11 Indeed, We created you, then We formed you, then We said unto the

angels, “Prostrate yourselves before Adam.” And they all protrasted,

save Iblīs; he was not among those who prostrated.

ّمُثمُْكاَنقَْلَخدَْقَلَو7:11 ّوصََ ّمُثمُْكاَنرَْ ّلإِاوُدَجَسَفَمَدآِلاوُدُجسْاِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلاَنْلُقَ نُكَيمَْلسَيِلْبإِاَ

نَيِدجِاسَّلانَِّم
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7:20 Then Satan whispered to them, that he might expose to them that

which was hidden from them of their nakedness. And he said, “Your

Lord has only forbidden you this tree, lest you should become angels,

or among those who abide [forever].”

ّبَراَمكُاَهَناَملَاَقَواَمِهِتآْوسَنِماَمُهنَْعيَِروُواَماَمُهَليَِدْبُيِلُناَطْيشَّلااَمُهَلسََوسَْوَف7:20 نَْعاَمكُُ

ّلإِِةَرجَشَّلاِهِذَٰه نَيِدِلاَخلْانَِماَنوُكَتوْأَِنْيكََـلَماَنوُكَتنأَاَ

8:9 When you sought succor from your Lord, He responded to you, “I shall

aid you with a thousand angels rank upon rank.”

ّبَرَنوُثيِغَتسَْتذْإ8:9ِ رُمِةَكِئاَلَمْلانَِّمفٍْلأَِبمُكدُِّمُميِّنأَمُْكَـلبَاَجَتسْاَفمُْكَ
ْ

َنيِفِد

8:12 Behold, thyLord revealedunto theangels, “Truly I amwithyou; somake

firm those who believe. I shall cast terror into the hearts of those who

disbelieve. So strike above the neck, and strike their every fingertip.”

ّبَريحِوُيذْإ8:12ِ اوُرَفكَنَيِذَّلابِوُلُقيِفيِقْلأُسَۚاوُنَمآنَيِذَّلااوُتِّبَثَفمُْكَعَميِّنأَِةَكِئاَلَمْلاىَلإِكَُ

ّرلا نٍاَنَبلَُّكمُْهنِْماوُبِرْضاَوقِاَنعْأَلْاقَْوَفاوُبِرْضاَفبَعُْ

8:50 And if only thou couldst seewhen the angels take thosewhodisbelieve,

striking their faces and their backs, and [saying], “Taste the punish-

ment of the burning!

8:51 This is for what your hands sent forth, and because God wrongs not His

servants.”

ىَرَتْوَلَو8:50
ٰ

بَاَذَعاوُقوُذَومُْهَراَبدْأََومُْهَهوجُُوَنوُبِرْضَيُةَكِئاَلَمْلاۙاوُرَفكَنَيِذَّلاىَّفَوَتَيذْإِ

قِيِرَحلْا

ّللانَّأََومُْكيِدْيأَتَْمدََّقاَمِبكَِلَٰذ8:51 ّلَظِبسَْيَلَهَ ِديِبَعْلِّلمٍاَ

9:26 ThenGod sent downHis Tranquility uponHisMessenger and upon the

believers, and sent down hosts who you saw not, and punished those

who disbelieved. And that is the recompense of the disbelievers.
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ّمُث9:26 ّللالََزنأََ ىَلَعُهَتَنيكِسَُهَ
ٰ

ّلاًدوُنجُلََزنأََوَنيِنِمْؤُمْلاىَلَعَوِهِلوسَُر نَيِذَّلابَذََّعَواَهوَْرَتمَْ

ءاَزَجكَِلَٰذَوۚاوُرَفكَ
ُ
نَيِرِفاَكْلا

11:12 Perchance thou mightest omit some of that which We have revealed

unto thee, and thy breast might be constrained because they say, “Why

has no treasure been sent down upon him, or an angel not come with

him?” Thou art only a warner, and God is Guardian over all things.

ّلَعَلَف11:12 ءاَجوْأٌَزنكَِهْيَلَعلَِزنأُاَلْوَلاوُلوُقَينأََكُردْصَِهِبقٌِئاضََوكَْيَلإِٰىَحوُياَمضَْعَبٌكِراَتكََ
َ

ّنإِۚكٌَلَمُهَعَم ّللاَوٌۚريِذَنتَنأَاَمَ ٰىَلَعُهَ
لٌيِكَوٍءيَْشلُِّك

11:31 I say not unto you that withme are the treasuries of God; nor do I know

the Unseen. And I say not that I am an angel; nor do I say of those who

are despicable in your eyes, ‘God will not give them any good’—God

knows best what is in their souls—for when I would indeed be among

the wrongdoers.

ّللانُِئاَزَخيِدنِعمُْكَـللُوُقأَاَلَو11:31 ّلِللُوُقأَاَلَوكٌَلَميِّنإِلُوُقأَاَلَوبَْيَغْلاُمَلْعأَاَلَوِهَ نَيِذَ

ّللاُمُهَيِتْؤُينَلمُْكُنُيعْأَيِرَدْزَت ّللاۖاًرْيَخُهَ ّلاًذإِيِّنإِۖمِْهِسُفنأَيِفاَمِبُمَلْعأَُهَ َنيِمِلاظَّلانَِمَ

11:69 And indeed Our messengers came to Abraham with glad tidings. They

said, “Peace.” “Peace,” he said, and he hastened to bring them a roasted

calf.

11:70 Thenwhenhe saw that their hands reachednot toward it, he conceived

a fear of them. They said, “Fear not. Verily we have been sent unto the

people of Lot.”

11:71 Andhiswifewas standing there and she laughed.Thenwe gaveher glad

tidings of Isaac, and after Isaac, of Jacob.

11:72 She said, “Oh, woe unto me! Shall I bear a child when I am an old

woman, and this husband of mine is an old man? That would surely

be an astounding thing.”

11:73 They said, “Do you marvel at the Command of God? The Mercy of God

and His Blessings be upon you, O People of the House! Truly He is

Praised, Glorious.”
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ءاَجدَْقَلَو11:69
َ

ىَرْشُبْلاِبَميِهاَرْبإِاَنُلسُُرتْ
ٰ

ءاَجنأَثَِبَلاَمَفٌۖماَلسَلَاَقۖاًماَلسَاوُلاَق
َ
لٍْجِعِب

ٍذيِنحَ

ّمَلَف11:70 ىأََراَ
ٰ

ّنإِفَْختَاَلاوُلاَقًۚةَفيخِمُْهنِْمسَجَوْأََومُْهَرِكَنِهْيَلإِلُصَِتاَلمُْهَيِدْيأَ ٰىَلإِاَنْلسِرْأُاَ

طٍوُلمِْوَق

رمْاَو11:71
َ
ّشَبَفتْكَحِضََفٌةَمِئاَقُهُتأَ بَوُقْعَيقَاَحسْإِِءاَرَونِمَوقَاَحسْإِِباَهاَنْرَ

ىَتَلْيَواَيتَْلاَق11:72
ٰ

ءيَْشَلاَذَٰهنَّإِۖاًخْيشَيِلْعَباَذَٰهَوٌزوُجَعاَنأََوُدِلأَأَ
ٌ

بٌيِجَع

ّللاِرمْأَنِْمَنيِبجَْعَتأَاوُلاَق11:73 ّللاتَُمحَْرِۖهَ ّنإِۚتِْيَبْلالَْهأَمُْكْيَلَعُهُتاَكَرَبَوِهَ ٌديِجمٌَّديِمَحُهَ

11:77 When Our messengers came to Lot, he was distressed on their account

and felt himself powerless concerning them. and he said, “This is a ter-

rible day!”

ّمَلَو11:77 ءاَجاَ
َ

ءيِساطًوُلاَنُلسُُرتْ
َ

بٌيصَِعٌمْوَياَذَٰهلَاَقَواًعرَْذمِْهِبقَاضََومِْهِب

11:81 They said, “O Lot! We are envoys of thy Lord. They shall not reach

thee. So set out with thy family during the night, and let none of

you turn around, save thy wife; surely that which befalls them shall

befall her. Indeed, the morning shall be their tryst. Is not the morning

nigh?”

ّنإِطُوُلاَياوُلاَق11:81 ّللانَِّمعٍطِْقِبكَِلْهأَِبِرْسأََفۖكَْيَلإِاوُلصَِينَلكَِّبَرلُسُُراَ تِْفَتْلَياَلَولِْيَ

ّلإٌِدَحأَمُْكنِم رمْااَ
َ
ّنإِۖكََتأَ حُْبصُّلاسَْيَلأَۚحُْبصُّلاُمُهَدِعْوَمنَّإِۚمُْهَباصَأَاَماَهُبيصُِمُهَ

بٍيِرَقِب

12:31 So when she heard of their plotting, she sent for them, and prepared a

repast for them, andgave eachof themaknife. And she said [to Joseph],

“Comeoutbefore them!”Thenwhen they sawhim, they so admiredhim

that they cut their hands and said, “God be praised! This is no human

being. This is naught but a noble angel!”
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ّمَلَف12:31 ّتُمنَُّهَلتَْدَتعْأََونَِّهيَْلإِتَْلسَرْأَنَِّهِرْكَمِبتَْعِمَساَ اًنيكِّسِنَُّهنِّْمٍةَدحِاَولَُّكتَْتآَوًأَكَ

ّمَلَفۖنَِّهيَْلَعجُْرخْاتَِلاَقَو ّلِلشَاَحنَْلُقَونَُّهَيِدْيأَنَْعطََّقَوُهَنْرَبكْأَُهَنْيأََراَ نْإِاًرَشَباَذَٰهاَمِهَ

ّلإِاَذَٰه ٌميِرَككٌَلَماَ

13:11 For him there are attendant angels1 to his front and to his rear, guard-

ing him by God’s Command. Truly God alters not what is in a people

until they alter what is in themselves. And when God desires evil for a

people, there is no repelling it; and apart from Him they have no pro-

tector.

ّللاِرمْأَنِْمُهَنوُظَفْحيَِهِفْلَخنِْمَوِهْيَدَيِنْيَبنِّمتٌاَبِقَّعُمُهَل13:11 ّللانَّإِِۗهَ مٍْوَقِباَمُرِّيَغُياَلَهَ

ّتحَ ىَ
ٰ

ّللاَداَرأَاَذإَِوۗمِْهِسُفنأَِباَماوُرِّيَغُي ءوسُمٍْوَقِبُهَ
ً
رَماَلَفا

َ
ّد نِمِهِنوُدنِّممُهَلاَمَوُۚهَلَ

لٍاَو

13:13 The thunderhymnsHis praise, as do the angels, in aweof Him.He sends

forth the thunderbolts and strikes therewith whomsoever He will. Yet

they dispute concerning God, and He is severe in wrath.

ّرلاحُِّبَسُيَو13:13 ءاَشَينَماَهِببُيصُِيَفقَِعاَوصَّلالُسِْرُيَوِهِتَفيخِنِْمُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوِهِدْمَحِبُدْعَ
ُ

مُْهَو

ّللايِفَنوُلِداَجيُ لِاَحِمْلاُديِدشََوُهَوِهَ

13:23 Gardens of Eden that they shall enter along with those who were righ-

teous from among their fathers, their spouses, and their progeny; and

angels shall enter upon them from every gate.

ّنج13:23َ ّيِّرُذَومِْهجِاَوزْأََومِْهِئاَبآنِْمحََلصَنَمَواَهَنوُلُخدَْينٍدَْعتُاَ َنوُلُخدَْيُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوۖمِْهِتاَ

بٍاَبلُِّكنِّممِهيَْلَع

1 This is a choice from the translators of the StudyQuran: In theArabic text theword ismuʿaqqi-

bāt, notmalāʾika.
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15:6 And they say, “O you unto whom the Reminder has been sent down, truly

you are possessed.

15:7 Why do you not bring us the angels, if you are among the truthful?”

15:8 We do not send down the angels, save in truth, and were We to do so,

they would be granted no respite.

ّنإُِرْكِّذلاِهْيَلَعلَِّزُنيِذَّلااَهيُّأَاَياوُلاَقَو15:6 نٌوُنجَْمَلكََ

ّل15:7 َنيِقِداصَّلانَِمتَنكُنإِِةَكِئاَلَمْلاِباَنيِتأَْتاَمْوَ

ّلإَِةَكِئاَلَمْلالُِّزَنُناَم15:8 ّماًذإِاوُناَكاَمَوقَِّحلْاِباَ نَيِرَظنُ

15:28 And [remember] when they Lord said unto the angels, “Behold! I am

creating a human being from dried clay, made of molded mud;

15:29 so when I have proportioned him and breathed into him of My Spirit, fall

down before him prostrating.”

15:30 Thereupon the angels prostrated, all of them together,

15:31 save Iblīs. He refused to be with those who prostrated.

ّبَرلَاَقذْإَِو15:28 ّمٍإَمَحنِّْملٍاصَْلصَنِّماًرَشَبقٌِلاَخيِّنإِِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلكَُ نٍوُنسَْ

ّوسَاَذإَِف15:29 ّرنِمِهيِفتُخَْفَنَوُهُتْيَ نَيِدجِاسَُهَلاوُعَقَفيحِوُ

ّلُكُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَدَجَسَف15:30 َنوُعَمجْأَمُْهُ

ّلإ15:31ِ نَيِدجِاسَّلاعََمَنوُكَينأَٰىَبأَسَيِلْبإِاَ

15:51 And tell them of the guests of Abraham,

15:52 when they entered upon him and said, “Peace!”, He said, “Verily of you

we are afraid.”

15:53 They said, “Be not afraid. Truly we bring thee glad tidings of a knowing

son.”

15:54 He said, “Do you bring me glad tidings when old age has befallen me?

So of what do you bring me glad tidings?”

15:55 They said, “We bring thee glad tidings in truth; so be not among those

who despair.”

15:56 He said, “Who despairs of the Mercy of his Lord, save those who are

astray?”

15:57 He said, “What is your errand, O messengers?”

15:58 They said, “We have been sent unto a guilty people,
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15:59 save for the family of Lot. We shall surely save them, all together,

15:60 except for hiswife;Wehave determined that she is indeed among those

who lagged behind.”

15:61 So when the messengers came to the family of Lot,

15:62 he said, “Verily you are an unfamiliar folk.”

15:63 They said, “Nay, but we bring thee that which they used to doubt.

15:64 And we bring thee the truth, and surely we are truthful.

15:65 So set out with thy family during the night, and follow behind them,

and let not any of you turn around, but go forth wheresoever you are

commanded.”

َميِهاَرْبإِفِْيضَنَعمُْهْئِّبَنَو15:51

ّنإِلَاَقاًماَلسَاوُلاَقَفِهْيَلَعاوُلَخَدذْإ15:52ِ َنوُلجَِومُْكنِماَ

ّنإِلَْجْوَتاَلاوُلاَق15:53 مٍيِلَعمٍاَلُغِبَكُرِّشَبُناَ

ىَلَعيِنوُمُتْرَّشَبأَلَاَق15:54
ٰ

ّمنأَ َنوُرِّشَبُتَمِبَفُرَبكِْـلاَيِنسََّ

َنيِطِناَقْلانَِّمنُكَتاَلَفقَِّحلْاِبَكاَنْرَّشَباوُلاَق15:55

ّرنِمطَُنقَْينَمَولَاَق15:56 ّلإِِهِّبَرِةَمحَْ ّلاضَّلااَ َنوُ

َنوُلسَْرُمْلااَهيُّأَمُْكُبطْخَاَمَفلَاَق15:57

ّنإِاوُلاَق15:58 َنيِمِرْجمُّمٍْوَقٰىَلإِاَنْلسِرْأُاَ

ّلإ15:59ِ ّنإِطٍوُللَآاَ َنيِعَمجْأَمُْهوجَُّنُمَلاَ

ّلإ15:60ِ رمْااَ
َ
َلاَهنَّإِۙاَنرْدََّقُهَتأَ نَيِرِباَغْلانَِم

ّمَلَف15:61 ءاَجاَ
َ
َنوُلسَْرُمْلاطٍوُللَآ

ّنإِلَاَق15:62 ّمٌمْوَقمُْكَ َنوُرَكنُ

َنوُرَتْمَيِهيِفاوُناَكاَمِبَكاَنْئجِلَْباوُلاَق15:63

ّنإَِوقَِّحلْاِبَكاَنْيَتأََو15:64 َنوُقِداصََلاَ

ّللانَِّمعٍطِْقِبكَِلْهأَِبِرْسأََف15:65 ّتاَولِْيَ ثُْيحَاوضُمْاَوٌدَحأَمُْكنِمتِْفَتْلَياَلَومُْهَراَبدْأَعِْـبَ

رَمْؤُت
ُ

َنو

16:2 He sends down angels with the Spirit from His Command to whomso-

ever Hewill amongHis servants, “Give warning that there is no god but

I, so reverence Me!”
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ّرلاِبَةَكِئاَلَمْلالُِّزَنُي16:2 ىَلَعِهِرمْأَنِْمحِوُ
ٰ

ءاَشَينَم
ُ

ّنأَاوُرِذنأَنْأَِهِداَبِعنِْم ّلإَِ—هَٰلإِاَلُهَ اَنأَاَ

ّتاَف نِوُقَ

16:27 Then on the Day of Resurrection He will disgrace them and say, “Where

are my partners on whose account you were defiant?” Those who were

given knowledge will say, “Surely, this day, disgrace and evil are upon the

disbelievers”—

16:28 those whom the angels took while they were wronging themselves.

Then they will offer submission, “We were not doing any evil.” Nay, but

God knows best that which you were doing.

ّمُث16:27 ّقاَشُتْمُتنكُنَيِذَّلاَيِئاَكَرُشنَْيأَلُوُقَيَومِْهيِزْخيُِةَماَيِقْلاَمْوَيَ َمْلِعْلااوُتوأُنَيِذَّلالَاَقۚمِْهيِفَنوُ

ءوسُّلاَوَمْوَيْلايَْزِخلْانَّإِ
َ

نَيِرِفاَكْلاىَلَع

ّفَوَتَتنَيِذَّلا16:28 ّنُكاَمَمَلسَّلااُوَقْلأََفۖمِْهِسُفنأَيِمِلاظَُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمُهاَ ىَلَبٍۚءوسُنِملَُمْعَناَ
ٰ

ّللانَّإِ َهَ

َنوُلَمْعَتْمُتنكُاَمِبٌميِلَع

16:31 They shall enter the Gardens of Eden with rivers running below. Therein

shall they have whatsoever they will. This does God recompense the rev-

erent,

16:32 those whom the angels take while they are in a state of goodness. They

will say, “Peace be upon you! Enter the Garden for that which you used

to do.”

16:33 Do they await aught but that the angels should come upon them,

of that the Command of thy Lord should come? Those before them

did likewise. And God wronged them not, but they wronged them-

selves.

ّنج16:31َ ءاَشَياَماَهيِفمُْهَلُۖراَهنْأَلْااَهِتْحتَنِميِرْجتَاَهَنوُلُخدَْينٍدَْعتُاَ
ُ
ّللايِزْجيَكَِلَٰذَكَۚنو ُهَ

ّتُمْلا َنيِقَ

ّفَوَتَتنَيِذَّلا16:32 ّنَجلْااوُلُخدْاُمُكْيَلَعٌماَلسََنوُلوُقَيَۙنيِبِّيطَُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمُهاَ َنوُلَمْعَتْمُتنكُاَمِبَةَ

ّلإَِنوُرُظنَيلَْه16:33 رمْأََيِتأَْيوْأَُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمُهَيِتأَْتنأَاَ
ُ

اَمَوۚمِْهِلْبَقنِمنَيِذَّلالََعَفكَِلَٰذَكۚكَِّبَر

ّللاُمُهَمَلظَ َنوُمِلظَْيمُْهَسُفنأَاوُناَكنكَِٰـلَوُهَ
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16:49 And unto God prostrates whatever crawling creatures or angels are in

the Heavens or on the Earth, and they do not wax arrogant.

ّلِلَو16:49 ّباَدنِمضِرْأَلْايِفاَمَوتِاَواَمسَّلايِفاَمُدُجسَْيِهَ َنوُرِبكَْتسَْياَلمُْهَوُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوٍةَ

17:40 Did your Lord favor you with sons, while He took females from among

the angels [for Himself]? Surely you speak a monstrous word!

ّبَرمُْكاَفصْأََفأ17:40َ ّنإِۚاًثاَنإِِةَكِئاَلَمْلانَِمَذَختَّاَوَنيِنَبْلاِبمُكُ اًميِظَعاًلْوَقَنوُلوُقَتَلمُْكَ

17:61 And when We said unto the angels, “Prostrate before Adam”, they all

prostrated, save Iblīs. He said, “Shall I prostrate before one whomThou

hast created of clay?”

ّلإِاوُدَجَسَفَمَدآِلاوُدُجسْاِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلاَنْلُقذْإَِو17:61 ِلُدُجسْأَأَلَاَقسَيِلْبإِاَ اًنيِطتَقَْلَخنَْم

17:90 And they say, “We shall not believe in you till youmake a spring gush forth

for us from the Earth,

17:91 or till you have a garden of date palms and grapevines, and you make

streams gush forth in the midst of it,

17:92 or till you make the sky fall upon us in pieces, as you have claimed, or

you bring God and the angels before us,

17:93 or till you have a house of gold ornament, or you ascend to Heaven. And

we shall not believe in your ascension till you bring down unto us a book

we can read.” Say, “Glory be to my Lord! An I aught but a human being, a

messenger?”

17:94 And nothing hindered men from believing when guidance came unto

them, save what they said, “Has God sent a human being as messen-

ger?”

17:95 Say, “Were there angels walking about upon the Earth in peace, We

would have sent down upon them an angel from Heaven as messen-

ger.”

ّننَلاوُلاَقَو17:90 ّتحَكََلنَِمْؤُ ىَ
ٰ

اًعوُبنَيضِرْأَلْانَِماَنَلَرجُفَْت

ّنجَكََلَنوُكَتوْأ17:91َ اًريجِفَْتاَهَلاَلخَِراَهنْأَلْاَرجَِّفُتَفبٍَنِعَولٍيِخنَّنِّمٌةَ

ءاَمسَّلاطَِقسُْتوْأ17:92َ
َ

ّللاِبَيِتأَْتوْأَاًفَسكِاَنْيَلَعتَْمَعَزاَمكَ اًليِبَقِةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوِهَ
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ّننَلَوِءاَمسَّلايِفٰىَقْرَتوْأَفٍُرخُْزنِّمتٌْيَبكََلَنوُكَيوْأ17:93َ ّتحَكَِّيِقُرِلنَِمْؤُ ىَ
ٰ

اًباَتِكاَنْيَلَعلَِّزَنُت

ّن ّلإِتُنكُلَْهيِّبَرَناَحْبسُلُْقُۗهُؤَرقَْ ّراًرَشَباَ اًلوسَُ

ّنلاعََنَماَمَو17:94 ءاَجذْإِاوُنِمْؤُينأَسَاَ
َ
ىَدُهْلاُمُه

ٰ
ّلإِ ّللاثََعَبأَاوُلاَقنأَاَ ّراًرَشَبُهَ اًلوسَُ

ّللُق17:95 ّزَنَلَنيِّنِئَمطُْمَنوُشْمَيٌةَكِئاَلَمضِرْأَلْايِفَناَكْوَ ّراًكَلَمِءاَمسَّلانَِّممِهيَْلَعاَنْلَ اًلوسَُ

18:50 When We said unto the angels, “Prostrate before Adam”, they pros-

trated, save Iblīs.Hewasof the jinn andhedeviated fromthe command

of his Lord.Will you then take him and his progeny as protectors apart

from Me, though they are an enemy unto you? How evil an exchange

for the wrongdoers!

ّلإِاوُدَجَسَفَمَدآِلاوُدُجسْاِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلاَنْلُقذْإَِو18:50 ِۗهِّبَرِرمْأَنَْعقََسَفَفنِِّجلْانَِمَناَكسَيِلْبإِاَ

ّتَتَفأَ ّيِّرُذَوُهَنوُذخَِ ءاَيِلوْأَُهَتَ
َ

اًلَدَبَنيِمِلاظَّلِلسَْئِبٌۚوُّدَعمُْكَـلمُْهَويِنوُدنِم

19:17 And she veiled herself from them. ThenWe sent unto her Our Spirit, and

it assumed for her the likeness of a perfect man.

19:18 She said, “I seek refuge from thee in the Compassionate, if you are rever-

ent!”

19:19 He said, “I am but a messenger of thy Lord, to bestow upon thee a pure

boy.”

19:20 She said, “How shall I have a boy when noman has touchedme, nor have

I been unchaste?”

19:21 He said, “Thus shall it be. Thy Lord says, ‘It is easy for Me’ ” And [it is thus]

thatWemight make him a sign untomankind, and amercy fromUs. And

it is a matter decreed.

19:22 So she conceived him and withdrew with him to a place far off.

19:23 And the pangs of childbirth drove her to the trunk of a date palm. She

said, “Would that I had died before this andwere a thing forgotten, utterly

forgotten!”

19:24 So he called out to her from below her, “Grieve not! Thy Lord has placed a

rivulet beneath thee.

19:25 And shake toward thyself the trunkof the date palm; fresh, ripe dates shall

fall upon thee.

19:26 So eat and drink and cool thine eye. And if you seest any human being,

say, ‘Verily I have voweda fast unto theCompassionate, so I shall not speak

this day to any man.’ ”
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ّثَمَتَفاَنحَوُراَهيَْلإِاَنْلسَرْأََفاًباَجحِمِْهِنوُدنِمتَْذَختَّاَف19:17 ّيِوسَاًرَشَباَهَللََ اً

ّرلاِبُذوُعأَيِّنإِتَْلاَق19:18 ّيِقَتتَنكُنإِكَنِمنَِٰمحَْ اً

ّنإِلَاَق19:19 ّيِكَزاًماَلُغكَِلبََهأَِلكِِّبَرلُوسَُراَنأَاَمَ اً

ّنأَتَْلاَق19:20 ّيِغَبُكأَمَْلَوٌرَشَبيِنسَْسْمَيمَْلَوٌماَلُغيِلُنوُكَيٰىَ اً

ّبَرلَاَقكِِلَٰذَكلَاَق19:21 ّيَلَعَوُهكُِ ّنلِّلًةَيآُهَلَعجَْنِلَوۖنٌِّيَهَ ّنِّمًةَمحَْرَوسِاَ رمْأََناَكَوۚاَ
ً
ّما ّيضِقَْ اً

ّيصَِقاًناَكَمِهِبتَْذَبَتناَفُهْتَلَمَحَف19:22 اً

ءاَجأََف19:23
َ
ّنلاعِذْجِٰىَلإِضُاَخَمْلااَه ّماًيسَْنتُنكَُواَذَٰهلَْبَقتُِّميِنَتْيَلاَيتَْلاَقِةَلْخَ ّيسِنَ اً

ّلأَاَهِتْحتَنِماَهاَداَنَف19:24 ّبَرلََعجَدَْقيِنَزْحتَاَ ّيِرَسكَِتْحتَكُِ اً

ّنلاعِذِْجبِكِْيَلإِيِّزُهَو19:25 ّيِنجَاًبطَُركِْيَلَعطِْقاَسُتِةَلْخَ اً

ّمإَِفۖاًنْيَعىِّرَقَوىِبَرْشٱَوىِلُكَف19:26 ّرلِلتُرَْذَنىِّنإِىِٓلوُقَفاًدَحأَِرَشَبْلٱنَِمنَِّيَرَتاَ اًمْوصَنَِٰمحَْ

ّيسِنإَِمْوَيْلٱَمِّلَكأُنَْلَف اً

19:64 “We descend not, save by the Command of thy Lord. Unto Him belongs

that which is before us and that which is behind us, and whatsoever lies

between that, and thy Lord is not forgetful

19:65 the Lord of the Heavens and the Earth and whatsoever is between them.

SoworshipHim and be steadfast inHis worship. Dost thou know anywho

can be named alongside Him?”

ّزَنَتَناَمَو19:64 ّلإِلَُ ّبَرَناَكاَمَوۚكَِلَٰذَنْيَباَمَواَنَفْلَخاَمَواَنيِدْيأََنْيَباَمُهَلۖكَِّبَرِرمْأَِباَ ّيسَِنكَُ اً

ّر19:65 ّيِمَسُهَلُمَلْعَتلَْهِۚهِتَداَبِعِلْرِبَطصْاَوُهدُْبعْاَفاَمُهَنْيَباَمَوضِرْأَلْاَوتِاَواَمسَّلابَُّ اً

20:116 And when we said unto the angels, “Prostrate yourselves before

Adam,” they prostrated, save Iblīs; he refused.

ّلإِاوُدَجَسَفَمَدآِلاوُدُجسْاِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلاَنْلُقذْإَِو20:116 ٰىَبأَسَيِلْبإِاَ

21:26 And they say, “The compassionate has taken a child.” Glory be to him!Nay,

but they are honored servants.

21:27 TheyprecedeHimnot in speech, and they act according toHisCommand.
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21:28 He knows that which is before them and that which is behind them, and

they intercede not, save for one with whom He is content. they are wary,

for fear of Him.

21:29 And whosoever among them would say, “Truly I am a god apart from

Him,” such will We requite with Hell. Thus do we requite the wrongdo-

ers.

ّرلاَذَختَّااوُلاَقَو21:26 ّمٌداَبِعلَْبُۚهَناَحْبسُۗاًدَلَونَُٰمحَْ َنوُمَرْكُ

َنوُلَمْعَيِهِرمْأَِبمُهَولِْوَقْلاِبُهَنوُقِبسَْياَل21:27

ّلإَِنوُعَفشَْياَلَومُْهَفْلَخاَمَومِْهيِدْيأََنْيَباَمُمَلْعَي21:28 ِلاَ ىَضَترْانَِم
ٰ

َنوُقِفشُْمِهِتَيشْخَنِّْممُهَو

ّنَهجَِهيِزْجنَكَِلَٰذَفِهِنوُدنِّمٌهَٰلإِيِّنإِمُْهنِْملُْقَينَمَو21:29 َنيِمِلاظَّلايِزْجنَكَِلَٰذَكَۚمَ

21:103 The greatest terror will not grieve them, and the angels will receive

them. “This is your Day, which you were promised.”

َنوُدَعوُتْمُتنكُيِذَّلاُمُكُمْوَياَذَٰهُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمُهاقََّلَتَتَوُرَبكْأَلْاُعَزَفْلاُمُهُنُزْحيَاَل21:103

22:75 God choosesmessengers from among the angels and from amongman-

kind. Truly God is Hearing, seeing.

ّللا22:75 ّنلانَِمَواًلسُُرِةَكِئاَلَمْلانَِميِفَطصَْيُهَ ّللانَّإِۚسِاَ ٌريصَِبعٌيِمَسَهَ

23:24 But the notables who disbelieved among his people said, “This is only a

human being like ourselves, desiring to set himself above you. And had

Godwilled, Hewould have sent down angels.We heard not of this from

our fathers of old.

23:25 He is but a man possessed. So wait concerning him, for a time.”

ّلإِاَذَٰهاَمِهِمْوَقنِماوُرَفكَنَيِذَّلاأَُلَمْلالَاَقَف23:24 ءاشَْوَلَومُْكْيَلَعلَضََّفَتَينأَُديِرُيمُْكُـلْثِّمٌرَشَباَ
َ

ّللا ّمًةَكِئاَلَملََزنأََلُهَ َنيِلوَّأَلْااَنِئاَبآيِفاَذَٰهِباَنْعِمَساَ

ّلإَِوُهنْإ23:25ِ ّنجِِهِبلٌُجَراَ ّبَرَتَفٌةَ ّتحَِهِباوصَُ ىَ
ٰ

ٍنيحِ
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25:7 And they say, “What ails thisMessenger, who eats food andwalks in the

markets?Why is there not an angel sent down unto him to be a warner

with him,

25:8 or no treasure cast unto him, or no garden for him from which to eat?”

And the wrongdoers say, “You follow naught but a man bewitched.”

ّرلااَذَٰهلِاَماوُلاَقَو25:7 َنوُكَيَفكٌَلَمِهْيَلإِلَِزنأُاَلْوَلۙقِاَوسْأَلْايِفيِشْمَيَوَماَعطَّلالُُكأَْيلِوسَُ

اًريِذَنُهَعَم

ىَقْلُيوْأ25:8َ
ٰ

ّنجَُهَلُنوُكَتوْأٌَزنكَِهْيَلإِ ِلاظَّلالَاَقَوۚاَهنِْملُُكأَْيٌةَ ّتَتنإَِنوُم ّلإَِنوُعِبَ اًلُجَراَ

ّم اًروحُسَْ

25:21 And those who hope not tomeet Us say, “Why have not the angels been

sent down unto us, or why have we not seen our Lord?” Indeed, they

have waxed arrogant in their souls and were greatly insolent.

25:22 On the Day they see the angels, there shall be no glad tidings for the

guilty that Day. An they will say, “A barrier, forbidden!”

ءاَقِلَنوجُْرَياَلنَيِذَّلالَاَقَو25:21
َ
ىَرَنوْأَُةَكِئاَلَمْلااَنْيَلَعلَِزنأُاَلْوَلاَن

ٰ
ّبَر يِفاوُرَبكَْتسْاِدَقَلۗاَنَ

ّوُتُعاْوَتَعَومِْهِسُفنأَ اًريِبكَاً

ىَرْشُباَلَةَكِئاَلَمْلاَنوَْرَيَمْوَي25:22
ٰ

اًروجُْحمَّاًرْجحَِنوُلوُقَيَوَنيِمِرجُْمْلِّلٍذِئَمْوَي

25:25 And the Day when the Heavens are split open with clouds and the

angels are sent down in a descent,

25:26 that Day the true sovereignty will belong to the Compassionate, and that

will be a difficult Day for the disbelievers.

ءاَمسَّلاقُقََّشَتَمْوَيَو25:25
ُ
اًليِزنَتُةَكِئاَلَمْلالَِّزُنَومِاَمَغْلاِب

ّرلِلقَُّحلْاٍذِئَمْوَيكُْلُمْلا25:26 اًريسَِعنَيِرِفاَكْلاىَلَعاًمْوَيَناَكَوۚنَِٰمحَْ

26:192 And truly it is a revelation of the Lord of the worlds,

26:193 brought down by the Trustworthy Spirit,

26:194 upon thine heart—that thou mayest be among the warners—

26:195 in a clear, Arabic tongue.
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ّنإَِو26:192 َلاَعْلابَِّرلُيِزنَتَلُهَ ِم َني

ّرلاِهِبلََزَن26:193 ُنيِمأَلْاحُوُ

ىَلَع26:194
ٰ

نَيِرِذنُمْلانَِمَنوُكَتِلكَِبْلَق

رَعنٍاَسِلِب26:195
َ
ّيِب ّمٍ ٍنيِبُ

29:31 And when Our envoys came unto Abraham with glad tidings, they said,

“We shall surely destroy the people of this town; truly it people arewrong-

doers.”

29:32 He said, “Verily, Lot is in it.” They said, “We know better who is int it.

AssuredlyWe shall save him and his family, save for his wife; she is among

those who lagged behind.”

29:33 AndwhenOur envoys came unto Lot, he was distressed on their account;

yet he was constrained from helping them. And they said, “Be not afraid,

nor grieve. We shall surely save thee and thy family, save for thy wife; she

is among those who lagged behind.

29:34 Truly we shall bring upon the people of this town a torment fromHeaven

for having been iniquitous.”

ّمَلَو29:31 ءاَجاَ
َ

ىَرْشُبْلاِبَميِهاَرْبإِاَنُلسُُرتْ
ٰ

ّنإِاوُلاَق اوُناَكاَهَلْهأَنَّإِِۖةَيْرَقْلاِهِذَٰهلِْهأَوُكِـلْهُماَ

َنيِمِلاظَ

ّنَيجَِّنُنَلۖاَهيِفنَمِبُمَلْعأَنُْحنَاوُلاَقۚاطًوُلاَهيِفنَّإِلَاَق29:32 ّلإُِهَلْهأََوُهَ رمْااَ
َ
نَيِرِباَغْلانَِمتَْناَكُهَتأَ

ّمَلَو29:33 ءاَجنأَاَ
َ

ءيِساطًوُلاَنُلسُُرتْ
َ

ّنإِۖنَْزْحتَاَلَوفَْختَاَلاوُلاَقَواًعرَْذمِْهِبقَاضََومِْهِب اَ

ّلإِكََلْهأََوَكوجَُّنُم رمْااَ
َ
نَيِرِباَغْلانَِمتَْناَككََتأَ

ّنإ29:34ِ ىَلَعَنوُلِزنُماَ
ٰ

َنوُقُسفَْياوُناَكاَمِبِءاَمسَّلانَِّماًزجِْرِةَيْرَقْلاِهِذَٰهلِْهأَ

32:11 Say, “The Angel of death, who has been entrusted with you, will take

you; then unto your Lord shall you be returned.”

ّفَوَتَيلُْق32:11 ّممُكاَ ّمُثمُْكِبلَِّكُويِذَّلاتِْوَمْلاكَُلَ َنوُعجَْرُتمُْكِّبَرٰىَلإَِ

33:9 O you who believe! Remember the Blessing of God upon you when the

hosts came upon you and We sent against them a wind and hosts that

you saw not—and God sees whatsoever you do—
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33:10 when they came upon you from above you and below you, andwhen eyes

swerved and hearts reached into throats, and you thought many things

regarding God.

ّللاَةَمْعِناوُرُكذْااوُنَمآنَيِذَّلااَهيُّأَاَي33:9 ءاَجذْإِمُْكْيَلَعِهَ
َ
اًدوُنجَُواًحيِرمِْهيَْلَعاَنْلسَرْأََفٌدوُنجُمُْكْت

ّل ّللاَناَكَوۚاَهوَْرَتمَْ اًريصَِبَنوُلَمْعَتاَمِبُهَ

ءاَجذْإ33:10ِ
ُ
َرجِاَنَحلْابُوُلُقْلاتَِغَلَبَوُراصَْبأَلْاتَِغاَزذْإَِومُْكنِملََفسْأَنِْمَومُْكِقْوَفنِّممُكو

ّنُظَتَو ّللاِبَنوُ اَنوُنظُّلاِهَ

33:43 He it isWho blesses you, as do His angels, that Hemay bring you out of

darkness into light. And He is Merciful unto the believers.

ّنلاىَلإِتِاَمُلظُّلانَِّممُكَجِرخُْيِلُهُتكَِئاَلَمَومُْكْيَلَعيِّلصَُييِذَّلاَوُه33:43 َنيِنِمْؤُمْلاِبَناَكَوِۚروُ

اًميحَِر

33:56 TrulyGod andHis angels invokeblessings upon theProphet.O youwho

believe! Invoke blessings upon him, and greetings of peace!

ّللانَّإ33:56ِ ّلصَُيُهَتكَِئاَلَمَوَهَ ّنلاىَلَعَنوُ ّيِبَ ّلصَاوُنَمآنَيِذَّلااَهيُّأَاَيِۚ اًميِلسَْتاوُمِّلسََوِهْيَلَعاوُ

34:23 And intercession will benefit none with Him, save whomsoever He gives

leave, such that when terror is banished from their hearts, they will ask,

“What did your Lord say?” They will reply, “The truth, and He is the

Exalted, the Great.”

ُۥهَدنِعُةَعَٰفشَّلٱعَُفنَتاَلَو34:23
ٓ

ّلإِ ِلاَ ّتحَُۚۥهَلَنِذأَنَْم ىَ
ٰ
ّبَرلَاَقاَذاَم۟اوُلاَقمِْهِبوُلُقنَعَعِّزُفاَذإِٓ مُْكُ

ّىِلَعْلٱَوُهَوۖقََّحلْٱ۟اوُلاَقۖ ُريِبكَْـلٱُ

34:40 Upon the Day when He will gather them all together, then He shall say

unto the angels, “Were these the ones worshipping you?”

34:41 They will reply, “Glory be to Thee! Thou art our Protector, apart from

them!” Nay, they worshipped jinn, most of them believing in them.
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ّمُثاًعيِمَجمُْهُرُشْحيََمْوَيَو34:40 ّيإِِءاَلُؤَٰهأَِةَكِئاَلَمْلِللُوُقَيَ َنوُدُبْعَياوُناَكمُْكاَ

ّيِلَوتَنأَكََناَحْبسُاوُلاَق34:41 ّممِهِبمُهُرَثكْأَۖنَِّجلْاَنوُدُبْعَياوُناَكلَْبۖمِهِنوُدنِماَنُ َنوُنِمْؤُ

35:1 Praise be to God, Originator of the Heavens and the Earth, Who ap-

points the angels as messengers, of wings two, three, and four, increas-

ing creation as He will. Truly God is Powerful over all things.

َحلْا35:1 ّلِلُدْم ّمٍةَحِنجْأَيِلوأُاًلسُُرِةَكِئاَلَمْلالِِعاَجضِرْأَلْاَوتِاَواَمسَّلاِرِطاَفِهَ ىَنْثَ
ٰ

ثَاَلُثَو

ءاَشَياَمقِْلَخلْايِفُديِزَيَۚعاَبُرَو
ُ
ّللانَّإِۚ ٰىَلَعَهَ

ٌريِدَقٍءيَْشلُِّك

36:28 And after himWe did not send down a host fromHeaven against his peo-

ple; nor wouldWe send down.

ىَلَعاَنْلَزنأَاَمَو36:28
ٰ

ّنُكاَمَوِءاَمسَّلانَِّمٍدنجُنِمِهِدْعَبنِمِهِمْوَق َنيِلِزنُماَ

37:1 By those ranged in ranks,

37:2 and the drivers driving,

37:3 and the reciters of a reminder,

37:4 truly your God is One,

37:5 Lord of the Heavens and the Earth and whatsoever is between them, and

Lord of the easts.

37:6 Truly we adorned the lowest Heaven with an ornament, the stars,

37:7 and a guard against every defiant satan.

37:8 They listen not to the Highest Assembly, for they are repelled from every

side—

37:9 cast out, and theirs shall be a punishment everlasting—

37:10 save one who snatches a fragment as a piercing flame pursues him.

ّفاصَّلاَو37:1 افًّصَتِاَ

ّزلاَف37:2 اًرجَْزتِاَرجِاَ

ّتلاَف37:3 اًرْكِذتِاَيِلاَ

ٌدحِاَوَلمُْكَهَٰلإِنَّإ37:4ِ

ّر37:5 قِِراَشَمْلابَُّرَواَمُهَنْيَباَمَوضِرْأَلْاَوتِاَواَمسَّلابَُّ
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ّنإ37:6ِ ّيَزاَ ّنَ ءاَمسَّلااَ
َ
ّدلا بِكِاَوكَْـلاٍةَنيِزِباَيْنُ

ّمنٍاَطْيشَلُِّكنِّماًظفْحَِو37:7 ٍدِراَ

ّل37:8 ّمسََّياَ ىَلْعأَلْاإَِلَمْلاىَلإَِنوُعَ
ٰ

بٍِناَجلُِّكنِمَنوُفَذقُْيَو

بٌصِاَوبٌاَذَعمُْهَلَوۖاًروحُُد37:9

ّلإ37:10ِ بٌِقاَثبٌاَهِشُهَعَبْتأََفَةَفطَْخلْافَِطخَنَْماَ

37:150 Or didWe create the angels female, while they were witnesses?

َنوُدِهاشَمُْهَواًثاَنإَِةَكِئاَلَمْلااَنقَْلَخمْأ37:150َ

37:164 “There is none among us, but that he has a known station.

37:165 And truly we are those who are ranged [in ranks].

37:166 Truly we are those who glorify.”

ّنِماَمَو37:164 ّلإِاَ ّمٌماَقَمُهَلاَ ٌموُلْعَ

ّنإَِو37:165 ّفاصَّلانُحَْنَلاَ َنوُ

ّنإَِو37:166 َنوحُِّبَسُمْلانُحَْنَلاَ

38:69 I have no knowledge of the Highest Assembly, when they dispute.

ىَلْعأَلْٱإَِلَمْلٱِبٍۭمْلِعنِْمَىِلَناَكاَم38:69
ٰ
َنوُمصَِتْخيَذْإِٓ

38:71 [Remember]when thyLord saidunto the angels, “Behold! I amcreating

a human being from clay.

38:72 When I have proportioned him and breathed into him of My Spirit, fall

down before him prostrating.”

38:73 Then the angels prostrated, all of them together.

38:74 Not so Iblīs. He waxed arrogant, and was among the disbelievers.

ّبَرلَاَقذْإ38:71ِ ٍنيِطنِّماًرَشَبقٌِلاَخيِّنإِِةَكِئاَلَمْلِلكَُ

ّوسَاَذإَِف38:72 ّرنِمِهيِفتُخَْفَنَوُهُتْيَ نَيِدجِاسَُهَلاوُعَقَفيحِوُ
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ّلُكُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَدَجَسَف38:73 َنوُعَمجْأَمُْهُ

ّلإ38:74ِ نَيِرِفاَكْلانَِمَناَكَوَرَبكَْتسْاسَيِلْبإِاَ

39:71 And those who disbelieve will be driven unto Hell in throngs, till when

they reach it, its gates will be opened and its keepers will say unto them,

“Did not messengers from among you come to you, reciting unto you the

signs of your Lord and warning you of the meeting with this your Day?”

They will say, “Yea, indeed!” But the Word of punishment has come due

for the disbelievers.

ّنَهجَٰىَلإِاوُرَفكَنَيِذَّلاقَيسَِو39:71 رَمُزَمَ
ً
ّتحَۖا ىَ

ٰ
ءاَجاَذإِ

ُ
اَهُتَنَزَخمُْهَللَاَقَواَهُباَوْبأَتْحَِتُفاَهو

ءاَقِلمُْكَنوُرِذنُيَومُْكِّبَرتِاَيآمُْكْيَلَعَنوُلْتَيمُْكنِّملٌسُُرمُْكِتأَْيمَْلأَ
َ
ىَلَباوُلاَقۚاَذَٰهمُْكِمْوَي

ٰ
نَيِرِفاَكْلاىَلَعبِاَذَعْلاُةَمِلَكتْقَّحَنْكَِٰـلَو

39:73 And those who reverence their Lord will be driven to the Garden in

throngs, till when they reach it, its gates will be opened and its keepers

will say unto them, “Peace be upon you; you have done well; so enter it, to

abide [therein].”

ّتانَيِذَّلاقَيسَِو39:73 ّنَجلْاىَلإِمُْهبََّراْوَقَ رَمُزِةَ
ً
ّتحَۖا ىَ

ٰ
ءاَجاَذإِ

ُ
اَهُتَنَزَخمُْهَللَاَقَواَهُباَوْبأَتْحَِتُفَواَهو

نَيِدِلاَخاَهوُلُخدْاَفْمُتْبِطمُْكْيَلَعٌماَلسَ

39:75 And thou shalt see the angels encircling all around the Throne, hymn-

ing the praise of their Lord. Judgment shall be made between them in

truth, and it will be said, “Praise be to God, Lord of the worlds.”

لَيِقَوقَِّحلْاِبمُهَنْيَبَيِضُقَوۖمِْهِبَّرِدْمَحِبَنوحُِّبَسُيشِْرَعْلالِْوحَنِْمَنيِّفاَحَةَكِئاَلَمْلاىَرَتَو39:75

َحلْا ّلِلُدْم َلاَعْلابَِّرِهَ ِم َني

40:7 Those who bear the Throne and those who dwell nigh unto it hymn

the praise of their Lord and believe in Him and seek forgiveness for

those who believe: “Our Lord, Thou dost encompass all things in Mercy
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and Knowledge. Forgive those who repent and followThy way, and shield

them from the punishment of Hellfire.

40:8 Our Lord,make them enter the Gardens of Eden that Thou hast promised

themand those among their fathers, their spouses, and their progenywho

were righteous. Truly Thou art the Mighty, theWise.

40:9 Andprotect them fromevils deeds.WhomsoeverThou shieldest fromevil

deeds on that Day, upon him hast Thou hadmercy. And that indeed is the

great triumph.”

ّلِلَنوُرِفْغَتسَْيَوِهِبَنوُنِمْؤُيَومِْهِبَّرِدْمَحِبَنوحُِّبَسُيُهَلْوحَنَْمَوشَْرَعْلاَنوُلِمْحَينَيِذَّلا40:7 نَيِذَ

ّبَراوُنَمآ ّرٍءيَْشلَُّكتَْعسَِواَنَ ّلِلْرِفغْاَفاًمْلِعَوًةَمحَْ ّتاَواوُباَتنَيِذَ بَاَذَعمِْهِقَوكََليِبسَاوُعَبَ

مِيِحَجلْا

ّبَر40:8 ّنجَمُْهْلخِدْأََواَنَ ّلانٍدَْعتِاَ ّيِّرُذَومِْهجِاَوزْأََومِْهِئاَبآنِْمحََلصَنَمَومُْهتَّدَعَويِتَ ۚمِْهِتاَ

ّنإِ ُميكَِحلْاُزيِزَعْلاتَنأَكََ

ُميِظَعْلاُزْوَفْلاَوُهكَِلَٰذَوُۚهَتْمحَِردَْقَفٍذِئَمْوَيتِاَئِّيسَّلاقَِتنَمَوۚتِاَئِّيسَّلاُمِهِقَو40:9

40:49 And those who are in the Fire will say to the keepers of Hell, “Call upon

your Lord to relieve us from the punishment for a day.”

40:50 They will reply, “Did not your messengers bring you clear proofs?” They

will say, “Yea, indeed.” They will say, “Then make supplications!” but the

supplication of the disbelievers is naught but astray.

ّنلايِفنَيِذَّلالَاَقَو40:49 ّنَهجَِةَنَزَخلِِراَ ّبَراوُعدْاَمَ ّنَعفِْفَّخيُمُْكَ بِاَذَعْلانَِّماًمْوَياَ

ىَلَباوُلاَقۖتِاَنِّيَبْلاِبمُكُـلسُُرمُْكيِتأَْتكَُتمَْلَوأَاوُلاَق40:50
ٰ
ءاَعُداَمَوۗاوُعدْاَفاوُلاَقۚ

ُ
ّلإِنَيِرِفاَكْلا يِفاَ

لٍاَلضَ

41:12 Then He decreed that they be seven Heavens in two days and revealed

to each Heaven its command. And We adorned the lowest Heaven with

lamps and a guard. That is the Decree of the Mighty, the Knowing.

41:13 So if they turn away, then say, “I warned you of a thunderbolt, like the

thunderbolt of ʿĀd and Thamūd:

41:14 whenmessengers cameunto them frombefore themand behind them,

[saying], ‘Worship none but God,’ they said, ‘Had our Lord willed, He
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would have sent down angels; so truly we disbelieve in that wherewith

you have been sent.’ ”

رمْأٍَءاَمَسلُِّكيِفٰىَحوْأََوِنْيَمْوَييِفتٍاَواَمَسعَْبسَنَُّهاضََقَف41:12
َ

ّيَزَوۚاَه ّنَ ءاَمسَّلااَ
َ
ّدلا حَيِباصََمِباَيْنُ

مِيِلَعْلاِزيِزَعْلاُريِدقَْتكَِلَٰذۚاًظفْحَِو

رعْأَنْإَِف41:13
َ

َدوُمَثَوٍداَعِةَقِعاصَلَْثِّمًةَقِعاصَمُْكُترَْذنأَلُْقَفاوضُ

ءاَجذْإ41:14ِ
َ
ّرلاُمُهتْ ّلأَمِْهِفْلَخنِْمَومِْهيِدْيأَِنْيَبنِملُسُُ ّلإِاوُدُبْعَتاَ ّللااَ َهَ ءاشَْوَلاوُلاَقۖ

َ
ّبَر لََزنأََلاَنُ

ّنإَِفًةَكِئاَلَم َنوُرِفاَكِهِبمُتْلسِرْأُاَمِباَ

41:30 Truly those who say, “Our Lord is God”, then stand firm, the angels will

descend upon them, [saying], “Fear not, nor grieve, and rejoice in the

Garden that you have been promised.

41:31 We are your protectors in the life of this world and in the Hereafter;

therein you shall have whatsoever your souls desire, and therein you shall

have whatsoever you call for:

41:32 a welcome from One Forgiving, Merciful.”

ّبَراوُلاَقنَيِذَّلانَّإ41:30ِ ّللااَنُ ّمُثُهَ ّزَنَتَتاوُماَقَتسْاَ ّلأَُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمِهيَْلَعلَُ اوُرِشْبأََواوُنَزْحتَاَلَواوُفاَختَاَ

ّنَجلْاِب ّلاِةَ َنوُدَعوُتْمُتنكُيِتَ

ّدلاِةاَيَحلْايِفمُْكُؤاَيِلوْأَنُْحن41:31َ اَماَهيِفمُْكَـلَومُْكُسُفنأَيهَِتشَْتاَماَهيِفمُْكَـلَوِۖةَرخِآلْايِفَواَيْنُ

َنوُعدََّت

ّررٍوُفَغنِّْماًلُزُن41:32 مٍيحَِ

41:38 And if they wax arrogant, then those who are with thy Lord glorify Him

night and day, and they never weary.

ّللاِبُهَلَنوحُِّبَسُيكَِّبَرَدنِعنَيِذَّلاَفاوُرَبكَْتسْانِإَِف41:38 ّنلاَولِْيَ َنوُمأَسَْياَلمُْهَوِراَهَ

42:5 The Heavens are well-nigh rent asunder from above, while the angels

hymn the praise of their Lord and seek forgiveness for those on Earth.

Yea! Truly God is the Forgiving, the Merciful.
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ِلَنوُرِفْغَتسَْيَومِْهِبَّرِدْمَحِبَنوحُِّبَسُيُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوۚنَِّهِقْوَفنِمَنْرطََّفَتَيتُاَواَمسَّلاُداَكَت42:5 يِفنَم

ّللانَّإِاَلأَۗضِرْأَلْا ّرلاُروُفَغْلاَوُهَهَ ُميحَِ

43:19 And they have made angels, who are servants of the Compassionate,

females. Did they witness their creation? Their witnessing shall be

recorded, and they will be questioned.

ّرلاُداَبِعمُْهنَيِذَّلاَةَكِئاَلَمْلااوُلَعجََو43:19 َنوُلأَسُْيَومُْهُتَداَهَشبَُتكُْتسَۚمُْهَقْلَخاوُدِهَشأَۚاًثاَنإِنَِٰمحَْ

43:51 AndPharaoh called out amonghis people, saying, “Omypeople! Is not the

sovereignty of Egyptmine, anddo these streamsnot flowbeneathme?Do

you not, then, see?

43:52 And I not better than this one who is vile and can scarcely speak plain?

43:53 Why, then, have armlets of gold not been cast upon him, and why do

angels not accompany him?”

ىَداَنَو43:51
ٰ

ۖيِتْحتَنِميِرْجتَُراَهنْأَلْاِهِذَٰهَوَرْصِمكُْلُميِلسَْيَلأَمِْوَقاَيلَاَقِهِمْوَقيِفُنْوَعْرِف

َنوُرِصْبُتاَلَفأَ

ُنيِبُيُداَكَياَلَونٌيِهَمَوُهيِذَّلااَذَٰهنِّْمٌرْيَخاَنأَمْأ43:52َ

ءاَجوْأَبٍَهَذنِّمٌةَرِوسْأَِهْيَلَعيَِقْلأُاَلْوَلَف43:53
َ

َنيِنِرَتقُْمُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُهَعَم

43:60 HadWe willed, We would have appointed angels among you, succeed-

ing one another upon the Earth.

ءاَشَنْوَلَو43:60
ُ

ّممُكنِماَنْلَعَجَل َنوُفُلْخيَضِرْأَلْايِفًةَكِئاَلَ

43:74 Truly the guilty shall abide in the punishment of Hell.

43:75 It will not be lightened for them, and therein will they despair.

43:76 We did not wrong them; rather, it is they who were the wrongdoers.

43:77 And they will call, “O Mâlik, let thy Lord put an end to us.” He will reply,

“You will surely remain.

43:78 We did indeed bring you the truth, but most of you were averse to the

truth.”
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43:79 Or have they devised anything? Truly it is WeWho devise.

43:80 Or do they suppose that We hear not their secret and their secret con-

verse? Yea, and Our envoys are present with them, recording.

ّنَهجَبِاَذَعيِفَنيِمِرجُْمْلانَّإ43:74ِ َنوُدِلاَخَمَ

ّتَفُياَل43:75 َنوُسِلْبُمِهيِفمُْهَومُْهنَْعُرَ

َنيِمِلاظَّلاُمُهاوُناَكنكَِٰـلَومُْهاَنْمَلظَاَمَو43:76

ّبَراَنْيَلَعضِقَْيِلكُِلاَماَياوَْداَنَو43:77 ّنإِلَاَقۖكَُ ّممُكَ َنوُثكِاَ

َنوُهِراَكقَِّحلِْلمُْكَرَثكْأَنَّكَِٰـلَوقَِّحلْاِبمُكاَنْئجِدَْقَل43:78

رمْأَاوُمَرْبأَمْأ43:79َ
ً
ّنإَِفا َنوُمِرْبُماَ

ّنأََنوُبَسْحيَمْأ43:80َ ّرِسعَُمسَْناَلاَ ىَلَبۚمُهاَوْجنََومُْهَ
ٰ

َنوُبُتكَْيمِْهيَْدَلاَنُلسُُرَو

47:27 Then howwill it bewhen the angels seize them, striking their faces and

their backs?

ّفَوَتاَذإِفَْيكََف47:27 مُْهَراَبدْأََومُْهَهوجُُوَنوُبِرْضَيُةَكِئاَلَمْلاُمُهتَْ

48:7 And to God belong the hosts of the Heavens and the Earth, and God is

Mighty, Wise.

ّلِلَو48:7 ّللاَناَكَوۚضِرْأَلْاَوتِاَواَمسَّلاُدوُنجُِهَ اًميكَِحاًزيِزَعُهَ

50:17 When the two receivers receive, seated on the right and on the left,

50:18 no word does he utter without a ready watcher beside him.

َيْلانَِعنِاَيِقَّلَتُمْلاىقََّلَتَيذْإ50:17ِ ٌديِعَقلِاَمشِّلانَِعَوِنيِم

ّم50:18 ّلإِلٍْوَقنِمظُِفْلَياَ ٌديِتَعبٌيِقَرِهْيَدَلاَ

50:21 Then every soul comes, with it a driver and a witness:

50:22 “You were indeed heedless of this. NowWe have removed from you your

cover; so today your sight is piercing.”
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50:23 And his companion says, “This is what I have ready.”

50:24 “Cast you both into Hell every stubborn disbeliever,

50:25 every hinderer of good, every transgressor, every doubter

50:26 whohas set up another god alongwithGod. Cast him into the severe pun-

ishment.”

50:27 His companion will say, “Our Lord, I did not make him rebel; rather, he

was far astray.”

ءاَجَو50:21
َ

ّمسٍفَْنلُُّكتْ ٌديِهَشَوقٌِئاسَاَهَعَ

ّل50:22 ءاَطِغكَنَعاَنفَْشكََفاَذَٰهنِّْمٍةَلفَْغيِفتَنكُدَْقَ
َ

ٌديِدَحَمْوَيْلاَكُرَصَبَفَك

ٌديِتَعيََّدَلاَماَذَٰهُهُنيِرَقلَاَقَو50:23

ّنَهجَيِفاَيِقْلأ50:24َ ٍديِنَعرٍافَّكَلَُّكَمَ

ّم50:25 ّنَ ّمٍدَتْعُمِرْيَخلِّْلعٍاَ بٍيِرُ

ّللاعََملََعجَيِذَّلا50:26 ِديِدشَّلابِاَذَعْلايِفُهاَيِقْلأََفَرَخآاًهَٰلإِِهَ

ّبَرُهُنيِرَقلَاَق50:27 ٍديِعَبلٍاَلضَيِفَناَكنكَِٰـلَوُهُتْيَغطْأَاَماَنَ

51:1 By the scatterers as they scatter,

51:2 and by those that bear a burden,

51:3 by those that course with ease,

51:4 and by those that apportion the Command,

ّذلاَو51:1 اًورَْذتِاَيِراَ

اًرْقِوتِاَلِماَحلْاَف51:2

اًرْسُيتِاَيِراَجلْاَف51:3

رمْأَتِاَمسَِّقُمْلاَف51:4
ً
ا

51:24 Hast thou heard tell of Abraham’s honored guests,

51:25 when they entered upon him and said, “Peace!” he said, “Peace—an unfa-

miliar folk.”

51:26 Then he went quietly to his family and came with a fattened calf.

51:27 He placed it close to them, saying, “Will you not eat?”

51:28 Then he conceived a fear of them.They said, “Fear not!” and gave him glad

tidings of a knowing son.
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51:29 Then his wife came forward with a loud cry; she struck her face and said,

“A barren old woman!”

51:30 They said, “Thus has thy Lord decreed. Truly He is the Wise, the Know-

ing.”

51:31 He said, “What is your errand, O messengers?”

51:32 They said, “We have been sent unto a guilty people,

51:33 to send upon them stones of clay

51:34 marked by thy Lord for the prodigal.”

َنيِمَرْكُمْلاَميِهاَرْبإِفِْيضَثُيِدَحَكاَتأَلَْه51:24

ّمٌمْوَقٌماَلسَلَاَقۖاًماَلسَاوُلاَقَفِهْيَلَعاوُلَخَدذْإ51:25ِ َنوُرَكنُ

ءاَجَفِهِلْهأَٰىَلإَِغاَرَف51:26
َ
ٍنيِمَسلٍْجِعِب

ّرَقَف51:27 َنوُلُكأَْتاَلأَلَاَقمِْهيَْلإُِهَبَ

مٍيِلَعمٍاَلُغِبُهوُرَّشَبَوۖفَْختَاَلاوُلاَقًۖةَفيخِمُْهنِْمسَجَوْأََف51:28

رمْاتَِلَبْقأََف51:29
َ
ّرَصيِفُهُتأَ ٌميِقَعٌزوُجَعتَْلاَقَواَهَهجَْوتْكَّصََفٍةَ

ّبَرلَاَقكِِلَٰذَكاوُلاَق51:30 ّنإِۖكُِ ُميِلَعْلاُميكَِحلْاَوُهُهَ

َنوُلسَْرُمْلااَهيُّأَمُْكُبطْخَاَمَفلَاَق51:31

ّنإِاوُلاَق51:32 َنيِمِرْجمُّمٍْوَقٰىَلإِاَنْلسِرْأُاَ

ٍنيِطنِّمًةَراَجحِمِْهيَْلَعلَسِْرُنِل51:33

ّم51:34 ّوَسُ َنيِفِرْسُمْلِلكَِّبَرَدنِعًةَمَ

53:4 It is naught but a revelation revealed,

53:5 taught him by one of awesome power.

53:6 Possessed of vigor, he stood upright

53:7 when he was upon the highest horizon.

53:8 Then he drew nigh and came close,

53:9 till he was within two bows’ length or nearer.

53:10 Then He revealed to His servant what He revealed.

53:11 The heart lied not in what it saw.

53:12 Do you then dispute with him as to what he saw?

53:13 And indeed he saw him another time,

53:14 at the Lote Tree of the boundary,
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53:15 by which lies the Garden of the refuge,

53:16 when there covered the Lote Tree that which covered.

53:17 The gaze swerve not; nor did it transgress.

53:18 Indeed, he saw the greatest of the signs of his Lord.

ّلإَِوُهنْإ53:4ِ ٰىَحوُيٌيحَْواَ

ّلَع53:5 ىَوُقْلاُديِدشَُهَمَ
ٰ

رِموُذ53:6
ّ َ

ىَوَتسْاَفٍة
ٰ

ىَلْعأَلْاقُِفأُلْاِبَوُهَو53:7
ٰ

ّمُث53:8 ٰىَّلَدَتَفاَنَدَ

ٰىَندْأَوْأَِنْيسَْوَقبَاَقَناَكَف53:9

ٰىَحوْأَاَمِهِدْبَعٰىَلإِٰىَحوْأََف53:10

ىأََراَمُداَؤُفْلابََذَكاَم53:11
ٰ

ىَلَعُهَنوُراَمُتَفأ53:12َ
ٰ

ىَرَياَم
ٰ

ىَرخْأًُةَلْزَنُهآَردَْقَلَو53:13
ٰ

ىهََتنُمْلاِةَردْسَِدنِع53:14
ٰ

ّنجَاَهَدنِع53:15 ىَوأَْمْلاُةَ
ٰ

ىَشْغَياَمَةَردْسِّلاىَشْغَيذْإ53:16ِ
ٰ

ىَغطَاَمَوُرَصَبْلاَغاَزاَم53:17
ٰ

ىأََردَْقَل53:18
ٰ

ىَرْبُكْـلاِهِّبَرتِاَيآنِْم
ٰ

53:26 And how many an angel is there in the Heavens whose intercession

avails naught, save after God grants leave untowhomsoeverHewill and

unto the one with whomHe is content?

53:27 Truly those who believe not in the Hereafter name the angels with

female names.

ّمنِّممَكَو53:26 ّلإِاًئْيشَمُْهُتَعاَفشَيِنْغُتاَلتِاَواَمسَّلايِفكٍَلَ ّللاَنَذأَْينأَِدْعَبنِماَ ِلُهَ ءاَشَينَم
ُ

ىَضْرَيَو
ٰ

ّمَسُيَلِةَرخِآلْاِبَنوُنِمْؤُياَلنَيِذَّلانَّإ53:27ِ ىَثنأُلْاَةَيِمسَْتَةَكِئاَلَمْلاَنوُ
ٰ
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66:4 If youboth repent untoGod…For yourhearts did certainly incline, and

if you aid one another against him, then truly God, He is his Protector,

as are Gabriel and the righteous among the believers; and the angels

support him withal.

ّللاىَلإِاَبوُتَتنإ66:4ِ ّللانَّإَِفِهْيَلَعاَرَهاَظَتنإَِوۖاَمكُُبوُلُقتَْغصَدَْقَفِهَ ُحلِاصََولُيِرْبجَِوُهاَلْوَمَوُهَهَ

ٌريِهظَكَِلَٰذَدْعَبُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوَۖنيِنِمْؤُمْلا

66:6 O you who believe! Shield yourselves and your families from a Fire

whose fuel is men and stones, over which are angels, stern and severe,

who do not disobey God in what He commands of them and who do

what they are commanded.

ّنلااَهُدوُقَواًراَنمُْكيِلْهأََومُْكَسُفنأَاوُقاوُنَمآنَيِذَّلااَهيُّأَاَي66:6 ظٌاَلِغٌةَكِئاَلَماَهيَْلَعُةَراَجِحلْاَوسُاَ

ّلٌداَدشِ ّللاَنوصُْعَياَ َرَمأَاَمَهَ
رَمْؤُياَمَنوُلَعفَْيَومُْه

ُ
َنو

68:1 Nūn. By the pen and that which they inscribe,

68:2 though are not, by the blessing of thy Lord, possessed.

َنوُرُطسَْياَمَوِمَلَقْلاَوۚن68:1

نٍوُنجَْمِبكَِّبَرِةَمْعِنِبتَنأَاَم68:2

69:17 And the angels shall be at its sides; thatDay eight shall carry theThrone

of thy Lord above them.

ىَلَعكَُلَمْلاَو69:17
ٰ

رَعلُِمْحَيَوۚاَهِئاَجرْأَ
ْ

ٌةَيِناَمَثٍذِئَمْوَيمُْهَقْوَفكَِّبَرشَ

69:30 Take him and shackle him.

69:31 Then cast him in Hellfire.

69:32 Then put him in a chain whose length is seventy cubits.
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ّلُغَفُهوُذُخ69:30 ُهوُ

ّمُث69:31 ّلصََميِحَجلْاَ ُهوُ

ّمُث69:32 ُهوُكُـلسْاَفاًعاَرِذَنوُعْبسَاَهُعرَْذٍةَلسِْلسِيِفَ

69:40 truly this is the speech of a noble messenger,

69:41 and not the speech of a poet. Little do you believe!

ّنإ69:40ِ مٍيِرَكلٍوسَُرلُْوَقَلُهَ

ّماًليِلَقٍۚرِعاشَلِْوَقِبَوُهاَمَو69:41 َنوُنِمْؤُتاَ

70:4 Unto Him ascend the angels and the Spirit on a day whose measure is

fifty thousand years.

ّرلاَوُةَكِئاَلَمْلاجُُرْعَت70:4 ٍةَنسَفَْلأََنيسِْمَخُهُراَدقِْمَناَكمٍْوَييِفِهْيَلإِحُوُ

72:8 ‘We reached out to Heaven and found it filled with mighty sentries and

flaming stars.

72:9 We used to sit in places thereof to listen, but whosoever listens now finds

a flaming star lying in wait for him.

ّنأََو72:8 ءاَمسَّلااَنسَْمَلاَ
َ

اًبُهُشَواًديِدشَاسًَرَحتَْئِلُماَهاَندَْجَوَف

ّنأََو72:9 ّنُكاَ ّراًباَهِشُهَلدِْجيََنآلْاعِِـمَتسَْينَمَفۖعِمْسَّلِلَدِعاَقَماَهنِْمُدُعقَْناَ اًدصََ

72:25 Say, “I know not whether that which you are promised is nigh or whether

my Lord has appointed a term for it;

72:26 Knower of the Unseen, He does not disclose His Unseen to anyone,

72:27 save to the one whom He approves as a messenger. Then He dispatches

before him and behind him a guard,

72:28 that He may know that they have indeed conveyed the messages of their

Lord. And He encompasses whatsoever is with them and keeps a num-

bered count of all things.”
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ّمبٌيِرَقأَيِردْأَنْإِلُْق72:25 اًدَمأَيِّبَرُهَللَُعْجيَمْأََنوُدَعوُتاَ

ىَلَعُرِهظُْياَلَفبِْيَغْلاُمِلاَع72:26
ٰ

اًدَحأَِهِبْيَغ

ّلإ72:27ِ ىَضَترْانَِماَ
ٰ

ّرنِم ّنإَِفلٍوسَُ اًدصََرِهِفْلَخنِْمَوِهْيَدَيِنْيَبنِمكُُلسَْيُهَ

ىَصحْأََومِْهيَْدَلاَمِبطَاَحأََومِْهِبَّرتِاَلاسَِراوُغَلْبأَدَْقنأََمَلْعَيِّل72:28
ٰ

اًدَدَعٍءيَْشلَُّك

74:31 And We have appointed none but angels as wardens of the Fire; and

We have not appointed their number save as a trial for those who dis-

believe, to grant certainty to those who have been given the Book and

increase in faith thosewho believe; and thosewhowere given the Book

and the believers will not doubt; and that those in whose hearts is a

disease and the disbelievers will say, “What does God desire by this as

a parable?” Thus does God lead astray whomsoever He will and guide

whomsoever He will. And none knows the hosts of thy Lord but He. It

is but a reminder unto mankind.

ّنلابَاَحصْأَاَنْلَعجَاَمَو74:31 ّلإِِراَ ّلإِمُْهَتدَِّعاَنْلَعجَاَمَوًۙةَكِئاَلَماَ ّلِّلًةَنْتِفاَ نَِقْيَتسَْيِلاوُرَفكَنَيِذَ

َنوُنِمْؤُمْلاَوبَاَتِكْلااوُتوأُنَيِذَّلابَاَتْرَياَلَوۙاًناَميإِاوُنَمآنَيِذَّلاَداَدْزَيَوبَاَتِكْلااوُتوأُنَيِذَّلا

ّممِهِبوُلُقيِفنَيِذَّلالَوُقَيِلَوۙ رَ
َ

ّللاَداَرأَاَذاَمَنوُرِفاَكْلاَوضٌ ّللالُّضُِيكَِلَٰذَكۚاًلَثَماَذَٰهِبُهَ ُهَ

ءاَشَينَم
ُ

ءاَشَينَميِدْهَيَو
ُ
ّلإِكَِّبَرَدوُنجُُمَلْعَياَمَوۚ ّلإَِيهِاَمَوَۚوُهاَ ىَرْكِذاَ

ٰ
ِرَشَبْلِل

77:1 By those sent forth in succession!

77:2 By the storming tempests!

77:3 By the spreaders spreading!

77:4 By the discerners discerning!

77:5 And by those who bring forth the Reminder,

77:6 to excuse or to warn,

77:7 surely what you are promised will befall.

رُعتِاَلسَْرُمْلاَو77:1
ْ

اًف

اًفصَْعتِاَفصِاَعْلاَف77:2

ّنلاَو77:3 اًرْشَنتِاَرِشاَ

اًقْرَفتِاَقِراَفْلاَف77:4
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اًرْكِذتِاَيِقْلُمْلاَف77:5

اًرذُْنوْأَاًرذُْع77:6

ّنإ77:7ِ عٌِـقاَوَلَنوُدَعوُتاَمَ

78:38 That Day the Spirit and the angels stand in rows, none speaking, save

one whom the Compassionate permits and who speak aright.

ّرلاُموُقَيَمْوَي78:38 ّلۖافًّصَُةَكِئاَلَمْلاَوحُوُ ّلَكَتَياَ ّلإَِنوُمَ ّرلاُهَلَنِذأَنَْماَ اًباَوصَلَاَقَونَُٰمحَْ

79:1 By those that wrest violently,

79:2 by those that draw out quickly,

79:3 by those that glide serenely,

79:4 by those that race to the fore, outstripping,

79:5 and by those that govern affairs!

ّنلاَو79:1 رَغتِاَعِزاَ
ْ

اًق

ّنلاَو79:2 اًطشَْنتِاَطشِاَ

اًحْبسَتِاَحبِاسَّلاَو79:3

اًقْبسَتِاَقِباسَّلاَف79:4

رمْأَتِاَرِّبَدُمْلاَف79:5
ً
ا

80:11 Nay! Truly this is a reminder—

80:12 so let whosoever will, remember it—

80:13 on pages honored,

80:14 exalted and purified,

80:15 in the hands of scribes,

80:16 noble and pious.

ٌةَرِكذَْتاَهنَّإِاَّلَك80:11

ءاشَنَمَف80:12
َ

ُهَرَكَذ

ّمفٍُحصُيِف80:13 ّرَكُ ٍةَمَ

ّم80:14 رَ
ْ

ّمٍةَعوُف ّهَطُ ٍةَرَ
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ٍةَرَفسَيِدْيأَِب80:15

ٍةَرَرَبۭمٍاَرِك80:16

81:19 Truly it is the speech of a noble messenger,

81:20 possessed of strength, before the Possessor of the Throne, of high rank,

81:21 obeyed, trustworthy withal.

ّنإ81:19ِ مٍيِرَكلٍوسَُرلُْوَقَلُهَ

ّوُقيِذ81:20 ٍنيكَِمشِْرَعْلايِذَدنِعٍةَ

ّم81:21 ّمَثعٍاَطُ ٍنيِمأََ

82:10 And yet truly over you there are guardians,

82:11 noble, writing,

82:12 knowing what you do.

َنيِظِفاَحَلمُْكْيَلَعنَّإَِو82:10

َنيِبِتاَكاًماَرِك82:11

َنوُلَعفَْتاَمَنوُمَلْعَي82:12

83:18 Nay, truly the book of the pious is in ʿIlliyyūn.

83:19 And what will apprise thee of ʿIlliyyūn?

83:20 A book inscribed,

83:21 witnessed by those brought nigh.

َنيِّيِّلِعيِفَلِراَرْبأَلْابَاَتِكنَّإِاَّلَك83:18

ّيِّلِعاَمَكاَردْأَاَمَو83:19 َنوُ

ّمبٌاَتِك83:20 رَ
ْ

ٌموُق

ّرَقُمْلاُهُدَهْشَي83:21 َنوُبَ

86:4 Over every soul there is a guardian.

ّلسٍفَْنلُُّكنإ86:4ِ ّمَ ظٌِفاَحاَهيَْلَعاَ



verses in musḥaf order 329

89:21 Nay, but when the Earth is ground up, grinding upon grinding,

89:22 and your Lord comes with the angels, row upon row;

89:23 and Hell is brought forth that Day—that Day man will remember; yet

whence will that remembrance avail him?

ّكَدضُرْأَلْاتِكَُّداَذإِاَّلَك89:21 ّكَداً اً

ءاَجَو89:22
َ

ّبَر افًّصَافًّصَكَُلَمْلاَوكَُ

ءيجَِو89:23
َ
ّنَهَجبٍِذِئَمْوَي ّكَذَتَيٍذِئَمْوَيَۚمَ ّنأََوُناَسنإِلْاُرَ ىَرْكِّذلاُهَلٰىَ

ٰ

96:18 We shall call the guards of Hell.

ّزلاُعدَْنس96:18َ َةَيِناَبَ

97:4 The angels and the Spirit descend therein, by leave of their Lord, with

every command.

ّزَنَت97:4 ّرلاَوُةَكِئاَلَمْلالَُ ٍرمْأَلُِّكنِّممِهِبَّرنِذْإِِباَهيِفحُوُ
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appendix 3

List of Verses Mentioned in Each tafsīr

First column: Following the code in the list of verses of Chapter 1, first are listed

the verses making clear mentions of angels (in bold black; and non-bold black

for the accompanying verses completing their meaning), then the verses that

usually suggest the presence of angels.

Other columns: The cases in grey with the symbol ✓ designate the com-

mentaries that engage with angels as characters or at least mention them, as

opposed to commentaries discussing subjects other than the angels, for the

cases left in white with the symbol ✓. The cases left in blank are verses which

received no commentaries (or for which the commentary has been lost to us).

The interrogation mark indicates unclear commentaries.

table 1

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

First group (clear mentions of angels)

2:30 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2:31 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2:32 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2:33 ✓ ✓ ✓

2:34 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2:97 ✓ ✓

2:98 ✓ ✓

2:102 ✓ ✓ ✓

2:161 ✓ ✓

2:177 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

2:210 ✓ ✓ ✓

2:248 ✓

2:285 ✓ ✓ ✓

3:18 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

3:39 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

3:42 ✓ ✓ ✓

3:45 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

3:80 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

3:87 ✓ ✓ ✓

3:124 ✓ ✓

3:125 ✓ ✓

4:97 ✓ ✓

4:136 ✓ ✓ ✓

4:166 ✓ ✓ ✓

4:172 ✓ ✓ ✓

6:8 ✓ ✓ ✓

6:9 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

6:50 ✓ ✓ ✓

6:93 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

6:111 ✓

6:158 ✓ ✓

7:11 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

7:20 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

8:9 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

8:12 ✓ ✓

8:50 ✓ ✓ ✓

11:12 ✓

11:31 ✓

12:31 ✓ ✓ ✓

13:13 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

13:23 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:6 ? ✓ ?

15:7 ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

15:8 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:28 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

15:29 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

15:30 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

15:31 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

16:2 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

16:28 ✓ ✓

16:32 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

16:33 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

16:49 ✓ ✓ ✓

17:40 ✓ ✓ ✓

17:61 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

17:92 ✓ ✓

17:93? ? ? ✓

17:94? ? ? ✓

17:95 ✓ ✓ ✓

18:50 ✓ ✓

20:116 ✓

21:103 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

22:75 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

23:24

25:7 ✓ ✓ ✓

25:8 ✓ ? ?

25:21 ✓ ✓

25:22 ✓ ✓

25:25 ✓ ✓ ✓

32:11 ✓ ✓ ✓

33:43 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

33:56 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

34:40 ✓ ✓

34:41 ✓

35:1 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

37:150 ✓

38:71 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

38:72 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

38:73 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

38:74 ✓ ? ✓

39:75 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

41:14 ✓

41:30 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

41:31 ✓ ✓ ? ✓ ✓

41:32 ✓ ✓ ? ✓

42:5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

43:19 ✓ ✓

43:53 ✓

43:60 ✓ ✓ ✓

47:27 ✓

53:26 ✓ ✓

53:27 ✓ ✓

66:4 ✓

66:6 ✓ ✓ ✓

69:17 ✓ ✓ ✓

70:4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

74:31 ✓ ✓ ✓

78:38 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

89:22 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

97:4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

Second group (suggesting the presence of angels)

6:61 ✓ ✓ ✓

9:26 ? ? ✓

11:69 ✓ ✓ ? ✓

11:70 ✓ ✓ ? ✓

11:71 ? ? ?

11:72 ? ? ?

11:73 ✓ ? ? ?

11:77 ✓ ? ?

11:81 ✓ ✓ ? ✓

13:11 ✓ ✓ ✓ ? ✓

15:51 ✓ ✓

15:52 ✓ ✓

15:53 ✓ ✓

15:54 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

15:55 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:56 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:57 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:58 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:59 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:60 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:61 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:62 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:63 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:64 ✓ ✓ ✓

15:65 ✓ ✓

19:17 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

19:18 ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

19:19 ✓ ✓ ✓

19:20 ✓ ✓ ✓

19:21 ✓ ✓ ✓

19:22 ✓ ✓

19:23 ✓ ✓ ✓

19:24 ✓ ✓

19:25 ✓ ✓ ✓

19:26 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

19:64 ✓ ? ?

19:65 ✓ ✓ ? ?

21:26? ? ? ?

21:27? ✓ ? ? ✓ ?

21:28? ✓ ? ? ✓ ?

21:29? ? ? ?

26:192 ✓ ✓

26:193 ✓ ✓ ✓

26:194 ? ✓

26:195 ? ✓

29:31 ? ?

29:32 ? ?

29:33 ? ?

29:34 ? ?

33:9 ✓ ✓

33:10 ✓ ✓

36:28 ✓

37:1 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:2 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:3 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

37:5 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

37:7 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:8 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:9 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:10 ✓ ✓ ✓

37:164 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

37:165 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

37:166 ✓ ✓ ✓

39:71 ✓ ✓ ✓

39:73 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

40:7 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

40:8 ✓ ✓ ✓

40:9 ✓ ✓

40:49 ✓ ?

40:50 ✓ ?

41:12 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

41:38 ? ? ✓

43:74 ✓ ✓

43:75 ✓ ✓

43:76 ✓ ✓

43:77 ✓ ✓

43:78 ✓ ✓

43:79 ✓ ✓

43:80 ✓ ✓ ✓

48:7 ? ? ✓

50:17 ✓ ✓

50:18 ✓ ✓ ✓

50:21 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

50:22 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

50:23 ✓ ?

50:24 ✓ ?

50:25 ✓ ?

50:26 ✓ ?

50:27 ? ? ?

51:1 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

51:2 ✓ ✓ ✓

51:3 ✓ ✓ ✓

51:4 ✓ ✓ ✓

51:24 ✓ ✓ ✓

51:25

51:26 ✓ ✓

51:27

51:28

51:29 ✓

51:30

51:31

51:32

51:33

51:34

53:4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

53:5 ✓ ✓ ✓

53:6 ✓ ✓ ✓

53:7 ✓ ✓ ✓

53:8 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

53:9 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

53:10 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

53:11 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

53:12 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

53:13 ✓ ✓ ✓

53:14 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

53:15 ✓ ✓ ✓

53:16 ✓ ✓ ✓

53:17 ✓ ✓ ✓

53:18 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

68:1 ✓ ✓ ? ?

68:2 ? ? ?

69:30 ✓ ✓ ? ?

69:31 ✓ ? ?

69:32 ✓ ✓ ? ?

69:40 ✓ ? ?

72:8 ✓ ✓

72:9 ✓ ✓

72:25 ✓ ✓

72:26 ✓ ✓ ✓

72:27 ✓ ✓

72:28 ✓ ✓ ✓

77:1 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

77:2 ✓ ✓ ✓

77:3 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

77:4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

77:5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

77:6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

77:7 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

79:1 ✓ ✓ ✓

79:2 ✓ ✓ ✓

79:3 ✓ ✓ ✓
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table 1 (cont.)

Quranic verses T. al-Tustarī T. al-Sulamī T. al-Qushayrī T. Ibn

Barrajān 1

T. Ibn

Barrajān 2

T.R. Baqlī

79:4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

79:5 ✓ ✓ ✓

80:11 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

80:12 ✓ ✓ ✓

80:13 ✓ ✓ ✓

80:14 ✓ ✓ ✓

80:15 ✓ ✓ ✓

80:16 ✓ ✓ ✓

81:19 ✓ ✓ ✓

81:20 ✓ ✓

81:21 ✓ ✓

82:10 ✓ ✓

82:11 ✓ ✓ ✓

82:12 ✓ ✓

83:18 ✓ ✓ ✓ ?

83:19 ✓ ✓ ✓

83:20 ✓ ✓ ✓

83:21 ✓ ✓ ✓

86:4 ✓ ✓ ✓

96:18 ✓ ✓ ✓
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appendix 4

Angelic Hierarchies

1 The Three Angelic and Spiritual Typologies of Ibn ʿArabī, with a

Comparison to That of al-Qūnawī, al-Farghānī, and a Reference to

Pseudo-Dionysus the Areopagyte

Boldfaced are the categories of angels that I call “ambivalent,” which can be

considered as including human spirits, or involving the human essence in one

way or another.

table 2

Typology no. 1 Typology no. 2 Typology no. 3 Typology of al-Qūnawī Typology of al-Farghānī

Enraptured

angels

Spirits fully ded-

icated to God

Enraptured

angels

Cherubim (enraptured

ones; inhabitants of

the Invicibility such as

Gabriel and the Holy

Spirit)

Angels with no locus of

manifestation (enrap-

tured angels).

Elemental

angels

Spirits given

the governance

of a natural

body (↓)a

Dedicated

angels

Governing angels

(those of heavenly

spheres and those of

earthly things).

Angels attached to one

locus of manifestation

(governing angels, and

human spirits)

Angels created

of actions and

breaths of the

servants

Spirits dedi-

cated to the

service of

humanity (↑)b

Governing

angels

No third category. Angels with or without

locus of manifestation

(such as messengers,

winged angels)

a This type is presented as the second type of spirit in the text, however, its description matches that of the

third category of angels in the other typologies.

b This type is presented as the third kind in the text, however, its description matches that of the second

category of angels in the other typologies.

Pseudo-Dionysus’ Angelic Hierarchies:

1. Seraphim; Cherubim; Thrones (closest to God)

2. Dominations; Virtues; Powers

3. Principalities; Archangels; Angels (closest to humanity)
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2 Further Angelic and Human Spiritual Hierarchies of Ibn ʿArabī

(In order of closeness to God):

1. Enraptured Angels→ Cherubim, including the Angel Nūn (has complete

knowledge of creation); Those Drawn Near; Zealots; Isolated; the “Taken

Away.”

2. Angel “The Pen” (has partial knowledge from Nūn, and it equals 360 sci-

ences and subdivisions; he is in charge of the Tablet, writing everything

happening in the cosmos). Originally from the Enraptured, but singled

out on a plane below that of the enraptured angels.

The Solitaries, or the People of Numbers:

a human hierarchy on the station of the different enraptured angel groups.

Same number at any one time, by succession (except for the 2 Seals).

→ 7 Replacements: 4 Pegs, 2 Imams, 1 Pole

→ 12 Captains

→ 80 Nobles

→ 1 Disciple

→ 40 Rajabiyyūn

→ 2 Seals: 1 Seal of Muḥammad (= Ibn ʿArabī), 1 Seal of the general wilāya

(= Jesus).

→ 300 souls “on the heart of Adam”

→ 40 persons “on the heart of Noah”

→ 7 persons “on the heart of Abraham”

→ 5 persons “on the heart of Gabriel”

→ 3 persons “on the heart of Michael”

→ 1 person “on the heart of Seraphiel”
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