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Exalted is He who took His Servant by night from al-Masjid
al-Haram to al-Masjid al-Agsa, whose surroundings We
have blessed, to show him of Our signs. Indeed, He is the

Hearing, the Seeing.

(Al-Isra’/The Night Journey, 17:1)

By the star when it sets

indeed your companion is not astray

nor does he speak vainly.

[t is nothing less than a revelation revealed
taught to him by a being of intense power
possessing strength. He straightened up
while he was on the highest horizon,

then he drew close and descended
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and he was a distance of two bows or closer.
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He revealed to his servant what he revealed.

[UnN
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The heart did not lie in what it saw.
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Will you then argue with him about what he saw?

=
w

He saw him another time
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-

at the Lote Tree of the Boundary

[UnN
Ut

next to the Garden of the Refuge

=
o

when the Lote Tree was covered by what covered.
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N

His vision did not stray, nor was it excessive.

18. He saw some of the greatest signs of his Lord.

(Al-Najm/The Star, 53:1-17)
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The Ascension of the Prophet and the Stations of His Journey: The Mi‘rdj and the Three Sacred
Cities of Islam in Literature, Music, and Illustrated Manuscripts in the Ottoman Cultural Environment,
ed. Ayse Taskent and Nicole Kangal-Ferrari, vol. 1 (Istanbul: Dergadh Publications, 2021).

Ayse Taskent*

Narratives on the Mi‘raj in Sufi and Philosophical Literature

Ascension, or mi‘radj, is a person’s ascending from
the material realm to the realm beyond earthly
space, or being transported from earth to the
supernatural realm.! Narratives of the ascension
of prophets or select individuals to the spiritual
realm exist in various religious traditions.? In
these narratives, the ascension occurs during
individuals’ life on earth—that is, while they

are still living—and they are raised by certain
spiritual beings or supernatural means from the
material world to the spiritual realm or heavens.?
In Islam, the Prophet Muhammad'’s ascension

to the spiritual realm is referred to as the event

of isra’ and mi‘raj. This is believed to have

been a miraculous journey that the Prophet
experienced both spiritually and physically, one
that interrupted the order of nature and was a
miracle unique to him alone. In addition to the

event of the ascension appearing in the Qur’an in
certain verses of suras al-Isra’ and al-Najm, there
are also many reports regarding the event in tafsir,
hadith, and siyar sources. These verses and hadith
prove that the mi‘rdj occurred and that it was an
event unique to the Prophet alone. In addition,
classic [slamic sources speak of some prophets
ascending to the spheres of heaven either before
or after their death. The Qur’an refers directly to
the ascensions of the prophets Idris (Enoch), Tsa
(Jesus), and Ibrahim (Abraham), and indirectly

to the ascensions of the prophets Adam, Yahya
(John), Yusuf (Joseph), and Hariin (Aaron). Some
have also drawn a parallel between Prophet
Muhammad'’s isra’ journey—that is, his night
journey to al-Masjid al-Agsa—and Miisa’s (Moses)
ascending Mount Sinai.* However, taking into
consideration the ascension in the form explained

1 See Mahmud Erol Kilig, “The Mystical Dimension of the Mi‘rdj,” in this volume.

A. E. Affifi, “The Story of the Prophet’s Ascent (Miraj) in Sufi Thought and Literature,” The Islamic Quarterly: A Review of
Islamic Culture 2, no. 1 (1955): 23.

In religious terms, there are four different conceptions of departure from the earth and ascension to the metaphysic realm
or heavens. The first is that at death, the soul departs the body and the earthly realm and ascends to the celestial realm. The
second is the ascension of certain select individuals to the celestial realm both physically and spiritually before their death.
The third, in gnostic religions, is associated with a divine savior that descends from the celestial realm to earth and returns
to the celestial realm after fulfilling their duty. These three conceptions of ascension are distinct from the concept of mi‘raj,
which is the ascension experienced by Prophet Muhammad. Sinasi Giindiiz, Yavuz Unal, and Ekrem Sarikcioglu, Dinlerde
Yiikselis Motifleri ve Islam’da Mirag (Istanbul: Vadi Yayinlari, 2016), 17-18; Nimet Yildirim, “Fars Edebiyatinda Metafizik
Yolculuklar,” Dogu Esintileri: Iranoloji, Fars Dili ve Edebiyati Arastirmalari Dergisi 2 (2014): 195; Henry Eugenie Corbin,
Avicenna and the Visionary Recital (Irving, TX: Spring Publications, 1980), 8:168. See the explanations in Miguel Asin
Palacios, “Adaptations from the Legend, Mainly Mystical Allegories,” in Islam and the Divine Comedy (London: Frank Cass,
1968), 76-91; Affifi, “The Story of the Prophet’s Ascent,” 23-24.

The verses in question include “And We raised him [Idris] to a high station” (Maryam, 19:57); “O Jesus, indeed I will take
you and raise you to Myself” (Ali Imran, 3:55); “Rather, Allah raised him [Jesus] to Himself” (Al-Nis&’, 4:158); “And thus

*

Assistant professor, Istanbul

University-Cerrahpasa.
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below, we see that these ascensions were different
from that of the Prophet Muhammad. The features
that distinguish the ascension of the Prophet
from other ascensions is that he passed through
the following five stages: (1) ascension from the
earth to the metaphysical realm; (2) experience
of the ascension and the metaphysical realm; (3)
receiving the divine message in the metaphysical
realm; (4) returning to the earth; and (5)
conveying the divine message to the people.®

As a miracle of the Prophet Muhammad, the
mi‘rdj is classified as an experience unique to
him alone, one that believers cannot experience
physically, only spiritually.®

In the history and literature of Sufism (al-
tasawwuf), many Sufis experienced an event
similar to the ascension of the Prophet. The first
to have done so was Bayazid Bistami (d. 8487).
Many others followed in the subsequent centuries,
including Abu al-Hasan al-Kharagani (d. 1033),
Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 1240), and the shaykh of the
Shattari order Muhammad Ghaws (d. 1563).8

Nevertheless, according to Sufis, the Prophet
Muhammad ascended both physically and
spiritually, whereas Sufis made this journey only
spiritually.® The Prophet’s night journey was the
first example of an ascension that can only be
experienced by distinguished individuals, spiritual
guides, and the learned; and in Sufi theology, the
mi‘raj of the Prophet is considered as a path to be
followed, a model to be taken as an example.

Many poets, philosophers, and Sufis of the
Islamic world, from various orders and occupations,
were inspired by the event of mi‘rdj to produce

various forms of literature, narrations, allegoric
and symbolic adaptations, and religious and Sufi
narratives. These extensive works, compiled under
the title mi‘rdj-nama or mi‘rdjiyya in literature and
music, have been the topic of various symbolic
narrations of a similar theme in both independent
and non-independent philosophical, Sufi, and
literary works. In works compiled particularly

by Sufis, the ascension was dealt with from a Sufi
perspective. Sufis sometimes directly expounded
the phases of the Prophet’s ascension, sometimes
compared the ascension and the perfection of

the human soul, and sometimes narrated the
metaphysical journey of a soul disassociated

from the material world in a symbolic language.
Authors that addressed the ascension from a Sufi
perspective either explained the phases of the
ascension from the Sufi perspective or adapted the
meaning of the ascension to Sufi thought. Some
Sufis wrote books on their own ascensions.

Many of these works describe and portray
a person distanced from the heavenly realm
and trapped in the cage of the body and his
experiences on the journey of ascension to the
heavenly realm and on the return journey, during
which his asceticism is tested by traps of carnal
desire and other trials.!?

In literary works on the ascension to the
metaphysical realm, poets and authors compiled
works inspired by the mi’raj that were written in
symbolic form and that featured metaphors and
symbols from the Prophet’s ascension.!! A case in
point is Hakim Sana’1 Ghaznawt's (d. 525/1130)
Sayr al-‘ibad ila Ma‘ad (Journeys of servants to

10

11

did We show Abraham the realm of the heavens and the earth” (Al-An‘am, 6:75). Also see Giindiiz et al., Dinlerde Yiikselis
Motifieri, 84-86.

For a description of the experience of ascending to the metaphysical realm, see Giindiiz et al., Dinlerde Yiikselis Motifleri, 18.

The general opinion that “prayer is the mi‘rdj of the believer” is the best example of this. As the five daily prayers were
made obligatory on the night of ascension, this became the symbolic representation of the mi‘rdj of the Prophet. See Fakhr
al-Din Razi, Al-Tafsir al-Kabir, 1:226; Alusi, Rih al-Ma‘ani, 10:453; Suyiti, Sharh Sunan Ibn Maja, 1:313. Also see Simon
0’Meara, “The Space between Here and There: The Prophet’s Night Journey as an Allegory of Islamic Ritual Prayer,” Middle
Eastern Literatures 15, no. 3 (December 2012): 235.

For the Turkish translation of the treatise that narrates Bayazid BistamI’s ascension, see Abdiilkerim Kuseyri, Kitabii'l-
Mirac: Hakk’a Yiikselis, trans. Cevher Caduk (Istanbul: Ilkharf Yayinevi, 2011), 151-59.

Hasan Ciftei, Seyh Ebu’l-Hasan-i Hardakdant Nuru’l-ulum ve Miinacati (Kars: Sehit Ebu’l-Hasan Harakani Dernegi, 2004),
1:165; James Winston Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension: Ibn ‘Arabi and the Miraj, Part 1,” Journal of the American Oriental
Society 107 (1987): 629-52; James Winston Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension: Ibn ‘Arabi and the Miraj, Part 2,” Journal of
the American Oriental Society 108 (1988): 63-77; Carl W. Ernst, “Settari Sufilikte Mihne ve Temkin Tavri,” trans. Ulvi Murat
Kilavuz, Uludag Universitesi [lahiyat Fakiiltesi Dergisi 12, no. 1 (2003): 345-64.

There are different methods of ascension in examples from different religious traditions. The first is the “spiritual
ascension,” and ascensions are often primarily a spiritual experience. The second is the “inner ascension.” In the event of
mi‘raj, the individual experiences this as a spiritual (inner) ascension rather than a physical (outward) ascension. This is a
journey toward the realm of a person’s own faculties and senses and the discovery of the divine realms and existences in
his inner world. The third is a “spiritual and physical” ascension. According to traditional opinion, the mi‘rdj of the Prophet
Muhammad was both spiritual and physical. Giindiiz et al., Dinlerde Yiikselis Motifleri, 21-24.

Muharrem Yildiz and Mehmet Mekin Megin, “Dinlerde I¢ Yolculuklar: Riyazetin Kékenine Dair,” Tarih Okulu Dergisi (TOD) 7,
no. 17 (March 2014): 221-51.

See Yildirim, “Fars Edebiyatinda Metafizik Yolculuklar,” 177-212.
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their place of return), a compilation of short
poems with a philosophical and Sufi theme. In
that work, the poet narrates the journey of a soul
through various phases and its ultimate return to
its essence. After describing the levels of the soul,
Sana1describes in detail the visions experienced
on this spiritual journey, during which the soul
encounters the spiritual guide of the intellect (‘aql-i
pir). The elderly guide encountered by the poet on
his journey is the disguised form of the universal
intellect (‘aql-i kull). The pir/intellect guides him
to the most illuminated path leading to the place
of ma‘ad, or return. According to Sana’i, ascension
is nothing but a return from the realm of darkness
that has captured the soul to the divine source or
final station. Sana’’s main source of inspiration

in this work was narrations of the Prophet
Muhammad’s journey to the heavens. According to
many literature critics, another of Sana1’s sources
was Ibn Sina’s (d. 428/1037) philosophical and
symbolical Hayy b. Yaqzan. Sana’t’s Sayr al-‘Ibad
wa-I-ma‘ad, in turn, went onto inspire other
major works written in this field, such as Farid
al-Din ‘Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr.'? European critics
also suggest that it was one of Dante’s (d. 1321)
inspirations in writing the Divine Comedy.'*

Prior to Sana’i, the theme of metaphysical
journey was related in Risala al-Ghufran by Abu al-
‘Ala al-Ma‘arri (d. 1057),** who was known as the
“philosopher of poets and poet of philosophers.”
The work, written in epistolary form, was
interpreted as a subtle repetition of the Prophet’s
journey to the heavens. While the first part of this
two-part work describes a supernatural journey
to the hereafter, the second part contains literary
criticism regarding the ideas and verses of certain
poets known to be liberals or atheists. Ma“arri’s
journey was similar to the Prophet Muhammad’s,
but this work departs from Sufi treatments of
the ascension by attributing the experience to a

AYSE TASKENT NARRATIVES ON THE MI'RAJ IN SUFI AND PHILOSOPHICAL LITERATURE

common sinner. Because the work adopted a style
based on secular irony and was bold and ridiculing
in its narration, it was classified as a work that
exceeded the boundaries of decency, and it is the
only known example of its kind.*®

A similar narration of a metaphysical journey is
Misbah al-arwah, attributed to the famous quatrain
poet Awhad al-Din Kirmani (d. 635/1238)"¢ but
widely believed to have been co-authored by his
contemporary Shams al-Din Muhammad Bardsiri.
This work describes the journey of a poet and an
elderly pir who taught him knowledge and their
travels through certain regions, cities, and stations
(magam). The poet departs from Kirman and
heads toward Egypt. Accompanied by the guide of
knowledge, the poet reaches the cities of al-nafs al-
ammara (the commanding soul/the inciting nafs),
al-nafs al-lawwama (the self-accusing soul), and al-
nafs al-mutma’inna (the soul at peace), and, finally,
the station of Sidrat al-Muntaha. The traveler, who
must continue the journey alone after this point,
proceeds on his journey through the cities of al-nafs
al-radiyya (the contented soul/the pleased nafs),
al-nafs al-marziya (the pleasing soul), and nafs al-
‘ashiqa (the loving soul). The poet meets Prophet
Muhammad in the city of nafs al-faqr (the soul of
indigence) and enters the final city, called nafs al-
faniyya (the soul of annihilation), and the narration
concludes with the description of this city.!” These
“cities” are adaptations of the Sufi concept of the
seven levels (al-atwar al-sab‘a) the soul must pass
through to be purified from evil attributes and be
adorned with the divine attributes:*® al-nafs al-
ammara (the commanding soul/the inciting nafs),*
al-nafs al-lawwama (the admonishing soul/the self-
accusing nafs),? al-nafs al-mulhima (the inspiring
soul/the inspired nafs), al-nafs al-mutma’inna (the
tranquil soul/the nafs at peace), al-nafs al-radiyya
(the contented soul/the pleased nafs),*! al-nafs
al-mardiyya (the approved soul/the pleasing

12 See Yildirim, “Fars Edebiyatinda Metafizik Yolculuklar,” 192-93.
13 Miguel Asin Palacios, Dante ve Islam, trans. Giines Ayas (Istanbul: Okuyan Us Yayinlari, 2010).

14 For a Turkish translation, see Ebu’l-Ala el-Ma’arri, Gufran Risalesi, trans. Nevzat H. Yanik and Selami Bakirci (Ankara: Tiirk

Dil Kurumu Yayinlari, 2017).

15  Palacios, Dante ve Islam, 91-92. For comparisons of Ma‘arri’s work and The Divine Comedy, see Palacios, Dante ve Islam,
105-8. Also see Yildirim, “Fars Edebiyatinda Metafizik Yolculuklar,” 191.

16  Jami and some other writers transmitted by him attributed Shams al-Din al-Kirman1’s work Misbah al-Arwah to Awhad al-

A AN

Din. See Nihat Azamat, “Evhadiiddin-i Kirmani,” in Tirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Isldim Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi
Yayinlari, 1995), 11:518. Also see Yildirim, “Fars Edebiyatinda Metafizik Yolculuklar,” 195.

17 Yildirim, “Fars Edebiyatinda Metafizik Yolculuklar,” 196-97.

18  Siileyman Uludag, “Nefis,” in Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Yayinlari, 2006), 32:528.
19 Ethem Cebecioglu, Tasavvuf Terimleri ve Deyimleri SézIiigii (Istanbul: Agag Kitabevi Yayinlari, 2009), 199.

20  Siileyman Uludag, Tasavvuf Terimleri S6zItgii (Istanbul: Kabalci Yayinevi, 2001), 274; Cebecioglu, Tasavvuf Terimleri, 474.

21 Cebecioglu, Tasavvuf Terimleri, 475.
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nafs),? and al-nafs al-kamila/al-nafs al-safiyya (the
perfected/purified soul).?

One of the most excellent poetic accounts
inspired by the night journey and ascension is
Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s (d. 618/1221) book Mantiq
al-Tayr (Conference of the birds).?* In this work,
‘Attar relates the compelling and difficult journey
of the birds in the Kingdom of Birds beyond the
peak of Mount Qaf to find Simurgh, the legendary
bird of the kings.?* The main theme in Mantiq
al-Tayr—and similar works written in Persian,
Arabic, and Turkish literature—is the journey
of the soul and the traveler progressing through
certain magams or stations toward the ultimate
goal of fana fi al-haq (annihilation of the self in
reality) or fand fi Allah (annihilation of the self in
god). Although Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s (d. 618/1221)
Mantiq al-Tayr was the most famous of this type
of narration, the earliest such works were Risala
al-Tayr (Treatise of the birds), written by Ibn Sina,
and the later work Risala al-Tuyir, by Ahmad
al-Ghazzali (d. 520/1126).2° Such treatises of
birds, also known as cycles of birds, continued to
be written by Islamic scholars, especially in the
Middle Ages, with famous examples including
Shahab al-Din Suhrawardt’s (d. 587/1191) Risala
al-Tayr (Treatise of the birds)?” and Safir-i Simurgh
(Call of the Simurgh),?® and later Najm al-Din
Razl'’s (d. 654/1256) Risala al-Tuyir? and Ibn al-
‘Arabt’s (d. 638/1240) ‘Anqa Mughrib (Book of the
fabulous gryphon).?® In addition to these, the most
excellent examples of symbolic spiritual journeys
are Suhrawardi’s symbolic and didactic narrations
‘Aql-i Surkh (The red intellect) and Awaz-i Par-i
Jebrail (The chant of Gabriel's wings). All of these

stories describe the re-ascension of a person from
the cage of his body to the heavenly realm from
which he previously departed, and the adventures
he experiences on his return journey.*!

In addition to his Risala al-Tayr, Ibn Sina wrote
two other works in a somewhat different symbolic
style: Hayy b. Yaqzan®* and Salaman and Absal. Both
Hayy b. Yaqzan and Risala al-Tayr are based on the
theme of a spiritual ascension and journey. While
the story of Hayy b. Yaqzan portrays the general
framework of the journey, Risala al-Tayr has been
interpreted as the story of actualizing this journey.
While the journey of Hayy b. Yaqzan was devised
on a horizontal east-west axis or according to
directional coordinates, Risala al-Tayr adapted this
narration to a vertical journey. The birds escape
from their cage and, fleeing the material world, they
pass over nine mountains and reach the Almighty
King’s palace. In the case of Salaman and Absdl, this
journey focuses on the worldly phase of the same
journey. When the themes of the journeys in both
stories are combined with the similar themes in
the story of Salaman and Absal, one is left with the
stages of the soul’s journey.® In the mi‘raj-nama
attributed to Ibn Sin3, this journey, which was
carried out both horizontally (on an east-west
axis) and vertically (the ascension of the birds to
the skies), combines the philosopher’s symbolic
narrations with the narration of the Prophet’s
ascension. His mi‘rajndma combines the horizontal
and vertical journeys in the other narrations (the
isra’journey from Mecca to Jerusalem and the
mi‘raj ascension from Jerusalem to the spheres
of the heavens) with the horizontal and vertical
journeys in the philosopher’s other narratives,

22 Cebecioglu, 474
23 Cebecioglu, 474.

24 Feridii'd-din Attar, Mantiku't-Tayr: Kuslarin Diliyle, trans. Mustafa Cigekler (Istanbul: Kakniis Yayinlari, 2015).
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1bn Sin4, Sithreverdi, A. Gazali, and N. Razi, Islam Felsefesinde Sembolik Hikdyeler 1, trans. and ed. Derya Ors et al. (Istanbul:
Insan Yayinlari, 1997).

Sehabeddin Stihreverdi, “Risaletii’t-tayr: Kuslar Hikayesi,” in Cebrail’in Kanat Sesi, trans. Sedat Baran (Istanbul: Sufi Kitap,
2016),101-8.

Sehabeddin Stihreverdi, “Safir-i Simurg: Anka Kusunun Sesi,” in Cebrail’in Kanat Sesi (Istanbul: Sufi Kitap, 2016), 41-56-
Necm-i Razi, “Risaletii’t-Tuyiir” in [slam Felsefesinde Sembolik Hikdyeler 1 (Istanbul: Insan Yayinlari, 2004), 211-25.
Mahmud Erol Kilig, “Muhyiddin ibnii’l-Arabi’'nin Kuslari,” in Islam Felsefesinde Sembolik Hikdyeler 1 (Istanbul: nsan
Yayinlari, 2004), 243-46. Regarding the symbolism of birds, see Mahmud Erol Kili¢, Seyh-i Ekber: Ibn Arabi Diisiincesine
Giris (Istanbul: Sufi Kitap, 2017), 269-72.

Yildiz and Megin, “Dinlerde i¢ Yolculuklar,” 240.

ibn Sina, Hayy bin Yakzan: Kesifler, trans. Serafeddin Yaltkaya (Istanbul: Biiyiiyen Ay Yayinlari, 2017).

Corbin, Avicenna, 165-68; Peter Heath, Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992),
170-71; Seyyid Hiiseyin Nas, Isldm Kozmoloji Ogretilerine Giris, trans. Nazife Sisman (Istanbul: Insan Yaynlari, 1985), 290-301. See
also Fatma Turgay, “Ibn Sina'nin Sembolik Hikayelerinde Ahlak Felsefesi” (master’s thesis, Marmara University, 2006).
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offering a philosophical commentary in the form of
an allegorical tale.>*

Al-Suhrawardi al-Magqttl (d. 587/1191) wrote
Al-Qissa al-Ghurba al-Gharbiyya (Recital of Occidental
exile) to reveal the truths he believed to be hidden in
Ibn Sinéd’s symbolic narrations.> The journey begins
in the material world and the darkness that entraps
the individual, and it ends in the “East of the lights”
(the place of one’s true birth), which represents his
fundamental abode, enlightenment, and spiritual
truth. This work is one of the nine symbolic works
written by Suhrawardi, most of which are accounts
of the pursuit of a person lured from the realm
of spiritualty (the eastern kingdom of light) to
the carnal/material world (the western realm of
darkness).

In addition to literary, philosophical, and
symbolic narrations, the mi‘rdj has also been a
source for many Sufi works on the ascension to the
metaphysic realm.>® The event of mi‘raj, the tale
of how the Prophet reached the divine presence
by transcending the levels of the heavens, was the
prototype for the spiritual journey/sayr u sulitk
for Sufis in tasawwufi thought.?” Sufis adopted the
methods and principles of the Prophet’s mi‘raj
for their own path. Sayr u suliik is defined as the
journey in the phase of a person’s existence, and
this journey involves the stages of a spiritual
ascension (‘urij, mi‘raj) and descent/return to
earth (nuzil, ruji®). Although the terms “ascension”
and “descent” in Sufi works are allegoric, many Sufis
have given accounts of their own ‘urtj/ascensions.®

In Sufi literature, many Sufis have described
mi‘rdj as a journey on the path to the ultimate peak,
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ajourney during which one escapes egoistic desires
and progresses through the stations to reach the
divine presence. Sufis writing in this vein include
Bayazid Bistami (d. 234/848), Junayd al-Baghdadi
(d. 297/909), Muhyi al-Din ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240),
‘Abd al-Qadir al-Gaylani (d. 561/1165-66), and

‘Abd al-Karim al-Jil1 (d. 832/1428).3° Bayazid-i
Bistami was the first Sufi to relate the Prophet’s
experience of the miraj as the Sufi practice of a
spiritual ascension, and he was later followed by
other Sufis.*® Bayazid-i Bistami had a dream where
he ascended to the heavens, and when he reached
the worldly firmament, a green bird that spread its
wing for him ascended in flight until it reached the
station of the angels.*! Although each of the stations
was revealed to him in the most spectacular form,
he was also tested with illusions as he ascended
through the spheres of heaven.*? After traversing the
realms of angels and tyrants and oceans of light, al-
Bistami reached the Footstall (of God) on ascending
to the seventh level of heaven. There, arrived at the
‘Arsh (Throne) and saw the Messenger of God. His
ascension ends with the advice he received from the
Prophet (on counseling and calling his people to God
upon his return).*

Another text on the ascension is the Lat@’if
al-Mi‘raj written by al-Sulami (d. 412/1021).** Yet
another is the Kitab al-Mi‘raj (Book of ascension)
by al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072). In the latter; al-
Qushayri explains the stages of ascension and
includes the Sufis’ views on this subject. Indeed, it
was the first work to provide answers on debates
regarding the Sufis’ ascension. In one part of the
work, al-Qushayri takes up the following questions:

34 See Ayse Taskent, “Did Avicenna Write a Mi‘raj-nama? A Structural and Content Analysis of the Mi‘rdj-nama in the Context of
Avicenna’s Theory of Soul (Nafs) and Prophecy (Nubuwwa),” in this volume.

35  For translations_of this work in Turkish, see “Ruhun Yolculugu,” in Islam Felsefesir;de Sembolik Hikdyeler 1, trans. [smail
Yakit (Istanbul: Insan Yayinlari, 2004), 97-108; “Bati’ya Yolculugun Hikayesi,” in Islam Filozoflarindan Felsefe Metinleri,
trans. Mahmut Kaya (Istanbul: Klasik Yayinlari, 2003), 519-28; “Bati’ya Yolculuk,” in Cebrail’in Kanat Sesi, trans. Sedat Baran

(Istanbul: Sufi Kitap, 2016), 147-56.
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37 Affifi, 23.
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Islamic Studies, ed. Lloyd Ridgeoni, vol. 1 (London and New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2008), 34-35; Yusuf Bilal
Kara, “Miragin Tasavvufl Boyutu,” in IV, Tiirkiye Lisansiistii Calismalari Kongresi: Bildiriler Kitabi IV, ed. Hiimeyra Dinger and
Umit Giines (Istanbul: Ilmi Etiidler Dernegi, 2015), 137-50; Necdet Tosun, “Stfilerin Mirac1,” Altinoluk Dergisi 293 (2010): 48;
Salih Sabri Yavuz, [srd ve Mirac (Istanbul: Pinar Yayincilik, 2011), 138-39.
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40 El-Azma, “Some Notes,” 1:34-35; Palacios, Dante ve Islam, 79; Corbin, Avicenna, 8:168; Heath, Allegory, 109; Affifi, “The Story of

the Prophet’s Ascent,” 27.

41 Abdiilkerim Kuseyri, Kitdbii’l-Mirac: Hakka Yiikselis, ed. Ali Abdullah Abdiilkadir, trans. Cevher Saduk (Istanbul: {Ikharf

Yayinevi, 2011), 152.

42 Kuseyri, Kitdbii'l-Mirac, 158. See el-Azma, “Some Notes,” 1:34-35; Corbin, Avicenna, 168; Heath, Allegory, 109. See also
Christiane Gruber, “Journey to Inspiration: Mi‘raj Texts and Images,” in this volume.
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“Is the ascension of Friends of God (saints)
permissible? What are your views on the claims
of a group of people that Abu Yazid al-Bistami and
others experienced ascension?” He responds in
the affirmative. In a section titled “Explanation
regarding the Ascension of Saints (wali),” al-
Qushayri cites al-Sarakhsi to argue that ascension
to the heavens in the state of sleep or semi-sleep
is a frequent and normal event for those at the
beginning of al-sayr al-suliik, or spiritual journey.
In making this argument, al-Qushayr1 built on the
work of Bayazid al-Bistami, and contributed to the
ascension literature by offering evidence that it is
possible for a wali (friend of God) to experience
spiritual ascension.*®

In his Kashf al-Mahjib (Revelation of the
veiled), al-Hujwiri (d. 465/10727) defines
ascension as the state of being “close.” Al-Hujwiri,
like al-Qushayri, explains that while the ascension
of the prophets was physical, a saint/friend
of God can be spiritually absorbed in the state
of ascension and knowledge of the ascension
can be instilled in his heart.*® While the saint is
rewarded with closeness to God as he progresses
through the stations, on his return from the state
of spiritual intoxication (mast) to the normal state
of sobriety (sahw), the divine proof/signs are
embedded in his heart.*” Al-HujwirT highlights the
major difference between the person who reaches
such a maqam/station with his mind/soul, and the
person (prophet) who reached this magqam both
spiritually and physically.*®

The work Ma‘arij al-quds ft madarij marifa
al-nafs,* attributed to Hujjat al-Islam al-Ghazzali

(d.505/1111), begins with a description of the
soul (nafs) and details the ascension of the soul
stage by stage on the journey toward knowing
itself and its Lord. In Mi‘raj al-Salikin (Ascension
of the wayfarer), al-Ghazzali analyzed the mir‘aj
as the ascension of the human soul through the
magqams; he also explained the means through
which the soul knows the Creator, and the ladder
that ascends to His knowledge. The ascension
begins for those who distance themselves

from the tangible realm and enter the path
toward traversing the stations of ascension and
approaching the level of divinity.>® Al-Siraj al-
Wahhdj fi Layla al-Mi‘raj, compiled from sections
on the mi‘rdj in ‘Abd al-Qadir al-GaylanT’s (d.
561/1165-66) Al-Ghunya,! explains all the
stages of the mi‘raj journey, beginning from
Gabriel’s invitation to the Prophet to accompany
him on the ascension. Separate chapters were
also allocated to the ascensions of the prophets
Misa (Moses) and Yinus (Jonah).

The most spirited and most appealing of
the allegoric and tasawwufi adaptations of
the ascension in Sufi thought appear in the
following works of Muhyi al-Din ibn al-‘Arabi (d.
638/1204):% Futihat al-Makkiyya, Fusts al-
Hikam, Risala al-Anwar (Treatise of light),% and
Shajara al-Kawn (Tree of existence).>*

In his Futiihat al-Makkiyya (chapter 376), al-
‘Arabi transmits the mi7raj journey as it is related
in classic sources, citing the relevant verses of
the Qur’an as evidence.* He distinguishes the
ascensions of the prophets and saints, and states
that the mi‘raj of prophets was performed both

45 Kuseyri, Kitdbti'l-Mirac, 85-86.

46 Hiicviri, Kesfu'l-mahctib: Hakikat Bilgisi, trans. Stileyman Uludag (Istanbul: Dergah Yayinlari, 1982), 359. Also see Kara,
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54  See Ibn Arabi, “ittihad’iil-Kevni Risalesi ya da Insanlik Agaci ve Dért Riihani Kus,” in Nurlar Risalesi (Istanbul: Insan
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55  [bn Arabi, Fiitihdt-1 Mekkiyye, trans. Ekrem Demirli (Istanbul: Litera Yayincilik, 2014), chapter 367, 8:98-136; Morris, “The
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physically and spiritually.®® In his philosophy, Ibn al-
‘Arabl interprets the ascension as two arcs, the arc
of descent (qaws al-nuzul) and arc of ascent (qaws
al-‘urtj), and views these as the means whereby a
person may observe God in his own soul.

In his Kitab al-Isra’ ila al-Maqam al-Asra‘®’ Ibn
‘Arabi adapts the mi‘raj to the ascension of Sufis
and saints who ascend to certain stations and levels
of the seven heavens, each of which is associated
with the name of a prophet.>® The traveler (salik)
is prepared for his spiritual ascension through
various motifs used in classic narrations during
the preparation process of the night journey (isra’),
including Buraq, Gabriel, Rafraf, and the opening
of the traveler’s chest. On this spiritual journey, the
traveler ascends by mounting the Buraq of Purity
(ikhlas). Accompanied by the Messenger of Success
(tawfiq) and beginning with the lowest heaven,
he progresses through all the spheres of heaven
and completes his ascension.> At the beginning
of Ibn al-‘Arabr’s book, he explains that he set out
from the land of al-Andalus (Andalusia) on the
journey to Jerusalem and encountered a youth of
spiritual qualities who was sent as his guide. As he
ascended from Jerusalem to the heavens, his guide
was replaced a new one, the Envoy of Divine Mercy;
accompanied by this new guide, he traversed the
spheres of heaven and came before God.®®

In Ibn al-‘Arabr1’s conception, the levels of
heaven are associated with particular prophets,
and each is part of the arc of ascent. These levels
of heaven and the prophets they are associated
with are as follows: the Level of Governorship
(Adam), Level of Scriptures (‘Isa), Heaven of
Testimony (Yusuf), Level of Command (Idris),
Level of Guardianship (Hartn), Level of Theology
(Misa), and Level of Intent (Ibrahim). According
to Ibn al-‘Arabi, the lowest heaven is ascribed to
the prophet Adam, as this is the beginning of the
ascension, with the human leaving the body, and
Adam is commemorated as the father of humanity
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(ab al-bashar). Subsequently, the mentioning of
‘Isa (Jesus) in terms of the course of the journey
indicates the spiritual nature of the ascension.
When the traveler encounters the prophet Yusuf
(Joseph) in the third heaven, the prophet relates
certain things about himself that are revealed in
the Qur’an, including the prophet’s imprisonment
and the accusations of slander he faced. This level
of heaven is believed to be where the traveler
is first able to see the divine light, which is
associated with the beauty of Yasuf. In the fourth
heaven, classified as the heart of all the heavens
and represented with the symbol of the sun, the
traveler meets Idris (Enoch). The fifth heaven is
linked to Hartin (Aaron) because he was described
as a caliph. In al-Futiihat, Ibn al-‘Arabi conferred
with prophet Musa (Moses) in the sixth heaven
about prayer and the vision he witnessed when
he requested to see God. Abraham (Ibrahim) is
depicted as leaning against al-Bayt al-Ma‘miur (the
Inhabited House). This station is called the Heaven
of Intent, because friendship with God is the main
objective. While describing the Sidrat al-Muntaha
and the four “rivers” (the Qur’an, Torah, Psalms,
and Gospels) in Kitab al-Isra’, Ibn al-‘Arabi says an
angel lifted him to the highest station at the qaba
qawsayn (distance of two bows).*

Ascension to the heavens is also addressed
in another chapter of al-Futihat al-Makkiyya
(chapter 167) under the heading “Knowledge on
the Alchemy of True Happiness.”®? This remarkably
appealing and interesting chapter compares the
journeys of a philosopher and a Sufi. In the first
stage of the journey, these two travelers, who set
out at the same time to search for knowledge of
their Creator, reach perfection and prosperity of
the soul by escaping physical desires. At this stage,
the doctrines of philosophy and religion have
close similarities: both travelers manage to escape
from the bonds attaching them to the world, and
they eliminate the destructive effects of physical

56  Nihat Kekliki, /bn’iil Arabi’nin Eserleri ve Kaynaklari Icin Misdak Olarak El-Futithat El-Mekkiyye (Ankara: T. C. Kiiltiir ve
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Makami'l-Esra,” accessed March 14, 2020, https://archive.org/stream/MuhyiddinbnArabiNinRisaleleri2 /Muhyiddin-ibn-
Arabi-nin-Risaleleri-2_djvu.txt. See also Morris, “The Spiritual Ascension, Part 1,” 631-33.
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desires. Then the actual ascension based on the
mi‘raj of the Prophet begins. The first seven stages
are equivalent to the seven planetary spheres:
the Moon, Mercury, Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter,
and Saturn. Both travelers ascend to the heavens
at the same speed and visit these levels of heaven
in order. During the ascension, the philosopher
mounts Buragq, a sacred animal that carried the
Prophet (here representing the allegoric expression
of intelligence), while the Sufi rides on Rafraf, the
cushion or mattress that carried the Prophet to the
‘Arsh al-A‘la (Divine Throne).

Although both travelers reach the gates of
heaven at the same time, they are welcomed in
a totally different manner. While the traveler
that followed the Prophet—that is, the Sufi—
was met by prophets in each of the heavens,
the philosopher was asked to wait until he was
received by the spirits of the celestial bodies in
the cosmologies of Neo-Platonism and Ibn Sina.
Ibn al-‘Arabi ingeniously includes many elements
of his own theological system in his work, and
this allegoric narration becomes an encyclopedia
of philosophical, theological, and esoteric
sciences related in the form of dialogues with the
prophets.®® In this way, while Adam explains the
productive effects of the divine attributes to the
traveler who follows the Prophet, he explains the
phenomenon of the realms beneath the Moon
to the philosopher.®* The philosopher is met by
the celestial bodies of Mercury in the second
heaven, whereas the other traveler is welcomed
by the prophets Isa (Jesus) and Yahya (John). He
converses with them regarding miracles and the
mystical qualities of certain words and phrases,
including amr bi kun (the command of “Be!”; i.e.,
referring to the expression God “says ‘Be’ and it is”
mentioned ten times in the Qur’an).®® Differences
of this kind between the results obtained by both
travelers continue throughout the entire journey.
In the heaven of Venus, the prophet Yusuf (Joseph)
describes the mystery of the order, beauty, and
harmony of the universe and also explains the art
of interpreting poetry and dreams.®® In the heaven

of the Sun, the prophet Idris (Enoch) explains
astronomic factors and esoteric interpretations of
day and night.*” In the heaven of Mars, the prophet
Harin (Aaron) explains how the people of different
religious communities are treated. In the heaven

of Jupiter; Ibn al-‘Arabi conveys his own ideas

on philosophy in the words of the prophet Miisa
(Moses). 8 Finally, in the heaven of Saturn, leaning
against the wall of al-Bayt al-Ma‘mtr, the prophet
Ibrahim (Abraham) describes life in the hereafter to
the traveler. During this process, the downhearted
philosopher waits in the dark residence of the
spiritual entity of Saturn, deeply regretting the path
he chose. Holding the traveler by the hand, Ibrahim
leads him to al-Bayt al-Ma‘mur.*® Here the second
stage of the ascension begins.

The traveler leaves al-Bayt al-Ma‘mir and
continues to ascend, whereas his friend remains
below and waits for him. Apart from two levels,
the levels in this second part of the ascension
comprise scenes pertaining to Sufism and theology.
Ascending to Sidrat al-Muntah3, the traveler comes
across the four rivers (the Torah, Psalms, Gospels,
and Qur’an). On his ascent to the Heaven of Fixed
Stars in the last stage of heaven—that is, the Heaven
of Zodiacs, where there are thousands of mansions
of paradise—the traveler finds all the wonders and
magnificence resulting from the properties of this
sphere. Immediately after this, he ascends to the
Footstall.” There, fascinated by the magnificent
harmony of the celestial bodies and indefinable
luminance gleaming from the Throne, he learns
from God the mysteries of the perpetuity of the
rewards and punishments in life in the hereafter. In
a state of bewilderment, he suddenly realizes that
he has ascended to the Divine Throne, the symbol
of God’s boundless mercy. He sees the Throne
being carried by five angels and three prophets
(Adam, Ibrahim, and Muhammad),”* and he learns
from them the mystery of the universe, which is
inscribed on the Divine Throne. The remaining
levels all belong to the spiritual realm. Finally, the
traveler is taken to ‘Ama (the Cloud), which signifies
the primitive manifestation and the prime matter
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common to the Creator and creation.” In a state of
ecstasy, the traveler reaches the conclusion of his
mi‘raj, grasping the ineffable mysteries of the divine
essence and its attributes, both those relating to the
absolute and those relating to creatures.”®
Although the most appealing narrations
symbolizing the Sufi ascension were written by Ibn
al-‘Arabi, many Sufis after him wrote about their
own spiritual ascensions and their experiences on
this journey. In works written on the mi‘raj, there
is an ineluctable sense of Akbari influence.” The
Iranian scholar, poet, and founder of the Rukniyya
order ‘Ala al-Dawla Simnani (d. 736/1336)"°
described an ascension in his work Sirr bal al-bal
li-dhaw al-hal.’® There, his soul first travels through
earth, air, water, and fire, then begins its journey to
the planets. Another author, ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jili (d.
832/1428), associates the mi‘raj with the ladder of
ascension and describes the ascension as a journey
from the physical to the divine realm. The first
stage of ascension begins when the traveler effaces
the influences of the tangible realm. When a Sufi
abandons all the elements of his creation (earth,
air, water, and fire), he is spiritually raised to the
worldly heavens.”” Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh
(d. 1464), founder of the Nurbakhshiyya order; also
wrote a prosaic mi‘rajnama.’® Yet another author,
Imam Rabbani (d. 1034/1624), relates in his
Mabda’ wa Ma’ad an experience he had on one of
his spiritual ascensions’® and also states that during
al-sayr al-suliik, or spiritual journey, it is possible
to depart from the universe. According to Rabbanj,
“The Prophet departed from the universe and
escaped the condition of time and space pertaining
to this world; he saw Yunus (Jonah) in the belly of
the fish, Nih (Noah) while the floods occurred, the
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people of paradise in paradise, and the people of hell
in hell” Imam Rabbani explains that during his own
spiritual journey, he also escaped the conditions

of time and space in this realm and witnessed the
moment when the angels prostrated before Adam.®°

Another author that addressed the Sufi
dimension of the ascension was Shah Wali Allah
al-Dihlawi (d. 1176/1762). In his Hujjat Allah al-
baligha (The profound evidence of Allah), he, like
other Sufi followers, explained the Sufi meanings of
the symbols featured in the ascension. According
to Shah Wal1 Allah, the ascension took place in
the realm of barzakh between the visible realm
and the imaginal realm. In view of this, each of the
symbols that appeared in the ascension had to be
interpreted individually. While the opening of the
Prophet’s chest was interpreted as a victory of
the angelical lights and enlightenment, mounting
Buraq was interpreted as him governing his nafs
al-natiqa (rational soul) and nafs al-haywaniyya
(animal soul). The significance of the night journey
to al-Masjid al-Agsa was that this was the “center
of the manifestations of the divine presence,” the
“gathering place of the prophets,” and the “place
that received the blessings of al-Mala al-a‘la,” or the
Highest Assembly. Dihlaw1 describes all the motifs,
including Sidrat al-Muntah3, al-Bayt al-Ma‘miir,
and Rafraf, and explains both the Sufi and symbolic
meanings of these motifs.%

In conclusion, narrations on the celestial jour-
ney and spiritual ascension of the Prophet in phi-
losophic and Sufi literature presented this journey
as a prototype; in the context of the miracle of the
mi‘rdj, every poet, philosopher, and Sufi reconstru-
cted and interpreted the narrative of the ascension
using their own concepts and symbols.
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