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| WHAT IT MEANS
TO BE HUMAN A

: Who Are We and What Are We Doing Here?
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“Am I not Your Lord?” They said, “Yea, verily we
bear witness.” :
Quran 7:172

After extinction T canie out, and 1
Eternal now am, though not as I,
And whoam I, O I, but [}
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THE UNAVOIDABLE QUESTION

Wherever we are and in whatever time we happen to live, we cannot
avoid asking the basic questions of who we are, where we came from,
what we are doing here, and where we are going. In everyone’s life,
especially when one is young, these basic questions avise in the mind,
often with force, and demand answers from us. Many simply push them
aside or remain satisfied with established answers provided by others in
their family or community. In traditional societies such answers always
came from the teachings of religion, and to a great extent they still do
for the majority of people in many parts of the world. But there have

 always been and still are today the few who take the question “who am

I?” seriously and existentially and who are not satisfied with answers
provided by others. Rather, they seek to find the answers by them-
selves, trying with their whole being to delve into the inner meaning
of religion and wisdom. They continue until they reach the goal and
receive a response that provides for them certitude and removes from
them the clouds of doubt. In any case, how we choose to live in this
wortld—how we act and think and how we develop the latent possibili-
ties within us—depends totally on the answer we provide for ourselves
to this basic question of who we are, for human beings live and act for
the most part according to the image they have of themselves.

Sufism addresses the few who yearn for an answer on the deepest
level to the question of who they are and in a manner that would touch
and transform their whole being. The Sufi path is the means within the
Islamic tradition of finding the ultimate answer to this basic question
and of discovering our real identity. Throughout the ages religions have
sought to teach us who we are and through their inner teachings to
provide the means of “becoming” our True Self, Islam is certainly no
exception. It unveils the complete doctrine of our true nature and also
the nature of the levels of reality issuing from the One, who alone is

ultimately Real, and provides teachings that, if put into practice, lead
us back to the One through 4 path of spiritual effort combined with
joy and felicity The Quran asserts majestically, “Verily we come from
God and to Him is our returning”(2:156). The One is of course that
Supreme Source and End of all things whom Abraham, Moses, and
Christ addressed as the One God and whom the Quran calls by His

Name in Arabic, Allah.

-4 THE GARDEN OF TRUTH

It is no accident that the Sacre
which means road, It js

. » \Vh_[cll 15 th.e Hmner or csoteric Of\I dm “‘]U_I
EIld SquSIIl T dlII]EI]SIOIl Sl
td e

beginni i .
mki afur:fh:f;}:e thte Sh(: ah as the basis of the religious life, seeks to
i Gather p towar tflat'.l"ruth (EHlagigah), which is also the source
bt r:dr.a L Sufism, which is also called the Tarigah,
mate, quesetiolr\lnz]e(liyl org.::uned means of providing an answer to that ulti
e duest Th; s ei ;ng us to _the Truth or Hagigah contained within
che (I.)lural olfa; alt is the citcumference of a circle whose radii are
o _js, Gl _f?)rrgah) and whose Center is the Hagigah or Truth
o g Souree oth ot.h the Law and Way as well as the Center for,
e s rfaChesnth e élrcumfere‘nce,‘ Jjourneys along one of the radi;
e oy Yeach meae enter, whu.:h is also his or her own center. To,
ek the Cent whiChns n_(.)t only be.m.g in 2 blessed state but also reach-
The Proptan s l-vauofzs Tysnclsms tefer as union with God,
Lo T semkns ar_ln ;ald, Whasoever knows his self, knows his
s Say,in 0 ;_\;r edge Iead§ to knowledge of the Divine, Sufism
P, witiin' c:: hztr) very seno-usly and also puts it into Practice,
ot necess,al o ¢ spiritual universe of the Istamic tradition, the
s 3(') © tzlglnz;]t-tie the dark corners of our soul and the keys
oo s o 1e hidden recesses of our being so that we can
oy within ow ourselveﬁ, this knowledge leading ultimatel
e Onjv edge of God, who resides in our heart/center ’
e onl g ;::.11?1 (\;re f:re;;fad by God, but we have the root of our ex-
as mentioned in theVC;Z1':;\111;:l ‘\?Z/r}sl: ?‘erl: liore o oo, o
o d in . » Am I not your Lord?” the wor
and r:;I.l1 Z};aits tlz ri:cﬁi :ﬁie g?t.as yet created. Even now we have ou:'v;rltlzc-l
oot ence in ; ‘ ;lvme PFesence, and we have made an eternal
o entbly it and, 1:: ;c dre}mafns valid beyond the contingencies of
oy i ke and yond the realm of space and time in which we
‘ The answer to the question “who are we?”
cipial manner to our ultimate reality in God ‘
now forgotten as a result of the fall fiom our ’o;

or the spiritual

is related in a prin-
reality that we have
ginal and primordial

WHAT IT MEBANS TO Bii HUMAN




state and the subsequent decay in the human condition caunsed by the
downward flow of time, We have become forgetful beings, no longer
knowing who we are and therefore what our purpose is in this life, But
our reality in God, who resides at the depth of our being, is still there.
We need to awaken to this reality and to realize our true identity, that
is, to know who we really are.

Not everyone wants to awaken from that daydreaming we call or-
dinary life, but there are those who do.These men and women deeply
yearn to discover their true identity, which means not only to discover
the reality of God but also to journey on a-path that leads to His em-
brace. Sufism is meant for such a person, and if you are such a person,
then it has a message for you, for it is a path of return to your reality in
Ged and indeed to God Himselll It provides the means to awaken us
from the dream of forgetfulness of who we are and allow us to enter
into and remain in the remembrance of the Divine Reality, which is
also the heart of our selves, the Self of all selves. The Sufi path leads
from the desert of outwardness, forgetfulness, selfishness, and falsehood
to the Garden of Truth, wherein alone we can realize our true identity
and come to know who we are, The message of Sufism is perennial be-
cause human nature Is always human nature, beyond accidental changes
of historical epochs and fashions of the day, and also because as long as
we are human, the question that each individual faces is “who am [2”
The response of Sufism to this perenniat question resonates today as it
has always done for those whose ears are sensitive to its call and who
yearn for illuminative knowledge.

LIFE IS A JOURNEY

According to Sufi metaphysics, and in fact other metaphysical tradi-
tions in general, all that exists comes from that Reality which is at
once Beyond-Being and Being, and ultimately all things return to that
Source. In the language of Islamic thought, including both philoso-
phy and Sufism, the first part of this journey of all beings from the
Source is called the “arc of descent” and the second part back to the
Source the “arc of ascent.”” Within this vast cosmic wayfaring we find
ourselves here and now on earth as human beings. Moreover, our life
here in this world is a journey within that greater cosmic journey
of all existents back to the Source of all existence. We are born, we
move through tinie, and we die. For most of us, without knowing who

6 THE GARDEN OF TRUTH

we really are, we move betwe
namely, where we were befo
we shall go after death. The
we came from nowhere and

en two great mysteries and unknowns
I we came into this world and wherf;
answer of materialists and mihilists is that
We go nowhere; we had no reality before

In Our consciousness,

.
I‘JOW', no Mmatter hou‘ Wwe Scek to g() back to t]le 01Igln of our con-

sciousn .

i a:iisés\\;e,hc;atn;o; reach‘1ts beginfling in time, and the question

spiritual practices of e‘SO.IlSClousneS?‘ its origin, and its end are. The

those who follow and pr?cjt; aur}}:ennc path, including Sufism, enable

ate conditions . gu ot (:1th lfs:rn earnest}y and under the appropri-

become aware that ¢ e of

int God) bocawec e ct)}:lsc;)ous‘ncs-s has no beginm‘ng in time (but only

temporal end because "fn rﬁil::g]g ;f: C'Omdous,? ess” and it has no
Sciousness,” Once we discover




WHO THEN ARE WE?

As we travel upon this road of self-knowledge with the help of the
means provided by tradition—means without which such a journey
is in fact impossible—we gain a new perspective concerning every
kind of reality with which we had identified at the beginning of our
journey. We come to realize that although we are male or female, that
attribute does not really define us. There is a deeper reality, one might
say an androgynic reality, transcending the male-female dichotomy so
that our identity is not determined simply by our gender. Nor are we
simply our body and the senses although we often identify ourselves
with them. As we travel upon the Sufi path, it also becomes more and
more evident that what we call “I” has its existence independent of
sense perceptions and the body as a whole although the soul continues
to have a consciousness of the body while being also aware through
spiritual practice of the possibility of leaving it for higher realms.
Likewise, although we have emotions and psychological states with
which we often identify, the spiritual path teaches us that they do
not define and determine our identity in the deepest sense. In fact, often
we say, “I must control my temper,” which demonstrates clearly that
there is more than one psychological agent within human beings. As St.
Thomas said, confirming Sufi teachings, “Duto sunt in homine” (“There
are two in man”). The part of us that seeks to control our temper must
be distinct and not determined by the part of our soul that is angry and
needs to be controlled. Yes, we do experience emotions, but we need
not be defined by them. In the same manner, we have an imaginative
faculty able to create images, and most of the time ordinary people live
in the lower reaches of that world of imaginal forms, Again, we ate not
determined by those forms, and journeying upon the spiritual path is
especially effective in transforming our inner imaginal landscape. As for
the power of memory, it is for the most part the repository of images
and forms related to earlier experiences of life. Metaphysically speak-
"ing, however, it is also related to our atemporal relation to our Source
of Being and the intelligible world to which we belonged before our
descent here to earth. That is why true knowledge according to Plato
is recollection, and in Sufism the steps of the path are identified with
stages of the remembrance of the Friend. Most people, however, con-
sider these everyday remembered experiences as a major part of their
identity. Yet again, the center of our consciousness, our I, cannot be
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their true self and their Beloved, and for that reason Sufis are some-
times called “the people of the heart” (ahl-i dil in Persian). Of course,
the phrase “both their true self and their Beloved” does not mean any
ultimate duality, for as Rami ako said, in the heart there is room for
only one I, which is both the root of our true self and the Self as such.
Who am I?  am the I that, having traversed all the stages of limited exis-
tence from the physical to the mental to the noumenal, has realized its
own “nonexistence” and by virtue of this annihilation of the false self
has returned to its roots in the Divine Reality and has become a star
proximate to the Supernal Sun, which is ultimately the only 1. Having
passed through the door of nothingness and annihilation, I come to the
realization that at the root of my consciousness, of what I call I, resides
the only I that can ultimately say I and that ultimately alone is.
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Being human, however, implies a second phase of discovery in light
of the first. Having discovered his or her roots in the Divine through
the teachings and practices of Sufism, the Sufi then returns to the lower
levels of existence, which are agaiti seen as parts of his or her identity
but not as they were before. Rather, they are transformed so that each
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usually depends, there being occasional exceptions that only prove the
rule). In the Islamic tradition, it is primarily Sufism that answers this ba-
sic existential question of who we are and through this answer provides
guidance for a life full of spiritual felicity, marked by illumination and
leading ultimately to deliverance from the bondage of all limitation.

TO BE GOD’S SERVANT

Not only is the root of our “I” immersed in the Divine Essence or “L”
which is ultimately the only Essence, all else being Its Self-Disclosure
and manifestation, but we also possess a human and individual self cre-
ated by God, which is real on its own level. To understand fully the
reality of being human, we must also understand fully this aspect of
our nature as God’s servants, to use the language of the Islamic tradi-
tion. Our ego must realize its full servanthood, which the Sufis call
‘ubitdiyyah, before the Lord, and we must realize that as servants we
can never become the Lord, That is why such great Sufi masters as
Abi'I-Hasan al-Shadhilf, the thirteenth-century founder of one of the
most important Sufi orders, asserts that the desire for union with God
itself distances us tnore than anything else from God. Likewise, the
Andalusian sage Tbn ‘Arabi, who also lived in the thirteenth century
and who spoke so much of the unity of the Real, asserts in a similar
manner that the servant (al-‘abd) remains the servant and the Lord (al-
Rabb) remains the Lord. But with God’s grace, with the affirmation of
the Lord, that divine spark within humanity, which is identified with
the intellect, can transcend all dualities, including that of servant and
Lord, to reach the One, the Divine Essence, which is the root of the
“I" of the servant. Without realizing our perfect servitude, however, we
cannot realize that ultimate Oneness because without that realization
our egos, still asserting their separate existence, would prevent God

within from saying “1” :

In Arabic, the word servanthood ( ‘whiidiyyah) is related etymologically
to the word for worship (‘ibidah). The Quran states,“We created man and
the jinn so that they would worship Us” (s1:56);and also “There is no
god but I, so worship Me" (21:25}. From the Islamic point of view, there-
fore, the very raison d’#tre of human existence is to worship God and

thereby to realize the perfect state of servanthood, which means also to

realize what it means to be fully human. Sufism asks us to delve into the
of the - = .
: Quran, called sifrafy al-Fdtifiah, which is repeated over and
over

deepest meaning of worship in order to realize this nature of our being
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While the cross is a symbol that ordinary Muslims do not take in its
Christian sense, since Islam does not identify the cross with the death
of Christ, there does exist in Islamic esoteric teachings, both Sufi and
Shi‘ite, an elaborate doctrine of the metaphysical significance of this
symbol and its relation to the reality of the Universal Man, which will
be discussed shortly. In any case, the Sufi understanding of the inner
meaning of the Faihah reveals this existential situation, one of whose
spatial symbolists is the cross, of the human being as he or she stands
before God. .

All Muslims believe in the central significance of the straight path
(al-sirat al-mustagim), and Islam itself has been called by some the re-
ligion of the straight path. This basic Quranic image and symbol has
many aspects and diverse meanings. As far as the path of life is con-
cerned, the Sufis ask what this straight path is, and when told that it
is the path that leads to God, they seek to follow it to its end while in
this life. They want to climb the vertical axis of the cross, like the lad-
der of Jacob, to Heaven here and now. For Sufism, “the straight path”
is ultimately the Tarigah or the Sufi path itself, which begins with the
Shari‘ah or Divine Law. It is the path of return to the Source or the
Hagiqah, of which we have already spoken. For them the “straight
path” is also the path of ascent.

To repeat the Fatihah at least seventeen times a day in the various
daily canonical prayers combined with movements and other words
that complement its meaning and to be aware of its inner significance,
some of which we have outlined here, is to realize true servanthood
before God. For the Sufi it is to realize what it means to be truly hu-
man. With the aid of the Quran, which plays such a central role in all
of Islamn including Sufism, the person of inner vision comes to realize

.""the significance of being God’s servant, which leads ultimately to the
"..f-‘:alization of our annihilation before Him {fand”) and subsistence in
*Ffim (baga”). In this way. the human being becomes aware of the ideal

THE UNIVERSAL MAN

In classical Sufism the answer to the question, “what does it mean to |
be human?” is contained fully in the doctrine of what is usually trans- |

lated as the Universal or Perfect Man (al-insdn al-kamil), whose detailed

exposition is to be found in the writings of such famous authorities as ;-
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While the cross is a symbol that ordinary Muslims do not take in its
Christian sense, since Islam does not identify the cross with the death
of Christ, there does exist in Islamic esoteric teachings, both Sufi and
Shi‘ite, an elaborate doctrine of the metaphysical significance of this
symbol and its relation to the reality of the Universal Man, which will
be discussed shortly. In any case, the Sufi understanding of the inner
meaning of the Fitiah reveals this existential situation, one of whose
spatial symbolisms is the cross, of the human being as he or she stands
before God. o

All Muslims believe in the central significance of the straight path
(al-sirat al-mustagim), and Tslam itself has been called by some the re-
ligion of the straight path. This basic Quranic image and symbol has
many aspects and diverse meanings. As far as the path of life is con-
cerned, the Sufis ask what this straight path is, and when told that it
is the path that leads to God, they seek to follow it to its end while in
this life. They want to climb the vertical axis of the cross, like the lad-
der of Jacob, to Heaven here and now. For Sufism, “the straight path™
is ultimately the Tarigah or the Sufi path itself, which begins with the
Shari‘ah or Divine Law. It is the path of return to the Source or the
Hagigah, of which we have already spoken. For them the “straight
path” is also the path of ascent.

To repeat the Fatihah at least seventeen times a day in the various
daily canonical prayers combined with movements and other words
that complement its meaning and to be aware of its inner significance,
some of which we have outlined hers, is to realize true servanthood
before God. For the Sufi it is to realize what it means to be truly hu-
man. With the aid of the Quuan, which plays such a central role in all
of Islam including Sufism, the person of inner vision comes to realize
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In classical Sufism the answer to the question, “what does it mean to [
be human?” is contained fully in the doctrine of what is usually trans- /-
lated as the Universal or Perfect Man (al-insan al-kamil), whose detailed | -
exposition is to be found in the writings of such famous authorities as |,
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Universal Man. To realize the state of the Universal Man is in turn to
become the veritable servant of the Lord, to be aware of our central
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state in this world as His vicegerent (khalifuhl), to realize our fand’, and
finally, through this annihilation of the ego, to reach with the light of
the intellect within us the Supreme Essence, which alone is ultimately
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WHAT ARE WE DOING HERE,
AND WHAT SHOULD WE BE DOING HERE?

‘What most of us are doing here in this world is living in a daydream
called ordinary life, in the state of forgetting what Christ called the
one thing necessary, that is, the Divine Reality. And we are in such
a state because we have forgotten who we are, Al we need to do is
to wake up and realize our primordial nature, which is-always there
although buried deeply within many layers of the dross of forgetful-
ness. The Prophet said, “Man is asleep and when he dies he awakens.”
Sufism is meant for those who want to wake up, who accept dying to
the ego here and now in order to discover the Self of all selves and to
be consumed in the process in the fire of Divine Love.

Since we all die, it is better to seek to wake up now under condi-
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tions that involve our fiee will and intelligence rather than in a situa- Himself,
tion in which we are helpless. This initiatic death is the beginning of
the spiritual path. In answer to the question, “what should we be doing
here?” the Sufis, like sages of other traditions, say that we should take TO BECOME SOMRO NE;
- full advantage of the precious state of being human, wake up to the , - TO BECOME NO oNE ’
| reality of our prototype as Universal Man, and seek to walk, while we From the Sufi point of viey ondy the per
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there, for our next breath may be our last. If we do not pass through
that door now, which opens into more inward or, to use the objective [
symbol, higher levels of being, leading finally to the Reality which is -

the Source and End of all, that door, which will close at the moment f:'.
of death, may not be open to us tomorrow, We have no guarantee that
we will continue in the state we possess as human beings in this world |-
once we reach posthumous states of being. That is why Rimi, echoing ; :
the saying of the Prophet, “Die before you die,” suggests to those with ¢
ears to hear and eyes to see, :
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and proximity, a state in which their will is surrendered to the Will of
God. It is they who ate really someone in this world even if not noticed
by those with only outward-looking eyes.

In Arabic and Persian the word rajul (pl. rifdl) means not only man/
men but also outstanding figures whether in the field of science, reli-
gion, or politics. One speaks of the political rifal of a particular country
or era as well as the rijal al-ghayb, literally, absent or invisible figures, who
constitute an important part of the Sufi universe. In Sufism, those who
have walked with determination upon the Sufi path and performed
that crucial spiritual battle against thejr negative tendencies, or what is
called the greater jihid, are considered the real rijal of this world. They
are the people who are someone in the eyes of God, whatever their
station in society. The word rifal carries a masculine gender, but lest
one think it refers simply to the male gender, it is important to recount
the famous Sufi tradition according to which on the Day c_;f Judgment
when all human beings are standing before God, He will say, “The rijal
[in the spiritual sense] step forward.” And the fizst person to step for-
ward will be the Virgin Mary. It is by virtue of coming to know our-
selves and therefore our Lord that we become really someone beyond
all transient honors and distinctions with which fallen human beings
seek to distinguish themselves. And in becoming someone spiritually
and in the eyes of God, we fulfill the purpose of human existence.

Paradoxically, however, to become someone spiritually means also
ultimately to become no one. It is in the end to transcend all particu-
larities and realize the Self within all selves, to become not this person
or that person but personhood as such, which also means becoming the
perfect mirror of the Divine. To return to the symbol of the sun, it is
also to pierce with the light of the intellect all veils of duality and oth-
erness to return to the Sun of the Self, which is the origin of all selves
and the source of the intellect shining within those who have realized
the state of perfect servanthood. It is in light of return to the Self that
many Sufis have spoken, often in ecstatic language, of having gone be-
yond name, color and race, country, and even the formal aspects of re-
ligion, beyond faith and infidelity, to become no one and yet someone
in the highest sense of the term. A sonnet (ghazal) attributed to one
of the exalted masters of Sufism, who remains someone of the greatest

importance even today and yet became no one, expresses the reality of |

this final state of being human, the state of realizing the unity beyond
all dualities, the one Formless reality beyond all formal distinctions:
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