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October 10, 2009 

Saturday 

 
 Title: Life, a Metaphor for All the Worlds  

DVD title: Learning the Terminology of the Sufis 
Insight into the Worlds within Worlds 

 

Dinner blessing:    Bismillah ir Rahman ir Raheem.  O Allah, we are grateful for You to 

gather us all together here, even when there are so many not present, people to sing Your 

praises and recite Your du’ā, and remember the Prophet (sal). And we are grateful for 

those who were ill and getting better, and ask You, Allah, to send Your healing blessings 

on those who are still ill, calmness and peace into the minds of those who are not at 

peace, and to answer all the prayers of the sincere prayer, and give us the wisdom to 

pursue this path with sincerity.  Amin.   

 

Suhbat:    Bismillah ir Rahman ir Raheem. There are certain terms that we use as Sufis, 

which semantically are not used in common Arabic. There are terms that are used 

historically in common Arabic and Farsi that are used differently. In fact, there are a lot of 

them.  That’s a whole study in itself: to see from where things derive.  There are two 

places I want to go with that, one of which I’ll never get to, because it’s the one subject I 

keep saying I want to talk about but don’t, which is the subject of majāz/metaphor.  

Though I am talking about it and using them all the time. I will talk about it.  

 

When a person comes to Tasawwuf, therefore, they have to be re-trained, in a way.  We 

have to re-learn things or we have to learn things in a new way which they will find are 

not necessarily coherent to other people who use those terminology.  There is nothing 
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secret about it.  It has to be with the depth of insight.  It has to do with the basīra al-‘arif, 

the sight of the knower, because the true abd is an ‘arif/knower and an ‘ashiq/lover.  A 

favorite name of Allah is Abdullah, the name of the Prophet Mohammed (sal). When 

Allah loves His slave, Allah Himself says that He becomes the eye with which he 

(meaning the slave/abd) sees, the ear through which he hears,  the hands through which 

he grasps, and the feet through which he walks by extension.   

 

Then there is also the basīra al-haqq.  The basīra al-haqq refers to the Divine Sight.  It 

refers to Allah’s observation of things known by Allah.  This is the sight/basīra of the 

cosmos, the universes.  He views, He says, the universes.  These terms are used in 

common Arabic, but they are not used in this way.  So too the term ‘ālam/world, universe 

is commonly used.  But when you get into it, we use it in very specific ways and 

especially in our Tarīqah.  We say the ‘ālam al amr and the ’ālam al khalq.  Then I 

introduced to you the ‘ālam al-mithāl.  But I want to give you the whole framework, 

tonight.  Because when you enter the doors of Tasawwuf, you are also entering the doors 

of a semiotic universe.  Why is that important?  Because of the al-asmā’ al-husna.  It is 

important because Allah taught Adam (as) the names of things.   When you teach the 

names of things, you teach the meaning of things.   

 

What does it mean that Adam knows the name of things? [It is important] because you 

have to identify things.  You have to discriminate between things.  You have to value 

things.  These are all aspects of human life.  How can you climb up the ladder without the 

rungs?  You have to have the rungs: knowledge and meaning—identifiers. So which 

world are we living in?  There is the term of ‘āla, with an ‘ayn.  It means higher.   This 

term is usually applied with the opposing points of view, especially to those who are 

called the higher people, people of a higher level and those who are called the lower 

people, for example.  The difference between the higher people and the lower people are 
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degrees of knowledge of Allah, the degrees of perception of Allah.  What do you mean 

the perception of Allah?  No one can see Allah. The people of ‘āla are those people that 

Allah (swt) has revealed Himself to a greater degree.  The lower people might not even 

know Allah.  The higher people of Allah are the ‘āla.  No it is not a mistake that there is a 

subtle differentiation.  You have to know it.   

 

Anyway, I do not want to get too much into this because there is something I want to talk 

about.   What I want to talk about is the different worlds, the different universes, the 

‘ālam, the ‘ālam al-ajsam, the world of material things, concrete, material things.  This 

body, this corpus is a world in and of itself.  It is called ‘ālam al-ajsam—corporeal, 

physical, the world of concrete, material things.  We know that they are not really 

material.  From science, we know they are not material.  Even in Qur’an, it says that 

nothing is material, that this is all the construct of Allah’s mind.  But it appears to be 

material.  So we accept it as a universe in and of itself, a world.   

 

Then of course ‘ālam al-amr, the universe or world of command; and this world has no 

time, as I told you. It has no matter—no time and no matter.  But the ‘ālam al-amr takes 

its existence from Allah directly.  Nothing acts upon Allah.  Nothing acts upon Allah to 

make this world appear.  There is no secondary cause. There is only Allah and the ‘ālam 

al-amr, the world of command. Allah says: “Kun Fayat.”  Finished.  That is the ‘ālam al-

amr.  “Be” and it became.  It is a command.  It is not what became that is important.  It is 

the fact that He said, “Be!” and it became: the world of command.  The process between 

being and becoming—that is different: what becomes, how long it takes to become.  As 

soon as something becomes, it has to have time and matter.  Before it becomes, it has no 

time and no matter.   

 

The ‘ālam al-mithāl is also called the ‘ālam al-khayāl, but there is a difference.  This is 
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the world of analogies and images.  Now I know my girls have had assignments in school 

to make analogies, similes and metaphors.  Why?  They are a means of conveying 

through an image.  (And I will be going much deeper, much, much, much deeper into this 

when I talk about majāz.)  They are a form of conveying with an image, something 

different than what it is you are talking about.  It is like you say, “The lion of a man,” but 

he is not a lion.  But you understand through that, something. The world of analogies and 

images are probably the most significant human capability that Allah (swt) has given us.  

This is not just the world of imagination.   

 

It says in Torah; it says in all of the holy books that Allah created human beings out of 

His Image.  What does that mean?   It does not mean that we look like God.  “Oh, my 

God!  Do we look like Allah?”  The image of Allah—that is different in your mind.  Of 

course, you cannot have an image of Allah.  You have to have an image of some 

metaphor of Allah.  In this case, the metaphor of Allah (think about it for second), the 

image of Allah is the Prophet Mohammed, (sal).  That you can see.  “I existed before 

Adam.”  What? As a physical human being?  In an image projected by Allah (swt).  In the 

Imagination of Allah (swt) it became a reality, made of light and timelessness.   

 

A person has an image of God, of Allah.  The Christians have Jesus.  (And in yet another 

talk I will talk about what is the Holy Spirit, a different kind of rūh, from the Islamic 

point of view.)  But is [that image] Allah?  It is not Allah,but it is in the ‘ālam al-mithāl. 

This ‘ālam al-mithāl we spend a lot of time in, so is it surprising?  We spend a lot of time 

in the world of images. We say, “No.  We live in the world of ‘ālam al-khalq, the world 

of creation.”  We do.  But every time we use our mind and every time we use our 

imagination, and every time we use a metaphor, and every time we use our intellect, and 

every time we try and grasp something that is not easily graspable, we are in the ‘ālam al-

mithāl. We are in that barzakh.  So is it a surprise to you that Islam should be internally 
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consistent and say that when you pass on, you are in the barzakh?  What does it mean to 

be in the barzakh?  You have lost your corporeality, but you are still in the realm of 

imagination.   

 

You are still in the realm of images. [You have gone] from the ‘ālam al-amr, to ‘ālam al-

mithāl, to‘ālam al-khalq, and then, no more ‘ālam al-khalq.  So you are still in this 

conversation, if you will.  You are having this relationship with the world of command in 

the barzakh.  So when you see into Jannah with the image that Allah has provided for 

you, is there time in the world of ‘ālam al-amr?  No. You are looking into the world of 

command.  There is no time.  (I am not going to go into what happens if you have bad 

images—not just yet.)  But it is the place, the barzakh, in which the mystery, the 

mysticism,  the less defined, the ambiguous can be unlocked, can be seen.  What did I say 

the other day?  It is the place of “Huwa la huwa.  He, not He.”  To understand that, we 

have to talk more about khayāl.  But I want to talk about these worlds first. 

 

What makes us unique and gives this physical, material body life is the ‘ālam al-anfas—

breath.  Life itself is breath. Allah is totally consistent, totally consistent.  He gives every 

female of every species a certain number of eggs.  That is it.  We accept that; it is science. 

Allah gives us a certain number of breaths also.  You don’t know how many eggs; you 

don’t know how many breaths.  This is how it works.  Everything is measured by the Will 

of Allah.  The Will of Allah is not the will of a being.  The Will of Allah is this whole 

complicated system that to us looks chaotic.  Can you imagine taking a cave man and 

having him look through a microscope?  Chaotic.  Look at all the things you would have 

to define before they could understand it.  Allah taught the names of things to Hazrat 

Adam (as).   It is like a person coming out of the primitive jungles of Peru and having to 

learn the 20,000 operations in order to live in modern society: how to flip a light switch, 

how to flush a toilet, how to push an elevator button.  You start to think of all the things 
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you know how to do—how to button a button.   

 

These breaths are counted, and our final breath terminates our stay in the ‘ālam al-anfas.  

But Allah (swt) also creates other worlds in this process, like the ‘ālam al-ghaib, the 

unseen world, the invisible world.  Not seen from this world, but visible from an inner 

realm of sight.  There are even worlds within worlds: the ‘ālam al-izā, the world of 

consummate power; and the world of ‘ālam al-jabarut, the world of the source of all 

power.  Here we find where it is linked to the Prophet Mohammed (sal), where each 

Attribute of Allah (swt) has a completeness to it.  There is total compassion.  There is 

total power.  There is total patience.  Complete, total, absolute.    

 

Some part of each one of those realms comes forth through the human being.  So if I say 

to you, “There is a river, and then there is a tributary.”  The river keeps flowing, and a 

tributary comes, a big tributary off this river.  This is the Prophet Mohammed (sal).  Then 

there are small streams that come off of that.  By the time it reaches us, there are these 

small brooks of compassion.  Each of these is like river, flowing in a non-corporeal 

reality called Allah (swt)—just like in our blood stream.  We have main arteries; then off 

those arteries are capillaries and etc., and they flow like rivers [out], and then they come 

back [to the source].  Ecologically, it is an almost perfect system—unless we destroy it.  

These tributaries are what we call the Nūri Muhammadiyya, the Light of the Prophet 

Mohammed (sal), and the entire creation is manifest through this light.   

 

Then, of course, there is the ‘ālam al-khalq, the universe of creation.  The universe of 

creation is the visible world.  It is the world that is witnessed that you witness these 

realities through.  It is the world of affirmation, so it is called ‘ālam al-shahādah.  When 

you say, “ash-hadu an lā ‘ilaha, wa-ash-hadu anna Muhammadan Rasūlullāh”  you are 

not just saying, “I bear witness that there is one God and I bear witness that His 
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messenger is Mohammed.”  No.  That is not what is really being said.  That is 

superficially what is being said.  What is being said is that creation takes its existence by 

the secondary cause of witnessing.  There is creation.  There is the intention of Allah.  

There is the projection.  There is the Nūri Mohammed, but the secondary cause is 

witnessing.  “I bear witness.”  This is a whole world: ‘ālam al-shahādah.   This is very 

slippery.  You are not going to hold this in your hands for very long.  You have a are just 

going to get a wet hand.   

 

When you say “ash-hadu an lā ‘ilaha wa-ash-hadu anna Muhammadan Rasūlullāh” you 

are not just professing faith.  You are saying, “This is the way.”  This is the analogue to 

the Hadith of Jibreel. This is ihsan, when you act like you are seeing Allah, but if you are 

not seeing Allah, know that Allah is seeing you.  When you say, “ash-hadu an lā ‘ilaha 

wa-ash-hadu anna Muhammadan Rasūlullāh,” this is your opportunity to see, to bear 

witness to the Reality of this Creation, to the Creator of this Creation.  It takes its 

existence in the nearness to the secondary cause.  Secondary cause meaning there is 

Allah, and then there is the dynamic action of Allah that creates this Universe.  That is the 

secondary cause.  The first cause is just Allah’s intention.  The secondary cause is the 

dynamic reality.   

 

Well, look at it?  Isn’t that the way you run your life?  Everything is consistent.  You have 

an intention, then you have an action—the secondary cause of completion of that action. 

You come from an intention.  That is the primary cause.  The primary moment is the 

intention, then you take an action.  Things come into existence from that action.  That is 

the secondary cause.  The secondary cause is perceivable.  The primary cause is not 

perceivable.  It is an intention.  You cannot perceive it. So you say, “Did you see what 

just happened?”  “Are you witnessing that?”  The Christians talk about witnessing all the 

time.  They talk about witnessing what happened to them. But they have it a little screwed 
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up.  They make that an affirmation of their capability, not of the Divine Capability.   

 

Then of course, you have to define this. You have to see that it all reflects something 

greater.  You yourself reflect something greater.  You are made in the image of Allah, in 

the imagination of Allah, and then you take form.  It is just as the angels say to Allah 

(swt), “We hear a rumor that You were going to create something.”  Could they have 

heard that rumor without Allah planting that rumor in their mind?  “So you are going to 

create something.  You are going to create this being that is going to cause all sorts of 

problems.  Why do You want to do that?”  It shows the nice relationship that the angels 

had with Allah that they could ask Him questions like that.  This is the world of 

imagination.  The ‘ālam al-khayāl is the barzakh.   

 

This is also the barzakh and the ‘ālam al-mithāl in which the Awliyā/Friends of Allah 

meet with one another.  When we sit at the tombs, we meet in the ‘ālam al-mithāl, in the 

‘ālam al-khayāl. It is like a barzakh.  It’s a corridor, a place where you meet: “Oh!  Funny 

meeting you here.”  Everyone passes through this corridor.  It is the old story.  If you wait 

in one place long enough, you will see everyone.  Everyone will pass by.  It is an old Sufi 

story. If you stand at the crossroads, pouring water, eventually everyone will pass by. 

Within this world, the ‘ālam al-khayāl, this barzakh (which we also know as the ‘ālam al-

mithāl, as I have described it before, slightly different, but the same), the murīd 

encounters the murshīd.  Somehow you are brought into contact with the murshīd in this 

place. It does not have to be first in the physical world.  It can be in the ru’ya, in a vision, 

in a dream.  Indeed, we have encountered each other in the ghaib.  Then it manifests, it 

takes its form in the ‘ālam al-khalq.   

 

When these encounters take place, that is when the transmissions begin and the lessons 

begin—tajalli.  It is here that this friendship develops and where instructions and 
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directions are received.  It is not just from the shaykh, but from the awliyā, the Friends of 

Allah (swt), from the saints in this silsila/shajarah (Shajarah is an important word, too.  

We will get to that at some point.), even indeed, from the Holy Prophet Muhammad (sal) 

himself. The light of the Prophet Mohammed (sal) is like coming through optic cable.  It 

travels beyond the speed of light. Why am I using the analogy of an optic cable instead of 

a flashlight?  What is the difference, other than you can bend the light?  It carries 

information.  It starts over here and ends up over here.  You can’t tell the difference 

between where it starts and where it ends because it is going the speed of light.  Indeed, it 

is going faster than the speed of light.  In a quantum universe, it is going from here to 

here, but never left here, never left there, and is over there somewhere through a quantum 

tunnel.   

 

The Nūri Mohammed is like the light in an optic cable carrying information.  Along the 

way, that information passes through the qalb/heart, the latā’if of the shuyukh, of the 

Awliyā/Friends of Allah.  Why?  Because Allah says to His Friends, “I am going to speak 

through your lips, see through your eyes, walk through your feet, etc.”  The physical, 

corporal world undergoes destruction, degeneration, but the latā’if don’t degenerate.  You 

continue to live through the latā’if, because your character, your personality (and I spoke 

about character/akhlaq at the retreat) remains.  When you sit at the tomb of a saint, the 

character and the personality remains.  The light is still there.  The Truth is still there.  It 

is not like you are talking to a dead saint. Even in Newtonian physics, does that 

information, once generated gets lost? It never gets lost.  These words that I am 

speaking—limited to these four walls, ceiling and floor—are never lost.  They are put out. 

They are never lost.   

 

Where are the words coming from?  They are coming into me from somewhere.  You 

think I planned this whole talk out?  I am looking at a few words here.  It is coming to 
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me: this moment, this moment, this moment (from where?) – filled with the light of Allah 

(swt), filled with the light of Mohammed (sal), filled with the light of the awliyā.  Why?  

Because I am so great?  No!  Because I am at some level of submission.  I am at some 

level ‘āla/higher.  So, I am at a height that I can see.  I could go higher and see more.     

Do you think it ends there?  It does not end there.  If there is a world of corporeality, there 

is a world of non-corporeality.  If there is a world of human limitation, there is also the 

world of ‘ālam al-hut, the world or realm of Divinity.   

 

What is the ‘ālam al-hut? The Hindus call it prana, life force.  We call it bāraka, life 

force, breath, rūh.  It is something that gives force.  The homeopaths call it the simple 

substance, something that gives the character to life, and that makes it life: spirit.  The 

‘ālam al-hut is the realm of life force.  Where is life force?  It is in everything.  It 

permeates everything.  Is there any life force in this table I have here?  It is a dead tree.  

How is there any life force in it?  How?  Well, go put it out in the rain for a few years.  

What is going to happen to it?  It is going to rot.  There must be something that is 

degenerating in it. When the life force goes out of the body it starts to deteriorate. When a 

person dies, do the cells die immediately?  On a microbiological level, do they continue to 

live or do they loose their continuity? Do they die or some life force go out of them?  

When the body goes into the ground, the body becomes the dirt.  Is the dirt alive or dead? 

 Alive.  What is happening in the compost heat?  It is transformed. So this life force 

moves through things.  You think we are done?  We are not done quite yet.   

 

We are not just bodies and we are not just Divine Light.  We have will/irāda and we have 

‘ilm/knowledge, and we have power, and we have many qualities.   So let us go to ‘ālam 

al-malakut. This is the kingdom of the inwardness.  There is Allah that you do not see and 

there are you have qualities that you don’t see but they have expression.  What is will?  

Show me your will.  You can only show me your will against something, like an idea or a 
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physical barrier or an intention.  Which will?  Do I cut you open and find your will?  

Show me your knowledge.  Show me your knowledge about something.  It is going to be 

something along the realm of majāz/metaphor, analogy.  Tell me your will.  I don’t have 

the will power to sit in my muraqabah, my meditation.  Think about that now.  What does 

that mean?  I don’t have the will power to stay with this crisis or situation, or whatever.  

What is it?  What is that will?  You can’t see it, but it is very real.   

 

It is the realm of vision, of seeing the hidden world, the reason behind the reason, the idea 

behind the situation, the purpose behind the circumstance, the universe of subtleties of 

latā’if, the subtle things that you cannot quite grasp; but without them you cannot really 

see and you don’t really understand.  This is the world ‘ālam al-malakut, of the world that 

we know as the al-asmā’ al-husna, the world of the Divine Names, Divine Attributes.  

That is why those attributes, when they are given a form described in Jannah, it is said 

that they are lit by the light of the Nūri Mohammed, the light of the Prophet Mohammed 

(sal), the beauty of Mohammed al-Mustafa, the mediator between the visible and the 

invisible world, the seen and the unseen world.  

 

So you have the ‘ālam al-muluq, the world of matter, and you have ‘ālam al-malakut, but 

there is a relationship between them.  The beauty you see in the world of matter becomes 

translated into the world of the malakut.  Everything you carry within you of beauty and 

goodness, of truth and reality and knowledge, and the more subtly you understand it, 

these are the bricks upon which, they say, your home in Jannah is built.  You can take it 

literally or you can understand that you are uplifted to a higher and higher state.  But we 

have to control the different worlds within our worlds.  Just like we have all these systems 

within us—the reproductive system, the respiratory system, the digestive system—they 

all have to be in some kind of consonance or control.  This world is the world of the five 

senses.   
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Then we have the latā’if. The world of the five senses is called the ‘ālam al-nasūt.  But 

that world, mixed with the world of subtleties (‘ālam al-malakut) gives you pure vision in 

this world.  The opportunity for the Sufi, for the Muslim is to see beyond this world by 

seeing through the subtleties, the latā’if, and using the five senses.  You can see the ‘ālam 

al-shahadat (world of witnessing). You have the world of affirming what you are saying. 

 Then there is the affirmation, ash-hadu an lā ‘ilaha... you are witnessing it. All these 

worlds are contained within the human being.  This is what the angels didn’t understand 

that Allah created a being out of His Imagination, in the image of Himself.  Now we have 

the second meaning of that. It means some of the capability of the Divine to imagine, He 

gives to us.  

 

He creates in this human being the ability to also imagine, to create, to construct, to 

discover things in the laboratory, in poetry, in everything in life.  He creates an image of 

Himself also in the sense of a slight reflection of that capability. Out of His Imagination, 

an image is created.  We are made in the image of Allah, a slight reflection.  All these 

worlds are (crashed) into the human being, and they are operating and operating, just like 

the systems in the human being are operating and operating.  We have voluntary and 

involuntary mechanisms in the body. You cannot voluntarily stop your heart or turn off 

your brain for a while.  These systems are operating and operating.  But you can identify 

them, and you can reflect upon them.  You can utilize them at higher and higher levels 

through the practices.  That’s called the ‘ālam al saghir.   

 

It is like the moment when the universes were created out of one atom that weighed more 

than anything can imagine.  Boom, all the universes were created. One atom is so heavy, 

it blows apart and creates all the universes, and the universes are still expanding from that 

moment of creation.  This is it: the Big Bang.  Does it mean you are not religious because 



Shaykh Ahmed Abdur Rashid                                                                         www.circlegroup.org 

 
 13 

you believe in the Big Bang?  No, of course it’s religious. It’s spiritual. It’s the truth.  

Allah creates: boom.  The universes are expanding. Everything that we know, that has 

ever been created was contained in that atom the moment it was created. Call it atom or 

unit. Uni means one. Out of that oneness, everything was created and is still being 

created.  The analogy, the metaphor is the human being contains all these worlds.  We 

contain all these worlds inside ourselves, and we are walking around… stupid, there’s no 

other word for it.  We get a little glimpse of this or that, and we institutionalize those 

things and turn them into religious formalism, or practices that represent something to us; 

but we have forgotten, eons ago, what they represent.   

 

It’s all within us—everything in this practice, everything in Tasawwuf.  I’m talking about 

the Tasawwuf of the Sufis. There are those who belong to Tariqah, but are fiqh [fixed].  

There’s nothing wrong with fiqh, that’s not my point.  Are you going to fixate on fiqh, or 

are you going to fixate on seeing the worlds that are within you?  That’s why it’s 

experiential.  This world, the ‘ālam al saghir, contains everything within its latent form. 

It’s latent within the human being, so the human being is creative.  Do this, do that, eat a 

little fruit. I need someone, so Hawa was created.  Skipping and dancing in the Eden, the 

world between two worlds.  All of a sudden, everything has to become expressed.  Now 

the journey is to return, not to latency, but to awareness.  

 

Those are the worlds.  Now when you hear ‘ālam al-amr and ‘ālam al-khalq, you know 

there are other worlds, but the ‘ālam al-amr contains all the worlds of command, and the 

‘ālam al-khalq contains everything that is created by Allah.  Inside everything that is 

created, there are worlds within worlds.   


