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Whatever holy scripture says of Christ,
all that is also true of every good and divine human.2

Meister Eckhart

The sages are the heirs of the prophets…
(al-ʿulamāʾ warathatu’l-anbiyāʾ).3

The Prophet Muḥammad

Few contemporary Christian or Muslim scholars have taken 
note of the special role that Jesus (ʿĪsā in Arabic) plays in the 
Quran, Ḥadīth, Sufism, and in the lives of certain Muslim saints 
or friends of God (awliyāʾ Allāh) throughout history.4 We read 

1. Special thanks are due to Adam Vogtman and Rand Abbas who read 
this article and provided many helpful editorial comments and suggestions. 

2. Slightly revised translation based on Meister Eckhart, The Essential Ser-
mons, Commentaries, Treatises and Defense, ed. and trans. Bernard McGinn 
and Edmund Colledge (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), p. 78.

3. Jāmiʿ al-Tirmidhī, Kitāb al-ʿilm, ḥadīth 38.ʿUlamāʾ (pl. of ʿālim) 
in Arabic is generally translated as ‘scholars,’ but this tends to limit its 
meaning and application. A more literal translation is ‘knowers’ or ‘those 
with knowledge’ or ʿilm, which Ibn ʿArabī associates with the Divine Name 
al-ʿAlīm, ‘the All-Knowing’ or ‘Omniscient.’ However, it seems to us that 
the ḥadīth in question denotes those with wisdom more than knowledge, 
especially given the current usage of the latter term. We might recall that 
Ibn ʿArabī’s first teacher, Abū’l-ʿAbbās ʿUryabī, was unlettered like the 
Prophet himself. It is thus misleading to translate ʿulamāʾ as ‘scholars,’ 
especially those who rely on the written word and transmitted knowledge 
alone. See also, Michel Chodkiewicz, Seal of the Saints: Prophethood and 
Sainthood in the Doctrine of Ibn ʿArabī, trans. Liadain Sherrard (Cambridge: 
The Islamic Texts Society, 1993), p. 51.

4. For a fine summary on Jesus in the Islamic tradition as a whole, see 
Neal Robinson’s Christ in Islam and Christianity (Albany, NY: State University 
of New York Press, 1991). 
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in the Quran: ‘…Verily the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was 
only a messenger of God, and His Word, that He committed to 
Mary, and a Spirit from Him…’ (4: 171).5 The Arabic revelation 
also states: ‘…O Mary, truly God gives thee glad tidings of a 
Word from Him, whose name is the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, 
high honored in this world and the hereafter, and one of those 
brought nigh [unto God]’ (3: 45). While Jesus is envisaged 
primarily as a prophet (nabī) and messenger (rasūl) of God 
in Islam and not a Divine incarnation, it is highly significant 
that the Quran refers to Jesus as ‘Word of God’ (kalimat Allāh), 
‘Spirit of God’ (rūḥ Allāh), and the ‘Messiah’ (al-Masīḥ). Jesus as 
the Word or Logos in Christian theology is roughly analogous 
to the status of the Quran among Muslims, while the Virgin 
Mary (Maryam al-Batūl) and Muḥammad the unlettered 
Prophet (al-nabī al-ummī) are both believed to have received 
their respective revelations from the Angel Gabriel. Therefore, 
in Islam the Quran itself is the closest phenomenon to Jesus – 
each being the central theophany and a unique manifestation 
of the uncreated Logos for particular communities. Jesus is also 
regarded as an objective manifestation of the Divine Spirit or 
Breath that according to Muslim belief God blew into Adam, 
Eve, and all of humanity. From a microcosmic perspective, the 
Spirit (al-rūḥ) is the seat of consciousness and life that remains 
connected to the Divine in the heart like a ray of light from the 
Sun, which is why some Sufis have spoken of the ‘Jesus of one’s 
being.’6 He is also regarded as the Messiah (al-Masīḥ) in the 

5. The Quranic translations throughout this article, unless otherwise 
noted, are based on HarperCollins Study Qur’ān, ed. and trans. Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr (San Francisco: HarperOne, forthcoming 2015).

6. According to Tarif Khalidi, ‘[Abū Ḥāmid] Ghazzālī had a particular 
and pronounced interest in Jesus, whom he designated “prophet of the 
heart,” enshrining him as one of the central figures of Sufi spirituality.’ In 
The Muslim Jesus (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), p. 164. 
Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī states in his Dīwān-i Shams: ‘Only when the “Jesus of the 
soul” turns away from the world may one soar in spiritual flight beyond the 
azure vault of the skies.’ In Javad Nurbakhsh, Jesus in the Eyes of the Sufis, 
trans. Terry Graham, Leonard Lewisohn, and Hamid Mashkuri (London: 
Khaniqahi Nimatullahi Publications, 1992), p. 56. See also, Henry Corbin, 
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Quran and most Muslims expect his second coming or parousia 
after the appearance of the Mahdī.7 It is from this standpoint 
that Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ʿArabī envisaged Jesus as the ‘Universal 
Seal of Sanctity’ (khātam al-walāya), a designation that places 
him as one of the central figures in the Shaykh’s hagiology as 
the last among the solitary saints (afrād).8

The Quran also recalls the preeminent status of the Virgin 
Mary: ‘… O Mary, truly God has chosen thee and purified thee, 
and has chosen thee above the women of the worlds’ (3: 42). In 
sūrat Maryam or the Chapter of Mary we read,

She [Mary] said: ‘How should I have a boy when no man has 
touched me, nor have I been unchaste?’ He [the Angel Gabriel] 
said, ‘Thus has thy Lord decreed, “It is easy for Me. And [it is thus] 
that We might make him a sign unto humanity, and a mercy from 
Us.” And it is a matter decreed.’ (19: 20–1)

While the Virgin Birth is maintained in the Quran, the Ḥadīth 
also support the Immaculate Conception. According to the 
Prophet Muḥammad, ‘Hardly a single descendant of Adam is 
born without Satan touching him at the moment of his birth…
The only exceptions are Mary and her son.’9 The Prophet of 
Islam is also reported to have said,

If anyone testifies that there is no god but the One God who has 
no associates; that Muḥammad is His servant and His messenger; 
that Jesus is God’s servant and messenger, His Word addressed to 
Mary and a Spirit from God; that Paradise really exists and that 

‘The Seven Prophets of Your Being,’ The Man of Light in Iranian Sufism, 
trans. Nancy Pearson (New Lebanon, NY: Omega Publications, 1994), 
pp. 121–31.

7. On the Mahdī, see Zachary Markwith, ‘The Eliatic Function in the 
Islamic Tradition: Khiḍr and the Mahdī,’ Sacred Web 25 (June 2010), 
pp. 47–74.

8. On Jesus as the Universal Seal of Sanctity, see Chodkiewicz, ‘The 
Three Seals,’ Seal of the Saints, pp. 116–27.

9. Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, Kitāb aḥādīth al-anbiyāʾ, ḥadīth 102. The Sayings 
of Muhammad, trans. Neal Robinson (Hopewell, NJ: The Ecco Press, 1991), 
p. 35. 
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Hell really exists, God will cause him to enter Paradise regardless 
of his actions.10

While there are stark differences between Islam and Chris-
tianity, such as their theologies, doctrines of salvation, and 
understanding of the Crucifixion, Jesus has an esteemed and 
pivotal position among Muslims as a prototypical mystic and 
ascetic connected to the Abrahamic worldview of the Quran 
and the Prophet of Islam. As a result, a number of the friends of 
God throughout Islamic history have manifested an unmistak-
able resemblance to Jesus, including those surveyed below.

CHrISTIC SAnCTITy ACCOrDInG TO IBn ʿArABĪ

Some of the clearest proofs of the influence of Jesus and the 
presence of Christic sanctity in the Islamic tradition are found 
in the life and writings of Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240). It 
is beyond the scope of this article to discuss all of the diverse 
views and the significance of Jesus in the writings of the Shaykh, 
which include a penetrating Quranic-based Christology in 
his Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam (The Ringstones of Wisdom), and references 
to Jesus as the ‘Universal Seal of Sanctity’ in his encyclopedic 
al-Fuṭūhāt al-Makkiyya (The Meccan Openings).11 Our intended 
purpose here is to examine the references to Jesus in the writings 
of Ibn ʿArabī that help to define a theoretical framework for the 
manifestation of Christic sanctity in the lives of certain Muslim 
saints, and Imam Ḥusayn and Manṣūr Ḥallāj in particular.12

10. Ibid. ḥadīth 106. Ibid.  
11. The Ringstones of Wisdom (Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam), trans. Caner K. Dagli 

(Chicago: Great Books of the Islamic World, 2004), pp. 157–75; Seal of the 
Saints, pp. 116–27.

12. Some might raise the objection that including Ḥusayn and Ḥallāj in 
this study is anachronistic by applying a doctrine expressed by a scholar 
in the 13th century to figures who lived hundreds of years before him. 
One must keep in mind that other central doctrines associated with Ibn 
ʿArabī and his school, such as the Unity of Being (waḥdat al-wujūd) and the 
Universal Human (al-insān al-kāmil), are essentially esoteric commentaries 
on the Islamic testimony of faith (shahāda), which were revealed during 
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In Ibn ʿArabī’s perspective, each saint or friend of God 
takes his or her station from a particular prophet, including, 
for example, Adam, Enoch, noah, Abraham, Moses, David, 
Jesus, and Muḥammad.13 In the writings of the Shaykh one 
finds references to Ibrāhīmī (Abraham-like), Mūsawī (Moses-
like), ʿĪsawī (Jesus-like or Christic), and of course Muḥammadī 
(Muḥammad-like or Muḥammadan) saints, who inherit their 
sanctity from a particular prophet through the intermediary of 
the Prophet of Islam.14 William Chittick writes concerning this 
doctrine,

In [Ibn ʿArabī’s] view, every age must have at least 124,000 friends 
of God, one heir for each prophet. The prophetic inheritances 
delineate the possible modes of authentic experience and cor-
rect knowledge of God, the universe, and the human soul. In 
other words, to attain true knowledge, one must know and act in 
accordance with a paradigm of human perfection embodied in a 
prophet. no one comes to know things as they are without these 
divinely appointed intermediaries.15

While the mark of a particular prophet is seen in the 
knowledge, station, qualities, and/or miracles that the saint 
displays, he or she follows the Law and spiritual path of Islam. 

the lifetime of the Prophet. We are not suggesting that Ibn ʿArabī’s writ-
ings or those of any sage fully exhaust the inner meaning of Divine Unity, 
prophecy or sanctity, but simply that they begin to illuminate and make 
explicit the doctrines and realities that were present before their appear-
ance in his writings.

13. It is important to note that Ibn ʿArabī’s hagiology is primarily based 
upon a saint’s nearness to God. An inheritance is thus bestowed through 
a Divine Name and concomitantly through a particular prophet via the 
Prophet of Islam. For the Shaykh, each created being is determined by 
a particular Divine Name that governs it. Claude Addas states, ‘…every 
being is the servant (ʿabd) of a Name which is its Lord (Rabb), and its 
knowledge of God will never go beyond the Name that governs it.’ In 
Quest for the Red Sulphur, trans. Peter Kingsley (Cambridge: Islamic Texts 
Society, 1993), p. 281. 

14. Seal of the Saints, pp. 77, 106, 170.
15. William Chittick, Ibn ʿArabi: Heir to the Prophets (Oxford: Oneworld 

Publications, 2005), p. 14.
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A Mūsawī friend of God may emphasize the Law, justice, or 
display a radiant countenance as did Moses, while the ʿĪsawī 
tends to accentuate the spiritual path of Islam or Sufism, mercy, 
and inwardness. The Muḥammadan saint generally combines in 
his or her teachings and presence an emphasis on both the Law 
or the outward (al-ẓāhir), and the spiritual path or the inward 
(al-bāṭin). Furthermore, for Ibn ʿArabī all 124,000 prophets are 
summarized by the Prophet of Islam – their Seal (khātam) – and 
the highest station of sanctity is Muḥammadan sanctity or a 
saint who takes his or her station from the Prophet. Therefore, 
ʿĪsawī saints in Sufism derive their sanctity from both Jesus and 
Muḥammad. Ibn ʿArabī writes in his al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya,

Sometimes, as death approaches, the prophet from whom the per-
son has inherited will be disclosed to him, for [as the Prophet 
said], ‘The possessors of knowledge are the heirs to the prophets.’ 
Hence as death approaches, he will see Jesus, Moses, Abraham, 
Muḥammad, or some other prophet. Some of them may pro-
nounce the name of the prophet from whom they have inherited 
in joy when he comes to them, for the messengers are all among 
the felicitous. While dying, such a person will say ‘Jesus,’ or he 
will call him ‘Messiah,’ as God Himself has done – this is what 
usually happens. Those present will hear the friend of God speak 
words of this sort and become suspicious, saying that at death he 
became a Christian and Islam was negated from him. Or he will 
name Moses or one of the Israelite prophets, and they will say 
that he became a Jew. But this person is one of the greatest posses-
sors of felicity in God’s eyes, for the common people never know 
this locus of witnessing, only the Folk of God, the possessors of 
unveilings.16

It is clear from the above passage that Sufis or other Muslims 
who take their sanctity from Jesus, Moses or another prophet do 
not leave the religion of Islam. We do not mean to imply that a 
Christian or Jew cannot attain sanctity through Christianity or 

16. William Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-ʿArabī and the Problem of 
Religious Diversity (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1994), 
p. 100. 
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Judaism, only that Ibn ʿArabī and other ʿĪsawī friends surveyed 
here reached this nearness to God through the spirituality of 
Islam, within which the prophets and luminaries of the Bible 
are also present and accessible.

Ibn ʿArabī states regarding Jesus, ‘He was my first teacher, the 
master through whom I returned to God…’.17 running parallel 
with and even initially preceding his study of Sufism in texts 
and with living teachers were his visions and dreams of the 
prophets and saints in the imaginal world (ʿālam al-khayāl).18 
The Shaykh also writes,

It was at his [Jesus’s] hands that I was converted [i.e. turned 
towards God and the spiritual path]; he prayed for me that I 
should persist in religion (dīn) in this low world and in the other, 
and he called me his beloved. He ordered me to practise renuncia-
tion (zuhd) and self-denial (tajrīd).19

As a result of the spiritual influence of Jesus, Ibn ʿArabī 
renounced the world, which included women for his first 
eighteen years of wayfaring. The Shaykh states of himself, ‘I am 
– without any doubt – the Seal of [Muḥammadan] Sainthood, 
in my capacity as heir to the Hāshimite [Muḥammad] and the 
Messiah.’20 While Ibn ʿArabī eventually realized that he was the 

17. Quest for the Red Sulphur, p. 39. 
18. Michel Chodkiewicz states, ‘…For Ibn ʿArabī, the most perfect 

illuminating knowledge first takes place in the sphere of intelligibles, of 
pure spirits free of matter and of form. It is in a second stage, and only 
then, that it “takes a body” in the ʿālam al-khayāl, and it is then that it 
takes on words and images that will allow its transmission to those who do 
not have access to this universe of pure light.’ In An Ocean Without Shore: 
Ibn Arabi, The Book, and the Law, trans. David Streight (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press, 1993), p. 83. See also, Henry Corbin Alone 
with the Alone: Creative Imagination in the Sūfism of Ibn ʿArabī, trans. Ralph 
Manheim (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998).

19. Quest for the Red Sulphur, p. 39.
20. On Ibn ʿArabī as the ‘Seal of Muḥammadan Sainthood,’ see M. 

Chodkiewicz, ‘The Three Seals,’ in Seal of the Saints, pp. 116–27. We 
should note that not every Sufi throughout history has agreed with Ibn 
ʿArabī on the question of the seals, but even those who disagreed with 
him often made use of his terminology and, to some extent, defined their 
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heir of the Prophet of Islam and all of the prophets, he entered 
the spiritual path as an ʿĪsawī or spiritual disciple of Jesus. 
Likewise, in several places Ibn ʿArabī identifies other friends of 
God as ʿĪsawī or those who ‘walk in the footsteps of Jesus’ (ʿalā 
qadam ʿĪsā), including the Shaykh’s first living master Abū’l-
ʿAbbās ʿUryabī, Bāyazīd Basṭāmī, and Manṣūr Ḥallāj.21 In Ibn 
ʿArabī’s poem the Tarjumān al-ashwāq (The Interpreter of Desires), 
he writes of the female saint niẓām, ‘Her speech restores to life, 
as tho’ she, in giving life thereby, were Jesus.’22 Other prominent 
Sufis who have been regarded as ʿĪsawī throughout Islamic 
history include ʿAyn al-Quḍāt Hamadānī, who was martyred 
as a heretic at the age of thirty-three, ʿUbayd Allāh Aḥrār, Siti 
Jenar from Java, and the Algerian Aḥmad ʿAlawī.23 returning to 
the particular qualities of Christic saints, Michel Chodkiewicz 
remarks:

The ʿĪsawī saint sees the best in all things. This is also true of 
Muḥammad, inasmuch as he is the sum of all the prophetic types 
and consequently integrates within himself the particular virtues 
of each: on passing by a decaying carcass, his companions said: 
‘How it stinks!’, but the Prophet said: ‘How white are its teeth!’ 
But in the case of the Muḥammad-type of saint, the universal 
compassion that results from this perception of the positive 
quality of created beings, of the beauty or perfection which is 
inherent in them, is not made nakedly manifest as in the case of 
the Christ-like saint. God is compassion; but He is also rigour, and 
the latter aspect may at times veil the former in the behaviour of 
the Prophet of Islam or of his heirs.24

own visions of sanctity in relation to his. 
21. Seal of the Saints, pp. 17, 75, 81; The Ringstones of Wisdom (Fuṣūṣ 

al-ḥikam), p. 164.
22. Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ʿArabī, The Interpreter of Desires (Tarjumān 

al-ashwāq), trans. Reynold A. Nicholson (London: Theosophical Publishing 
House Ltd., 1978), p. 49; see also pp. 51, 52, 56, 123.

23. Seal of the Saints, pp. 82–3.
24. Ibid. p. 80.
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One should note that there is precedence for this doctrine in 
the traditions of the Prophet of Islam regarding his family and 
close companions. We read in the important ḥadīth that bears 
repeating, ‘The sages are the heirs of the prophets.’25 In another 
saying of Muḥammad he asks his son-in-law ʿAlī, ‘Are you not 
pleased that your position in relation to me is that of Aaron in 
relation to Moses?’26 The Prophet also compared his companion 
Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī to Jesus because of his asceticism, veracity, 
and concern for the poor.27 What is clear from the writings of Ibn 
ʿArabī, and is alluded to in the Ḥadīth, is that certain friends of 
God inherit a mode of sanctity from a particular prophet. What 
is of particular relevance for this study and may illuminate a 
point of convergence between Islam and Christianity are those 
Muslim saints whose lives, sayings, and legacies bear traces of 
Christic sanctity. While it is impossible for us to document all 
of the ʿĪsawī saints throughout history, we have chosen two 
additional figures – Imam Ḥusayn and Manṣūr Ḥallāj – who 
closely resemble Jesus and who manifest a type of sanctity in 
the early centuries of Islam that was only written about and 
analyzed in detail later. Moreover, Ḥusayn and Ḥallāj also 
claimed to inherit their sanctity from the Prophet Muḥammad, 
which suggests that the great exemplars of Islamic spirituality 
– like Ibn ʿArabī himself – are intimately connected with both 
the Prophet and the Messiah.

ḤUSAyn IBn FāṭIMA

Ḥusayn ibn Fāṭima (d. 680), also known as Sayyid al-shuhadāʾ 
or ‘lord among the martyrs,’ is the son of Fāṭima and ʿAlī, the 
grandson of the Prophet, and the third Shīʿī Imam.28 His body 

25. Tirmidhī, Kitāb al-ʿilm, ḥadīth 38. 
26. Bukhārī, Kitāb faḍāʾil aṣḥāb al-nabī, ḥadīth 57. The Sayings of 

Muhammad, p. 38. 
27. Ibid. p. 38. 
28. We are aware that the nasab in Arabic is patronymic, but given the 

connection between Ḥusayn and Jesus on the one hand and Fāṭima and 
Mary on the other, we felt it appropriate to acknowledge the mother of 
the Imam. It is through her that Ḥusayn is a descendant of the Prophet. 
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is buried in Karbalāʾ in present-day Iraq, while his head rests at 
the center of Cairo in Egypt. Imam Ḥusayn is honored, revered, 
and mourned by Shīʿa and many Sunnis across the Muslim 
world, despite their differences. The grandson of the Prophet 
is also remembered by classical and contemporary Sufis (who 
are either Sunni or Shīʿī) and often regarded as an early Pole 
(quṭb).29 Jalāl al-Dīn rūmī writes in his Kulliyāt-i Shams,

In the fire of its yearning, my heart keeps up its cries,
Hoping that a welcoming call will come to it from 

the direction of union
My heart is Ḥusayn and separation yazīd – 
My heart has been martyred two hundred times
In the desert of torment and affliction (karb-o-

balā)…30

Annemarie Schimmel cites the words by ʿAṭṭār, ‘Be either a 
Ḥusayn or a Manṣūr,’ and goes on to write:

That is, Ḥusayn b. Manṣūr al-Ḥallāj, the arch-martyr of mystical 
Islam, who was cruelly executed in Baghdad in 922. He, like his 
namesake Ḥusayn b. ʿAlī, becomes a model for the Sufi; he is the 
suffering lover, and in quite a number of Sufi poems his name 
appears alongside that of Ḥusayn: both were enamoured by God, 
both sacrificed themselves on the Path of divine love, both are 
therefore the ideal lovers of God whom the pious should strive to 
emulate.31

Moreover, Jesus is known as ʿĪsā ibn Maryam or ‘Jesus son of Mary’ in the 
Quran because he was without a father. Ḥusayn’s father ʿAlī is held in the 
highest regard by Muslims, but we survey the lives and spiritual functions 
of Ḥusayn and Fāṭima below. 

29. Zachary Markwith, ‘The Imam and the Quṭb: the Axis Mundi in 
Shīʿism and Sufism,’ Jāvīdān Khirad 1, no. 2 (Spring 2009), 25–65.

30. William C. Chittick, ‘Rūmī’s view of the Imam Ḥusayn,’ Al-Serat: A 
Journal of Islamic Studies XII (Spring and Autumn 1986), 11. 

31. Annemarie Schimmel, ‘Karbala and the Imam Husayn in Persian 
and Indo-Muslim literature,’ Al-Serat XII, 31. M.A. Amir-Moezzi goes so 
far as to claim: ‘As far as al-Ḥusayn’s case is concerned, to our knowledge 
none of his successors interpreted his presence in Karbalāʾ as being a 
‘political’ act aimed at upsetting the powers that be. According to his own 
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While one cannot exclusively interpret Ḥusayn’s life and 
teachings in light of Sufism, Sunni and Shīʿī Sufis remember 
the Imam as a proto-Sufi or gnostic (ʿārif) who – along with 
the Prophet, his immediate family, and certain companions 
– transmitted what became known as Sufism or ʿirfān to later 
generations. Below we survey Ḥusayn’s legacy as it relates to the 
inner dimensions of both Sunni and Shīʿī Islam.

To better appreciate the resemblance between the Imam and 
the Messiah, it is helpful to begin with Fāṭima the mother of 
Ḥusayn. According to the Prophet’s wife ʿāʾisha, ‘I have never 
come across a greater personality than that of Fāṭima except that 
of her father, the Prophet.’32 Fāṭima (d. 633) has frequently been 
likened to the Virgin, both of whom are seen as the most saintly 
women in Islam, along with the Prophet’s first wife Khadīja 
and āsiya, the wife of Pharaoh. Like Mary, Fāṭima was given 
the epithet ‘the Virgin’ or al-Batūl in Arabic, which remained 
after her marriage to ʿAlī because of her spiritual purity and 
luminosity.33 Following the hagiology of Ibn ʿArabī, it is thus 
fitting to describe Fāṭima as the first Maryamī or Marian saint 
in Islam.34

successors, the act of the Imam was of a friend of God (walī) fulfilling his 
destiny according to the will of the Beloved (mawlā).’ In The Divine Guide 
in Early Shiʿism, trans. David Streight (Albany: NY: State University of New 
York Press, 1994), p. 66.

32. Robert Frager, The Wisdom of Islam (Hauppauge, NY: Barron’s 
Educational Series, 2002), p. 117. 

33. Camille Adams Helminski observes, ‘It is interesting to note that 
one of the most important appearances of the Virgin Mary in recent 
times is “Our Lady of Fatima.” Mary appeared to three young children in 
Portugal in 1917, near the small village of Fatima, named after the Prophet 
Muḥammad’s daughter, and was subsequently witnessed there by tens 
of thousands of people. Since that event, numerous Christians worldwide 
address the Virgin Mary in prayer as “Our Lady of Fatima”…’. In Women of 
Sufism (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 2003), p. 9.

34. According to the Quran, the prophet Zachariah followed the way 
of Mary during her own life and is thus the first Marian or Maryamī saint, 
while of course also being a prophet. Fāṭima may be regarded as the first 
Maryamī saint after the descent of the Quran to the Prophet of Islam, 
while the Prophet Muḥammad’s own sanctity contains all of the modalities 
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Both Fāṭima in Islam and Mary in Christianity suffered the 
loss of their sons, in the case of Fāṭima her three sons: Ḥasan, 
Ḥusayn, and Muḥsin. When Shīʿa recall, imagine, and reenact 
the tragedy of Karbalāʾ they frequently remember and offer 
prayers of sympathy for the mother of the Imams. James Bill 
and John Williams observe ‘Suffering is a central element in 
the comparative study of Mary and Fāṭimah. Whereas Mary 
suffered at the foot of the cross upon which her son was 
crucified, Fāṭimah’s image is bracketed by the traumatic deaths 
of her father, her husband, and her son[s].’35

Fāṭima is venerated across the Muslim world as al-Zahrāʾ or 
‘the resplendent,’ al-ṭāhira or ‘the Pure,’ al-Muḥadditha or 
‘the One spoken to by angels,’ and Umm Abī-hā or ‘Mother 
of her father’ because she cared for the Prophet after the death 
of her mother Khadīja. Samuel Zinner observes, ‘Muḥammad 
and ʿAlī are the two lights [of prophecy and sanctity], of which 
Fāṭima is the confluence.’36 If the cycle of prophecy was closed 
with the death of the Prophet Muḥammad, the cycle of sanc-
tity in Islam was opened by him and continues through his 
enduring light as it manifests through Fāṭima, ʿAlī and their 
descendants, both biological and spiritual.37 In a manner simi-
lar to the Virgin Mary, Fāṭima is often seen as a manifestation 

of sanctity attributed to the pre-Islamic prophets, including the Virgin. It 
would, however, be somewhat misleading to suggest that he was an ʿ Īsawī 
or Maryamī to the exclusion of other modes of sanctity and the universal 
reality of sanctity which, at least for Muslims, he defines and embodies 
most perfectly.

35. James A. Bill and John Alden Williams, Roman Catholics and Shiʿi 
Muslims: Prayer, Passion, and Politics (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 2002), p. 53.

36. Samuel Zinner, Christianity and Islam: Essays on Ontology and 
Archetype (London: The Matheson Trust, 2010), p. 261.

37. S.H. Nasr observes, ‘According to the famous Ḥadīth-i kisāʾ (the 
tradition of the garment) the Prophet called Fāṭimah along with ʿAlī, 
Ḥasan, and Ḥusayn and placed a cloak upon them in such a manner that 
it covered them. The cloak symbolizes the transmission of the universal 
walāyah of the Prophet in the form of partial walāyah (walāyat-i fāṭimiyyah) 
to Fāṭimah and through her to the Imams who were her descendants.’ In 
Sufi Essays (Chicago, IL: ABC International Group, 1999), p. 109.
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of Divine wisdom or sophia (ḥikma).38 The contemporary Ira-
nian philosopher Ḥasanzādeh āmulī penned his own chapter 
the ‘ringstone of the Wisdom of Inerrancy (ʿiṣmatiyya) in the 
Word of Fāṭima’ as an addendum to his commentary on Ibn 
ʿArabī’s Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam.39 In Twelver Shīʿism, Fāṭima is regarded, 
together with the Prophet and the Twelve Imams, as one of the 
Fourteen Infallibles (maʿṣūmūn). It is by virtue of their inher-
ent inerrancy or infallibility (ʿiṣma) that these fourteen are per-
ceived as embodiments or reflections of divine guidance and 
light for the faithful. āmulī is consciously connecting this Shīʿī 
doctrine – and Fāṭima al-Zahrāʾ in particular – to Akbarī gnosis 
and the Fuṣūṣ. In many ways, inerrancy as a privileged quality 
of the Prophet and his family in Shīʿism parallels the station of 
spiritual poverty (faqr) among the Sufis, as well as Ibn ʿArabī’s 
vision of the non-existence (ʿadam) of all of creation before the 
being or existence (wujūd) of God.

If Mary is sometimes regarded as the ‘Mother of prophecy’ 
(Umm al-nubuwwa) or the ‘prophets’ (al-anbiyāʾ), Fāṭima can be 
envisaged as the ‘Mother of sanctity’ (Umm al-walāya) or the 
‘saints’ (al-awliyāʾ). In addition to the Imams who descend 
from her, most Sufi orders – Sunni and Shīʿī alike – trace their 
lineages back to the Prophet and ʿAlī through her sons Ḥasan 
and Ḥusayn, including the Qādiriyya order Ibn ʿArabī took 
initiations from.40 Some Sufis even regard Fāṭima as the first 
Pole (quṭb) of Islamic spirituality after the Prophet himself. 
Without explicitly referring to Fāṭima in this regard, Ibn ʿArabī 
writes in the Futūḥāt, ‘Men and women have their share in 

38. Henry Corbin, Spiritual Body and Celestial Earth, trans. Nancy 
Pearson (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977), p. 64. 

39. Ḥ. Ḥasanzādeh Āmulī, ‘Faṣṣ ḥikma ʿiṣmatiyya fī kalima Fāṭimiyya,’ 
Mumid al-himam dar sharḥ-i Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam (Tehran, 2005), pp. 641–60. 

40. It is also possible to use the term ‘Mother of benevolence or virtue’ 
(Umm al-iḥsān) for Fāṭima. Iḥsān, one of the earliest terms used for Sufism, 
has the same Arabic root (ḥ-s-n) as the names of her three sons, Ḥasan, 
Ḥusayn, and Muḥsin. Moreover, Fāṭima is often regarded as the most 
virtuous person in Islam after the Prophet. In Arabic, umm or ‘mother’ also 
means ‘source’ or ‘archetype,’ as in Umm al-Kitāb or ‘Mother of the Book.’
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every level, including the function of the Pole.’41 According to 
Bill and Williams,

Both Fāṭimah and the Virgin Mary stand as female members 
of a central holy family; both are considered immaculate and 
impeccable; both are extensions of their fathers and sons; both 
are mothers of sorrows. Whereas Mary links her son Jesus with 
the human race, Fāṭimah is linked in the minds of Shīʿī believers 
with her father Muḥammad, her husband ʿAlī, and her sons 
Ḥasan and Ḥusayn. In Shīʿī legend, the figures of Mary and 
Fāṭimah and Jesus and Ḥusayn become curiously intertwined. 
Fāṭimah is sometimes referred to by Shīʿīs as al-Maryam al-kubrā 
(the Greater Mary), and Jesus is thought of as ‘in some sense, the 
brother of Ḥusayn.’42

Turning to Ḥusayn, his martyrdom is seen as a tragic, yet 
providential act to awaken and revive the hearts of Muslims 
amidst the rise of worldliness and empire. Initially one of 
the Prophet Muḥammad’s chief adversaries was the Meccan 
aristocrat Abū Sufyān, who formally accepted Islam in the year 
630 when Mecca was captured by the Prophet and his army. 
Abū Sufyān’s son Muʿāwiya would later fight ʿAlī in 657 for 
the Caliphate, which Muʿāwiya eventually gained after the 
martyrdom of ʿAlī in 661. Muʿāwiya then promised to hand 
over the Caliphate to ʿAlī’s first son Ḥasan, but instead gave it 
to his own son yazīd. Interestingly, the grandson of Abū Sufyān 
and the son of Muʿāwiya – yazīd – would become the central 
antagonist responsible for the tragedy at Karbalāʾ.

While Sunnis believe that Abū Sufyān and Muʿāwiya died as 
Muslims, yazīd’s status is often questioned. In Shīʿism, yazīd is 
remembered as a tyrant who feigned piety and can be likened to 

41. Claude Addas, Quest for the Red Sulphur, p. 87. It is worth noting 
that the Shaykh had at least two spiritual teachers who were women: 
Fāṭima bint al-Muthannā and Shams Umm al-fuqarāʾ. Ibid. pp. 87–8. If 
Ibn ʿArabī held this belief about women with regard to the function of the 
Pole, it seems to us he would have regarded those Muḥammad named as 
the most eminent – Āsiya, Mary, Khadīja, and Fāṭima – as among those 
‘who have their share in every level, including the function of the Pole.’

42. Roman Catholics and Shiʿi Muslims, p. 53.
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Pontius Pilate who asks Jesus in the Gospel, ‘Art thou the King of 
the Jews?’ (John 18: 33). In other words, ‘Are you a threat to my 
power?’ In the Gospel of John, Jesus replies, ‘Thou sayest that I 
am a king. To this end was I born, and for this cause came I into 
the world, that I should bear witness unto the Truth. Every one 
that is of the truth heareth my voice.’ To which Pilate replied, 
‘What is truth?’ (John 18: 37–8). In a similar manner, yazīd 
was threatened by Ḥusayn and demanded that the grandson 
of the Prophet swear allegiance to him. Ḥusayn’s subsequent 
resistance and martyrdom is seen as an act of submission to 
the Truth. yazīd is remembered by Shīʿa as a corrupt leader, 
prone to concupiscence and vice, who came to power because 
of nepotism and political ambition. yazīd and his army can 
also be interpreted symbolically as the lower self or nafs in all 
humans, which the Spirit or Intellect – outwardly represented 
by the Imam – must battle in the greater jihād (al-jihād al-akbar). 
In the words of Jalāl al-Dīn rūmī,

religion is your Ḥusayn,
While desires and hopes are pigs and dogs – 
yet you kill the first through thirst and feed these two.
How can you keep on cursing the wicked yazīd and Shimr?
you are a Shimr and a yazīd for your own Ḥusayn.43

In Shīʿī traditions, Ḥusayn is seen as possessing knowledge of 
the events to come at Karbalāʾ, yet accepts his fate and the will 
of heaven because according to the Quran passively accepting 
injustice is a greater fault than actively committing acts of 
injustice (2: 191).44 He could not swear allegiance and acquiesce 
to the illegitimate rule of yazīd when he felt the weight of 
responsibility before God and the Prophet to live according to 
the Quran, Sunna, and the principles of truth and justice. Thus 

43. ‘Rūmī’s view of the Imam Ḥusayn,’ Al-Serat XII, p. 5. Shimr was the 
commander of the army of Yazīd who personally beheaded the Imam, 
killed most of his male relatives and companions, and forced the bound 
survivors, mostly women and children, to cross the desert from Iraq to 
Syria on foot. 

44. ʿAllāma Ṭabāṭabāʾī, Shiʿite Islam, trans. S.H. Nasr (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press, 1977), pp. 197–8.
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the stage was set for a confrontation whose consequences still 
reverberate to this day. ʿAllāma ṭabāṭabāʾī, who helped revive 
the study of Ibn ʿArabī’s treatises in Iran, summarizes the events 
at Karbalāʾ as follows:

On the tenth day of Muḥarram of the year 61/680 the Imam 
lined up before the enemy with his small band of followers, less 
than ninety persons consisting of forty of his companions, thirty 
some members of the army of the enemy that joined him during 
the night and day of war, and his Hāshimite family of children, 
brothers, nephews, nieces, and cousins. That day they all fought 
from morning until their final breath, and the Imam, the young 
Hāshimites and the companions were all martyred. Among those 
killed were two children of Imam Ḥasan, who were only thirteen 
and eleven years old; and a five-year-old child and a suckling baby 
of Imam Ḥusayn.

The army of the enemy, after ending the war, plundered the 
ḥaram of the Imam and burned his tents. They decapitated the 
bodies of the martyrs, denuded them and threw them to the 
ground without burial. Then they moved the members of the 
ḥaram, all of whom were helpless women and girls, along with 
the heads of the martyrs, to Kūfa. Among the prisoners there were 
three male members: a twenty-two year-old son of Imam Ḥusayn 
who was very ill and unable to move, namely ʿAlī ibn Ḥusayn, 
the fourth Imam; his four-year-old son, Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī, who 
became the fifth Imam; and finally Ḥasan Muthannā, the son of 
the second Imam who was also the son-in-law of Imam Ḥusayn 
and who, having been wounded during the war, lay among the 
dead. They found him near death and through the intercession of 
one of the generals did not cut off his head. rather, they took him 
with the prisoners to Kūfa and from there to Damascus before 
yazīd.45

The historical circumstances leading up to ʿāshūrāʾ (the 
tenth day of the first Islamic month Muḥarram) have also been 
meticulously documented in S.M.H. Jafri’s study The Origins and 
Early Development of Shiʿa Islam, where he demonstrates that 
Ḥusayn accepted his fate to awaken the Muslim community 

45. Ibid. pp. 199–200.
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during the decadent Umayyad period. Concerning Ḥusayn, 
Jafri writes,

He realized that mere force of arms would not have saved Islamic 
action and consciousness. To him it needed a shaking and jolting 
of hearts and feelings. This, he decided could only be achieved 
through sacrifice and suffering. This should not be difficult to 
understand, especially for those who fully appreciate the heroic 
deeds and sacrifices of, for example, Socrates and Joan of Arc, 
both of whom embraced death for their ideals, and above all of 
the great sacrifice of Jesus Christ for the redemptive suffering of 
mankind.46

regarding the martyrs the Quran states, ‘And deem not 
those slain in the way of God to be dead. rather, they are alive 
with their Lord, provided for...’ (3: 169). The living memory of 
Karbalāʾ is etched in the hearts and minds of Shīʿa and many 
Sunnis. The events at Karbalāʾ were first narrated by the sister 
of Ḥusayn – Zaynab – in the very court of yazīd, where she 
courageously confronted the Caliph for the massacre that was 
carried out against her brother and family in yazīd’s name. 
The Prophet of Islam, the grandfather of Zaynab in fact said, 
‘The best jihād is to speak a true word to a tyrannical ruler.’47 In 
Zaynab’s own words: ‘you have truly committed a great wrong. 
Beyond the heavens are nigh splitting asunder, the earth nearly 
split open, and the mountains collapse…Do you then marvel 
that the heavens have rained blood?’48

During the month of Muḥarram the events at Karbalāʾ are 
dramatically retold by preachers, remembered by the faithful in 
processions, and reenacted in passion plays (taʿziya) by actors, all 
of which have remarkable parallels in Christianity. The month of 
Muḥarram, culminating on the tenth day of ʿāshūrāʾ, is one of 

46. S.H.M. Jafri, The Origins and Early Development of Shiʿa Islam (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 203–4.

47. Abī Dāwūd, Kitāb al-malāḥim, ḥadīth 54. The Sayings of Muhammad, 
p. 61. 

48. Mahmoud Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islām: A Study of the Devo-
tional Aspects of ʿĀshūrāʾ in Twelver Shīʿism (The Hague, The Netherlands: 
Mouton Publishers, 1978), pp. 130–1.
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the most widely observed days for Shīʿa on the Islamic calendar 
and comparable to Good Friday and Easter among Christians. 
Millions of Iraqis and others from all walks of life make a yearly 
visitation (ziyāra) to the tomb of Ḥusayn at Karbalāʾ, including 
amidst the recent violence and political tension. While primarily 
going for spiritual nourishment or baraka, this communal 
gathering is also a form of nonviolent resistance among those 
who refuse to capitulate to fear in honor of the memory of their 
beloved Imam. Through their mourning, remembrance, and 
devotion, pious Shīʿa participate inwardly in the martyrdom 
of Ḥusayn, which is seen as a meta-historical event on trans-
national ground. According to the famous saying, ‘Every day 
is ʿāshūrāʾ; every land is Karbalāʾ.’ Ḥusayn’s martyrdom at 
Karbalāʾ is an eternal moment in time and space that reveals the 
nature of truth and falsehood, justice and injustice, and light 
and darkness in the daily lives of all Shīʿa. While the idea of 
redemptive suffering is somewhat foreign to Islam, the Shīʿī is 
strengthened in his or her faith by remembering the sacrifice, 
character, and mission of the pure and holy martyr.

While Islamic theologians are generally opposed to the 
exclusive localization of the Divine reality, emphasizing both 
the transcendence and immanence of God, the Imam – like the 
prophets before him – can be seen as the Universal or Perfect 
Human (al-insān al-kāmil) harmoniously reflecting the names 
and Attributes of the Divine here on earth. If in Christianity 
God is anthropomorphic, in Islam – especially Shīʿism and 
Sufism – human beings are theomorphic. Moreover, the light 
of the Imam is primarily seen as a continuation of the light 
of the Prophet Muḥammad (al-nūr al-muḥammadī), which finds 
its origin in the Light of lights (Nūr al-anwār) to use the Ishrāqī 
language of Shihāb al-Dīn Suhrawardī. Therefore, Fāṭima, 
Ḥusayn and the other Imams do not eclipse the spiritual sun of 
the Prophet but rather reflect it as does the moon in the night 
that follows the cycle of prophecy.

The Prophet and his immediate family are seen in what might 
be called Akbarī terms in certain early Shīʿī and Sufi texts. In 
his Early Islamic Mysticism Michael Sells translates passages 
from Sahl al-Tustarī’s Sufi commentary of the Quran which 
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he attributes to Imam Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq. The author, most likely 
writing from oral traditions or under the assumed inspiration 
of the Imam, interprets the verse ‘Adam received from his Lord 
the names’ (2: 31) to mean:

Before any of His creation existed, God was. He created five 
creatures from the light of His glory, and attributed to each one 
of them one of His names. As the Glorified (al-Maḥmūd), he called 
his Prophet Muḥammad [which also means ‘the praised’ or ‘the 
deserving-of-praise’]. Being the Sublime (al-ʿAlī) He called the 
Amir of believers ʿAlī. Being the Creator (al-Fāṭir) of the heavens 
and earth, He fashioned the name Fāṭimah. Because He had 
names that were called [in the Quran] the most beautiful (ḥusnā), 
He fashioned two names [from the same Arabic root] for Ḥasan 
and Ḥusayn. Then He placed them to the right of the throne.49

The above passage is similar to another saying of Imam 
al-Ṣādiq, who is both the sixth Imam in Shīʿism and an early 
Pole in many Sufi orders, ‘We are the names of God.’50 Sayings 
such as these are interpreted in a variety of ways by Shīʿa who 
tend to limit their application to the Imams, except the gnostics 
among them who see the prophets and Imams as prototypes 
of human perfection. Likewise, the Sufis extend the meaning 
of ‘We’ to include the prophets, Imams, friends of God, and 
ultimately all of creation. 

Some gnostic Shīʿa have also spoken of the ‘Imam of one’s 
being.’51 Here the Imam is envisaged as the personification 
of the Intellect (ʿaql) or eye of the heart (ʿayn al-qalb), which 
is the subjective ‘Imam’ of the believer. The idea of ‘Imam of 
one’s being’ closely corresponds to the image of Jesus held in 
Orthodox Christianity, as well as in certain mystical currents 
of Catholicism and Protestantism where Christ prays to the 
Father in the heart of the deified Christian. Ḥusayn and the 

49. Michael Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 
1996), pp. 77–8.

50. ʿAllāma Ṭabāṭabāʾī, Kernel of the Kernel (Lubb al-Lubāb), ed. Sayyid 
Ḥusayni Tihrānī, trans. Mohammad H. Faghfoory (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York, 2003), p. 19.

51. S.H. Nasr, Sufi Essays, pp. 66, 111.
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Imams in general represent the highest faculty of intelligence or 
consciousness within the faithful that is capable of discerning 
truth from falsehood, light from darkness, and directly knowing 
Ultimate reality. In the words of M.A. Amir-Moezzi,

What is seen with the ‘eye of the heart’ is a light (nūr), or more 
precisely several modalities of light (anwār). It is located at the 
center of the heart and is sometimes identified with Hiero-
Intelligence (al-ʿaql): ‘Hiero-Intelligence in the heart is like a lamp 
in the center of the house.’ ʿAql is the means of vision with the 
heart and in this case it is a synonym of īmān, faith, but at the 
same time its reality (ḥaqīqah) constitutes the object of vision. It 
is known that the reality of ʿaql is identical to the Imam: ʿaql is 
the interior Imam of the believer….52

Amir-Moezzi goes on to quote the grandson of Ḥusayn, Imam 
Muḥammad al-Bāqir, ‘The light of the Imam in the hearts of the 
faithful is more brilliant than that of the brilliant day star.’53 
It is this spiritual archetype that summons humans to their 
higher nature and is in fact identical to it. The Imam helps to 
orient us towards the heart, which is the locus of revelation 
(waḥy) for the prophets and inspiration (ilhām) for the saints. 
In ʿirfānī Shīʿī epistemology, it is through the Intellect or the 
‘Imam of one’s being’ that one is oriented towards and guided 
to the Divine reality.

When one reflects upon the life, spiritual function and 
teachings of Ḥusayn, as well as Fāṭima and the rest of the Imams, 
one finds striking similarities with those of Jesus and Mary 
as they manifest in both Islam and Christianity.54 The Imam 

52. The Divine Guide in Early Shiʿism, p. 48.
53. Ibid. p. 49. 
54. There are also certain differences between the Ḥusayn in Islam and 

Jesus in Christianity. While the Imam is central in Shīʿism, he is not seen as 
the Son of God, but rather the spiritual, intellectual, and political leader of 
the Muslim umma or community. Moreover, while Shīʿa and some Sunnis 
emphasize the martyrdom of Ḥusayn, Islam is not based on redemptive 
suffering, at least not in the same way Christianity is. Furthermore, 
Ḥusayn’s struggle with the sword does not outwardly correspond to the 
non-violence espoused and practiced by Jesus.
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and the Messiah seem to share a common archetype, which is 
uniquely reflected in the religious worldviews and practices of 
diverse Muslim and Christian communities. Ḥusayn and Jesus 
were born from the most saintly women, bore witness to the 
truth with their lives, and are remembered and mourned by 
the faithful to this day. Ḥusayn – while primarily reflecting the 
light of the Prophet Muḥammad – can also be thought of as a 
Christic or ʿĪsawī saint from the first Islamic century.

MAnṢūr ḤALLāJ

Al-Ḥusayn ibn Manṣūr al-Ḥallāj (d. 922) was born in the 
province of Fars in Iran and is among the most studied and 
celebrated Sufis in the Muslim world and the West. The name 
Ḥallāj refers to his father’s occupation as a carder of wool.55 This 
name is highly symbolic because the Arabic word ṣūf means 
‘wool’ and was most likely used to refer to the early Muslim 
ascetics as wearers of woolen garments. Hence, Ḥallāj revealed 
the doctrine of Sufism in the most explicit manner possible by 
discarding the garment that concealed his inner reality. Ḥallāj 
was a disciple of Sahl Tustarī and Abū’l-Qāsim Junayd, and is 
one of the central figures associated with the formative period 
of Sufism and the school of Baghdad. His life and teachings 
have been extensively studied by the French scholar Louis 
Massignon in his seminal four-volume work, La Passion de 
Ḥusayn ibn Manṣūr Ḥallāj that was later translated into English 
by Herbert Mason as The Passion of al-Ḥallāj.56

Ḥallāj is arguably the most striking example of Christic 
sanctity in Islamic history. He is renowned for uttering 
the theophanic locution (shaṭḥ) Anā’l-Ḥaqq or ‘I am the 
Truth,’ as well as for other theological positions and political 

55. Roman Catholics and Shiʿi Muslims, p. 88.
56. Louis Massignon, La Passion de Ḥusayn ibn Manṣūr Ḥallāj: martyr 

mystique de l’Islam exécuté à Baghdad le 26 mars 922; étude d’histoire 
réligieuse (Paris: Gallimard, 1975); and The Passion of al-Ḥallāj: Mystic and 
Martyr of Islam, trans. Herbert Mason (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1982). See also, Mason’s abridged translation, Ḥallāj: Mystic and 
Martyr (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994). 
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associations.57 His statements scandalized the more conservative 
jurists and theologians of his day and had grave consequences. 
In a manner similar to Jesus in Christianity, Ḥallāj was tried 
for heresy, lashed, crucified, and eventually martyred. He is 
remembered in hagiographies for performing Christic miracles, 
living a life of asceticism and interiority, and teaching the most 
esoteric truths to his disciples and companions. Moreover, his 
life resembles Jesus as he is envisaged in both the Gospels and 
the Quran. Massignon observes,

This typical effigy of the Quranic Jesus struck by legendary history, 
this ideal symbol of martyrdom consistent with the Christology 
of Sufism – Ḥallāj appears before the observer as a strangely living 
image of the real Christ as we know him, an original image, 
certainly, with his marriage, his secession from other mystics, his 
apostleship among Qaramathian Shīʿites and among the infidels, 
his long and so hypocritically legal trial. It is an image powerfully 
modeled on the surface, in the concerted dramatization of 
his life, and the exquisite figuration that surrounds his death: 
brutal politicians, remaining undecided or skeptical; corrupt 
doctors of the Law, implacable or indifferent; powerless disciples, 
either timorous or sold out; observers touched with emotion, 
compassionate women, faithful hearts. Their simple grouping, the 
correlation of their gestures, reveal the secret intentions of these 
onlookers who become gripped, enlightened, and searched, to the 
depths of their souls, by the flame of this central light which they 
observe, and which judges them.58

Ḥallāj also spoke extensively about the return of the Messiah 
and saw the friends of God as being mystically connected to 
the Mahdī and Jesus. There are even reports that someone 
else may have been executed in Ḥallāj’s place and that, like 
Christ, people saw him after his real or apparent martyrdom.59 
As an embodiment of Christic sanctity, Ḥallāj’s life and death 

57. Kathryn Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard Center for Middle Eastern Studies, 2003), pp. 414–16.

58. The Passion of al-Ḥallāj, vol. III, p. 221.
59. Ibid. vol. I, pp. 590, 636–7; vol. II, pp. 98–9.
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bring the spiritual message of Jesus to the center of Muslim 
consciousness. Martin Lings writes,

The verdict against him, which was final for his life on earth, has 
proved anything but final in other respects. His case has been 
retried by every succeeding generation of Muslims down to the 
present day, nor did it take long for the verdict ‘no man has the 
right to speak these words’ to be annulled in favour of the appeal 
‘man was not in this case the speaker.’60

In this regard, the Persian Sufi poet and scholar Farīd al-Dīn 
ʿAṭṭār remarks,

It seems strange to me that someone should consider it proper 
for the voice of ‘Verily, I am God’ [Q. 28: 30] to come from a bush, 
without the bush intervening – Why then is not it proper for ‘I 
am the Truth’ to come from Ḥusayn [Ḥallāj], without Ḥusayn 
intervening?61

ʿAṭṭār provides among the most convincing defenses of Ḥallāj 
in the last chapter of his Tadhkirat al-awliyāʾ (Memorial of God’s 
Friends). Here the heart of the human being is seen as the locus 
of the Divine reality and Presence. We read in a Prophetic 
ḥadīth, ‘The heart of the faithful is the throne of the All-Merciful 
(al-Raḥmān).’62 It is also recorded in a famous ḥadīth qudsī, 
where God speaks through the Prophet in the first person:

Whosoever shows enmity to someone devoted to Me, I shall be 
at war with him. My servant draws not near to Me with anything 
more loved by Me than the religious duties I have enjoined 
upon him, and My servant continues to draw near to me with 
supererogatory works so that I shall love him. When I love him 

60. Martin Lings, Sufi Poems: A Mediaeval Anthology (Cambridge, UK: 
Islamic Texts Society, 2004) p. 26.

61. Farīd al-Dīn ʿAṭṭār, Farid ad-Din ʿAttar’s Memorial of God’s Friends 
(Tadhkirat al-awliyāʾ), trans. Paul Losensky (New York: Paulist Press, 2009), 
p. 395.

62. S.H. Nasr, ‘The Heart of the Faithful is the Throne of the All-Merciful’ 
in James Custinger, ed., Paths to the Heart: Sufism and the Christian East 
(Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2002), pp. 32–45.



108 Zachary Markwith

I am his hearing with which he hears, his seeing with which he 
sees, his hand with which he strikes and his foot with which he 
walks….63

From a Sufi perspective, Christ’s saying ‘I am the Way, the 
Truth, and the Life…’ (John 14: 6) is a reference to the inner 
reality of prophecy and the station of the sanctified soul, 
although Ḥallāj and the Sufis never claimed to be prophets with 
a new religious dispensation. Indeed, many Muslims unfamiliar 
with the mysteries of Sufism were alarmed or put off by the 
assertions of Ḥallāj. Massignon remarks, ‘Ḥallāj…was only 
uttering aloud what Sufism, ever since Ḥasan Basrī, Maʿrūf, and 
Muhāsibī, was effecting in silence; but he felt compelled to say 
it, and the time for it to be said had come…’.64 We may recall 
here a saying of a companion of the Prophet Muḥammad, Abū 
Hurayra: ‘I have memorized two kinds of knowledge from the 
Messenger of God, peace and blessings be upon him. I have 
divulged one of them to you and if I divulged the second, my 
throat would be cut.’65 Ḥallāj himself is quoted to have said, ‘Of 
course, I conceal the jewels of my knowledge, lest the ignorant, 
beholding it, should be tempted. Abū’l-Ḥasan [ʿAlī] did the same 
before me, and he transmitted it to Ḥusayn and Ḥasan. And the 
devout should approve my execution…’.66 Ḥallāj’s own poetry 
can be read as an exposition and defense of his understanding 
of the doctrine of Unity (tawḥīd):

Is it I or Thou? These twain! Two gods!
Far be it, far be it from me to affirm two!
Selfhood is Thine in my nothingness forever:

63. Forty Hadith Qudsi, trans. Ezzeddin Ibrahim and Denys Johnson-
Davies (Cambridge, UK: The Islamic Texts Society, 1997), p. 104.

64. The Passion of al-Ḥallāj, vol. II, p. 90.
65. Trans. by Tayeb Chourief, The Spiritual Teachings of the Prophet, 

trans. Edin Q. Lohja (Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 2011), p. 92. ʿAlī is also 
reported to have said, ‘By God, if Abū Dharr had known what was in 
the heart of Salmān, he would have killed him…’ in M.A. Amir-Moezzi, 
The Spirituality of Shiʿi Islam, trans. David Streight, David Bachrach, Amy 
Jacobs, and Hafiz Karmali (London: I.B. Tauris Publishers, 2011), pp. 294–5.

66. The Passion of al-Ḥallāj, vol. II, p. 169.
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Mine all, over all, casts illusion twofold:
For where is Thine Essence, where from me, for me to see,
When mine hath no where, as already plain?
And Thy Countenance, where with my two sights may I 

seek it,
In the seeing of my heart, or the seeing of mine eye?
Twixt Thee and me an ‘I am’ is, o’ercrowding me:
Take, be Thine own ‘I am’, mine from between us.67

Ḥallāj seems to be suggesting that the servant is nothing before 
God – non-existent (ʿadam) in the language of Ibn ʿArabī. 
When taken to its spiritual and existential conclusions, the 
doctrine of Divine Unity (al-tawḥīd) in Islam leaves no room for 
anything but the One, the real. Ḥallāj can therefore be seen as 
absent before the Truth that spoke through him. However, in a 
number of sources he accepts and even embraces his fate:

Kill me now, my faithful friends,
For in my death is my life.
My death would be to go on living
And my life would be to die.
To me removal of my self
Would be the noblest gift to give
And my survival in my flesh
The ugliest offense, because
My life has tired out my soul
Among its fading artifacts.
So kill me, set aflame
My dried out bones
And when you pass by my remains
In their deserted grave,
you will perceive the secret of my Friend
In the inmost folds of what survives.68

67. Sufi Poems, p. 28.
68. Slightly revised translation from Herbert Mason, The Death of 

al-Hallaj (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), pp. xiv–
xv.
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Many Muslims from the time of Ḥallāj to the present have 
presented different views concerning his mystical utterances and 
subsequent execution. He was supported by his contemporary 
Abū Bakr Shiblī (d.  945), Abū Ḥāmid Ghazzālī (d. 1111), Shihāb 
al-Dīn Suhrawardī (d. 1191), Farīd al-Dīn ʿ Aṭṭār (d. 1220), Abū’l-
Ḥasan Shādhilī (d. 1258), Jalāl al-Dīn rūmī (d. 1273), naṣīr 
al-Dīn ṭūsī (d. 1274), yūnus Emre (d. 1321), ʿAbd al-raḥmān 
Jāmī (d. 1492), Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 1640), ʿAbd al-Qādir Jazāʾirī 
(d. 1883), and many others up to our own day.69 not every Sufi, 
however, agreed with Ḥallāj, including Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328), 
who stated that his sentence was just and anyone who defended 
Ḥallāj should also be put to death.70 Other Sufis who disagreed 
with Ḥallāj were more measured in their criticism, suggesting 
that what Ḥallāj said was true from a certain point of view, but 
should not have been disclosed publicly. 

Shiblī is recorded to have said, ‘I said the same thing he did, 
but my madness was certified, and his sanity killed him.’71 The 
eponym of the Shādhiliyya order, Abū’l-Ḥasan Shādhilī said, ‘I 
hate two things about the jurisprudents (fuqahāʾ): they deny 
that Khiḍr may be alive and they excommunicate Ḥallāj!’72 Jalāl 
al-Dīn rūmī remarks, ‘As for me, I am the servant of those who 
say “Anā’l-Ḥaqq” and who keep their hearts free of any fault; 
they have written a book on their essence and their attributes, 
and they called its index “Anā’l-Ḥaqq.”’73 The contemporary 
scholar S.H. nasr boldly states,

In reality, one who does not utter Anā’l-Ḥaqq is still living as a 
polytheist and idol worshipper, positing his or her own ego as 
a reality separate from God as al-Ḥaqq and idolizing that ever-
changing and evanescent ego as well as the world as a divinity.74

69. The Passion of al-Ḥallāj, vol. II, pp. 19, 46, 106.
70. Ibid. pp. 45–50.
71. Ibid. vol. I, p. 612.
72. Ibid. vol. II, pp. 330–1. 
73. Ibid. p. 267.
74. S.H. Nasr, The Garden of Truth (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 

p. 32. 
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Throughout the centuries Ḥallāj’s influence has traveled across 
the Muslim world and is well documented in Massignon’s opus. 
not only did Ḥallāj have supporters in Arabia, Persia, Africa, 
Anatolia, India, and the Malay world, but certain ‘Ḥallājian’ 
Sufis suffered the same fate, such as ʿAyn al-Quḍāt Ḥamadānī 
(d. 1131) and Siti Jenar (d. 1488) from Java, for claiming that 
they too were plunged into the depths of the Divine.75 In later 
Islamic history, Ḥallāj – like Imam Ḥusayn – takes on archetypal 
importance as the sanctified martyr.

Ḥallāj is also recorded to have said, ‘It is in the religion of 
the cross that I will die.’76 A literal interpretation of this saying 
seems to contradict his life, which was punctuated by the daily 
prayers, fasting, alms, the pilgrimage to Mecca, as well as the 
recitation of the Quran and other Islamic rites. All of Ḥallāj’s 
Sufi supporters affirm that he was a Muslim. The Catholic 
scholar Massignon writes, ‘The last utterance attributed to the 
dying al-Ḥallāj was a verse from the Quran (42: 18) taken from 
a Hāmīm, therefore a Muḥammadan Sūrah, signifying his voca-
tion as the heir of the Prophet…’.77 As such, Ḥallāj’s connection 
to the sanctity of Jesus issued from the baraka or grace of the 
Quran and the soul of the Prophet. Chodkiewicz remarks,

…[Ḥallāj] is mentioned several times in Chapter Twenty of the 
Futūḥāt where the Shaykh al-Akbar discusses ‘the knowledge of 
Jesus’, and where he actually says, ‘This knowledge was possessed 
by Ḥusayn ibn Manṣūr’ – a remark which has particular reference 
to Ḥallāj’s doctrine of ṭūl and ʿarḍ (‘height’ and ‘breadth’), 
terms which are plainly related to the symbolism of the cross. 
The miracles traditionally associated with Ḥallāj, the sayings 
attributed to him, especially the famous verse: ‘I will die in the 
religion of the cross’ (fa-fī dīn al-ṣalīb yakūnu mawtī), even his 
‘passion’ – all these are powerful confirmation of his connection 
with the Christ-like type of saint, which should be seen simply 

75. The Passion of al-Ḥallāj, vol. II, pp. 166–9, 290–1.
76. Ibid. p. 221.
77. ‘Those who do not believe in it would hasten it, and those who 

believe are wary of it and know that it is the truth. Are not those who 
dispute the Hour far astray?’ (Q. 42: 18). Ibid. vol. I, p. 642.
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as the manifestation of one of the possibilities included in the 
sphere of Muḥammadan walāya.78

rené Guénon has suggested in his book The Symbolism of 
the Cross that the cross itself has been seen as a symbol of the 
Universal or Perfect Human (al-insān al-kāmil) in Sufism.79 The 
Universal Human has ascended the vertical axis of his or her 
being to reach the spiritual world and the Transcendent, while 
their sanctified presence radiates horizontally to humanity 
and the world. The two axes meet in the heart of the gnostic. 
Guénon remarks:

‘If Christians have the sign of the cross, Muslims have the doctrine 
of it.’ We would add that, in the esoteric order, the relationship 
between ‘Universal Man’ and the Word on the one hand, and the 
Prophet on the other, leaves no room, as regards the actual basis 
of the doctrine, for any real divergence between Christianity and 
Islam.80

Likewise, the Catholic scholar Stratford Caldecott wrote,

In Islamic terms, Jesus perhaps corresponds most closely to the 
Sufi idea of the Universal Man, through whom alone union with 
God may be realized, even if the Incarnation as such is necessarily 
veiled to Muslims.81

78. Seal of the Saints, pp. 80–1. Michel Chodkiewicz writes elsewhere, 
‘According to Ibn ʿArabī…, who points out that this technical use of 
the words ṭūl and ʿarḍ was instituted by Ḥallāj… “the height (ṭūl) of the 
universe designates the spiritual world, that is to say the world of pure 
ideas and of the divine Commandment” and “the width (ʿarḍ) of the 
universe designates the world of creation, of nature and of bodies.”’ The 
Spiritual Writings of Amir ʿAbd al-Kader, trans. James Chrestensen and Tom 
Manning (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1995), p. 197.

79. René Guénon, The Symbolism of the Cross, trans. Angus Macnab 
(Hillsdale, NY: Sophia Perennis, 2004), pp. 12–15.

80. Ibid. p. 17.
81. Stratford Caldecott, ‘Beyond “Unity”: An Approach to Inter-

Spiritual Dialogue,’ Communio: International Catholic Review (Spring 2006).
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If most Christians would not accept another Divine incarna-
tion, a number of Christian mystics from the Eastern and West-
ern Churches have written and spoken of deification (apotheosis) 
as the ultimate meaning and purpose of Jesus’s message. Meister 
Eckhart goes so far as to state, ‘Whatever holy scripture says of 
Christ, all that is also true of every good and divine human.’82 
The realized Sufi – like the Prophet and Jesus – has ascended to 
the Divine reality and recognizes the Truth in the heart and the 
hearts of all beings. Ḥallāj, as the ʿĪsawī Sufi par excellence, was 
intimately aware of the immanence of God. As a result of his 
disclosures, he suffered persecution and martyrdom, and left an 
influential legacy that has been debated and defended by both 
Muslim and Christian mystics to our own day.83

Through reflecting on Ibn ʿArabī’s paradigm of prophetic-
sanctity one discovers a rich history of ʿĪsawī saints in Islamic 
spirituality, whose lives and legacies parallel those of the great 
saints of Christendom such as Francis of Assisi, Joan of Arc and 
Padre Pio of Pietrelcina. Imam Ḥusayn’s struggle for truth and 
justice, Manṣūr Ḥallāj’s theophanic locutions and union, and 

82. Meister Eckhart, The Essential Sermons, p. 78. Deification is clearly 
regarded as the goal of mysticism in the Eastern Church and certain texts 
like The Philokalia. It is also alluded to in apocryphal texts such as The 
Gospel of Thomas.

83. The Passion of al-Ḥallāj, vol. II, p. 645. In addition to Massignon, the 
Catholic Trappist monk Thomas Merton also described Ḥallāj as a ‘great 
saint and mystic, martyr of truth and love.’ According to James A. Bill and 
John Alden Williams, ‘As Catholics, Massignon and Merton were profoundly 
struck by al-Ḥallāj’s discussion of the innermost secret heart (sirr) of every 
person – which Massignon called le point vierge, “the virgin point” – in a 
passage that Massignon translated as follows: “Our hearts, in their secrecy, 
are a virgin alone, where no dreamer’s dream penetrates…the heart 
where the presence of the Lord alone penetrates, there to be conceived.” 
At this “primordial point” (nuqṭah aṣliyya), present in the heart of every 
human, the reality of God can bring to reality the full latent personality 
of each human being. Merton later wrote: “This little point…is the pure 
glory of God in us…like a pure diamond, blazing with the invisible light of 
heaven.” Catholic faith and Islamic mysticism flow together through the 
extraordinary story of the tenth-century mystic al-Ḥallāj.’ Roman Catholics 
and Shiʿi Muslims, p. 92.
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Ibn ʿArabī’s own vision of Jesus all reflect the archetype and 
presence of Jesus among Muslims. Moreover, we have sought 
to present the lives of these friends of God without ignoring 
the influence that the Quran and the grace of the Prophet 
Muḥammad had upon them. Through attaching themselves to 
the heart of the Quran and Sunna of the Prophet an unexpected 
imitatio Christi emerges in the lives of a number of the most 
eminent Muslim saints, precisely because the inner reality of 
the Quran and the spirituality of the Prophet contain Christic 
elements and openings to the direct guidance and Spirit of 
Jesus. Through following the spiritual path of Islam, Imam 
Ḥusayn, Manṣūr Ḥallāj, and Ibn ʿArabī attained eminent 
degrees of nearness to the Divine. For the Sufis, Jesus and all of 
the prophets are not only objects of veneration, but indications 
of our highest potential and nature.
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