
Q&A with Jane Clark (MIAS, UK) – 7 Nov 2020 
“Ibn Arabi on the Idea of Perpetual Progress” 

 
Q: What does Ibn Arabi mean by "new revelation brings new creation and takes 
away a creation"- would be possible to explain it through example/s? 
 
He means that created things are constantly brought into creation, and at the same 
time they constantly go out of creation, and in doing so they make way for the next 
new revelation. The breath is a good example of the process; we breathe air in and 
then we breathe it out, making space for the next intake. As it says in Qur’an: “They 
come from Him and they return to Him”. 
 
The difference between the example of the breath, or indeed any other process 
within the macro- world which exemplifies the principle, is that essentially, the 
breathing in and the breathing out take place over a period of time, whereas at an 
essential level the creation and annihilation happen instantaneously.  
 
In relation to the heart – ie to our own spiritual state – one of the meanings this 
entails is that if we try hang on to what we are give and do not relinquish it, then our 
heart is full and is not able to receive the next revelation properly. This is why both  
Ibn ʿArabi and Dom Sylvester bring in the concepts of poverty and emptiness, and 
why in Ibn ‘Arabi’s time, it was good Sufi practice to give away anything that you still 
had in in terms of money or food at the end the day, so that you started the next in a 
state of total receptivity. I am not suggesting that we should literally be doing this 
now; times have changed. Now we have to do it inwardly. 
  
Q: What avenues did Ibn al-Arabi suggest one could take in order to achieve such 
mystical recognition of the "oneness" of existence or the Real? 
 
Ibn ʿArabi did not establish a tarīqa which dictates a specific spiritual path, and his 
followers throughout the centuries have been associated with many different ways. 
His insights are very essential and do not contradict established practices. But I think 
there are basic elements that one can delineate: clearly, self-knowledge is 
fundamental – looking inward to the origins of our own existence rather than out to 
the world – and this includes contemplation/meditation; the practice of dikhr, which 
is remembrance of where we came from; and study which gives us a framework for 
understanding reality.  
  
Q: While there are so many parallel in our physical/energy world to the wider and 
spiritual divine reality, such as the quantum behaviour of matter and other 
fascinating discoveries; I feel that one must remind themselves that these parallels 
are ‘signs’ rather than the thing ‘itself’…. In other worlds, the manifest world 
reflects the reality of the spiritual world in displaying similar behaviour but is not 
in itself necessarily the spiritual or hidden world… the hidden world cannot be 
detected by any experiment… We rightly wonder at these discoveries, they are 
‘signs’ that he put for us, ‘in the horizon’. 



Yes of course. I only brought the example of the quantum world because this idea of 
the ‘new creation at every moment’ is not very familiar to us in the western world 
and I thought it would be useful to remind us that we have an example of things 
being very different at the macro and micro level in contemporary physics.  Similarly, 
the examples of breath or circles are only symbols of what is happening essentially.  
 
As I said in answer to a previous question, whilst spoke about micro and macro levels 
of existence as having different modes of being, they are not in reality separate, and 
there are many ways in which they mirror each other. So we get the same principle 
of creation and annihilation played out at every level of existence, giving us, as you 
say, ‘signs’ to the essential situation. We are born and we die; the sun rises and sets 
each day; even stars, in our current understanding, appeared at a certain time and 
will disappear, etc. Thus Buddhist practice is to contemplate the ephemeral nature 
of things in order to come to the ‘ultimate truth.’ The same contemplation is given 
by the Qurʾanic verse: “Everything is perishing except His face.” 
 
But the important point that Dom Sylvester draws out – and surely Ibn ʿArabi would 
agree – is that we only really come to understand this when we have understood 
that we ourselves are like this – empty of inherent existence. Then we can see it in 
everything else.  Until this point, it is a matter of faith, which, as Ibn ʿArabi points 
out, is not to be under-estimated, and is certainly better than its opposite. 
  
Q: The nature of memory interests/puzzles me. 
 
Yes indeed. Memory is the big question that is begged by all this, especially given the 
importance of dhikr as a practice within the tradition.  
 
I think it is clear that what we remember about the past is determined by our 
current state – there is nothing fixed or absolute about it – and this would conform 
to Ibn ʿArabi’s understanding that it is the present moment which has determination 
over the past rather than vice versa.  But this does not help to answer the more 
fundamental questions about its very existence and its function.  Further exploration 
would be most welcome. 


