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In 1969, I received my first wazifah recitation practice from my Sufi teacher, Murshid Samuel Lewis. Since then, daily wazifah recitation and contemplation have been part of the rhythm of my life. For years, I searched for texts to illuminate these millennium-old ways of opening the heart but never felt satisfied with available texts on wazifah in the English language.

In February 2001, I was appointed spiritual lineage holder (pir) of our Sufi family, the Sufi Ruhaniat International, in the stream of the great mystic Hazrat Inayat Khan and his disciple, Murshid Samuel Lewis.

Following inner guidance, in late 2001, I approached my friend and colleague, Faisal Muqaddam, asking if he would join me in bringing through a contemporary, sophisticated guidebook on the 99 Beautiful Names of God, the sifaat-u-llah. Faisal is one of the founders of the Diamond Approach to awakening, a native-born Arabic speaker, and a mystic deeply versed in uncovering and healing the wounds of the human condition. He agreed!

Very shortly after that, I was invited to teach and perform at the Sound and Spirit music festival in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi, with another friend and colleague, Imam Bilal Hyde. Imam Bilal is a unique blend of Arabic and Qur’anic scholar, Muslim, and Sufi seeker. As we walked on the beach during a break, I shared with him my enthusiasm for the Wazifah Project. He immediately was inspired to join our concentration.

The three of us met for three-hour sessions year after year. Each session was recorded and faithfully transcribed by our Sufi friend Vakil Cary Polevoy. I had hoped to make time to turn the transcriptions into a readable manuscript, but my responsibilities as pir, as well as my inexperience as a writer, kept me from the opportunity.

In 2005, one of my oldest friends and mentors, Murshid Wali Ali Meyer, shared an office with me. In 1969, he was Murshid Sam’s esoteric secretary and lived with him at the Mentorgarden. Wali Ali was one of the people who led me to my teacher. During our time in the shared office, Wali Ali—who had become the head of the esoteric school of the Ruhaniat—listened with great interest as I shared the discoveries of our wazifah sessions.

Familiar with his writing skills and mystic heart, in 2005 I was moved to invite Wali Ali to join our ongoing conversation and to write our text. He joyfully entered our group, five more years of discussion ensued, and this guidebook is the glowing result. We are indebted to him for so masterfully giving written voice to 10 years of meetings and research.

May the feelings, ideas, and words on the following pages find their way into your hearts and minds. May the practices suggested help you unfold your life’s purpose and become streams of blessing, happiness, and generosity.

With all gratitude,
Pir Shabda Kahn


Editor’s Preface
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This book is the product of a continuing spiritual conversation about the Names of Allah, a conversation that was recorded and transcribed over a period of more than nine years. Almost four years into the conversation, Pir Shabda Kahn, Imam Bilal Hyde, and Faisal Muqaddam invited me to join the project. They also gave me the task of constructing a book.

We decided that the book would communicate best if it were written in a straightforward way. The alternative we considered was to present it as an edited transcript, with the different voices identified. We decided that would not be an effective form for integrating and presenting material from thousands of pages of transcripts.

Writing this book required my blending our four distinct voices into a single voice. This was not as hard a job as might be imagined because there is an essential agreement of heart and inner knowledge among the four of us. Of course, that does not mean that each of us is an expert in every field that is mentioned in the text or that any one of us would have chosen to express what has been said in the particular form that was chosen.

Imam Bilal Hyde, among other accomplishments, is an outstanding Arabic scholar and grammarian. His understanding of the Qur’an is extraordinarily deep on many levels. His knowledge of Qur’an, hadith, and the classical works of Sufism is a constant presence throughout this narrative. Faisal Muqaddam is a master psychologist and a mystic with a highly developed intuition. He has the gift of being able to expose the intimate connection that the divine Names have with the human psyche in its struggles and in its quest to reconnect with its innate wholeness.

In every realm, Faisal was able to show how disconnection from the divine source is caused by various kinds of traumatic wounding experiences, particularly in early childhood, and to connect these experiences with different Names and families of Names. In addition, Faisal often offered a visionary component to our conversation, which on a number of occasions has been incorporated into the text.

Shabda and I bring some practical knowledge as Sufi teachers who have worked with students for more than 35 years. We are also able to draw on a wide range of experience of spiritual practice and study in religious traditions other than Islam to show how the states, stations, practices, and spiritual realities that are discussed from a classical Sufi perspective can in many cases be directly correlated to the Dharma traditions of Hinduism and Buddhism.

Moreover, Shabda brings mastery in the Indian tradition of spiritual music, and I have a classical background in philosophy and theology. So even though we all didn’t, couldn’t, or wouldn’t have said every word that is in the book, we affirm it to be our united voice. The mistakes and inconsistencies that no doubt appear throughout this effort should be attributed to my shortcomings as an editor.

Let me now summarize a few of the ways we have chosen to handle the material.

Aspects of the Arabic Language

We provide a pronunciation guide to the Arabic language. This is a guide to classical Arabic pronunciation as the language was spoken in the time of the Prophet Muhammad. The website www.PhysiciansOfTheHeart.com offers several recordings through which you can hear the Names recited in classical Arabic, in male and female voices, and also in a version showing the Urdu/Farsi influence. Modern Arabic is quite different from classical Arabic, and various countries and regions have adapted the language differently.

We emphasize classical Arabic because we are relying on the roots of the words, and their usage in the Qur’an, as basic sources for probing into their meanings. We have no intention of saying this is the only way to recite these sacred Names, or even the best way.

When a Name of Allah that may be used in prayerful recitation appears in the text, we have transliterated it in the conventional manner, giving the phonetic spelling in parentheses according to the pronunciation guide. When Arabic words and phrases are included in the body of the text, as in a quotation from the Qur’an, we have generally chosen to spell them phonetically, as we think this more appropriate for our readers, most of whom will not know how to sound out the words.

The exceptions to this rule are philosophical terms and words that are already reasonably well known in a conventional transliteration, as well as the Names of Allah. Sometimes we put the alternative spelling in parentheses. On occasion we also include parenthetically the spelling of the word in the phonetic form it took when it traveled to India—for example, zikr as a more widely known spelling of the Arabic dhikr.

We do not distinguish between the ‘ayn and the hamza (glottal stop) but indicate both with a straight apostrophe. For readers with some knowledge of Arabic it may appear that we are placing ‘ayns where they don’t belong, as often the hamza is omitted in transliteration. We took the liberty of omitting the ‘ayn mark for definite articles (for example, “al” in al-’Azim) as we thought its presence would be distracting to our readers.

Sometimes we refer to the divine Names with different prefixes. When we write Ya Karim, for example, “Ya” is a vocative form used to indicate that we are calling out, invoking the divine quality. As the Names are traditionally repeated over and over as part of Sufi practice, we use the “Ya” form when the Names are first introduced and whenever the context suggests this usage.

When we write al-Karim we are using the definite article “al” to refer to the divine Name in a respectful way, a way that recognizes its uniqueness. Referring to “the” divine generosity as al-Karim distinguishes it from the ordinary usage of karim in the language.

In fact, some of the divine Names have become used in ordinary language in ways that have changed radically from their original meanings. For example, wakil in modern Arabic means “lawyer.” However, using the definite article and making it al-Wakil clearly refers to the divine quality of a being who manifests complete trustworthiness.

The particular form that the definite article takes depends on the word it precedes. Consequently, you will see ar-Rahim, as-Sabur, at-Tawwab, an-Nur, and so on, as well as the more frequently used al-Quddus, al-Fattah, and so on.

Classical References

Recitation of the 99 Names of Allah is a practice that arose among Sufis in response to a historical tradition of the Prophet Muhammad where he spoke of the Names of Allah and the great benefit to be received by enumerating them. In Appendix A, Hadith Regarding the Recitation of the Names, we have printed a widely accepted hadith from the Tirmidhi collection detailing what the Prophet said.

Virtually all scholars agree that the number 99 is merely a symbol for an unlimited quantity. In fact, there are more than 99 Names by which Allah is addressed in the Qur’an. We offer an expanded, but still incomplete, list of such Names at the end of Chapter 5.

Based on different traditions, the Names that have been included on such lists vary slightly, and the list of 99 that we have used differs slightly from other lists. Our variations reflect the Names of God we have chosen to concentrate on in this book; we do not think scholars should be too doctrinaire as to what specifically can be included on such a list.

The Qur’an is a primary source for the meanings of the Names. In one sense, the Qur’an is an encoded version of the Names. As part of the exploration of each divine Name’s meaning we looked at the different root forms that each Name takes in the Qur’an, the context in the Qur’an of the stories and teachings where these qualities are evoked, and the context in which divine Names appear together.

Through these and other factors we sought to elicit the meanings in the Names. Each time we refer to the Qur’an we have cited chapter and verse. We have not footnoted every reference to hadith—the historical traditions of what the Prophet Muhammad said and did. However, in the References chapter we have listed several excellent compilations of hadith, which include all of the ones we have cited.

A number of classical Sufi teachers such as ‘ibn ‘Arabi, al-Qushayri, and Junayd are referred to throughout the text. Rather than giving page citations, we refer the reader to the primary texts themselves, which are listed in the References chapter, and we invite readers to confirm the accuracy of our memories by investigating these texts.

Exploration of the forms that the Arabic roots of the Names take is an important part of our process, as well as the lexicographical meanings. Several Arabic/English dictionaries and lexicons were used; the principal ones are listed in References.

Primary Organization of the Book

Our investigation of these sacred Names led us to see them as relational families or clusters. We believe this way of grouping them is essential to deepening the understanding of each Name individually as well as to uncovering the skillful application of the Names to the human condition. The organization of the book strongly reflects this insight that the Names can be best understood in relational clusters.

The Names exist as potentialities in the oneness of God. As hidden relationships within the divine field of being, they can best be understood in relationship with one another. The relational groupings we have emphasized are opposites, cognates (those that have the same root), those that are similar in meaning, and those that are similar in grammatical form.

We have included one large chapter (Chapter 5) that offers a brief summary for each Name, and even here we found it important to cross-reference other divine Names. We have also included an alphabetical listing of the 99 Names for convenient reference (Appendix B).

We refer to the 10 grammatical forms in the Arabic language as part of a “sound code” that gives a general meaning to every word. This is based on the word’s particular structure of stressed and unstressed vowels, doubled consonants, and the like. It is a fundamental element of Arabic grammar, and every Arabic dictionary is organized in this way.

We have applied these general grammatical meanings to the divine Names in particular as a way of gaining more insight into each Name. This approach is something that has never been done for English readers. Chapter 4 has been devoted to the sound code, and we constantly make reference to it in our analyses of the meaning of the Names throughout the book.

Our discussion of capitalization led us to no conclusions. Some of us felt that it was proper to capitalize many words that refer to God, such as Divine, Essence, Love, Will, and all pronouns. Others felt modern usage would be simplest. We made what is probably a very inconsistent compromise in this regard.

We use the words God and Allah interchangeably throughout the text, and except where the sound quality of “Allah” is specifically the point, we have been deliberately indifferent as to which word we use. Also, in the effort to stay with informal language, we have been flexible in our use of pronouns in general.

Our group process has been a mutual venture of delight. Many friends have supported this vision with their time and skills in transcribing, editing, graphic design, researching, and in many other generous ways. Elsewhere, we specifically try to acknowledge everyone who has helped, and to single out a few whose efforts were central to our success.

Everything has been done in, by, and through the Name of Allah. And that is how we begin: Bismillah ar-rahman, ar-rahim. Our prayer, to the one who hears all prayer, is that this labor of love be of real benefit to all beings and that all joyfully awaken to the God reality.

Wali Ali Meyer
San Francisco, California
August 2010
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Beginning in the Name of Allah

The words “Allah” and “God” refer to the ineffable reality, the essence of all things. Allah includes everything and depends upon nothing for existence. That absolute state is called dhat (often transliterated zat). That is the essence of all the Names.

What we are looking into is a relationship between divine essence and divine attributes. The sifat, or attributes of Allah, the divine Names, have no independent existence of their own. They only exist as differentiated aspects of Allah. They are neither identical to nor distinct from the essence.

All the divine Names that we will consider in this book are contained in that one Name, Allah. The 99 Names are manifestations of the qualities of Allah, and as you go deeply into the attributes you are led to the essence, because the attributes are manifestations of the essence. Through this means, you can fully awaken to the essential Name, which is unique.

A similar process occurs when a student studies the musical scale. All the notes of the scale are manifestations of the main note, the tonic note. In singing the attribute note, the singer learns about the tonic because the attribute note is fully present in the tonic.

The word “Allah,” according to some scholars, comes from the root waliha, and this root combines the vast concepts of total love and being passionately beyond all the constraints of mind. Combining these, we get the meaning “to fall madly in love, to utterly dissolve in an insane yearning.”

Another jewel of meaning is disclosed by looking into the phrase la ‘ilaha ‘illa allah. At the highest level, la ‘ilaha ‘illa allah means “There is no existence except Allah.” The root meaning of the Arabic word for existence, wujud, is “a voyage to ecstasy.” The Arabic words for “ecstasy” and “to find” both come from the same root as wujud, the sound W-J-D.

All this leads us to the affirmation, “Nothing exists except Allah, whose existence is pure ecstasy, and there is no ecstasy to be found except the unrestrained ecstasy of total yearning and love.” These thoughts are suggested by that one root, waliha, and this derivation may well be something that most readers have not heard about the word “Allah.” The derivation of this root for the word “Allah” is not fanciful; it can be found in many dictionaries. (See References for recommended Arabic/English dictionaries.)

The Name Allah is also a sound, and as a sound its real meaning is to directly evoke and point toward the unpronounceable essence, behind all the Names. The sound that you make when you say Allah represents the greatest Name, or the 100th Name, which itself has no sound. The quest to find the one sound that is the greatest Name does not turn out to be very important. What may be of utmost importance is to repetitively chant the sound “Allah” and the sounds of all the wonderful Names of Allah to evoke a direct experience of the essence that is the greatest Name.

Another fascinating subject is the combination of sounds that is used in the word “Allah.” There are the two syllables: “Al” + “lah.” Al is affirmation. It is the definite article in Arabic. If we are referring to a person as “the spiritual pole,” for example, we say al-qutb, the qutb.

La is negation, the word for “no.” When you are making the sounds of affirmation and negation together, it points to something that is beyond reason. “Allah” both affirms and negates. It is like a Zen koan. Consider, the 6th Patriarch Hui Neng’s koan: “Think neither of the good nor the bad, but tell me what is your original face before your parents conceived you.”

Affirmation and negation can be seen to cancel each other out. Taking affirmation and negation together, you can reach a still point that includes and transcends both components. This still point is an entry into the divine, into Allah.

Allah (God) is presence, beyond all affirmation and negation. It includes the negative and the positive, the absence and the presence, the emptiness and the fullness. Allah is an infinite Name that both transcends and includes all positive and negative aspects.

The direct coupling of opposite qualities within the Name Allah inspires further inquiry. Following the example of this construction, we find it illuminating in our discussions to couple apparently opposite divine Names, and we often use these pairs of opposites in the practices we recommend for students. Pairing opposites, called tazweej by Shaykh ‘ibn ‘Arabi, is a process that leads to integration and transcendence.

Such a method of pairing is effective for all of the ‘ism-ul-jalal and ‘ism-ul-jamal, the Names of power and the Names of beauty. Proceeding in this way, we are often led directly to the transcendental reality, and we may discover an ‘ism-ul-kamal, or Name of perfection, which transcends and includes a particular pair of opposites.

The breathy sound of the final “h” of Allah is the beginning of the sacred syllable hu. Hu transcends both the positive and negative elements: the al and the la. The word “Allahu” sets up a model with which to look at every single Name of the divine. The opposites included in the Name Allah produce a certain effect on the mind, leading to the still point, which is the hu. Hu is called the secret of the secret, or the essence of the essence, because it is included unpronounced in an abbreviated form within the Name Allah.

The letter “h” is the first letter of the word hu and is called the secret of the secret of the secret, or, the essence of the essence of the essence. The Name Allah, in this way, sets up what is called an infinite progression. It is like a repetitive series ending in three dots, which suggests it should go on forever, essence of essence of essence of essence… Mystics often try to describe the indescribable by using finite expressions to suggest the infinite.

Sufis call this “H” sound the breath of infinite compassion, with which God created the universe. God’s love is the secret of hu. A sacred tradition (hadith qudsi) of the Prophet Muhammad, one where he speaks in the voice of Allah, says, “I longed to know myself so I created the heavens and earth with the breath of infinite compassion.”1

There is yet another surprising and unusual dimension to this Name Allah, one that could resolve an immense difficulty, especially in the Western community. So often the meaning of this Name, like the concept of Buddha-nature or enlightenment, is conceptually framed only in terms of the absolute. It is described as the boundless infinite. But, if only this aspect is stressed, the approach is often unbalancing in a student’s development.

We want to emphasize that the Name Allah also suggests the principle of individuation. The word “Allah” has another form: It is not incorrect to express the sound as al-’ilah, which means the individuated God. Yes, it can be pronounced al-lah, as we have been doing, but in the alternative form of al-’ilah it means “the God.”

The word becomes individuated. The ilah reveals individuation, and individuation is an important aspect of divinity. The meaning of al-’ilah can be realized when you become integrated in your own sense of self and know it as a divine manifestation not separate from the real self. It is important to see that the word “Allah” contains both the cosmic and the individual. Both are a part of the inner dynamic of the word. The specific application depends on what is emphasized.

The Name itself, as we have seen, also contains negation and affirmation, and much else besides. So when we explore this Name, we are playing with all of these things. We are playing with the individuated God, the cosmic presence, negation and affirmation, and what is beyond that. It is all streaming through this vibration.

The word “Allah” is also a form; it is a visual design. The letters have a shape. If you write it, it makes an amazing design. There is a practice called irfan or ma’rifah, which means understanding at the deepest level of the soul. It is a meditation practice with the shape of this Name. One writes the Name Allah in letters of light. It makes an imprint of light in the center of the heart so that wherever the spiritual student looks and whatever sounds they hear, or whatever thoughts arise, all are perceived as coming from and going to Allah. In both the Arabic and Hebrew languages, the mystical shape chosen for each letter of the alphabet is considered to have inner meaning.

There is a classical Sufi teaching of the five Presences that can be described by using the Name Allah as a basis. This teaching is based upon the letters in the word: aliph, lam, lam, aliph, ha. Aliph is said to refer to nasut. This is the realm of the material universe where humanity finds itself. The first lam refers to malakut. Literally this means angels, but heaven and hell and all the unseen spiritual worlds are contained in this realm. The second lam represents jabarut, which is the realm of divine power. This is actually the place where we find the manifestation of these 99 Names as Names.

The second aliph represents lahut. This is the world of Allah, insofar as we are able to know Allah. There’s a hadith that says, “I am as my servant imagines me to be.” So, whether we imagine God to be Jesus, Krishna, the wind, or the universe, that particular formulation is just how we are imagining or idealizing God to be. The realm of lahut is the reality of God, as we know God. It is how we individuate it, and according to this sacred tradition God affirms being in that form. Hahut, the last of the five Presences, is described by the letter ha, which stands for the God that we can never know definitively. It is beyond mind. It is how God is to God: God’s self-knowing.

Humanity has been using variations of the word “Allah” as a Name of God since Proto-Semitic times, long before the Muhammadan Era. Both Jews and Christians in the Middle East use Allah as a Name for the One God, and have done so for thousands of years. Its usage is not unique to Islam. Other names from the same root were used, such as Allat and Allaha. Even El in Hebrew is historically the same word as Allah. It is no more a stretch to make this statement than it is to say the French magnifique and the English “magnificent” are the same word.

Simply considering the sound of the word “Allah,” we notice that the initial “A” sound is a natural heart sound. It is opening out into the universe, into the infinite. The “L” sound in Allah is a shimmering or a tingling in the heart, called wujilat. The “LLLLL” sound in the practice of dhikr (remembering Allah through reciting the Name) has this effect on the heart. This thrilling sound is sometimes referred to as the “shimmering being.” Then you say “A” again, bringing the release of the heart, the relaxation of the heart.

Thus the shimmering is brought to the heart and then emanates back out. And finally you pronounce the “H” sound, the aspirant, the breath sound. It is the breath of infinite compassion and the initial of hu, which transcends all qualities. The letter “h” (ha) is represented as a circle in Arabic, and this form also is a symbol for the infinite.

Sound is a universal language, no matter how it may be transliterated into any given alphabet, and the mysticism of sound will be given an important place in our investigations. What we are striving to emphasize is that the divine Names create, and they go on creating. And this is beyond the linguistic meanings we give them. In this sense, sacred language is that language which is developed according to the sound’s effect. We could easily say that definitions came after the effects of the sounds were discovered.

The form of the Qur’an as an encoded book that contains the 99 beautiful Names of God in Arabic is only part of the story that needs to be told. The universal essence of each divine attribute may be shown through the various levels of sound found within each word. A demonstration of this is in the hadith that says sometimes the revelation of the Qur’an was heard by the Prophet Muhammad as the ringing of bells, at other times as the buzzing of bees, or the chanting of the human voice.

The Sufis say that if we had the ears to hear and listened with an open heart, we could actually hear, interpret, and understand the deeper sounds and the universal message contained within each Arabic word in the Qur’an. This goes far beyond any specific meanings contained at the ordinary denotative and connotative levels of the language. This is an indication of why the Qur’an is called “the ocean of meanings,” in which each verse contains hundreds of thousands of levels of interpretation.

Only the outward levels of meanings are called the Qur’an, or the recitation, but when the heart is opened to the inner levels of meaning, it is called al-furqaan, discriminating wisdom. The deepest meanings are called al-nujmaan, which means the light of a shower of shooting stars. These mystical meanings are experienced as a shower of lights falling from heaven directly into the human heart. Such a mystical light of direct experience is what each beautiful Name communicates at the deepest level.

All the Names of the absolute, whether in Sanskrit, Pali, Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic, Arabic, or other sacred languages, contain this essential light. The proof of this is contained in the Qur’anic verse, “We make no distinction between any one of the Books or the Messengers who bring them.”2 The reason no distinction is made between the sacred books is because they all point to the same essential reality. And this is true because they all come from the same source, called the Preserved Tablet (‘al-lawh ‘al-mahfoodh).

This symbol, also called the Mother of the Book, ‘umm-ul-kitab, represents the universal message of unity that each sacred book contains at its deepest level, and true source. Just as, from one point of view, each of a mother’s children is different, from another point of view each child “contains” the same mother in his or her own way.

That the preserved tablet has been read as Sanskrit, Hebrew, Greek, Arabic, and so on, is an accident of history. Such readings occurred solely for the practical purpose of communicating with people belonging to a particular place and a particular time. Although sacred texts do differ from one another in some ways, like daughters of one mother, from a deeper perspective each book reveals the universal message in its own particular way.

In the same way that the New Testament accepts the Old Testament, the Qur’an accepts the books that preceded it. The root for Qur’an, Q-R-A, means “to gather together” as well as “to recite.” The main function of the Qur’an was to gather together and affirm what had come before. Fully seen, the Qur’an gathers together all the divine signs in the heavens and earth. The word for a chapter of the Qur’an, ayat, also means “sign.” In the book of nature itself we also have a collection of signs. Each sign is a Name of God.

It is interesting to note that each Arabic consonant has seven different possible pronunciations depending upon the vowel mark that is put on it. The original transcribed Qur’an, like the Hebrew Torah, was written without any vowel marks at all. The vowel sounds themselves were considered sacred. Later it was decided that to avoid confusion the vowels would be written out fully in Arabic. But we can look at all the infinite possibilities present in the book without the vowel marks, as another indication of its universal message.

The Prophet Muhammad said, “All of the creation, all that there is, is included in the Qur’an. And all the Qur’an is summarized in the opening chapter, al-Fatiha. All of al-Fatiha is summarized in Bismillah ar-Rahman ar-Rahim.” Sufis later said that this could all be condensed into the dot under the “B” in bismillah. All spiritual traditions have one thing in common: the universal unity of existence, and that is expressed by the dot. There is an infinite circle, but within the circle is the dot of absolute oneness. It contains everything. If you string out these dots you get everything that can be written in all scriptures and beyond.

Bismillah can literally mean “I yearn for the protection in the Name Allah.” But its deeper meaning could better be expressed, “In saying bismillah, I invoke the actualization, the presence, of Allah.” Seen in this way, the 99 Names of Allah come as an invocation. They are an invocation of the presence of Allah, through different Names, different qualities, and different emanations.

Sound is what pulls together this whole discourse. Even the root of ‘ism means sound. We begin in the sound. We find the same thing in Hebrew, with the word shem. In Hebrew, the word for “heaven” is shemayim. Shem is “sound” or “name.” What is called heaven is the place where the Name is flowing.

As travelers on the spiritual path, we are aiming to experience both the manifestation of God and the transcendence of God as a unity. Most of us are caught in the stage where we experience the manifestation of the universe and all its forms as something separate. However, manifestation is not really separate. It is individualized, but not separate. All manifestation is pervaded by the same reality. There is an inseparability of the limited and the absolute.

At the level of the absolute you experience total unity. It might actually be more philosophically complete to simultaneously affirm that both manifestation and transcendence are the true reality, that neither manifestation nor transcendence is the true reality, and that total unity is the true reality. Thankfully, there is a realization beyond these intellectual formulations. The nature of the heart is central to achieving a unified view.

Shaykh Junayd teaches that the wonderful thing about the heart is that it is able to “turn.” The heart can turn toward the nafs and see a separation, and it can turn toward the ruh and see a total union. Both nafs and ruh have the meaning of “soul.” Sometimes they are called lower self (ego) and higher self, or lower soul and higher soul, but both words mean soul.

The beautiful quality of the heart is it can simultaneously look at the separation and union of the soul. It can see both working at the same time. The heart has the capacity to accept simultaneously both your experience of separation from God and your feeling of union with the source. That is why the heart is so important in Sufism—because it has an almost infinite capacity.

A sacred tradition has Allah affirming, “The heavens and the earth cannot contain me, but the heart of my loving servant can.” Everything is taking place within the globe of the heart. It is in the infinite space of the heart that the possibility exists for the integration of the limited and the absolute.

There is a much-quoted sacred hadith in which the voice of Allah is heard to say, “I was a hidden treasure and wished to be known.” What could it mean to say that all-pervading reality is hidden?

One answer is to say the hidden treasure is the unmanifest potential. Take the white light of the sun. When you put its clear light through a prism, it begins to differentiate. In this way you come to see the ultimate beauty and majesty of differentiation. Before that, all there was to know was the pure essence that held all potentialities. But, viewed only as essence, the potential remains potential. It has not yet differentiated in all its capacities and come to know itself in a more complete way.

We could say it is all a divine love play. Allah fell in love in order to be known. Falling in love with the imagined potentialities means Allah starts to differentiate. The different qualities have not yet manifested, but the seeds of manifestation have already become the object of Allah’s love.

Sacred sounds can affect the universe by activating the whole universal field. The absolute is like clear space, clear luminosity. Consider a glass of clear water…If you put a drop of cherry essence in it, it becomes red. If you put a drop of mint in it, it becomes green. When you put a given sound in it, the whole field of the absolute resonates, and in so doing reveals the gradations of what each divine Name truly means.

The sifat, or divine qualities, are sound formulas, and they have a historical context. They were organized, we understand through several hadiths, into the 99 Names in the time of the Prophet Muhammad. What do we know about their history before that time? Simplistically put, all the particular powers, such as the kinds of powers represented by ar-Rahman and ar-Rahim and the other Names, were looked upon as independent deities that stood on their own. This is polytheism. Polytheism can be viewed as pure multiplicity. It is the conception of a multiplicity with no all-pervading unity.

The change that the Prophet Muhammad brought, which is viewed as a revival of the ancient Abrahamic tradition, the tradition of the haneefah, was to revive the idea of a pristine, unified consciousness. Understanding this means to see that the divine Names are not independent existences. They are interrelationships, or nisab, as ‘ibn ‘Arabi says. They describe interrelationships within the unity of existence. Consequently, the divine Names are all doors to a single essence, to Allah.

The Names evoke relationships that reveal God’s presence. They describe, for instance, the lover’s relationship with the beloved. It is a relationship between two individuated aspects of a single whole, not a connection between two fundamentally or intrinsically separate things. Thus, the great change brought by Muhammad was a return to essential unity.

Vajrayana Buddhism does a similar thing. In Tibetan Buddhism, there are multiple deities (yidam). But when Tibetan Buddhists do the practice of any deity, at the very end is a necessary stage of recognizing the representations of deity as insubstantial. They dissolve and resolve the deities into what is called the dharmakaya, or what Sufis would call Allah. It all dissolves in the formless, just as the divine Names all dissolve in Allah. Tibetan deities are ultimately insubstantial, from the point of view of the all-pervading reality. It appears to us as simply a different way of getting at the same truth.

Let’s put it in personal terms. You are known as so-and-so, which name we could say stands for your essence. But then we go on to describe you as mother, wife, mathematician, and so on. These names are not different things that are attached to you. They are your attributes. They describe different relationships of your existence. In the same way, the sacred Names bring out endless, multifaceted relationships that Allah has in the universe.

We say there are 99 Names, which as 100 less one, is actually a code for endlessness. One hundred is a number that expresses completion. Ninety-nine is a finite way of suggesting an infinite stream, and so it should not be surprising that there are more than 99 Names that are acknowledged as Names of God. And most mystics and Sufis say that all names are the Names of Allah. It is just that these particular divine Names, all of which are encoded in the Qur’an, were brought out in the tradition for an enumerative purpose that suggests the infinite.

Historically, the Names of Allah have also been applied as remedies for diseased, disconnected, habitual, and confused existence. And they have historically been invoked as aids for awakening consciousness of the divine. Over the centuries, the Names have been a spiritual pharmacopoeia used by true physicians of the heart. Many great Sufis have said they are the cure for every ill.

There are several beautiful traditions of the Prophet Muhammad that recommend reciting the whole list as a practice. It says whoever enumerates them all by singing the full set will receive great benefit. There are a few variants of the Names, even on these lists. We have printed the most widely accepted account of the Prophet speaking of reciting all these Names in Appendix A.

What is wonderful about the whole list of 99 Names is that, while we can of course invoke any single Name, we can never isolate it from Allah. We need to continually remember that the divine Names, as described by Shaykh ‘ibn ‘Arabi, are a network of intertwined relationships with the divine, and can never be isolated entities.

In this divine pharmacopoeia of the Names, any one of them might be applied as a remedy for a condition or as a cure for a set of ailments. However, we generally prescribe the invocation of pairs of divine Names that bear an intimate relationship with each other. It is important for a physician of the heart to know, for example, that to amplify the effect of a Name, it should be chanted along with a Name that expresses its opposite, when possible. And, it is also important to learn that Names that share a similar divine quality often cooperate together in a systematic process of growth.

A wazifah is the name for the spiritual practice of invoking the divine Names as a prayer. Our whole conversation of many years, which we called the Wazifah Project, started when we agreed that the material that was available in English was insufficient. One of the limitations of what was available on this subject was that it rarely showed any relationships between the Names.

In our view, it is rather silly, and in some instances even somewhat irresponsible, to only do 99 Names one page at time. They invite being grouped together. In fact, it may be spiritually dangerous in some cases to only recite one Name of an opposite pair, because at the level of human psychology, the objective of working with the divine Names is to grow into an integrated wholeness.

For simplicity’s sake we have included a chapter (Chapter 5) where we offer brief summaries of each Name, along with cross-references. In the main body of this work, we treat the divine Names as parts of families or clusters. It is very helpful when inquiring into the depths of meanings in these divine qualities, to have relational groups to consider. In fact, all of the divine Names occur in different clusters of meaning.

Consider what is called omnipresence in theology. Briefly summarized, it means God is everywhere: an infinite presence. This is a challenging subject to communicate. But by grouping together in a cluster all the divine Names that have the quality of omnipresence, we have a fresh way of coming to understand that divine quality. Not only can we gain insight into the nature of this whole cluster of Names and insight into a more complete meaning of omnipresence, but by considering each Name in relation to a family cluster, the particular meanings also are more clearly differentiated. Throughout this book, in general, we take a relational approach.

There are several important ways that the 99 Names can naturally be viewed in relation to each other. We group the divine Names according to: 1) meanings (similar and opposite); 2) roots (cognates); 3) the context and frequency of their appearance together in the Qur’an; and 4) the general meaning of each one’s form as determined by the sound code that is embedded in the grammatical structure of the Arabic language.

These relational families of divine Names impel us toward a more complete understanding. They make for a beautiful journey of discovery, which we sincerely invite you to join. Bismillah ar-rahman ar-rahim.
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Our Psychological Perspective

When their inherent potential is realized, the sacred Names of Allah offer a remedy for each and every human disability. Indeed, they offer the key to resolving our whole existential dilemma. Throughout this book, we focus on bringing out specific applications of the Names as divine medicines. They provide a full array of skillful means for psychological healing when wisely applied by those whom we call “physicians of the heart.” When students seek guidance, the Names become a vehicle of healing wisdom.

Any complete psychological view should delineate a clear path for human beings to achieve successful integration, and it should also be capable of explaining and addressing the typically wounded and alienated state of our ego-structures. In each layer of the psyche, human beings identify with an idea of self that they have constructed themselves. This false idea of the self configures and coalesces around an intense sense of being wounded, an impression that is stored in the ego.

Each Name of God and each relational cluster or family of divine Names provides a unique opportunity for psychological and spiritual growth. Because our psychological perspective is integral to the discussions of specific Names and clusters of Names throughout this book, we want to briefly summarize it at the outset. We will cover it here in general terms, but the most complete way to observe it will be in seeing how this view plays into discussions of particular human conditions in the chapters that follow.

The need of a human being to achieve individuation should not be ignored in the delineation of the process of spiritual awakening. Too often, spiritual teachers only emphasize the goal of merging with the absolute or the cosmic reality. Such an approach is incomplete and confusing for the student. As was emphasized in Chapter 1, the Name Allah ought to be seen as both a cosmic and an individuated reality.

Several of the hadiths of the Prophet Muhammad relate his experience of observing God take particularly beautiful physical forms on the cosmic throne—the ‘arsh, or Heart Throne. God as an individuated entity takes a limited form, which nevertheless embodies perfection. It is not the cosmic self but the individuated self.

Al-lah is the cosmic self. Al-’ilah is the individuated self. The individuated self is embodied in the heart. It is a ray of the infinite sun, so to speak. Philosophically, these two types of self can be characterized as the impersonal God and the personal God. In conveying spiritual teachings to the West, the aspect of divine individuation has often been bypassed.

We would even go as far as to say that this important aspect of God’s nature has been trespassed. God, as an individuated being, is the theme that can crack the ego’s shell. If students can find the way to connect with that individuated value, then cosmic value can enter from just that point of light.

It is quite ironic that Westerners often suffer from a lack of individuality, even though many think they are trying very hard to individuate. What happens is that people tend to be isolated, and they think that being isolated is being individuated. This mistaken notion is idealized in the hero in the western movie, who walks into the sunset alone. Individuality is essential, but when you isolate yourself in your constructed sense of self, the result is to become disconnected and alienated. Such disconnection in your relationships leads to suffering, in the East or the West.

When teachers ask their students to bypass the dimension of individuation and go directly to the absolute, what happens is often a big mess. The students try to jump at the teacher’s direction, and many even have an experience of the absolute, but they are left even more puzzled, because Al-’ilah is not seen.

Hazrat Inayat Khan emphasized individuation when he said in his widely known Sufi invocation that we should orient ourselves to be “United with all the illuminated souls, who form the embodiment of the Master, the Spirit of Guidance.” This recognizes an important principle. By orienting in this way, the traveler on the spiritual path affirms there is only one Spirit of Guidance and that there are many individual points—the illuminated souls—that are available to merge into.

We are therefore encouraged to come to know the God reality as Abraham, Christ, the Buddha, Muhammad, and so on. Such a teaching honors and evokes divine individuation. When someone says, “Jesus is God,” or “Buddha is the ultimate reality,” they are calling out to that divine individuation. We should not skip over that point. There is a progression. You should move through the process of individuation, and this ultimately will allow for a full merging with the universal cosmic absolute.

Having emphasized the principle of individuation as it relates to our quest for wholeness as human beings, we now need to direct our attention to the structure of the human ego. The overall ego structure is made of many layers. In each layer, the ego appears as a separated and isolated reality with which each of us have self-identified because of what has been missing in our earthly experience and because of being wounded in our relationships.

We will explore some aspects of the ego structure by examining the wounds that the ego bears, and by considering some very central issues of self-value. As we see it, the ego bears two major wounds. Because of the excruciating sensitivity of these deep wounds, the ego sets out with great determination to defend them from being touched and thereby activated. The way you defend your wounds from being touched by the experiences of your life creates and reflects your specific personality structures.

There is a major wound of humiliation, of shame. It is caused by your overall relationship with humanity, and by your relationship with your own family in particular. Children often feel like failures because there was something the parents needed them to fulfill, and it was something that the child could not do.

Confronting this failure, the child feels very unworthy and very shamed. Your act of self-identifying with this shameful and isolated condition is because of the intensity of your wound. It is a defensive act. However, self-identification with your own perceived deficiency isolates you. Configuring your sense of self in this way disconnects you from the joy of an ongoing relationship with the divine source, a relationship that is the birthright of every soul.

The second wound, the deepest layer of wounding, is experienced as being caused by your relationship with God. There is a profound feeling that even God has abandoned you. In this place, you feel you have been abandoned because you have failed to fulfill your divine destiny. You ask the question, “Why have you forsaken me?” And the ego gives its answer: “There must be something wrong with me for me to feel so abandoned.”

Human beings thus feel put to shame by both the worldly and the heavenly. At the level of worldly relations, we call it the “family hole.” There is something missing in the household and you should have fixed it but you didn’t. Mom’s still unhappy. Dad’s still unhappy. Children believe they are supposed to manifest what the family really needs: to be the most loving, the strongest, or the most intelligent person. They were supposed to be whatever was required to fill the family hole. Since that is an impossible task, they feel shame.

Not having healed the deficiency felt in the family, they do not feel worthy of happiness. The ego, or basic sense of self, narcissistically identifies with a powerful sense of deficiency, and in so doing it disconnects from the greater reality. It disconnects from source. We call this secondary narcissism.

Primary narcissism carries a much deeper wound. “I failed the divine.” There is a sense of not fulfilling the soul’s destiny, not fulfilling what God wants you to do. Each soul comes into existence with a purpose connected to the cosmos and the great being. Often children feel they have not been allowed to fulfill the purpose with which their soul entered. Their environment demanded that they give up their own purpose in order to make Mom or Dad happy.

As a result, children feel they were never allowed to fulfill God’s purpose, and now, because of that, they are incapable of fulfilling it. They feel both wronged and deficient. They feel that they are not being helped to fulfill what their soul came to do. Perhaps their soul came to learn about compassion, for example, but they are put into an environment that entices them to cruelty. Consequently human beings constantly carry around this wound, and feel like they have failed God.

The ego is caught between two major obstacles. One obstacle is trying to fill the family hole, and this leads to a sense of failure. And the other obstacle is trying to fulfill the divine purpose, but because the ego is trying to accomplish this goal from the place of fundamental isolation, this quest also leads to a sense of failure. Since you cannot fulfill God’s wish, and you cannot fulfill the family’s wish, you always feel like you are a failure, you always feel deficient, and you narcissistically maintain yourself in self-identification as “the lowest of the low.”

Once you get stuck in this identification, it is very painful. But to let go of the identification, to break its grip, may open up a nightmare for you. As long as you identify with your perceived deficiency, you don’t fully feel the pain. It is muted. When you disengage from the identification, the pain hits you in a massive way because now the protective layer of your defenses has been broken. Then you feel the shame, the humiliation. You feel that everybody is better than you, that you are lesser than all.

The deepest narcissistic wound in the ego structure is this sense of failure and worthlessness and shame. Such a deep wound can ultimately only be healed by the God reality. Only through the gracious touch of the all-compassionate and loving being of God can there be a healing for your alienation from the divine source and for your shame at having gotten stuck in the lesser identity at this deepest layer of narcissism.

A wonderful thing occurs when you reach your deepest wound and, at the same time, find the courage not to defend against the intense feelings that are aroused by reaching it. Then grace comes with a healing touch of love and divine generosity. Then the layer of ego containing the inner child feels that he or she is being loved all the time. You experience constantly being created by God. You are valued.

Now there is a profound sense of the preciousness of your soul, right in this very embodiment. It is an individual light of empowerment. It is the light of self-value or inner worth. The divine Name al-’Aziz expresses such true worth. It comes up as a theme of healing in Chapter 8 (Divine Forgiveness) and elsewhere. Al-’Aziz is the true value and strength that comes directly from God and needs no intermediary. Real strength comes from your sense of inner worth. If you have no sense of self-value, you can’t feel strong.

When you feel full of worth and value, because you have identified your self with the eternal reality of the soul, strength arises spontaneously from within. It is something to be cherished, and it gives you the courage to be, the strength and dignity to protect the divine quality within, and to honor it throughout your life. When you let down your ego defenses, you are able to see that you don’t personally have the power to do what needs to be done in order to heal the wound of being disconnected from God. The dawning of this light of self-value comes when you truly surrender the healing into God’s hands.

Psychologists observe that there is a primary narcissism, but they don’t know exactly how it is generated. That is because psychology doesn’t know what happens in the womb, which is where the answer lies. We should not forget that all souls are emerging from their origin in the divine womb of love, the rahm. When a soul enters incarnation, this earthly realm is experienced as a kind of disconnection from the divine source. The Buddhist teacher Chogyam Trungpa described birth as a kind of reverse samadhi, just the opposite of the experience of merging with the one.

Because the soul now experiences interference with its connection to the divine, entering the earthly realm is like entering disconnectedness. The disconnection may be in a very minute way, a very subtle way, but it is present. We can easily say that all sin, or error, arises from our disconnectedness with the divine. So in this one sense, sin does come with our birth.

Human beings generate primary narcissism through the experience of disconnectedness from God. When the ego is engaged in a narcissistic identification with limitation, based on disconnection from the source, you doggedly hold onto this limited identity in your heart. And it remains constant no matter what realm you may enter. If this ego enters the dimension of the all-seeing one, the identity that is revealed there is “I am blind,” and if it enters the domain of power, the identity that comes up in the ego is “I am weak.”

Because of this narcissistic identity, the negative aspect that is aroused when divine qualities are introduced is very important for physicians of the heart to understand when making use of the divine Names as tools for psychological healing. The divine Name needs to be consciously drawn into the specific wounded places in the layers of ego, so that each human being can ultimately overcome their stubborn sense of separation and disconnection.

Each of us may have a thousand blind spots, but there is one that is primary. It has to do with a visceral feeling that something fundamental is missing in you. When your soul comes into this incarnated realm, it is full of divine qualities. Due to what is missing in the family, one or more aspects are blocked. These could be intelligence, creativity, compassion, peace, or something else. These blockages occur before the development of the ego—connection with these qualities is lost in the womb and in the first stages of incarnation.

There is no recognition in the ego about what the particular missing qualities may be. All the ego knows is that there is something fundamentally missing. It doesn’t know what is missing, and it doesn’t know how to get it. In time, with the aid of divine compassion, you may come to see that you have this blind spot, and by accepting the need and making the journey even through pain and anguish, you can return. The sincere desire is developed to seek back to the source of all. The pain of separation creates the longing. And since it requires you to acknowledge that you don’t really know what you need, it may lead to real humility.

Self-surrender is important. Inner wholeness requires each of us to make space for the generous manifestation of loving compassion. Human suffering serves the purpose of wholeness as well. It is a way of return and a means to see that there is something beyond your immediate scope. Knowing there is something beyond your ability to know enables you to bring in the divine. Otherwise, you may remain stuck in a grandiose view of your ego-self, and quite forget about the God reality.

Truly speaking, recollection of self would be dhikr (zikr) or remembrance of God. Because in its essence the soul is an activity of God, the soul would then have the remembrance of God activated within it. But the grosser ego level doesn’t have access to this kind of remembrance because at that level of isolation in which you have self-identified, you have lost your connection with the source.

There is a mystery about remembrance, about that dhikr which is the recollection of self. You are reconnecting with a whole process of continuously becoming. There is a famous tradition where Allah says, “I was a hidden treasure; I wished to be known.” Allah’s great loving wish to be known brings forth something new. It is the manifest reality. The perfection that manifests in the individual soul was always there. It was pure potential energy, so to speak. What incarnation brings is the possibility of a new form that can continuously flow from the source.

Such recollection of self is more than just remembering. “Remembering” suggests getting back to where you were. But this kind of remembering is not a static thing. It is not like two pieces of a train connecting. Dhikr is a generative process. The one who remembers Allah is constantly in a connected flow of the divine power. Our aspiration is to work with the sacred Names of Allah in just this kind of connected way.

Recitation of the sacred Names can be a great vehicle for healing wisdom to manifest in your life. The Names are best recited aloud for a certain period of time each day and with a devotional feeling of calling out to the source of all perfection. While doing this, you also know that God is in the very vibration of the sound. The quality of God that is evoked moves in and through you.

By listening to the sound you make when you recite the Names, you begin to gradually bring the tone of your voice into harmony with their essence. Often you will be asked to let down your defenses around a wounded place so that a particular quality of God can reach you. It is important to feel the sound in your body. That will give you a vehicle to sense your own resistance to a particular quality and your own profound resonance with it.

Recollecting self, through reconnecting with your ultimate source in the God reality, is the culmination of the individuation process. You realize how you have been stuck in a fixedness of ego, but now you see that your real self is in constant motion, and the fixedness breaks. The ego surrenders its stubborn clinging to an idea of itself that is isolated and deficient, and comes into a continual influx with being.

In this way, the ego transforms into an image of God. It is no longer an image of the parents. The soul realizes that it is the inner reality at the core of the ego-self, and that it is made in the divine image and likeness. It is immortal and filled with divine qualities. Such union, or continual remembrance, produces a wholesome fluidity of being that is the desired goal of the psychological process.


[image: ]


[image: ]
Pronunciation Guide

Each Arabic vowel and consonant has a unique sound. This is not the case for every English letter. Where there is no English equivalent for a consonant, we have indicated this with a dot below the letter that gives the closest approximate sound in English. Example: Rahim is shown as ra-ḤEEM. Where two consonants together make one sound we have put a line underneath. Example: Mudhill is shown as mu-DHILL.

The glottal stop (hamza) and the ‘ayn (which is a different letter in Arabic than the English “a”) are vowel sounds for which there is no direct English equivalent. We have indicated both of these with a straight apostrophe. When the mark appears at the end of one of the 99 Names, except in the case of al-Bari’, it is an ‘ayn, and it should be sounded like an “a” that is swallowed or muffled.

As these specific Arabic sounds can only be learned directly by listening and practice, we offer this website as a way to hear the pronunciation of these Names: www.PhysiciansOfTheHeart.com. The Names are recited in classical Arabic by a male and a female voice, and another version of the Names is recited reflecting Urdu and Farsi influences.

The syllables in each word have been separated with a hyphen.

The capitalized syllables are stressed.

The sounds of all the Arabic vowels we can approximate in English letters are listed below:

Long “a”      	aa       as in “last”

Short “a”       a       as in “father”

Long “e”       ee
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