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ABSTRACT: In various religions, a cloud symbolises the appearance
of the Lord in the physical world, which is sometimes associated
with apocalyptic and eschatological ideas. In the Qur’an, there are
two symbols: the cloud and the shadow (or canopy) that have been
analysed extensively both by Shi‘i thinkers and Suafi masters. These
ideas have also been connected to doctrines such as the appearance of
the Lord, leadership, the Ideal (Perfect) Man, and the coming of the
saviour. Various Shi‘i authors have discussed the above-mentioned
ideas from different angles. Moreover, throughout Shi‘i traditions,
the phrase ‘canopies’ (alghamam) has been used as a reference to
the Imams and in mystical writings ‘the shadow of Allah’ signifies
the Ideal Man. In the following research, we will examine Qur’anic
verses that mention clouds, Qur’anic commentaries, and Shi‘i-Sufi
writings to offer a discussion on the Lord’s appearance in the clouds
in Islamic lore.

KEYWORDS: Lord, cloud, shadow, al-ghamam, leadership.

291



The Appearance of the Lord in the Clouds Ali Ashraf Emami et al.

Introduction

In the Qur’an, the word al.ghamam (‘al.&ij|) is used four times and it means
‘clouds (2: 57, 210; 7: 160; 25: 25).' In spoken Arabic it refers to thin, white
clouds. In the first verse, God sends manna and quails with clouds; in the
second, He makes Himself known in the shadows of clouds; in the third
verse He sends clouds to cast their shadows over the Israelites in the Sinai
Desert, and finally, in the fourth, alghamam is mentioned in an
eschatological context. Thus, in a Qur’anic context, clouds serve as a
medium through which God intervenes in worldly affairs.

Additionally, both Shi‘i authors and Safi masters have borrowed the
Qur’anic concept of clouds, or shadows, to describe their ideals. In
Islamic mysticism, the shadow of God (awi) refers to the Ideal, or Perfect
Man. In Shi‘i traditions, God’s canopies (als)) indicate the Imams in their
pre-existential state. Clouds play an important role in Shi‘i mystical
ontological and eschatological traditions. The main question runs as
follows: what kind of relationship can be deduced between the Ideal Man
as the Shadow of God, and the Imams as the Lord’s canopies, on the one
hand, and the coming down of the Lord in canopies of cloud, on the
other? In the following pages, we will discuss God’s manifestation by
means of clouds as it appears in different religions, and then we will turn
our attention to the Qur’anic understanding of it. Finally, by referring to
specific mystical texts, we will explain the meaning of clouds and shadows
that are mentioned throughout Shi‘i works.

Background: clouds as a symbol of the Lord in non-Islamic
religions

From ancient times, people have seen the clouds as God’s dwelling place,
house, or shelter. The most archaic symbolisation of a cloud can be found
in Chinese culture in which it is referred to as ‘the prototype of cloud
and thunder’ and as a ‘meandering road’. It is described for the first
time during the Han dynasty (202 BCE-220 CE) as a symbol of richness,
fertility, abundance, and as a heavenly gift through which it rains. It is
said that the dragon could send rain during the spring and people have
described it as ‘a monster among clouds’ (yun lung [ZZ]). In Chinese,
the cloud (yun [Z=]) symbolises happiness.? According to ancient Chinese
lore, white or colourful clouds cast a shadow over survivors of the
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blazing monastery of Chao-lin, and lifted immortals’ graves towards
Heaven. In addition to this, red clouds have been considered as blessed
signs. According to one legend, Emperor Huang Ti ‘governed all things,
thanks to the clouds’.> In Chinese and Japanese cultures, clouds have been
regarded as the throne, or wheel, of the gods, and as immortal heroes.4
The ancient Greeks saw the clouds as Apollo’s bullets and for Indians,
they were signs of abundance and fertility.’

On the other hand, in the Old Testament, the cloud symbolises
the Lord’s dwelling place, His theophany and sometimes appears in
eschatological events; for example, the Son of Man, or Saviour, will come
in the clouds of heaven with power and great glory.® Furthermore, God
‘sets His rainbow in the cloud to make a token of the covenant between
Himself and the earth’7 In addition to this, God led His people through
the pillar of the cloud.® And ‘the glory of God abode upon Mount Sinai
and covered it for six days, and on the seventh day He called Moses from
out of the cloud’.

In another case, whenever Moses entered the tabernacle, the cloudy
pillar descended, and the Lord talked with him.* In an apocalyptic vision,
Ezekiel sees clouds that filled the inner court of the temple." Moreover,
the Lord makes Himself known through a cloud: ‘And the Lord said unto
Moses, speak unto Aaron thy brother, that he come not at all times into
the holy place within the vail before the mercy seat, which is upon the
ark; that he dies not: for I will appear in a cloud upon the mercy seat’.”?
In Daniel, clouds have been characterised by their apocalyptic function:

I saw in the visions that I had at night, and behold, one like
the Son of Man came with the clouds of heaven and came to
the Ancient of Days, and they brought him near before him.
And there was given him dominion, and glory, and a kingdom,
that all people, nations, and languages, should serve him: his
dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass
away, and his kingdom that which shall not be destroyed.

Such Biblical testimonies clarify the main fact that the transcendental
God of Israel made Himself known through clouds and intervened in the
cosmos. Some Biblical passages (e.g., Deut. 4: 12; Ex. 33: 20) recalling the
invisibility of God, show that great prophets such as Moses do not see
the face of God, but only hear his voice;* however, the same invisible and
omnipresent God makes Himself known through clouds, and, as we will
show, such a theme can be determined in the Islamic tradition.
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In the New Testament, clouds are used in relation to apocalyptic
events and Jesus’ Second Coming (Parousia [[Tapouaoia]): ‘Then shall
appear the Son of Man coming in the clouds of heaven with power and
great glory’.” “The Son of Man, while sitting on the right hand of power,
will come in the clouds of heaven.””® In Acts, the Parousia is mentioned
in detail:

And when he had spoken these things, while they beheld, he
was taken up; and a cloud received him out of their sight. And
while they looked steadfastly toward heaven as he went up,
behold, two men stood by them in white apparel; which also
said, ‘Ye men of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into heaven?
This same Jesus, which is taken up from you into heaven, shall
so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven’.”

He will come with clouds and ‘all kindreds of the earth shall wail
because of him.” In another instance, his Second Coming with clouds
1s mentioned as follows: ‘And I looked, and beheld a white cloud, and
upon the cloud one sat like unto the Son of Man, having on his head
a golden crown, and in his hand a sharp sickle.™ Consequently, even
before the advent of Islam, clouds have played a theophanous role, and
such symbolisation can also be seen in Islamic lore.

The literal interpretation of clouds in the Quran

It is worth noticing that several chapters in the Qur’an have been named
after natural phenomena, e.g., al-Najm (the star), al-Qamar (the moon),
al-Burqj (the astrological houses) and the like. All these natural signs
are witnesses to God’s creative power and His relation to humankind;*
however, one natural element, i.e., the cloud, occupies an important
position both in the Qur’an and in Islamic lore.

As we mentioned earlier, the term ‘alghamam’ is mentioned four times
in the Qur’an (2: 57, 210; 7: 160; 25: 25). Most Qur’an commentators have
interpreted the clouds throughout the afore-mentioned verses as a ‘sign
of the Lord’s wrath and grace’. Ibn al-‘Arabi (638 /1240) interprets the
clouds in verse 25: 25 (‘a day when the heaven with the clouds will be split
apart and the angels are sent down in majesty’) as reward and punishment,
for the angels are sometimes the agents of the Lord’s wrath, acting as His
wrathful forces.* Sultan Mohammad Gonabadi (1327/1909), known as
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Sultan ‘Ali Shah, considers verse 2: 210 (‘Are these people waiting for God
to come to them in the shadows of the clouds, together with the angels?’)
as a reference to hypocrites who are waiting either for the coming of the
Lord, or for His punishments.> Abu Fadl al-Tabarsi (548/1153) considers
the said verse as a reference to those who denied God’s commands, as
a result of which, He will send punishments upon them through the
clouds. Alghamam, for him, means ‘horror’, in that just as a cloud casts
its shadow over people so people will be afraid. Al-Tabarsi adds another
point to the verse to the effect that deniers, indeed, do not expect the
promised day in which horror, like clouds, will encompass everyone,?
and Haqqi al-Bartisawi (1137/1725) interprets al-ghamdam in verse 25: 25 as
‘dark and heavy clouds’ by which the sky will be split. He regards verse 2:
210 (‘that Allah will come with the angels’) as a reference to a day on which
the angels will bring people’s Books of Deeds.?* Furthermore, he also sees
al-.ghamam in the said verses as the grief that will embrace human hearts,
just as the clouds might cover the heavens.” Sharif Lahiji (1095/1634),
an Imami exegete of the Qur’an, interprets the phrase ‘are they waiting
for?’ (2: 210) as a rhetorical question, i.e., those who turned their back on
Islam are not waiting for Allah and will not become faithful until He
sends punishments upon them through cloudy canopies. For example,
God sent a punishment through white clouds to the people of Shu‘ayb
(Qur’an 7: 85ff). At first, they thought the clouds were a sign of rain, but
in fact they were proofs of His wrath and they destroyed all Sha‘ayb’s
people. For Sharif Lahiji, al-ghamam in verse 25: 25 signifies the coming
down of the angels and the Lord’s retribution.?

According to the literal interpretation, most Sufi interpreters have
considered the clouds in the verses under discussion as a means by which
God sends His punishments to unbelievers. However, for Sufi masters,
the Qur’an in general, and these verses, have a deeper layer of meaning.
Consequently, Sufi masters have tried to interpret the verses from a
mystical angle in order to extract the real and hidden connotation of the
term ‘clouds’.

The interpretation of the ‘clond verses’ in a Shi'i context

In addition to a literal understanding of clouds mentioned in Qur’anic
verses, some Shi‘i-Sufi interpreters have considered them to signify the
Imams. Therefore, Sharif Lahiji quotes a tradition through Muhammad
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b. Mas‘ad al-‘Ayyashi (320/932), a Shi‘i exegete, to the effect that the
fifth Imam, Muhammad al-Baqir (114/733), read ‘to come to them in the
shadows of the clouds’ (Qur’an 2: 210) as a reference to the returning of
the twelfth Imam in Kafah or Najaf.? Al-Baqir saw ‘the heaven is split
asunder with clouds’ (Qur’an 25: 25) as an indication of the first Imam’s
coming down to the earth and twelfth Imam’s return.?®

In his commentary on Qur’an 2: 210, Isma'‘il al-Isfarayini (1288/1871)
cites the returning of the Imams and considers their coming as an essential
part of faith. For him, following the last Imam’s return, all beings will
possess their total and absolute essence and will see the shining light of
absolute Leadership across all levels - from higher to lower - of creation.
All beings will realise the establishment of the divine-Muhammadan
kingdom on the earth and will also see the coming down of Prophet
Muhammad’s Household.? Mirza Aba al-Qasim Shirazi (1286/1869), a
poet and mystic of the Dhahabi order, mentions a tradition through
al-Bagqir to the effect that ‘waiting for God to come to them in the shadows
of the clouds’ (Qur’an 2: 210) means the returning of the last Imam. And
he mentions another narration through Prophet Muhammad that the
said verse refers to the coming of the Last Imam who will enter with
al-Faruq (the separator) in Kafa. For him, al-Faraq refers to Imam ‘Alj,
who separates believers from unbelievers.>°

In the following pages we will note that both the first and last Imams
are credited with supernatural power, i.e., coming down through clouds.
Whether this theme is derived from the Biblical tradition requires further
study and is beyond the scope of this article, but one cannot doubt that
there is a recognisable similarity between the Biblical report of the Lord’s
theophany and coming down of the Son of Man in the clouds and the
descending of the Imams through the clouds.

Shadows/canopies of the clouds in Shi'i and mystical writings

In verse 2:210 (al-Baqarah),* we read ‘in the shadows of the clouds’ and
the term ‘clouds’ is a central and ontological idea both in Shi‘ism and
Islamic mysticism. ALdill/3= (pl. dulal) means ‘shadow’ and in Safi
terminology it refers to the divine attributes.3* ‘Abd al-Razziq Kashani
(730/1329) regards the term Ju) in verse 25:45 (‘Do you not see how your
Lord extends the shadow?’)® as an additional being that casts a shadow
over all contingent beings.>* Elsewhere, he identifies the ‘shadow’ with the
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First Intellect, which is the first objective being revealed by the Lord’s
light, and then opted for plurality and manifested itself in a plurality
forms, which is the essential character of substantial Unity. For Kashani,
the shadow of God (4w J) means the Ideal Man who came into existence
in the exoteric realm (zat al-wahidiyah).> Ibn al-*Arabi has also considered
the Ideal Man as the mirror and the compassionate shadow of the Truth.
Sultan Mohammad Gonabadi has declared the verse under discussion as
a reference to the realms of Thought (immaterial realms) in Stfism. In
one of these realms, the Safi practitioner sees his Incarnated mentor. For
Gonabadyi, such a vision, or thought, is like the wind of Paradise and has
a face like a human face, and in fact is the Imam who has been revealed
in the microcosm. Therefore, he considers verse 25:45 as a proof for the
idea of seeing God’s substitute in the microcosm.” As Jalal al-Din
Muhammad Rami (652 /1273), the greatest Sufi mystic and poet in the
Persian language, points out:

Lay hold of his skirt most quickly without any misgivings
that you may be saved in the skirt of the last days.

How He extended the shadow is the form of the saints
which guides to the light of the Divine Sun.

Do not go in this valley without this guide;

say, like Khalil, ‘T love not them that set’.3®

According to Sadr al-Din Muhammad al-Qunawi (673/1274), a Persian
thinker and famous commentator of Ibn al-‘Arabi, one who passes all
Safi exercises, attains perfection, desires and does everything on behalf
of God, and is also called a Caliph and a Shadow. His providence will
prevail the whole of creation.® Riuzbahin Baqli (605/1209), a Persian
poet and Sufi master, says that creatures came into being by an extended
shadow and a single light that are the shadow of the Lord and the light of
Prophet Muhammad, respectively. In other words, this narration hints at
a well-known divine tradition concerning Prophet Muhammad: “Were it
not for you, I would not have created creation’.4

Similarly, the symbol of the shadow can be found in Shi‘i works,
and, interestingly, matches the doctrine of the shadow of the Lord and
the Ideal Man. According to Shi‘i writings, in the sphere of shadows
the Imams were praising God even before the creation was created. For
instance, it is narrated through Abt Hamzah al-Thamali (death date
unknown), a close companion of the fourth Imam, that someone said
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to the sixth Imam: ‘Tell me how you had been in the realm of shadows’
and he replied: “We were lights at the hands of the Lord even before the
creation, and as soon as He created the creatures, we praised Him and
other creatures praised Him, too. We confessed His Unity, and other
beings confessed His Unity, too.’# The same Abu Hamzah narrates
through the fifth Imam that,

God Almighty was alone in His Unity, then He spoke a word,
and the word became light. He created the Prophet Muhammad,
‘Ali, and his household through the same light. And then the
Lord spoke another word, the word became a spirit, and He
laid the spirit within the light and then laid it within our
bodies. Thus, we are the light of the Lord and the word by
which He is veiled from his creatures. In addition to this, we
were in the green shadow and were praising and sanctifying
His Majesty while there was neither sun nor moon.#

In another Hadith, it is narrated that God created Prophet Muhammad,
‘Ali, and the other Imams through the light of His Majesty and made
them in the likeness of ghosts even before the creation was created.# And
Imam ‘Ali says, T am one whom God has credited with superiority in
the realm of shadows and caused them to obey me. I am the carrier of
the throne, the light of lights and the Door of God.’# Furthermore, the
fourth Imam says: “The Imam is the shadow which came into existence
before creation.’#

For Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei (1413/1992), a Shi‘i jurist and commentator,
the shadow means the Universal Self (or the ‘General Self) (&)l ua31)
and the divine shadow that dominates the worlds. Qur’an 25: 45 testifies
to this understanding. This General Self is, indeed, the form of all beings,
and the sacred Self, which, according to some Sufis, stands for a soft and
shining form of things. For this reason, the Imams have called the
General Self, ‘green shadows’ and ‘canopies’# The General Self is His
sacred essence, Great Name, and His manifestation. The Great Name 1s
generated from Divine Nature, and therefore it is called ‘Self’ because it
arises from the Essence without any discrimination or differentiation.#
Elsewhere, al-Khoei points out that the Imams have understood ‘canopies’
to be the Lord’s manifestation (J=x)!) that mirrors His Unity. As a result,
he adds, the sixth Imam explained that ‘green canopies’ (|23 dlsl) were
unqualified matter; soft, light bodies, and shining mirrors, because in
corrupt worlds only shadows are like the shining bodies.
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In another Hadith narrated through the fifth Imam, we read in
response to a question from one of his disciples, that: ‘...in the beginning,
God created Prophet Muhammad and his household, and they were
ghosts of light in front of His Majesty.” And he meant by ghosts, shadows
of shining bodies that have never possessed souls.#® Although the Imams
have been referred to as ‘canopies’, there is, in fact, only one shadow. All
sacred bodies, including their twelve venerated bodies, issue from one
great Light. In other words, canopies are various manifestations of the
same and single shadow. Thus, Prophet Muhammad has reported: ‘in
the beginning, God created pure and sacred souls’, and such a theme has
been referred to in several supplications.*

‘Abd al-Karim Gili (826/1423) also believes that the truth of the Ideal
Man is the Muhammadan Truth and is, indeed, one and single, but has
various manifestations and prototypes, revealing himself in different
forms at different times. He explains Abu Bakr al-Shibli’s (334/946)
paradoxical saying: ‘I confess that I am the messenger of God’ in this
context. In other words, the Muhammadan Truth revealed itself to
al-Shibli in the form of God’s messenger’® The idea of Leadership
(wildyah) here emerges as a link between Shi‘ism and Sufism. In this
regard, it is reported through ‘Alj, the first Imam, that ‘the truth of Light
shone through the eternal sunrise and its particles illuminated the bodies
of Unity,” and Muhammad Baqir Sabzawiri (1090/1679) identifies
the said ‘body of Unity’ with the Ideal Man.? Al-Isfarayani has also
interpreted the Light mentioned in the Hadith as a reference to the Light
of Leadership and considered the Mahdi as its perfect manifestation.’
Consequently, the shadow indicates on one hand the primordial being
of Prophet Muhammad and the Imams, and on the other, their position
as God’s substitutes.

Clouds as a divine sign and miracle

The word ‘clouds’ has been mentioned throughout various Islamic works
using different terms, such as alsahib, al-‘ama’, and al-ghamam. All these
words show different aspects of the meaning of clouds, which are
witnesses to the divine being from whom all creatures are created.’* Thus,
Gl (pl. o «Slxi) means ‘cloud/clouds’ or ‘a collection of clouds’,”
and ‘ama’(sl2) means ‘clouds’, ‘thin clouds’, or ‘black or white clouds’.
2l (sing. 4slef) means ‘clouds’, or ‘white clouds’, as mentioned before,
and they are so called because they veil the sky, or they veil the light of
the sun.
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Regardless of their etymologies and meanings, clouds have played an
important role in Sufism and Stafi masters have used them to describe the
revelation of God. Traditions referring to clouds as a divine sign and
proof, indeed, introduce them as kerygmatic, and as agents of the Lord’s
epiphany. As the following narrations and stories will show, sometimes
God manifests Himself to faithful servants and speaks to them via the
clouds. For this reason, Stufi masters have considered the appearance of
the clouds in the heavens as a manifestation (J=l) of God. For example,
the Lord revealed His sign to Job, a Biblical figure, in the cloud and thus
spoke to him. Job asked the Lord to bestow upon him a sign and He sent
a cloud to guide Job. In other words, the Lord guided Job by means of a
cloud. In another Hadith, it is said that Job endured all kinds of sufferings
and yet praised his Lord, and the Lord spoke to Job in the clouds,
reminded him that He had led Job to obey his Lord and told him not to
have any more regrets.”” By referring to Moses in the Sinai desert and the
Lord’s appearance in the cloud, Al-Qadi Nasir al-Din ‘Abdallah
al-Baydawi (685/1286), a jurist and exegete, also mentions clouds as the
agents of the Lord’s manifestation.”® Safi ‘Ali Shah (1052/1642), a Persian
Sufi gives this interpretation of this aspect of the cloud in the following
verse:

As soon as they arrived at the meeting place,

A cloud appeared and covered Moses.

His people could not see Moses,

The Truth (the Lord) spoke to Moses

As Moses came out of the cloud,

He told his people that they heard the Lord’s word (&> J¢8).®

Such a theme is narrated about another Biblical figure i.e., Joseph the
Patriarch. Rashid al-Din al-Maybudi (530/1136), a Stfi exegete, narrates a
tradition concerning Prophet Joseph and his piety, which was so great
that angels praised him every day and a white cloud (sbae Ll=w) cast its
shadow over him.® In other words, since Joseph was a faithful servant,
God sent the cloud (wlx&) to cast its shadow over him, and for Sufis this
is a sign of God’s love and mercy. Ibn al-‘Arabi has quoted through
Prophet Muhammad that one of his companions saw a white cloud
coming down while he was reading the Qur’an, and Prophet Muhammad
told him: “That white cloud is a sign of peace (or ‘mercy’). God has sent
it to you because you read the Qur’an’. As the narration shows, Ibn
al-“Arabi considers the appearance of the white cloud as a sign of His
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mercy. In fact, God has revealed Himself to the faithful servant by means
of the white cloud. In addition to this, Ibn al-‘Arabi has recorded the
following divine tradition: ‘One who reads My Word will see My white
cloud (4slee) by which My angels descend to him’.® In another tradition,
we read that Prophet Muhammad said that Chapters al-Baqarah and Al-i-
TImran are two clouds that will intercede for people on the Day of
Judgement.®* This narration shows that even the Word of God will reveal
itself in a cloud.

All these narrations testify to the main fact that in Islamic Safism
clouds not only show the manifestation of the Lord but also serve as a
sign of Lord’s mercy and grace. In other words, God bestows His grace
upon his faithful servants, and even His Words (verses of the Qur’an) as
the clouds will miraculously intercede on the day of Judgement. Safi
masters including Ibn al-‘Arabi ® have interpreted the white cloud (xle)
in these narrations as the revelation of various qualities of God.

The status of the cloud in mystical ontology

In mystical ontology, the beginning of creation is referred to as al-‘ama’
(the lofty, thin cloud).®* In Sufi terminology, it sometimes means the
essence of hidden being-or the esoteric dimension (abadiyah) of existence
—and sometimes the substance of the exoteric dimension (wapidiyah).” In
this section, we will concentrate on interpretations of al-‘ama’(sles) given
by various Sufi masters. We are told that the Prophet was asked by
someone:® ““Where was our Lord before creation?” And he replied, ‘He
was in clouds (or ‘lofty clouds’), beneath which was air (or ‘a vacuum’)
and above which was air’”.®7 This lofty cloud (slk<) is both active and
passive, receptive and instantiating; it is nzafas al-rapman (the divine
breath); the theophanic Imagination.®® In his discussion on ontology,
Najm al-Din Kabra (618/1221), the founder of the Kabrawi order, argues
that being, in the beginning, is intense darkness (alghaym al-aswad
(5591 @xa1)), and as soon as it softens, it becomes like a moon, or a black
cloud, and when it becomes lighter, it is like a white cloud.®

In his Mashrab al-Arwah, Ruzbahan Baqli mentions the station of
al-.ghamam in which the practitioner, after receiving the first veil of the
unseen (—.xle ol=>), visits the cloud of the occult (cwadl pledll). About
the above-mentioned Hadith ‘He was in the lofty cloud (sles),””° Riizbahan
calls the station of alghamam (the white cloud) ‘the station of visiting
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the beginnings of Majesty’.” As a cloud remains between heaven and
earth, likewise al-“ama’ (the lofty cloud) is seen by al-Qunawi as the veil
of the realm between absolute and contingent being, lordship, and
servitude. Apart from the Ideal Man and some rare perfect mentors no
one can visit it.”* Elsewhere, he gives al-ama’ the title of Jam’ al-jam”
(unification) and ‘haqiqat al-haga’iq’ (the reality of realities) in which all
divine names and qualities disappear.’

According to Sayyid Baha’ al-Din Haydar ‘Amauli (787/1385), a Shi‘i
mystic and Sufi master, al-‘ama’ is the essence of the exoteric dimension
which serves to mediate between hidden being and His lordship.
Additionally, he turns his attention to the understandings of other
scholars of al“ama’ as the substance of the ‘hidden treasure’ (Liss 155),
which is referred to as an absolute being.’* ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani has
also regarded al-‘ama’ as an essence that exists prior to the revelation of
the esoteric dimension in the form of [divine] names.”” Accordingly, he
conceives of al-‘ama’ as the esoteric dimension and criticises those who
see it as the exoteric dimension and as a veil between oneness and
multiplicity. For him, the above-mentioned Hadith, i.e., that ‘before
creation God was in a cloud’, contradicts their interpretation. In other
words, ‘Abd al-Razzaq believes that al-‘ama’ here refers to the state of
oneness in which there are neither qualities nor names. Furthermore, the
exoteric dimension is the place of divine archetypes, qualities, and
names.’®

As Henry Corbin clarifies, the fact that God is a Hidden Treasure
indicates a deeper aspect of the hiddenness (<wJ!), this hidden dimension
desires to reveal itself. As soon as such desire takes place, divine names
appear out of their state of hiddenness and potentiality, and all-
compassionate love brings them forth. Corbin here refers to a well-known
Hadith in the Safi tradition, called ‘Hidden Treasure’ (Liss 135):77 ‘T was
a hidden treasure and I yearned to be known. Then I created creatures to
be known by them.’”® By borrowing Ibn al-‘Arabi’s terminology, Corbin
believes this Hadith in the Safi tradition shows that ‘the Godhead reveals
the secret of His passion’, and out of ardent love (4&8g4d! &,5J1) spring the
divine names and result in creation. All divine names and theophanies
(tajalliyat) are ‘within the originally undifferentiated God’. The creation
is the revelation of the ‘Divine Being’. From it all being is created.
According to Corbin, ardent love is expressed as fanaffis (to breath) or,
as Ibn al-‘Arabi calls it, zafas al-rabman (divine breath), and this sigh
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‘gives rise to the entire subtle mass of a primordial existentiation (ijad
slxl) termed al‘ama’ (cloud)’. In other words, the cloud is Divine Being
exhaled and in which He ‘as He originally was, receives all forms and at
the same time gives beings their forms’. 7

Sadr al-Din Muhammad Shirazi, also known as Mulla Sadra
(1049/1640), calls this love ‘the Muhammadan light’, which serves as a
great veil of the Truth.* This love plays a role in the creation of the
ethereal mass, which is the first creature, and Ibn al-‘Arabi calls it al-‘ama’
(the lofty, thin cloud).

The lofty cloud (sles), which issues from Divine substance, contains
all forms and shapes of all beings. Paradoxically, it is both active and
passive, receptive and progressive. This dual aspect can be found in all
stages of existence; divine names are active because they shape their
receptive quality. On the other hand, they are passive because their
substance has its determinant form. In other words, the form clarifies the
substance. Therefore, the created lofty cloud (its creation took place at
the beginning), grace of creation, active Self, or absolute imagination all
owe their existence to the Truth [Divine]|. This is the same creator-created,
hidden-revealed, alpha-omega. All forms of existence from archangels,
jinns, and all individuals to all stages of inanimate natural beings are
contained within the lofty cloud. According to Ibn al-‘Arabi, the Lord
has nurtured all forms of beings, except His substance. It was in al-‘ama’
that all creatures appeared and again a/-‘ama’ determines the face of the
Lord because He is the beginning and the end; first and last; hidden and
revealed.®

Therefore, the lofty cloud which contains all creatures is the created
being of Truth (Divine), which has been referred to as ‘the Muhammadan
Light’ by Mulla Sadra and as the Lord of creation by Ibn al-‘Arabi. A
prophetic Hadith confirms such understanding: ‘in the beginning, God
created my light, and Imam ‘Ali issued from that light and then He [God]
created the heaven and all other beings.®? The relationship between cloud
and shadow reminds us again of the sixth Imam’s tradition in which he
describes the Imams as light at the hands of the Lord before creation, and
that they stayed in green shadow.®

In addition to this, in the Hadith that we mentioned earlier,® the
phrase ‘Lord’ has been used: “Where was our Lord (i) before creation?’
As a result, we must turn our attention to explaining this word. In the
Qur’an we read: ‘The earth will shine with the Light of its Lord’ (39: 69)¥
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and in this regard a tradition has been quoted through the fourth Imam
that says, “The Lord of the earth is the leader (Imam) of the earth’.3¢

Sultan Mohammad Gonabadi, while discussing the incarnation of a
Sufi master, referring to this Qur’anic verse, refers to the Imam as a being
who appeared in the form of the microcosm. ¥ In another Qur’anic verse
(20: 124) it is said: ‘And whosoever turns away from My (Lord’s)
Remembrance’ and al-Bursi identifies the ‘Lord’ in this verse with Imam
‘Ali. Mirza ‘Abu al-Qasim Shirazi (1293/1876), a Shi‘i mystic, has also
regarded the lofty cloud (slee) as the Divine first manifestation which is
the Muhammadan and ‘Ali’s sacred light. For him, al-‘ama’ is the truth
of the Lord’s substitute and the secret of the Prophet, and ‘Ali describes
himself as the owner of the Prophet’s secret.®® Additionally, a Prophetic
Hadith says that: ‘I was a Prophet while Adam was between water and
clay, and while there was neither water nor clay ‘Ali was His substitute’.®
There is another tradition which has been quoted through ‘Ali: ‘T am the
originator of the cloud’ (w=&), to which Mirza ‘Abu al-Qasim attaches
his interpretation to the effect that ‘Ali is both the originator of cloud
(bxw) and the lofty cloud (al-‘ama’) itself, and he is the beginning of the
infinite worlds.®® As a result, the lofty cloud at this stage contains the
Muhammadan Truth and primordial being of the Lord’s substitute.

Additionally, there are references to masses or groups of clouds.
In this sense the clouds bear a somewhat different connotation. The
appearance of a mass of clouds in heaven was regarded as the sign of
an important event among some pre-Islamic religions.” Moreover,
as mentioned earlier, the Son of Man will come in the clouds and his
kingdom shall not be destroyed (Dan, 7: 14-15; Mt, 24: 30; Luke, 21: 27;
Mark, 13: 26; Rev, 1: 7, 14: 14). It is worth noting that the Son of Man
is characterised by supernatural faculties. He is a heavenly being whom
God has created before the creation and has a shining face just like the
angels. He possesses miraculous powers which, like thunder, will come in
a cloud at the end of time.*

In Islamic lore, the lofty cloud (sles) is a sign of the Lord’s substitute
by which God reveals Himself.”» Some ahadith declare that the last Imam
will descend from the sky among seven canopies of light on the Day of
Judgement to separate believers from disbelievers.®4 The cloud in this
context is referred to as alghamam, although some scholars have
identified al-ghamam with the primordial and ethereal being of the Ideal
Man. Algham literally means ‘concealing something’, and it is called
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al-ghamam as it conceals the rays of the sun.” In his discussion on Qur’an
2: 57: ‘We caused the clouds (erJ\) to cast their shadow over you’, Ibn
al-‘Arabi interprets al-ghamam as the means through which the Lord
reveals His attributes.”® Safi ‘Ali Shah also expresses the same idea:

Al-ghaméam came to manifest attributes,

And the attributes are the veils of His substantial sun.
Manna and quails are states and stations,

that the Lord of creatures has sent to practitioners.”

Alr’s appearance in the clond

Dawuad al-Qaysari (751/1350), Ibn al-‘Arabi’s commentator, notes that
the Truth revealed itself in a cloud to the people of Prophet Had.”® The
majority of Shi‘i writings have identified the revealed Truth with ‘Al
According to a tradition known as badith al-ghamamab ‘Ali rode on a
cloud, entered among the people of Hud and asked them to have faith in
God. However, they refused his calling and he, in turn, called out loudly
and the earth moved, and the mountains turned upside-down. Finally, a
thunderbolt shot out of his mouth and took Hud’s people into the fire
of the hell.”

Perhaps such traditions clarify the main fact that an Imam can ascend
and reach the celestial spheres and enter a pure state. He is freed from
restrictions and achieves a comprehensive knowledge of the earthly world
and finite beings.'® It is quoted through the fourth Imam that the light
that appeared to Moses in the Sinai desert was a particle of ‘Al7’s light.**
Furthermore, by quoting through the fourth Imam, Shaykh Ahmad
Ahsa’1 (1241/1826), the founder of the influential Shaykhi school, has
interpreted the Qur’anic verse ‘the heaven is split asunder with clouds
(rt;éjl)’ (Qur’an 25: 25) as a hint towards ‘Ali. In other words, he has
identified the phrase ‘al.ghamam’ with ‘Ali.*2 ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani
(553/1158), a Muslim heresiographer, says that the Kaysaniyyah believed
that the verse ‘Do they not expect anything except for Allah to come to
them in the shadows of the clouds? (Qur’an 2: 210) refers to ‘Alj, i.e., he
came down in the white cloud ((aL.;;jl).m Abu Mansur al-Hilli (726/1326),
a Shi‘i jurist and scholar, has regarded Qur’an 25: 25 as a clear reference
to ‘Ali.’*4 We are told that Prophet Muhammad named his turban ‘the
cloud’ (al-Sapab) and, he gave it to ‘Ali as a gift. Whenever ‘Ali wore the
turban, the Prophet said: ‘Ali came in the cloud (@) In Bihar
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al-Anwar, we read that ‘Ali also describes himself as one who will come in
the shadows of white clouds(rL;iJ!) (Qur’an 2: 210),°® and Rami mentions
‘Al as a cloud: .

In bravery you are the Lion of the Lord:

In generosity who indeed knows who you are?

In generosity, you are Moses’ cloud in the desert,

From which came the dishes of food and bread incomparable.**?

Baha’ al-Din al-Irbili (692/1292), a Shi‘i Hadith scholar, quotes a Hadith
from Prophet Muhammad: “The Mahdi will come, and a white cloud will
remain over his head, and a voice out of the cloud will be heard, saying,
“He is the Mahdi, God’s substitute. O people follow him!”’*** Sharif
Lahiji transmits a tradition on behalf of the fifth Imam, who sees Qur’an
2: 210 as an indication of the eschatological coming of the twelfth Imam
in Kafah.®® In his exegesis of Qur’an 2: 210, Husayn b. Muhammad
Raghib al-Isfahani (502/1108) also focuses on the eschatological return
of the Imam as a central belief. According to him, there is no doubt
that the Mahdi will return, and, on that day, all creatures will attain
their ideal and final perfection, and will realise the establishment of his
absolute leadership and kingdom. On the day of his arrival, everyone will
recognise Muhammad and his household’s true victorious leadership.”

Hadith al-ghamamahb and its interpretation in a mystical
context

It is worth noting that many of the Shi‘a have attributed supernatural
powers to the Imams, such as the ability to bring the dead to life; to
communicate with the spirit of Prophet Muhammad, to communicate
across space and to walk on the clouds. The power to ride the clouds
and to ascend through the heavens is attributed both to the first and the
last (or hidden) of the Imams."* Among Shi‘i works there is a Hadith
that 1s known as padith al-ghamamab or hadith al-basat (the Hadith of the
Flying Carpet). It has been transmitted through Salman the Persian, a
companion of the Prophet.

In brief, it is as follows: One day Hasan, ‘Ali’s elder son, who was
accompanied by some other associates such as Salmin, Migdad, and
his brother Husayn, asked ‘Ali a question: ‘Solomon, the king of Israel,
ascended to a throne of unprecedented greatness. Do you possess such a
glorious power?” ‘Ali replied, ‘I swear by God that He has bestowed me
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such a kingdom the like of which nobody either before me or after me
has possessed.” Hasan asked ‘Ali to show a part of this kingdom to them
to confirm their faith, so ‘Ali prayed two raka‘as (portions of prayer),
raised his hand towards the West and caught a fragrant, white cloud as
it was being followed by another cloud. Then he ordered the fragrant
cloud to come down, and the cloud testified to his leadership and, at
his command, came down. ‘Ali asked his associates to sit on the cloud,
which was like a carpet. Meanwhile, he made the cloud rise, and they
suddenly realised that he was sitting on a shining throne. They saw that
he was wearing two yellow garments and a ruby crown on his head, ruby
shoes on his feet, and a diamond ring on his finger.

Hasan then said to his father: ‘Solomon has amazed the whole cosmos
with his seal, so how have you made people obey you?” He replied: ‘T am
the face of the Lord, I am His eye, His tongue, and His substitute. I am
His light and His treasure on earth, I am paradise and hell.” Then he took
out Solomon’s seal on which his name was written, and while they were
riding on the white cloud (rk,;ﬂl), he brought them and showed them the
dam of Gog and Magog, Mount Qaf (the farthest part of the earth in
Islamic lore), King Solomon, and the people of Had. During their
heavenly journey on the cloud, they saw divine angels and parched trees
that only spoke to ‘Ali. Because of the distance between ‘Ali and the trees
they had become parched, and as soon as he prayed under them, they
became green once again. Finally, at ‘Ali’s command, the clouds returned
to their original place."* As tradition shows, there were two clouds, and
for some commentators the first was reserved for Dha’l-Qarnayn, the
ancient double-horned hero, and the second for ‘Ali and the last Imam.
In other words, the last Imam is also able to share with ‘Ali the capacity
to ride clouds and ascend to the heavens.™

Qadi Sa‘id Qummi (1103/1692) has interpreted the padith al-ghamamah
according to his mystical doctrines and tried both to add some details,
and to explain seemingly complicated phrases. As far as mystical writings
show, a divinely appointed king can intervene in worldly affairs. This
king has been called the Lord of lords, the Logos, and the Divine Name.
For Qadi Sa‘id Qummi, the clouds in ‘Ali’s hand symbolise a divine
kingdom; time and space; the inward king, and the outward king. Because
Dhu-’l-Qarnayn (Qur’an 18: 83ff) was a just king, the whole cosmos
obeyed his commands, and ‘Ali was the Dha-’I-Qarnayn of his people.
For this reason, he ruled the whole cosmos. He travelled both into the
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past and into the future because he was the king of both heavenly and
earthly kingdoms. By an earthly Word, he travelled the earthly kingdom,
and by a heavenly Word, he journeyed through the heavenly kingdom.
Thus, the white cloud that ‘Ali caught was a divine Word, and the white
cloud that followed it was an earthly Word.

Divine affairs frequently take place in the world by means of clouds.
As Ibn ‘Abbas (67/687), a famous Hadith transmitter and companion of
Prophet, says: ‘One day the Prophet, who was accompanied by his
companions, pointed towards the sky.’ Ibn ‘Abbas adds, ‘We saw a cloud
(<) and the Prophet said to it, “Come closer.” The Prophet repeated
his order, and the cloud came closer. Then he got up and laid his hand
in the cloud and we realised his armpit became brighter, and he brought
a shining cup full of palm. Thus, he ate the palm while the cup praised
him and then he gave the palm to ‘Ali. A companion asked him why he
gave palm only to ‘Ali, and the cup itself replied: “There is no god but
God who is the creator of darkness and light. O people! Know that I am
a good gift to His prophet, and no one should take it from me except His
prophet and the successor to the prophet."#” This tradition is in
accordance with Qur’an 2: 210.

Therefore, according to Qadi Sa‘id Qummi, the cloud symbolises a
divinely ordained kingdom and the Agent of the Lord in the world. As
‘Ali rides on the cloud he enters the divinely ordained kingdom and
departs from earthly affairs. To rule over the world, the Imam should
ascend to the divine throne, and the throne is the archetype of the divine
kingdom. As he sits on this throne, he should wear royal robes, shoes,
and a crown. His ring is a symbol of the divinely ordained kingdom.

Qadi Sa‘id Qummi adds other details: ‘In response to his elder son’s
question about the secret of such a rulership and kingdom, ‘Ali replied:
“I am the face of Allah.”” Behold! He is the face of Allah as He has
revealed Himself through ‘Al and created everything, whether divine or
worldly, through him. Human beings can realise God through ‘Alj, as he
1s with Truth and the Truth is with him, and above all, the esoteric
dimension is veiled by him. The Prophet during his Ascension recognised
a being who looked like ‘Ali. This being entered the divine court and the
Lord talked to him. Because he 1s the Face of Allah, he serves as the
mediation between God and human beings, brings His grace to human
beings, and rules over the cosmos with His permission. In addition to
this, ‘Ali is the eye of Allah because He sees the cosmos through ‘Ali.
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Furthermore, both the Prophet and ‘Ali are Ideal men, and God reveals
His Majesty through them. ‘Ali describes himself as the tongue of Allah
because he explains His revelations to the prophets. He spoke to Moses
in the white cloud ((J.a}j\) and spoke on behalf of Jesus in the cradle
(Qur’an s5: 110), as he is the ruler of all kingdoms. His leadership is the
inward aspect of the prophets’ prophecy and since his prophecy is higher
than that of all other prophets, so ‘Ali’s leadership encompasses all
rulership. That he called himself the light of Allah shows he is the first
flame of hidden being, and as the Prophet said: “In the beginning, God
created my light”, both have the same light’.'"

In addition to this, Qadi Satd Qummi explains the representation of
the deputy of Allah, and the king of the inward and the outward by the
symbolism of the white cloud. According to him, the king, just like the
white cloud, has two aspects: on the one hand, he is from the sacred
world and receives its grace; on the other, he turns his consideration to
the material world, dispenses the grace that he has received to it and
serves as a mediator between the two worlds. As a token of renewal, the
white cloud shows its mercy to the inferior world; likewise, the king treats
his subjects kindly. The king, just like the white cloud, rules over his
kingdom."® Qur’an 2: 57 refers to the mediatory role of Imam by whom
He sent down manna and quails and caused the white clouds (¢L;§3l) to
cast their shadows over the people of Moses.

As a result, al.ghamam means the Imam’s role as the Lord’s substitute,
his inward and outward rulership, and his leadership. The coming of
Lord in the shadows of the clouds (2: 210) refers to ‘Ali,"7 as he was God’s
deputy. It is worth noting that the Truth has two dimensions: divinity
and lordship. His divinity is absolutely hidden and unknowable and
belongs only to Himself. No one can participate in it; however, his
lordship is accessible, and for this reason, He shares it. Qur’an 75: 22-23
(‘On that Day there shall be radiant faces, gazing at their Lord’) and 8g:
22 (‘and your Lord comes with the angels, rank upon rank’) describe Him
as a visible and revealed being, but are referring to His lordship. The
word &5 (rabb) in these verses means ‘lord’, and both Muhammad and
‘Ali are the lords of God’s servants and the rulers of all the worlds.”® As a
result, He manifests only His lordship; His Divinity is invisible and
unknown. His Divinity will also be invisible on the Day of Judgement,
and only His lordship will be known on that Day. Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman
al-Mas‘ud (33/653), a well-known companion of the Prophet, has quoted
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a Hadith through Prophet Muhammad that says: ‘On the Day of
Resurrection God will gather all people together and will come down in
the white clouds.™

Conclusion

Throughout different religions and religious denominations, the cloud
symbolises the appearance of the Lord in the physical world. We have
argued that the symbolism of the cloud is important both in pre-Islamic
religions and in the Qur’an. Additionally, as we have mentioned
throughout this article, according to both the Old and New Testaments
the Lord and the Son of Man (Jesus Christ) will come in the clouds of
heaven. Such a theme can be seen in Islam, since in the Qur’an the Lord
is described as one who dwells in the white clouds (»l&)). In Shi‘i lore,
both the first and the last of the Imams, and in Safism, the Ideal Man (or
‘the Perfect Man’) are symbolised by the cloud (sles cdolos clxi).

In the Qur’an (2: 57, 210; 7: 160; 25: 25) we read that God came down
in the shadows, or canopies of white clouds (pleil). According to Shi‘i
exegetes, such verses refer to the return of Imams, and similar concepts
can be found in the Holy Bible concerning Jesus Christ. The shadow (Jv)
in some verses followed by the word lofty cloud (suz) refers to the Ideal
Man in the Sufi tradition, while the term ‘canopies’ (als) has been
regarded as an epithet of the Imams in Shi‘i writings. Both epithets (i.e.,
‘lofty clouds’ and ‘canopies’) share a common aspect: they refer to the
Lord’s substitute and to leadership. In other words, the Ideal Man in Safi
writings, and the Imams in the Shi‘i worldview are described as ‘the lofty
cloud’ or as ‘canopies of the Lord’ because they share a common form of
leadership.

Based on exegetical works and Shi‘i traditions, one can say that
al.ghamam refers to the leadership and rulership of the Lord’s deputy.
In this position he can intervene in the world’s affairs on behalf of
God. Additionally, he serves as a mediator to bring Divine grace to the
inhabitants of the world. ‘Ali is considered the most perfect prototype
of such leadership. The statement ‘He comes down in the canopies’ by
extension is a reference to all Imams, and for this reason, the words
‘shadow’, or ‘canopy’, have been used in the plural form. Because all the
Imams share the same light and, as Stfis put it, they represent various
manifestations of a single truth, i.e., the Muhammadan Truth, they have
been referred to as the shadows of ‘one’ cloud.
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Finally, we have mentioned statements from various Sufi sources and
have analysed them to show the different connotations and aspects of the
clouds (sles cdolos ©l=i) in Sufi writings. For example, most non-Sufi
commentators have understood the white cloud in Qur’anic verses to be
a symbol of God’s wrath and punishment, whereas the Sufis see it as a
symbol of the Ideal Man; however, they have used different ways to
express this and for this reason we have provided various theories from
the Sufi tradition to clarify both their understanding and our own
interpretation. Consequently, whether these theories, particularly those
of Ibn al-‘Arabi, should be regarded as Isra‘iliyyat requires further study.
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