The Sufi Stages of the Soul in Bahd’u’llah’s
The Seven Valleys and The Four Valleys

The Seven Valleys is the answer Bahd’u’llah wrote between 1856 and 1862 to a
letter sent to him by Shaykh Muhiyi’d-Din, judge of Khaniqayn,! who was a Sufi
leader and one of His admirers. From Baha’u’llah we learn that the judge had men-
tioned in his letter his ‘death in God’, his ‘life through Him’ and his ‘love for the
beloved of God and the Manifestations of His Names and the Dawning-Points of His
Attributes’ and that he appeared ‘to be well-grounded in mystic truth’.? Baha’u’11ah
replies to him through an epistle, where ‘He describes the seven stages which the
soul of the seeker must needs traverse ere it can attain the object of its existence’.?
This epistle is a jewel not so much for its formal and literary preciousness but for the
inspiring power of its words and the depth and novelty of its contents. For these
qualities ‘Abdu’l-Bah4 said that ‘It is a guide for human conduct’ and Shoghi Ef-
fendi wrote that it ‘may well be regarded as [the] greatest mystical composition’> of
Baha’u’llah.

The Four Valleys, a work of lesser dimensions, is the written answer to the
learned Shaykh ‘Abdu’r-Rahman-i-Karkuki, the leader of the mystical Qadiriyyih
order, which counted ‘at least a hundred thousand devout followers’,® and was him-
self a devoted admirer of Baha’u’llah. Robert L. Gulick, in his introduction to the
English edition of the two epistles, suggests that the Four Valleys
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... sets forth four ways in which the Unseen is seen, the four stages of
the human heart, and the four kinds of mystic wayfarers in quest of the
Intended One, the Praiseworthy One, the Attracting One, the Beloved.’

At the end of the Seven Valleys Bah4’u’llah writes that He does not consider the
seventh Valley ‘which is the station of life in God - as the furthermost state of mystic
knowers ( ‘drifén), and the farthest homeland of the lovers ( ‘dshigdn)’.® He says that
there are another four stages ‘which would be recounted should a kindred soul be
found’.® May we consider the Four Valleys as this promised description? Shoghi
Effendi wrote: ‘Seven Valleys and Four Valleys should be regarded as independent
Tablets, as they were revealed to different persons.’ ! These words could imply that
the four stages described in the Four Valleys are not the ‘four stages’ (chihar
rutbih)!'! of the heart mentioned by Baha’u’llah at the end of the Seven Valleys. But
they also could be a simple warning to western-minded people, quite unfamiliar with
the language of Muslim mysticism, not to understand the two epistles according to
one and the same model and thus not to interpret the four stages of the Four Valleys
as the next four stages after the seven stages of the Seven Valleys. Therefore, we
suggest that the Four Valleys is the description of the ‘four stages of the heart” men-
tioned by Baha’u’llah and that at the same time, since it is an independent tablet, it
explains themes also explained in the Seven Valleys in a different perspective. !

It has been recently suggested that the first three Valleys of the Four Valleys
are a description of three aspects of the spiritual path to be trod by any human being,
so that he may acquire knowledge of God, as realization of the self. Thus these three
different kinds of wayfarers described by Baha’u’lldh may be seen as three different
aspects of any human being in his process of learning how to use his inner capacities
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of willing, knowing and loving respectively, while pursuing the purpose of his life:
the knowledge of God. And these three Valleys may be viewed as descriptions of
what is required for these inner capacities to be developed and of what happens while
they grow within the hearts of the seekers. It has been suggested moreover that the
fourth Valley may be the description of the station of the Manifestation of God.'?

Although the two epistles ‘should be regarded as independent Tablets’, still
their style is very similar. It is the typical Sufi style, characterized by an abundance
of metaphors, allegories and quotations from the Qur’an,'# the Hadith!> and literary
works, such as, for instance, the poems of Jalalu’d-Din Rumi, Faridu’d-Din ‘Attar,
Muslihu’d-Din Sa‘di and Hafiz, as well as learned references to traditional stories
and legends. Also the philosophical concepts to which they refer are those of the
Sufis. But at the same time totally new mystical concepts are exposed without the
least trace of provocation or condemnation against the ancient Sufi ideas — so much
so that they may pass unnoticed. Therefore a deeper understanding of the content of
the Seven Valleys and the Four Valleys requires that we keep in mind not only Sufi
ideas about the various subjects but also the concepts which Baha’u’llah taught in
His other writings.

This paper intends to explore the stages of the soul'® as described in the two
epistles in the light of Sufi concepts and other explanations of these concepts we find
in the Baha’1 writings. But because the Baha’1 writings teach that it is impossible to
have a full knowledge of the reality of the spiritual worlds, and moreover because,
at such an early stage of the Baha’i dispensation, very few of the Baha’i writings are
available, our comments should be considered as rudimentary and incomplete.

The Sufi Stages of the Soul
In the 10th century AD, the Brothers of Purity (Ikhwdn as-Safd) gave the following
definition of the soul (nafs):
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It is a celestial essence, of light (niirdniyya), living, conscious, active,
sensitive, intelligent, which does not die, but eternally subsists, in joy
or pain.!’

This definition could have been written by a western philosopher. And yet Sufis also
ascribe to the word nafs quite different meanings, which are founded on the Qur’an,
specifically in verses 12:53, 75:2 and 89:27-30. The following comments by the
Andalusian Sufi Abt’l-‘Abbaés ibn al-*Arif (d.1141) are an example of the Sufi in-
terpretations of these verses:

... previously the soul, in its initial stage, instigated to do evil (ammdra
bi-I-sii”) . . . Then it became a self-accusing soul (lawwdma) . . . and
whoever repents of his sins is like unto him who did not commit any sin.
Finally it became a soul at rest (mutma inna) through the remembrance
of God (dhikr Allah): ‘for without doubt in the remembrance of God do
hearts find satisfaction’ (Qur’an 13:28, Yusuf Ali’s translation) . . .!

In these words three stages of the moral development of the soul on the earth may
be identified. The first stage is described in Qur’an 12:53. Here Joseph, whom Poti-
phar’s wife has just freed from her accusation of raping her, confirms his innocence.
But, in his perfect purity of heart, he adds:

Yet I hold not myself clear, for the heart is prone to evil (inna an-
nafsu’l-ammadara bi’s-su’), save theirs on whom my Lord hath mercy;
for gracious is my Lord, Merciful.

Muslim theologians infer from this verse that there is in man an element of evil, the
seat of passion and lust, which they call an-nafs al-ammadara, literally, ‘the imperative

17. Epitres 617, quoted in Chebel, Dictionaire des symboles musulmans, p. 290.
18. Ibn al-‘Arif, Sedute mistiche (Mahdsin al-majalis), p. 139.



soul’, the passionate soul which is prone to evil. It corresponds to Plato’s concupis-
cible soul and to the biblical ‘flesh’.!” The Qur’an says:

But as to him who shall have feared the majesty of his Lord, and shall
have refrained his soul from lust (wa naha an-nafs ‘an al-hawa), verily,
Paradise — that shall be his dwelling-place.?

And a Tradition says: ‘The worst enemy you have is [the nafs] between your sides.’?!

Therefore, according to the Sufis, the passions of the concupiscible soul,
which they sometimes identify with Satan (shaytdn), should be checked. The strug-
gle against the nafs is considered to be the ‘Greatest Holy War’ (al-jihdd al-akbar).
The spiritual path begins from this inner struggle. In fact, the human soul has a divine
origin. ‘I am celestial,” it says in Rumi’s words.?? Therefore it also feels an inner
yearning which sometimes drives it on the paths of the spirit:

The desire of the body for green herbs and running water is because its
origin is from those;

The desire of the soul is for Life and for the Living One, because its
origin is the Infinite Soul.

The desire of the soul is for wisdom and the sciences; the desire of the
body is for orchards and meadows and vines.

The desire of the soul is for ascent and exaltedness; the desire of the
body is for gain and the means of procuring fodder.?

This struggle against the soul implies that its quality be put at the service of God. Sufis
explain this concept through a story of Muhammad’s life, described by Schimmel:

19. As to the soul in this stage of its moral development, Bausani writes that ‘in mystical Islamic
tradition . . . the soul is often contemptuously called “that bitch of the soul” (sag-i-nafs), a fact that
usually astonishes the novice who reads these texts for the first time.” (Bausani, ‘Cuore, cervello,
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When asked how his shaytin behaved, he [Muhammad] answered:
‘Aslama shatani; my shaytan has become a Muslim and does whatever
I order him’, 1.e. all his lower faculties and instincts had been turned
into useful tools in the service of God.*

These words bring us to the second stage of the moral development of the soul, de-
scribed in Qur’an 75:2:

Or that [ swear by the self-accusing soul (an-nafs al-lawwdama).

Muslim theologians infer from this verse that when the soul becomes conscious of
its disobedience to the Qur’an’s advice to refrain from lust, it becomes a self-accus-
ing soul (an-nafs al-lawwama). Some scholars, such as Yusuf Ali, consider this stage
of the soul as similar ‘to Conscience, except that in English usage Conscience is a
faculty and not a stage in spiritual development’.? Others see it as similar to Plato’s
irascible soul. The last stage of the moral development of the soul is described in
Qur’an 89:27B30:

Oh, thou soul which art at rest (mutma 'inna),

Return to Thy Lord, pleased (rddiyya) and pleasing Him (mardiyya):
Enter thou among my servants,

And enter thou my Paradise.

This stage is commented upon by Ibn al-*Arif:
Did you see how that which was not in them worthy of entering in Par-

adise has been extinguished (fand), whereas that which never ceased to
exist has subsisted (bagd)??®
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Therefore the Sufi path may also be viewed as a journey whereby the soul goes
through a process of transformation, so that the stage of the soul commanding to evil
(an-nafs al-ammara bi’s-su) may transcend through the stage of the blaming soul
(an-nafs al-lawwdma), and higher and higher stages of development may be realized
until it reaches the stage where the soul becomes at peace (mutma ’inna).

The Sufis also described other stages of the soul beside these three, for exam-
ple the animal soul (an-nafs al-hayawaniyya), common to animals and human be-
ings, which is an inferior stage to an-nafs al-ammdra. Shah mentions ‘seven stages
of preparation’ through which the soul goes while treading the path of spiritual per-
fection:

1. Nafs-i-ammara (the depraved, commanding nafs)

2. Nafs-i-lawwama (the accusing nafs)

3. Nafs-i-mulhama (the inspired nafs)

4. Nafs-i-mutma’inna (the serene nafs)

5. Nafs-i-radiyya (the fulfilled nafs)

6. Nafs-i-mardiyya (the fulfilling nafs)

7. Nafs-i-safiyya wa kamila (the purified and complete nafs).?’

The terms an-nafs al-ammara, an-nafs al-lawwdama and an-nafs al-mutma’inna have
already been explained. As for an-nafs al-mulhama, which is the inspired nafs, the
term mulhama comes from ilhdm, which is the divine inspiration given to believers
and 1s different from the inspiration given to the Prophets, which is defined wahi. As
for an-nafs ar-radiyya, which is the fulfilled or contented nafs, the Egyptian Sufi
Dhu’n-Nun (796-859 AD) wrote that ‘Rida is the joy of the heart in the bitterness of
the divine decree’.?® As for an-nafs al-mardiyya (the fulfilling or accepted nafs),
mardiyya means pleasing unto God. Both the words rddiyya and mardiyya may be
found in Qur’an 89:28. An-nafs as-sdfiyya wa kdamila is the purified and complete
nafs. As for the meaning of sdfiyya, Rumi writes:

27. Shah, The Sufis, p. 445.
28. Quoted in Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p. 126.



The pure one (Sdfi) is plunged in the Light of the Glorious (God), he is
not the son of any one, (he is) free from ‘times’ and ‘states.’*

As for the meaning of kdmila, al-insdn al-kamil is for the Sufis the perfect man, the
perfect manifestation of all the names and the attributes of God. He is the Holy One,
‘the mirror in which are reflected all the Divine Names and Qualities’.** In him the
individual is dead as self and is reborn as true Self because he has undergone a deep
inner transformation which endowed him with a total consciousness of his own in-
nermost spiritual reality. Such a man is the master of himself as well as of the cos-
mos. In the words of the Sufi Shaykh al-‘Arabi al-Darqawi (1737B1823):

The soul is an immense thing; it is the whole cosmos, since it is the
copy of it. Everything which is in the cosmos is to be found in the soul;
equally everything in the soul is in the cosmos. Because of this fact, he
who masters his soul most certainly masters the cosmos, just as he who
is dominated by his soul is certainly dominated by the whole cosmos.>!

The Stages of the Soul in the Seven Valleys and in the Four Valleys
Six of the seven stages of the soul described by Shah have been mentioned by
Baha’u’llah in one of his tablets. He writes:

Much hath been written in the books of old concerning the various
stages in the development of the soul (nafs), such as concupiscence
(ammara), irascibility (lawwama), inspiration (mulhama), benevolence
(mutma’inna), contentment (rddiyya), Divine good-pleasure
(mardiyya), and the like; the Pen of the Most High, however, is disin-
clined to dwell upon them.??
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From these words we can infer that Baha’u’llah did not ascribe great importance to
all these Sufi stages.** Therefore it is important for us to try to understand his own
teachings about the soul and its development. Obviously, the best source to which
we can turn to find good explanations of his teachings are the tablets written by
‘Abdu’l-Baha. One of these tablets in which such explanations may be found is pub-
lished in Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Bahd.>*

‘Abdu’l-Bah4 mentions 14 stages of the spirit.>* The first three stages are in-
ferior to the human soul:

1. The cohesive mineral (jamdadiyya ma 'daniyya)

2. The growing vegetable (namiyya nabdtiyya)

3. The sensible animal (hayvaniyya hassasiyya)

4. The fourth stage is the human (nasutiyya insaniyya) soul. ‘Abdu’l-Baha
says that the human soul is characterized by the power of speech (nafs an-
ndtiga) — a locution which also conveys the connotation of rationality and thus
has also been translated as rational soul. The human soul is subjected both to
divine and satanic influences. And while the human soul struggles to

33. Some of the reasons why Baha’u’llah did not attach great importance to these Sufi metaphys-
ical teachings may be inferred from His own words. In the Seven Valleys He refers to them as
‘conflicting utterances of the mystics’. (Seven Valleys, p. 26) And thus we may infer He disliked
them because of the endless and conflicting discussions which they provoked among the mystics.
In another passage of the Seven Valleys He writes ‘that all the variations which the wayfarer in
the stages of his journey beholdeth in the realms of being, proceed from his own vision’ (ibid. p.
18) and later He invites His correspondent to ‘forget them all, that [he might] learn from the Master
of Love in the schoolhouse of oneness, and forsake the inner land of unreality for [his] true station’.
(ibid. p. 28) From these words we may infer that all the Sufi divisions into stages, or any other
sorts of categories, are only the result of an intellectual effort to communicate inner experiences
to others. Thus, on the one hand, a whole experience is cut into pieces so that others may under-
stand it; on the other, whoever reads such an explanation understands it according to his own spir-
itual level. The result is that those explanations cannot be a precise description of reality. Therefore
great care should be taken not to misunderstand them as reality itself.

34. cf. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Makatib-i-’Abdu’l-Bahd, vol. 1, pp. 62—-102. I am grateful to Dr. Moojan
Momen, who kindly shared with me his provisional translation of this Tablet by ‘Abdu’l-Baha, a
translation which I widely consulted while writing this paper.

35. cf. ibid. vol. 1, p. 65.



overcome the satanic influences and to yield to the divine ones, it goes through
several stages. ‘Abdu’l-Baha says that in each stage the human soul is de-
scribed by a certain term. He lists them as follows:

5. The abased soul (ammdra)

6. The self accusing soul (lawwama)

7. The inspired soul (mulhama)

8. The assured soul (mutma’inna)

9. The contented (or well-pleased) soul (rddiyya)

10. The accepted (or pleasing) soul (mardiyya)

11. The perfect soul (kamila)

12. The soul of the Kingdom of God (malakutiyya)

13. The soul of the Dominion (jabarutiyya)

14. The Divine Spirit or Soul (ldhutiyya qudsiyya)

If we study the Seven Valleys and the Four Valleys in the light of the explanations
given by ‘Abdu’l-Baha in this tablet, we can attempt a comparison between the
stages described by Baha’u’llah with the stages of the soul explained by ‘Abdu’l-
Baha and the stages of the soul mentioned by the Sufis.

The Seven Valleys can be seen as the description of the itinerary of the soul
from the stage of the abased soul (ammdra) (Qur’an 12:53) to the stage of the soul
of the Kingdom (malakutiyya). We suggest moreover that the last three stages de-
scribed by ‘Abdu’l-Baha in his tablet — the soul of the Kingdom (malakutiyya), the
soul of the Dominion (jabarutiyya) and the Divine Spirit or Soul (ldhutiyya
qudsiyya) — could be identified with stages of the soul described by Baha’u’llah in
the Four Valleys.

When Bahéd’u’llah mentions in the Seven Valleys ‘the abode of dust’ (makan-
i-khdki),>® or ‘the plane of heedlessness’ (makdn-i-ghaflat)®” or ‘the darkness of il-
lusion’ (zulmat-i-daldlat-i-hava, literally the darkness of the errors of passion),*® he
seems to refer to a condition whereby the soul is subjected to the material aspects of
its own nature, here metaphorically described as ‘dust’ (khdk) or ‘passion’ (hava).

36. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 4/95.
37. ibid. p. 5/96.
38. ibid. p. 11/102.
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In this condition the soul is utterly unaware (ghdfil/) of its high spiritual station and
thus it is subjected to its own passions. This seems to be the condition of the soul
prone to evil (an-nafs al-ammara) of the Islamic scriptures. ‘Abdu’l-Baha says that
in this stage the soul is in the depth of degradation and the lowest grades of animal
passions, therefore it becomes hardened by the coldness of the material world and
neglectful of the warmth of the divine worlds.’

The condition of the soul in the Valley of Search is characterized by an inner
restlessness and discontent. The soul is aware of its abasement and struggles so that
it may attain higher levels of consciousness and spirituality, which are symbolized
as ‘the beauty of the Friend’ (jamdl-i-diist).*° ‘Cleansing the heart’*!' and ‘sacrificing
all things’* are the first steps that must be taken in this Valley. The condition of the
soul in this Valley seems very similar to the condition of the Islamic self-accusing
soul (an-nafs al-lawwdma). ‘Abdu’l-Baha says that in this stage the soul becomes
occasionally aware of its abasement and forgetfulness and thus it becomes remorse-
ful. This is the reason why it is called self-accusing soul.*

In the Valley of Love the soul has found ‘a trace of the traceless Friend, and
[inhaled] the fragrance of the long-lost Joseph from the heavenly messenger’.** And
thus it begins ‘to be dissolved in the fire of love’.*> So great is this love of the soul
for ‘the long-lost Joseph’ at long last found again that the soul is ready to do anything
so that it may come closer to its Beloved One. ‘Abdu’l-Baha explained in one of His
American talks that ‘nearness to God necessitates sacrifice of self, severance and the
giving up of all to Him. Nearness is likeness.”*® This is what the soul does while
going through the Valley of Love. The soul is still attached to its material nature.
But its love helps it to withstand that attachment, and to follow the laws of the spirit
to which the soul is increasingly attracted. And thus the soul can gradually take on
the qualities of the spirit and advance towards its Beloved. This condition seems

39. cf. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Bahda, vol. 1, p. 87.

40. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 5/96.

41. cf. ibid.

42. cf. ibid. p. 7.

43. cf. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha, vol. 1, pp. 87-8.
44. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, pp. 7BS.

45. ibid. p. 8.

46. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Promulgation, p. 148.
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very similar to the condition of the Islamic inspired soul (an-nafs al-mulhama).*’
‘Abdu’l-Baha describes in detail the condition of the soul struggling to rise from the
lowly circumstances of the stages of the abased and self-accusing soul towards
higher stages of assurance and gratitude. He writes that in this stage the soul is as-
sisted by divine confirmations and inspired by the Book. If the soul obeys the divine
commandments recorded in the Book, it receives the divine confirmations and fi-
nally will be enabled to distinguish between its own evil and good deeds.*® It seems
evident that the soul described in this stage is an inspired soul because it has found
the source of its inspiration in the holy books.

In the Valley of Knowledge the soul has been purified through the divine con-
firmations and its own efforts and thus it has acquired the capacities of a previously
unknown spiritual perception. Through these capacities the soul can see new, and
previously unknown, aspects of reality in itself and in the world. It is the condition
of the Islamic an-nafs al mutma’inna, the soul which is assured and serene because
it can see ‘the end in the beginning’.* ‘Abdu’l-Baha says that the soul is described
in this stage as an assured soul because it has become awake to the remembrance of
its Lord, has forgotten all its vain imaginations, has recognized the signs of God in
the worlds of God and in itself, has become full of love for the Manifestation of God
and has become steadfast, constant and peaceful.>

In the Valley of Unity (avval-i-maqam-i-tawhid, literally, ‘the first station of
unity’)>! the soul has learnt how to look ‘on all things with the eye of oneness’

47. The cleansing power of love was well known to the Sufis. The Sufi poet Ruzbihan Baqli (d.
1209) writes about love: ‘“When the soul is educated by human love and has become firm-footed
in the innermost secret of love, and the heart is polished by the fire of love from the satanic and
base insinuations, then “the soul which commands evil” becomes “peaceful” beneath the strokes
of the violent wrath of love.” (‘“Abhar al- ‘ashigin’, Le jasmine des fidéles d’amour, para. 203;
quoted in Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, p. 291)

48. Cf. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Makatib-i-’Abdu’l-Bahda, vol. 1, pp. 88B9.

49. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 15. This concept was familiar among the Sufis. Rumi writes:
‘Mu__afd (Mohammed), the Pole and the Emperor and the Sea of Purity, has told us truly, \ That
what the ignorant will see in the end the wise see from the first step. \ If matters are hidden and
secret at the beginning, the wise man sees at first, while that obstinate one (sees) at last.” (Mathnawi
3:2196B8)

50. Cf. ‘Abdu’l-Bahd, Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Baha, vol. 1, pp. 89B90.

51. Baha’u’llah Seven Valleys, pp. 17/108-9.
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(nazar-i-tawhid).>* Thus it is satisfied with the will of God. This condition seems
very similar to the condition of the Islamic fulfilled or well-pleased soul (an-nafs ar-
radiyya), which is pleased with whatsoever God ordains. There is a great similarity
between the words of Baha’u’llah describing the Valley of Unity and the words of
‘Abdu’l-Baha describing the condition of the contended soul. Baha’u’ll4h writes that

In this station [the seeker] pierceth the veils of plurality, fleeth from the
worlds of the flesh, and ascendeth into the heaven of singleness. With
the ear of God he heareth, with the eye of God he beholdeth the mys-
teries of divine creation.>?

And while ‘Abdu’l-Bahé describes the well-pleased soul, He says that in this stage
the will of the soul has vanished and disappeared in the will of God, i.e. its will has
become God’s will. Therefore the soul rises above the plane of duality.>* Baha’u’l1dh
writes in his Suriy-i-Rais:

Know . . . that the life of man proceedeth from the spirit, and the spirit
turneth to wheresoever the soul directeth it . . .

Know, also, that the soul is endowed with two wings: should it soar in
the atmosphere of love and contentment, then it will be related to the All-
Merciful, and should it fly in the atmosphere of self and desire, then it will
pertain to Evil one; may God shield and protect us and protect you therefrom,
O ye who perceive! Should the soul become ignited with the fire of the love
of God, it is called benevolent and pleasing unto God, but should it be con-
sumed with the fire of passion, it is known as the concupiscent soul.>

From these words we may infer that it is at this stage in its evolution that the soul
‘turns’ its back on the material world and its face towards God. And thus we also

52. ibid. p. 18/109.

53.ibid. p. 17.

54. Cf. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Makatib-i-’Abdu’l-Bahda, vol. 1, pp. 91-2.
55. Baha’v’llah, Summons, p. 154.
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understand why the Valley of Knowledge 1s described as ‘the last plane of limitation’
(Gkhir magam-i-tahdid)>® and the following Valley is called ‘the first station of unity’.

In the Valley of Contentment (istighnd, literally self-sufficiency) the soul has
become endowed with even subtler capacities of spiritual perception. Therefore it
‘burneth away the veils of want . . . [and] from sorrow turneth to bliss, from anguish
to joy’.>” It is very similar to the Islamic fulfilling or well-pleasing soul (an-nafs al-
mardiyya). ‘Abdu’l-Bahé says that in this stage the soul is dressed in the raiment of
submission and contentment.>®

In the Valley of Wonderment (hayrat) the soul ‘is lost in awe at the works of
the Lord of Oneness’.> It seems that in this stage the ‘animal condition’ (rutbiy-i-
hayvani) has been destroyed and ‘the meaning of humanity’ (ma’ani insdni) has
‘come to light’.%° Therefore the condition of the soul in this Valley seems similar to
the condition of the Islamic perfect soul (an-nafs al-kamila). Its perfection is mani-
fest in its capacity of beholding ‘at every moment . . . a wondrous world, a new
creation’ and of being ‘lost in awe at the works of the Lord of Oneness’.®! Because
of these capacities the soul 1s approved and accepted at His threshold and therefore
it is considered to be perfect.

As to the stage of the perfect soul, a number of Sufi masters seem to have an
idea which is quite different from that found in the Baha’i teachings. They maintain
that whoever attains the highest degree of perfection is the Perfect or Universal Man
(al-insdn al-kamil). But according to the Bah4’1 teachings no human being can attain
this station as described by the Sufis. The qualities of the Perfect Man are typical
only of the Manifestations of God.

In the Valley of True Poverty and Absolute Nothingness the soul has attained
the stage of ‘the dying from self (fand az nafs) and the living in God (bagd bi’llah)’ %
Of this stage of the soul Baha’u’llah writes:

56. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 17/108.

57. ibid. p. 29.

58. cf. ‘Abdu’l-Baha, Makatib-i- ‘Abdu’l-Bahda, vol. 1, p. 92.
59. Baha’v’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 32.

60. ibid. p. 34/127.

61. ibid. p. 32.

62. ibid. p. 36/129.
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This is the plane whereon the vestiges of all things are destroyed in the
traveller, and on the horizon of eternity the Divine Face riseth out of
the darkness, and the meaning of ‘All on earth shall pass away, but the
face of thy Lord . . .’®® is made manifest.%*

The same verse of the Qur’an is quoted by ‘Abdu’l-Baha in his tablet when explain-
ing the grades of the spirit and describing the condition of the soul which has become
worthy to enter into the Kingdom of God (an-nafs al-malakutiyya). ‘Abdu’l-Baha
mentions in the same context also another verse of Qur’an:

Oh thou soul who art well assured, Return to thy lord well-pleased, and
pleasing unto Him. Enter thou among My servants, And enter thou My
paradise.®

It 1s interesting to note that in the Four Valleys Baha u’llah writes that the First Valley is

. . . the plane of the soul who is pleasing unto God. Refer to the verse:

O thou soul who art well assured,
Return to thy Lord well-pleased, and pleasing unto Him.

which endeth:

Enter thou among My servants,
And enter thou My paradise. 5

Is it possible to infer from this coincidence of quotations that the stage of the seeker
who makes his spiritual path through the First Valley of the Four Valleys is the same
as the station of the soul of the Kingdom described by ‘Abdu’l-Baha in his tablet?

63. Qur’an 55:26, 27
64. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 37.
65. Qur’an 89:27-30.
66. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 50.
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‘Abdu’l-Baha mentions also the soul of the Dominion (an-nafs al-jab-
arutiyya) and the Divine Spirit or Soul (an-nafs lahutiyya qudsiyya). Is it possible to
identify these two stages mentioned by ‘Abdu’l-Baha with any of the stages of the
soul described by Baha’u’llah in the Four Valleys? We have already suggested that
the station of the seeker who has reached ‘the goal of the Intended One’®” of the First
Valley of the Four Valleys may be the same as the station of the soul of the Kingdom
described by ‘Abdu’l-Baha. We suggest also that the station of the seeker who has
reached ‘the dwelling of the Praiseworthy One’®® in the Second Valley may be the
same as that of the soul of the Dominion (an-nafs al-jabarutiyya) described by
‘Abdu’l-Baha and that the station ‘of those who have reached to the beauty of the
Beloved One’® may be the same as the station of the Divine Spirit or Soul (an-nafs
al-lahutiyya) mentioned by ‘Abdu’l-Baha.

Baha’u’llah describes the Second Valley as ‘the station of primal reason which
is known as . . . the Most Great Pillar (rukn-i-a ‘zam)’.’° In his tablet ‘Abdu’l-Bah4
says that the station of the soul that has ascended to the station of the divine Empyrean
Dominion (Jabarut) is the Sadratu’l-Muntaha, which is very similar to ‘the Most
Great Pillar’ identified by Baha’u’llah with the goal of the wayfarer going through the
Second Valley. And thus it may be that the station of the soul that has reached the goal
of the Second Valley described by Baha’u’lldh in the Four Valleys and the station of
the Soul of the Dominion described by ‘Abdu’l-Baha are the same thing.

As for the Fourth Valley and the Divine Spirit or Soul (an-nafs al-lahutiyya)
mentioned by ‘Abdu’l-Baha, ‘Abdu’l-Baha says of this grade of the soul that it is
hidden behind the greatest mysteries, that no human intellect can understand it. He
says moreover that this is the Supreme Reality, the Centre of the Circle of Existence,
the Origin of all things. It seems clear that He is describing the reality of the Word
of God, which is also the reality of the Manifestation of God. Bahd’u’llah says of
the Fourth Valley that no one will ever ‘comprehend even a letter thereof’.”! And
moreover, ‘this station is the apex of consciousness and the secret of divine

67. ibid.
68. ibid. p. 52.
69. ibid. p. 57.
70. ibid. p. 52/144.
71. ibid. p. 58.
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guidance’.”? And also: ‘The exalted dwellers in this mansion do wield divine author-
ity in the court of rapture, with utter gladness, and they do bear a kingly sceptre . . .
and they sit in the Empyrean of Might within the Lofty Pavilion.””® These words also
seem to refer to the station of the Manifestation of God.

The Meaning of the Stages of the Soul in the Baha’i Writings
There are certain differences between the stages of the soul as described by the Sufi
masters and as described in the Baha’i writings.

For the Sufis, the spiritual path is covered by degrees, which are sometimes
compared to the steps of a ladder. Each step is a particular manner of being, acquired
by the seeker as a result of his striving towards perfection and as a fruit of divine
assistance. To have reached a certain degree or station (magam) means to have a
total and definitive (intellectual and spiritual) knowledge of that station. There is a
sequence of magamadt (stations) which are permanently achieved one after the other,
in a precise order, and a certain station cannot be achieved if all inferior stations have
not been previously experienced, surpassed and left behind.

In contrast, Bahd’u’llah writes in Gems of Divine Mysteries (Javahiru’l-
Asrar), one of his writings that in some ways resembles The Seven Valleys, that
‘should one who hath attained these stations [the City of Immortality] and embarked
upon these journeys fall prey to pride and vainglory, he would at that very moment
come to naught and return to the first step without realizing it.’’* Thus the spiritual
journey of man, as described by Baha’u’llah, does not appear as a strict sequence of
stations, following one another in one and the same direction like the stages of an
earthly journey, but as a sequence of inner experiences which can be lived again and
again with increasing depth and growing intensity. Human progress is, moreover,
strictly subordinated to the divine grace, so much so that

. . . the severed wayfarer — if invisible confirmation descend upon him
and the Guardian of the Cause assist him — may cross these seven stages
in seven steps, nay rather in seven breaths, nay rather in a single breath,

72. ibid. p. 57.
73. ibid. pp. 60-1.
74. Baha’u’llah, Gems of Divine Mysteries, p. 74.
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if God will and desire it. And this is of ‘His grace on such of His serv-
ants as He pleaseth’.”

Therefore, if the wayfarer will not persevere, if he will not be humble and self-ef-
faced, he may fall down from heights of inner experience and wealth to depths of
spiritual heedlessness and remoteness. Nevertheless, like an infant who is taking his
first steps, his yearning to proceed in his journey will drive him to rise and try again,
while, God willing, the light will be growing brighter in his heart.

Moreover the different grades of the soul described by Baha’u’llah and ex-
plained by ‘Abdu’l-Bahd may be seen as perfect models our souls strive to attain but
will never attain in their perfection because a human being cannot be perfect, not
even in one of his attributes. Perfection belongs only to the Manifestations of God.
Therefore the qualities of the abased soul will always persist in our inner realities,
till the end of our days on the earth. Shoghi Effendi said very clearly:

The only people who are truly free of the ‘the dross of self’ are the
Prophets, for to be free of one’s ego is a hall-mark of perfection. We
humans are never going to become perfect, for perfection belongs to a
realm we are not destined to enter.”®

But also our soul will continue to reproach itself because it is aware of its own im-
perfections and thus it will make an effort to overcome those imperfections and to
move towards the stage of the inspired soul. Through the divine assistance and its
own efforts, our soul will progress towards the stages of the accepted and perfect
soul and thus, God willing, become worthy of entering the Kingdom of God and the
Empyrean Heaven.

In conclusion, we might say that in the two epistles the soul seems to be de-
scribed as a spiritual entity, created by God and intended to express, through a ma-
terial body, its qualities in the material world. The soul will fulfil the goal of its
existence through its own efforts and the help of God. Therefore the soul is not

75. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, pp. 40B1.
76. From a letter written on behalf of Shoghi Effendi to an individual, 8 January 1949, in Lights of
Guidance, no. 389, p. 114.
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described as an evil entity which should be purified from its evil attributes but as an
evolving spiritual entity. No human soul will become a perfect manifestation of di-
vine attributes, as Sufis seem to claim. This station belongs only to the Manifesta-
tions of God.

The Baha’i Spiritual Pathway

All these explanations about the different grades of the soul may give a wrong im-
pression about the mystical aspects of the Bahd’i Faith. One may think that the
Baha’1 writings teach that spiritual goals may be attained through inner efforts based
on prayer, meditation and detachment from the material world; and thus that the
Baha’i spiritual pathway is not very different from the way (tarigat) of the Sufis. But
if we refer to other Baha’i writings — even those which were written in the so-called
Baghdad period — this impression will be soon corrected.

In the same years that Baha’u’llah was writing the Seven Valleys and the Four
Valleys, he wrote also the Hidden Words. If the two former epistles describe the
pathway whereby the spiritual seeker may emerge ‘from the abode of dust” and make
his way ‘to the heavenly homeland’,”” the latter describes what he should do in order
to cover this journey. In the Hidden Words, Baha’u’llah warns:

O My Brother! Hearken to the delightsome words of My honeyed
tongue, and quaff the stream of mystic holiness from My sugar-shed-
ding lips. Sow the seeds of my divine wisdom in the pure soil of thy
heart, and water them with the water of certitude, that the hyacinths of
My knowledge and wisdom may spring up fresh and green in the sacred
city of thy heart.”

These words may be perceived only as a poetical admonition to faithfulness. And
yet they seem also to describe a spiritual itinerary. The first step is to ‘hearken to the
delightsome words of [His] honeyed tongue’ so that the thirsty souls may be satis-
fied. The second step is to ‘sow the seeds of [His] divine wisdom in the pure soil of
[the] heart’. The third is to acquire ‘certitude’. Only then will ‘the hyacinths of [His]

77. Baha’u’llah, Seven Valleys, p. 4.
78. Baha’u’llah, Hidden Words, Persian no. 33.
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knowledge and wisdom’ ‘spring up fresh and green in the sacred city of [the] heart’.
These words may also be seen as a concise description of the whole spiritual path
described in the Seven Valleys.

As to what seekers should do to please God, again Bahd’u’llah writes in his
Hidden Words:

O Son of Being! Walk in My statutes for love of Me and deny thyself
that which thou desirest if thou seekest My pleasure.”

O My Friends! Walk ye in the ways of the good pleasure of the Friend,
and know that His pleasure is in the pleasure of His creatures.®°

Three concepts are here explained. The first is that God Himself should be the high-
est object of the seeker’s love. The second is that the seeker should manifest this
love for God in his daily life through his inward and outward obedience to His laws.
The third is that this obedience should be expressed in human relations. In other
words, if the seeker wants his soul to obtain the good pleasure of God (that is, if he
wants his soul to go through the stages of an-nafs al-mutma’inna, an-nafs ar-
radiyya, an-anfs al mardiyya, etc.), he must act towards himself and his fellow men
according to the divine laws. Therefore, although the Baha’i spiritual path is an inner
path, still its outer or practical aspects are of vital importance. ‘The basest of men
are they that yield no fruit on earth.”®!

The Baha’i spiritual pathway has been very clearly outlined in an important
letter of the Universal House of Justice:

Baha’u’llah has stated quite clearly in His Writings the essential requi-
sites for our spiritual growth, and these are stressed again and again by
‘Abdu’l-Baha in His Talks and Tablets. One can summarize them
briefly in this way:

79. ibid. Arabic no. 38.
&0. ibid. Persian no. 43.
&1. ibid. Persian no. &1.
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1. The recital each day of one of the Obligatory Prayers with pure-
hearted devotion.

2. The regular reading of the Sacred Scriptures, specifically at least each
morning and evening, with reverence, attention and thought.

3. Prayerful meditation on the teachings, so that we may understand
them more deeply, fulfil them more faithfully, and convey them more
accurately to others.

4. Striving every day to bring our behaviour more into accordance with
the high standards that are set forth in the Teachings.

5. Teaching the Cause of God.

6. Selfless service in the work of the Cause and in the carrying on of
our trade or profession.

. . . the House of Justice wishes to stress [these points], because they
represent the path towards the attainment of true spirituality that has
been laid down by the Manifestation of God for this age.®?

These words uttered by the Supreme Body of the Bah4’i Faith, which clearly de-
scribe the Bahd’1 spiritual path, set the abstract stages of the soul as described in the
Seven Valleys and the Four Valleys into a more practical and useful context.
Through them our reflections on such abstract concepts as the grades of the soul in
the Sufi world and in the Baha’1 writings may be brought out of the realm of useless
thoughts into the arena of useful actions.

82. From a letter written on behalf of the Universal House of Justice to a National Spiritual As-
sembly, 1 September 1983, in Lights of Guidance, nos. 1835-6, pp. 540—1.
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