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MEʿRĀJ I. DEFINITION

MEʿRĀJ

i. DEFINITION

Derived from the Arabic instrumental form mefʿāl, the term meʿrāj means
“instrument of ascension,” either a “ladder” or a “stairway;” it can also
designate the place one revolves or from where one climbs. However, in a
technical sense and often accompanied by the article al-, it designates
“heavenly or celestial ascent,” more specifically that which Muslim tradition
attributes to the Prophet Mohammad, an ascension soon associated with the
“nocturnal or night journey” (esrāʾ) of the latter.

Gradual development of the meʿrāj narrative. Very early, learned Muslims came
to the conclusion that the Prophet’s celestial ascent is linked to Qurʾān 17:1:
“Glory be to Him, who carried His servant ( ʿabd) by night from the Holy
Mosque (al-masjed al-ḥarām) to the Further Mosque (al-masjed al-aqṣā) the
precincts of which We have blessed, that We might show him some of Our
signs. He is the All-hearing, the All-seeing” (Arberry, p. 273). One also
associates two other Qurʾānic passages, namely 53:1-18 and 81:19-25 that are
supposed to report Mohammad’s visionary experiences. However, the
enigmatic, if not obscure nature of these passages – where besides, the issue is
not at all ascension but rather the descent of a celestial entity – as well as the
many doctrinal hesitations that marked the early moments of Islam, led to
numerous and at times profound differences in the Muslim tradition.
Intrigued by the question from early on, Western research, as described
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below, readily reflects these differences and hesitations in the diversity of
conclusions reached.

Of the Qurʾānic passages cited above, especially the first, tradition provides
three main interpretations recorded in major Qurʾānic commentaries (Ṭabari,
Bayḏāwi, Baḡawi, etc.), in authoritative compilations of Hadith (Boḵāri,
Moslem, Nasāʾi, Ebn Ḥanbal, etc.), and in the ancient corpus of sira or “history
of the Prophet” (Schrieke and Horovitz): according to the first, which seems to
be the oldest, “night journey” and “ascension” are considered synonymous.
“The Further Mosque” is located in heaven, but no details are given regarding
the sequence of events. Thus, the celestial ascension is said to have taken place
during the span of one night and from Mecca.

According to the second interpretation, which gradually found more support,
the account becomes more detailed. The expression “the Further Mosque” now
designates Jerusalem and Mohammad’s experience is divided in two parts:
after having his heart cleansed by one or several angels, the Prophet first
makes a night journey from Mecca (perhaps from the Kaʿba, or from his own
house or from the home of his cousin Omm Hāniʾ) to Jerusalem, mounted upon
a winged animal named Borāq brought by the archangel Gabriel; and then a
celestial ascension from Jerusalem after an encounter and prayer with
prophets of the past (mainly Abraham, Moses and Jesus who are cited more
frequently than others).  A more detailed account of events during this
ascension is provided below.

According to a third exegesis of verse 17:1, based on an exegesis of 17:62,
considers the night journey not as an event that actually took place in the
physical world, but a vision or a truthful dream (according to two definitions
of the term roʾyā in the latter verse). One should note that, without providing
any textual proof, all these interpretations consider “the servant” spoken of in
verse 17:1 to be the Prophet Mohammad.

The complexity of the question and the implicit hesitation apparent in the
interpreting tradition are reflected in discussions among theologians who base
their arguments on sometimes very ancient material: did this experience take
place in a dream or in an awakened state? Was it physical or purely spiritual?
An appraisal of these questions and the varied responses given have
themselves been analyzed in minute detail by a number of scholars (e.g.,
Andrae, pp. 72ff.; Birkeland, pp. 57ff.; van Ess 1996, passim). Finally, Sunni
orthodoxy maintains that both the night journey and the celestial ascent took
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place physically and in a state of full consciousness. This interpretation
establishes the exclusive and miraculous nature of the prophetic meʿrāj that
thus becomes a theological argument. This argument was brilliantly
summarized by Ṭabari (d. 310/923) in his Tafsir (Ṭabari, pp. 176-79), and was to
be used later by almost all of the Sunni commentators: if the Prophet had not
been physically transported, and moreover in an awakened state, this event
would not furnish proof of his prophetic mission and therefore those who did
not believe in the story could not be accused of infidelity. The Qurʾān clearly
states that God transported his servant and not his spirit. Ultimately, if it were
only the Prophet’s spirit in a dream, what need would there have been for a
winged mount such as Borāq? However, in spite of the increasing
consolidation of the official version, those who subscribed to the visionary
and/or spiritual nature of the experience remained sufficiently numerous,
especially among the philosophers and mystics that at the end of the 6th/12th
century, for Faḵr-al-Din Rāzi (d. 605/1209) to feel obligated to defend the
doctrine considered “orthodox” (Rāzi, pp. 150-52; Monnot, pp. 62-64).

 The means of ascension have also been the subject of much discussion. Before
Borāq was accepted, some spoke of a ladder (meʿrāj; see, for example, Ebn
Hešām, p. 268; or Ebn Saʿd, I,1, p. 143). Ancient Arab poets also spoke of a
ladder enabling the climb up to heaven. Does not God Himself, in Qurʾān 6.38
and 52.38, speak of a ladder (sollam) drawn between the sky and earth? Is He
not Himself named Ḏu’l-maʿārej (70. 3-4; maʿāreg designates Jacob’s ladder in
the Ethiopian Book of Jubilees XVII, 21; see Horovitz, 1919, p. 174f.)

Another thorny issue creating differences and sparking off controversies: the
Prophet certainly heard God but did he see Him as well? In the beginning, the
affirmation of a face-to-face vision of God seems to have created a scandal
(Andrae, pp. 71ff.) Later, discussions on the nature of the experience (dream or
reality? corporeal/physical or spiritual?) freed the path to debates on the
question of the “vision of God” in different theological speculations (van Ess,
1996, passim). Eventually, the Sunni orthodox position opted for the possibility
of direct vision, thus maintaining the supremacy of Mohammad’s divine
experience in relation to that of previous prophets.

According to Ebn Saʿd (d. 230/845; see I, 1, p. 147) the night journey took place
on 17 Rabiʿ I and the ascension on 17 Ramadan (of ca. 621?). However, ever
since at least the 4th/10th century, it is the night preceding 17 Rajab that is
considered the laylat al-meʿrāj and is celebrated by pious Muslims (Schrieke
and Horovitz).
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The Qurʾānic data along with information provided by the tradition have been
treated extensively in Western research since the 13th/19th century (Gilliot,
passim), and one can only point here to some essential features in this
abundant material. In 1844, considering the first verse of Sura 17 to have no
relation with the rest of this chapter and that in the Qurʾān, the Prophet never
declares himself capable of performing thaumaturgic acts, Gaston Weil
maintained that this verse had probably been invented during the time of the
first caliph Abu Bakr (r. 632-34). He stresses the polemical aspect of the
tradition that uses the ascension narrative to prove the superiority of
Mohammad over prophets of the past and as a whole, the supremacy of Islam
vis-à-vis previous religions. Refuting Weil’s forgery theory, Theodor Nöldeke,
and later Friedrich Schwally, were both to maintain that the verse narrates the
Prophet’s dream regarding his night journey from Mecca to Jerusalem. As for
the “fable of ascension,” it could only have been joined to this verse after the
prophet’s death, most likely in reference to celestial journeys through ecstasy
as reported in older Christian literature (Nöldeke 1860, p. 135; idem and
Schwally 1909, pp. 85-88). According to Anthony Ashley Bevan, the traditional
interpretation of the verse rests on three assumptions: that “the servant” in
the verse is really Mohammad; that “the further sanctuary” is Jerusalem; and
that the journey was miraculous in nature. Whereas the first two may appear
plausible, the third is not demonstrable (Bevan, 1914, passim). These theories
regarding the anonymous aspect of references contained in Qurʾān 17:1 were
to be revisited and developed by John Wansbrough for whom the “night
journey” theme is linked instead to Moses’ departure from Egypt (Qurʾān
20:77; 26:52; 44: 23); thus identification of “the servant” with Moses would put
this first verse in agreement with what follows in the Sura (Wansbrough, pp.
67-70). Even if this hypothesis may appear to be conjectural, it is indisputable
(as we will see below) that Moses is to play a major role in different versions of
the narrative of the Prophet’s ascension. Two years after Bevan, Bertram
Schrieke was to maintain that al-masjed al-aqṣā is to be sought in heaven. In
extension of an old theory held by Ignaz Goldziher (II, pp. 55ff.), Schrieke
believes that identification of this “ Further Mosque” (Arberry) with Jerusalem
is from a tradition of Omayyad origin, invented during the rule of the
Omayyad caliph ʿAbd-al-Malek (r. 685-705), seeking to glorify Jerusalem to the
detriment of Mecca, then governed by the anti-caliph ʿAbd-Allāh b. al-Zobayr
(d. 692), an adversary of the former. This theory was refuted by Horovitz in
1919 – who, apart from this, is in agreement with Schrieke – along with both
Goitein (1950) and Busse (1966).
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It was after the assimilation of this tradition that one began to distinguish
between esrāʾ and meʿrāj. Following Weil, Schrieke also emphasized the
polemical aspect of the narrative (Schrieke, 1916, passim). In a famous article
that appeared in 1953, Alfred Guillaume, basing his argument mainly on
Aḵbār Makka a work by Azraqi (d. 259/837) and al-Maḡāzi by Wāqedi (d.
206/822) puts forward the following hypothesis: Qurʾān 17:1 does not evoke
anything miraculous but simply a natural event (relatively unknown during
the Prophet’s life), namely a minor pilgrimage (ʿomra), undertaken at night
from Mecca to the Wādi Jeʿrāna (or Jeʿerrāna), a site whose mosque was called
al-masjed al-aqṣā (Guillaume, passim). Vigorously refuted by Martin Plessner
and Rudi Paret, Guillaume’s thesis had no takers (however, see van Ess, TG, IV,
pp. 380ff., 389ff.; 1992, pp. 89ff.). Much more recently, in an article about the
initial direction of prayer for Muslims, Angelika Neuwirth proceeds by a
detailed literary and philological analysis of 17:1. The study concludes that this
verse has nothing to do with celestial ascension but that it narrates the
spiritual experience of the Prophet’s night journey to Jerusalem, and for
reasons intrinsic to the structure of the Sura, it is in perfect harmony with
what follows (Neuwirth 1993, pp. 240-59).

The different phases in the development of the meʿrāj narrative, as well as the
role of Western studies in the examination of this issue, were explained in an
exemplary manner by Herbert Busse, who also attempted to establish a
chronology of this literary tradition: in the first phase, esrāʾ and meʿrāj are
practically synonymous and mean “celestial journey;” verse 17:1 alludes to
this. In a second phase, the destination of this journey is by tradition named:
bayt al-maqdes, al-masjed al-aqṣā or al-bayt al-maʿmur. First, this place is
located in the heaven corresponding to the Kaʿba on earth. Then, a distinction
is made between bayt al-maqdes/al-masjed al-aqṣā located in Jerusalem, and al-
bayt al-maʿmur set in heaven. This enables a second distinction between a
night journey to Jerusalem and ascension to heaven.

In conjunction, according to the oldest versions, the experience begins at the
residence of Omm Hāniʾ or at the home of the Prophet himself. Now, according
to ancient beliefs, the only departure point possible for a heavenly journey is a
sanctuary. Verse 17:1 was corrected to reflect this belief; however, exegetes
had great difficulty in not only in reconciling older versions with the Qurʾān
but also in identifying the masjed al-ḥarām with the Meccan sanctuary. Once
this identification was established, it was possible for the sanctuary in
Jerusalem to compete against the one in Mecca, especially since Jerusalem was
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the point of departure for the ascension by Jesus. This could only have taken
place after the first phase of construction of the Ḥaram al-šarif, that is, after
715. If this sanctuary had been associated with 17:1 before this date, it would
have been mentioned in inscriptions at the Dome of the Rock. Now, the oldest
mention of the Qurʾānic verse at al-Ḥaram al-šarif, dates from the 5th/11th
century (Busse, 1991, passim).

The corpus of Sunni sources in Arabic and content of the narrative. Monographs
dedicated to the question of meʿrāj seem to have appeared very early on. These
are what prosopographic and bibliographic works call the kotob al-meʿrāj
(meʿrāj books), among which the oldest specimen, undoubtedly written in the
first half of the 2nd century of the Hejira, would appear to be by the Shiʿite
Hešām b. Sālem Jawāleqi, disciple of Moḥammad al-Bāqer (d. ca. 119/737) and
Jaʿfar al-Ṣādeq (d. 148/765), the fifth and sixth imams, respectively (van Ess, TG,
I, p. 345; V, p. 69; for Shiʿism see also below). This certainly consisted of a
collection of traditions regarding different aspects of the issue. However, the
marvelous apocalyptic that characterized the narrative of the Prophet’s
celestial ascension, experienced such rapid development that the literary
genre extended beyond circles of traditionists, Qurʾān commentators and
theologians, reaching circles of preachers and storytellers. The most popular
accounts dedicated to events that occurred during the ascension, generally
categorized as qeṣaṣ al-meʿrāj, “meʿrāj stories,” would have originated from
these circles (Bencheikh, “Miʿrādj 2.”). This explains why the learned, who left
behind the most famous narratives—all the while being receptive to imagined
versions—were also constantly careful to respect the “orthodoxy” so as to
prevent disturbing flourishes from developing, as was the case among
storytellers. To cite the most representative of these texts:

First, there is al-Esrāʾ wa’l-meʿrāj, attributed to Ebn ʿAbbās (d. ca. 67/686), the
Prophet’s famous Companion (edited several times). Undoubtedly apocryphal,
this work nonetheless remains decisive owing to the authorship of Ebn ʿAbbās
lending the subject guaranteed, unfailing respectability in Sunnism.

Ketāb al-meʿrāj by Abu’l-Qāsem ʿAbd-al-Karim Qošayri (d. 465/1073; ed. ʿAli
Ḥasan ʿAbd-al-Qāder, Cairo, 1964), Ashʿarite Shafiʿite theologian and mystic,
author of the Resāla, known as Qošayriya; this book was probably written in
response to the Meʿrāj-nāma, attributed to his famous contemporary and
fellow countryman, Avicenna (Fouchécour, 1996 passim).

Ketāb qeṣṣat al-meʿrāj by Abu’l-Ḥasan Aḥmad b. ʿAbd-Allāh Bakri (fl. 7th/13th

https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/baqer-abu-jafar-mohammad
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/baqer-abu-jafar-mohammad
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/baqer-abu-jafar-mohammad
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/jafar-al-sadeq
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/jafar-al-sadeq
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/jafar-al-sadeq
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/jafar-al-sadeq
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/jafar-al-sadeq
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/avicenna-index
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cent.; ed. Cairo, 1991), controversial author whose book on the life of the
Prophet was outlawed. His “Story of the Ascension” is, however, very similar
to that by the Pseudo-Ebn ʿAbbās.

 Al-Ebtehāj be’l-kalām ʿalā ’l-esrāʾ wa’l-meʿrāj by Moḥammad b. Aḥmad b. ʿAli
Ḡayṭi (d. 984/1576; ed. Cairo, 1970), Shafiʿite traditionist.

The two Barzanji, both Shafiʿite jurists in Medina, Jaʿfar b. Ḥasan (d.
1187/1764), author of Qeṣṣat al-meʿrāj, and his great-grandson, Jaʿfar b. Esmāʿil
(d. 1317/1899), author of Tāj al-ebtehāj ʿalā’l-nur al-wahhāj fi’l-esrāʾ wa’l-meʿrāj
(printed together in one volume, Cairo, 1896). These versions are very
different from the narrative attributed to Ebn ʿAbbās, both in terms of
language, which is much more stylized and in terms of the content, which is
far more austere.

Finally, one ought to mention the popular al-Serāj al-wahhāj fi laylat al-esrāʾ
wa qeṣṣāt al-meʿrāj by Moḥammad Bābeli Ḥalabi (dates unknown, perhaps
13th/19th century; ed. Aleppo, n.d.), a highly developed summary of previous
versions, especially the Pseudo-Ebn ʿAbbās (Bencheikh, 1988, pp. 235-40;
Ḥarak, passim; Ṭuʿmi).

Moreover, constitutive elements of the narrative of the Prophet’s ascension
(descriptions of the Divine Throne, the heavens, paradise and hell, angelology,
etc.) are also found in other categories of works: Legends of the Prophets
(qeṣaṣ al-anbiyāʾ), general histories whose initial chapters almost always
contain information of a cosmogonic and cosmological nature, literature
regarding the apocalypse and resurrection, and finally literature of the
mirabilia (ʿajāʾeb wa ḡarāʾeb).

This literature groups together three kinds of narrative accounts regarding the
Prophet, considered as miraculous:

– First, purification from all sin, by angels who open the Prophet’s chest (šarḥ
al-ṣadr) and cleanse his heart. Some versions limit themselves to an ablution
rite that prepares the Prophet for his extraordinary experience.

 – The account of the night journey from Mecca to Jerusalem on Borāq.
According to some versions (see Ṭabari, p. 178), the Prophet there already
meets some souls condemned to hell.

– Finally, the ascension from Jerusalem towards the heavens, the encounter
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with God, the visit to levels of paradise and hell; and the return to Mecca.

A synopsis of the narrative of the meʿrāj. In his monograph on the subject,
Jamel-Eddine Bencheikh (1988, pp. 225ff.) has established the “chronology” of
events experienced by Mohammad. In order to recall briefly the main events
of the narrative (though not accounting for the countless variations for each
detail), we base our summary on this meticulous work. One may note that
both the initiatory and sanctifying aspects, as differentiated by Angelo Michele
Piemontese in the Persian literary narratives of the meʿrāj (see Bibliography),
already feature here as fundamental:

– Purification of the heart: after receiving his prophetic mission, Mohammad
falls asleep near the Kaʿba. Under instructions from Gabriel, angels arrive on
the scene; they open his chest and with water drawn from the well(s) of
Zamzam purify his heart, removing all faults, doubts, and idolatry. Then they
fill his body with faith and wisdom.

– The Night Journey: one night accompanied by Borāq, Gabriel reappears
before Mohammad, who is asleep at home in Mecca. Mounted on the winged
animal, in the company of the angel, the Prophet arrives in Jerusalem. En
route, he offers prayers on two occasions: once at Wādi al-ʿAqiq, where God
had spoken to Moses; and once at Bethlehem, where Jesus was born. He hears
voices of the Jewish and Christian faiths, as well as God’s protestations
addressed at those condemned to hell. Finally, in Jerusalem, Mohammad is
instructed in the religion of God, namely of submission, Islam. Once inside the
Temple’s space at Jerusalem, in Gabriel’s company, three cups are offered to
him. He chooses the vessel containing milk. Next he meets prophets of the past
(Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, Jesus) and leads their prayer.

– Ascension to the heavens. Mohammad then climbs the ladder leading to the
first heaven and there meets Azrāʾil, the angel of death, and Mālek, the
guardian of hell. Having arrived at the first heaven called heaven of the moon
or of iron, he greets John, son of Zacharius, and Jesus. In the second heaven, of
copper and named the “Ornate” [heaven in Arabic grammar is of feminine
gender], he meets the angel of the Night of Destiny; along with David, Solomon
and Joseph. In the third, a silver-made heaven, called the “Radiant,”
Mohammad sees Enoch and Elias. In the fourth heaven, of gold and bearing
the name the “Illuminated,” he meets Aaron. Next, he arrives at the fifth
heaven made from pearl and called the “Marvelous” where he finds Moses
(note: in some versions, Moses appears in the sixth heaven). It is Abraham
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whom he meets in the sixth heaven, made of emerald and called the “Pure.”
Reaching the seventh heaven, of ruby, Mohammad meets Adam near the oft-
visited sanctuary (al-bayt al-maʿmur). Next, he attains the Lotus Tree of the
Ultimate Boundary (sedrat al-montahā), the very source of celestial rivers and
arrives at the ultimate heaven where everything is made of topaz. At its
furthest point, curtains in circular form indicate the beginnings of the divine
residence.

– The Throne of God. Gabriel leaves Mohammad who must continue his
journey alone. Seated on a green cushion, he reaches a sea of white light, then
a sea of yellow light and finally a sea of darkness where the archangels Mikāʾil
and Esrāfil are present. The first watches over the water while holding a
weighing scale; the second mouths his trumpet. Mohammad approaches the
Throne of God. He dictates the obligations that his community will have to
meet. He returns to the fifth heaven (or the sixth, which seems more plausible)
where Moses advises him to request God to alleviate his prescriptions. After
three attempts, God accepts Mohammad’s request.

– The Levels of Paradise. Having descended to the seventh heaven, he rejoins
angel Gabriel. Together they head towards paradise, crossing a vast ocean fed
by four great rivers. Led by Gabriel, Mohammad first discovers the perfect
creatures, an angel in the form of a cock and another composed of half ice,
half fire. Entering a paradise named Eden, they see the River that is the source
of all rivers on earth. Next, they visit the different levels of paradise, made
from light, cities, palaces, gardens and rivers of all kinds. There they
encounter eternal virgins, the tree with seventy thousand fruits, the tree of
bliss, watered with wine where one finds blissful people mounted on splendid
camels, and finally Reżwān, the guardian of paradise. The latter offers
Mohammad four drinks. The Prophet accepts three of them but refuses wine
and thus protects his people from madness and base actions. At the lower
paradise, he discovers the crystal palace that God had saved for him.

– The Steps to Hell. Next Gabriel leads Mohammad towards Hell descending by
the seven earths found below ours. Under the first is the point from which
destructive winds will blow at the end of time to demolish earthly settlements.
The second level, known as the earth of Harshness, is covered with scorpions.
The third, Misfortune, is populated with hideous monsters; and the fourth, the
Sterile, with venomous serpents. The fifth, the Smooth, is made from
malodorous sulfur. In the sixth, called the Distant, records of all the sins
committed by man are kept in registers. The seventh, the Astonishing, is the
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kingdom of Satan. Further below, the Prophet discovers that an emerald set
upon a rock that rests on a gigantic fish supports the seven subterranean
realms. He then sees hell and its seven flaming gates. There, sinners are
divided according to the nature of their sins. Gabriel describes for him the Last
Judgment: God will make hell known in the form of a terrifying beast. On the
Day of Judgment, upon a cue from God, this beast will escape from its
guardian. Only Mohammad will be able to stop the animal. God will then
weigh the good and evil deeds on an outsized balance. Man will be required to
cross the bridge Ṣerāṭ. Witnessing the suffering endured by sinners,
Mohammad is struck by fear. Gabriel asks him to report what he has seen in
order that his community maintains itself on the right path.

–  The Return. Gabriel takes the Prophet back to the threshold of the Temple’s
space at Jerusalem where Borāq awaits. Mounted upon Borāq, Mohammad
returns to Mecca. Taken into confidence, his cousin, Omm Hāniʾ, his wife ʿĀʾeša
and his daughter Fāṭema, advise him not to reveal his experience to the people
of Qorayš. He, nonetheless, reports the events to men of his tribe. Only Abu
Bakr believes him. Put to the test by the Qorayšites, he is miraculously helped
by God and the archangel Gabriel and thereby proves the truthfulness of his
account. The Muslims render glory to God and request that the story be put
into writing; this narrative account takes on the name of al-Meʿrāj.

Other corpus, other conceptions. The various Shiʿite tendencies obviously
possess their own corpus of scriptures regarding the meʿrāj. The Twelver
Shiʿites treat the subject in all the different types of sources, notably collections
of Hadith, and this ever since the most ancient compilations (Amir-Moezzi
1996, passim). We will limit ourselves to citing the tafsirs by Forāt b. Ebrāhim
Kufi (d. ca. 300/912), of ʿAli b. Ebrāhim Qomi (d. ca. 307/919) and that of
Moḥammad b. Masʿud ʿAyyāši (d. c. 320/932), Baṣāʾer al-darajāt by Ṣaffār Qomi
(d. 290/902-3), and al-Kāfi by Moḥammad b. Yaʿqub Kolayni (d. 329/940-41)
leading to the monumental work by [Moḥammad b. ʿAli b. Musā] Ebn Bābuya,
known as al-Šayḵ al-Ṣaduq (d. 381/991, see EBN BĀBAWAYH 2), author of a
Ketāb eṯbāt al-meʿrāj (apparently lost), no doubt a continuation of Ketāb al-
meʿrāj, composed by his own father ʿAli b. Ḥosayn b. Bābuya (also lost; see on
sources and their references Amir-Moezzi 1992, pp. 48-58). Twelver Shiʿite
works appear well acquainted with the Sunni versions of the meʿrāj narrative
(see, e.g., Majlesi, pp. 282-409), including the parallel version of the Sunni
account by Abu Saʿid Ḵodri, reported by Ebn Hešām, II, pp. 44-50), but
naturally they also report conceptions that are specifically Imami. According

https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ayyasi-abul-nazr-mohammad-b
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ayyasi-abul-nazr-mohammad-b
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ebn-babawayh-2
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to these, just like the Prophet, the imams are also capable of rising to heaven.
In fact, among the Twelver Shiʿites, the imam in both senses is present in
heaven: first as cosmic imam, place of manifestation (maẓhar, majlā) for the
Divine Names and symbol par excellence of walāya, “Friendship with God;”
and next as terrestrial imam, place of manifestation for the cosmic imam
(Amir-Moezzi 2002, passim). ʿAli, the first imam and the perfect illustration of
these two aspects of the figure of the Divine Guide, is consequently notably
present in Twelver Shiʿite accounts of the celestial ascension. First, one of the
main purposes of Mohammad’s night journey and celestial ascension is God’s
revelation of the Prophet’s successor. Thus, the name ʿAli is engraved upon the
hallowed sacred sites visited by Mohammad: the Rock in Jerusalem, on the
Lotus Tree of the Ultimate Boundary, on the gates leading to the seventh
heaven and upon the Divine Throne. In the long tradition relating
Mohammad’s initiation during his ascension to the ablution, ritual of the call
to prayer (aḏān) and the canonic prayer, the angels remind the Prophet of
their oath of allegiance to ʿAli. In other traditions, it is the great prophets of the
past who sing the praises of the latter, revealing to Mohammad that the
ultimate objective of all prophetic missions is the proclamation of the walāya
of the imam, divine man, of whom ʿAli is the supreme symbol. Finally, in the
ultimate step of the journey, God Himself speaks to the Prophet about ʿAli’s
elevated status as “Friend of God” (wali) par excellence; whose very name is
derived from a Divine Name.

ʿAli’s presence in heaven is not confined to his walāya. In each heaven the
Prophet visits a castle owned by ʿAli. His celestial image (meṯālihi fi’l-samāʾ) is
constantly admired by the angels. According to some Hadiths, he accompanies
the Prophet during his celestial journeys (regarding the number of ascensions
by the Prophet, see Majlesi, Beḥār, XVIII /2, pp. 306-07). In the same manner,
other imams and their walāya are present in Imami accounts of the meʿrāj,
albeit less frequently than ʿAli. Not only does the Prophet encounter their
“lights” or their “names” at the ultimate step of his celestial journey, but they
are themselves capable of making this kind of journey, particularly on Friday
night when their spirits rise to the Throne of God in order to acquire new
knowledge. The specific mention of the spiritual nature of celestial ascension
of the imams seems to have been introduced to distinguish it from the
Prophet’s physical journey. Still, the Shiʿite conception according to which the
wali is capable of an initiatory journey to heaven seems to have enabled the
disciples of the imams to also claim to have achieved a similar feat. Examples
most often cited by heresiographers are those by Abu Manṣur ʿEjli and Abu’l-
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Ḵaṭṭāb, respectively adepts of the fifth and sixth imams (van Ess, TG, I, pp. 277,
377; Amir-Moezzi 1996, p. 112 n. 56).

Among Ismāʾili thinkers, the Prophet’s night journey and celestial ascension
are said to have taken place in spirit. Moreover, for many among them, Qurʾān
17:1, in its esoteric interpretation, alludes to the spiritual promotion that
enables the man of God to gain access to the highest human degree of walāya
and nobowwa, prophethood (Marquet, 1996, passim). In this respect, one may
cite Eṯbāt nobuʾāt (ed. A. Tāmer, Beirut, 1966, bk. 2, chap. 11) by Abu Yaʿqub
Sejestāni (fl. 4th/10th cent.), Asās al-taʾwil (ed. A. Tāmer, Beirut, 1960, pp. 226,
333, 337ff.) by Qāżi Noʿmān (d. 363/974) and the Epistles of the Eḵwān al-Ṣafā
(ed. Cairo, especially bk. 4) which apart from the interpretation already
mentioned, link the Prophet’s ascension to the physical evolution of creation
and the spiritual development of human souls (Marquet 1976, pp.81ff.).

Among the Noṣayris, the divine realm is a Trinitarian hierarchy. At its peak is
found the maʿnā (“meaning,” ʿAli) from which emanates the esm (“name,”
Mohammad) and the bāb (“gate,” Salmān Fāresi). As a consequence of the
original sin, man lost awareness of the mysteries of this trinity. The ascension
of the Noṣayri gnostic, for whom the Prophet’s celestial ascension is a symbol
(Bar-Asher and Kofsky 1995, pp. 243ff.), consists of traversing the ascending
path of return to the origin in order to once more attain this lost divine
knowledge (Bar-Asher and Kofsky, 1996, passim).

No other group such as the ascetics, the mystics and the gnostics, have so
widely exploited the Prophet’s celestial journey as an initiatic model and
spiritual prospect (Samarrai, passim). From the early 3rd/9th century, the
Ketāb al-tawahhum by Moḥāsebi (Fr. tr. A. Roman, Paris, 1978) sets the
precedent for an initiatory literature that one might qualify as visionary. Great
figures such as Abu Yazid Basṭāmi, Ebn ʿArabi, ʿAlāʾ-al-Dawla Semnāni and
Ruzbehān Baqli, to mention only a few, have left intense testimonies and
profound meditations on their own thoughts and experiences of the meʿrāj
(see in the Bibliography to the works by Lory, Chodkiewicz, Landolt, and
Ballanfat). Although the earliest theoretical treatises on Sufism (by Sarrāj,
Kalābāḏi, Ḵarguši, Qošayri, et al.) very rarely treat the issue of the Prophet’s
ascension, the older Sufi commentators of the Qurʾān, from Tostari (fl. 3rd/9th
cent.) to Solami (d. 412/1021), including Ebn ʿAṭāʾ (d. 309/922) base their
remarks on verses supposed to allude to the prophetic ascension in order to
meditate upon what for them constitutes the peak of divine experience,
namely the vision of God (Böwering, passim; Colby). A majority of the Sufis are

https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ekwan-al-safa
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ekwan-al-safa
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ekwan-al-safa
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ekwan-al-safa
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ekwan-al-safa
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/bestami-bastami-bayazid-abu-yazid-tayfur-b
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/bestami-bastami-bayazid-abu-yazid-tayfur-b
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/bestami-bastami-bayazid-abu-yazid-tayfur-b
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ebn-al-arabi
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ebn-al-arabi
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ebn-al-arabi
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ala-al-dawla-semnani
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ala-al-dawla-semnani
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ala-al-dawla-semnani
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ala-al-dawla-semnani


MEʿRĀJ I. DEFINITION|Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi

13

careful to distinguish between the Prophet’s corporeal experience and their
own, which remains essentially spiritual. This then accentuates Mohammad’s
superiority—not only over the mystics but also over previous prophets.

 In contrast, the philosophers, beginning with Avicenna, to whom a Meʿrāj-
nāma (Māyel-Heravi 1986, intro.; Heath) is attributed, insist on the spiritual
nature of the ascension and the absurdity of the belief in its corporeality;
whence the violent reaction from orthodox circles (Fouchécour 1996, passim).
Apart from the great Persian thinker, other significant philosophers such as
Kendi and Ebn Ṭofayl, as worthy inheritors of the Neoplatonists of late
antiquity, consider the ascension as an allegory of the spiritual progress that a
sage makes during his contemplative experiences (see Jolivet and Elamrani-
Jamal, respectively).

The Meʿrāj-nāma, written in Persian and attributed to Avicenna seems to be
the first in a long series of meʿrājiya in Persian, written by or attributed to a
number of philosophers, thinkers, and mystics, of which we cite only the most
renowned: ʿOmar Ḵayyām, Rašid-al-Din Fażl-Allāh Hamadāni, Šams-al-Din
Aflāki, Sayyed Moḥammad Nurbaḵš, Neʿmat-Allāh Wali (Māyel-Heravi 1996,
pp. 201ff.). In addition, major Persian poets have treated the theme of the
Prophet’s ascension; either in the introduction (dibāča), the body of their
divans (collections of poetry), or in the course of their poetical narratives:
Ḥadiqat al-ḥaqiqa by Sanāʾi (d. 535/1140), Toḥfat al-ʿErāqayn by Ḵāqāni (d.
595/1198), the Ḵamsa by Neẓāmi (d. 614/1217); in many of their works ʿAṭṭār (d.
618/1221) Amir Ḵosrow Dehlavi (d. 725/1325) or Jāmi (d. 898/1492), Vaḥši of
Bāfq (d. 991/1583; Piemontese, passim; Fouchécour 1989; Māyel-Heravi 1996,
pp. 199-200).

Although oral legends of the meʿrāj have not survived, most probably censured
by the Doctors of Law concerned with safeguarding orthodox doctrine
(Bencheikh, “Miʿrādj 2.”) one may assume that they played a certain role in
how the story of the Prophet’s experience was received among peripheral
cultures of the Muslim world, for example in East and West Africa and most
notably in Indonesia where, it should be noted, the Qeṣṣat al-meʿrāj by
Barzanji “the Elder” (see above) enjoys extraordinary popularity. The
interpenetration of oral and written contributions during elaborate festivities
commemorating the prophetic ascension (generally, 27th Rajab) is found to be
at the basis of the origin and development of a popular literature in many
vernacular languages (Swahili, Fulani, Malay; see Knappert, “Miʿrādj 3.;”
“Miʿrādj 4.”).
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Finally the artistic corpus (see MEʿRĀJ ii. ILLUSTRATIONS): As Basil William
Robinson points out, non-Arab Muslims in general, and Iranians in particular,
have never quite respected the Semitic restriction of figurative representation
of human beings that Islam inherited in spirit from the second of the Biblical
Ten Commandments, an even stricter reprobation when it concerns Prophet
Mohammad (Robinson, 1976, pp. 13ff.; 1993, pp. 104-106). This fact deserves
mention, all the more so because, as Thomas Arnold has noted, no event in the
religious history of Islam has so often been represented in Islamic art as the
Prophet’s ascension (Arnold 1928, p. 2, and chaps. 6 and 7). From the
abundance of these representations, let us content ourselves with mentioning
some of the especially renowned illuminations: the great Topkapi manuscript
(H 2154) of the 8th/14th century, the famous manuscript in Uighur, dated
840/1436 (Bibliothèque Nationale Paris, suppl. turc 190) whose miniatures,
representing an unveiled Prophet admirably drawn (Séguy, passim), are
considered by some to be amongst the most beautiful of all Persian painting.
The Prophet is shown unveiled in a miniature without text from the 9th/15th
century now at the Chester Beatty Library (cat. 292 i, ii) and in another
manuscript kept in the British Library (Add. 27/261). Let us also cite the
manuscripts from Shiraz in the Timurid in which the Prophet is shown veiled,
and finally the great and sublime 10th/16th-century manuscript of Neẓāmi’s
Ḵamsa of Shah Ṭahmāsp I (British Library, Or. 2,265; Gruber, passim).

Precedents and extensions in other cultures. Admittedly, some details of the
story about the Prophet’s ascension emanated from pre-Islamic Arabia
(Horovitz, 1919) but the essential seems to have originated elsewhere. In fact,
origins for the theme of “a sage’s celestial ascension” may be traced back to
early ages in many cultures. However, for the Near and Middle East, it seems
that Iranian culture is the most ancient to have left written traces of this
theme. Ever since 1899, Edgar Blochet (see Bibliography) pointed out striking
parallels between the narrative of the meʿrāj and the Pahlavi text, Ardā Wirāz
(Wirāf)-nāmag in which the sage Wirāz/Wirāf, seeking to confirm the truth
and save neglected Scriptures from oblivion, undertakes spiritually a celestial
journey and visits the post-mortem realm and spirits of the dead; angels, the
heavens, planets, paradise, hell and their inhabitants as well as ancient sages
present before the Divine Throne (Gignoux 1984; Bahār 1984, chaps. 21 and
22). Although the composition of the Ardā Wirāz (Wirāf)-nāmag is relatively
late (towards the 3rd/9th cent.), the ancient inscription of the Zoroastrian
priest, in which Kerdir provides an account of his celestial ascension and
initiatic journey, clearly demonstrates that this theme was deeply rooted in
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Sassanid Zoroastrianism (Gignoux, 1974; Tafażżoli 1992; Rāšed-Moḥaṣṣel 2001,
pp. 108ff.). Some specialists, notably Ph. Gignoux have not hesitated to
perceive therein traces of very ancient shamanist practices (see, for example,
Gignoux 1979).

In the same article of 1899 (p. 213), Blochet maintained that even the name
Borāq is of Persian origin, derived from *barāg or bārag (NPers. bāra) in the
sense of “mount.” This etymology seems to have been accepted by Sh. Shaked
(see HADITH v.), in spite of its refutation ever since 1919 by Horovitz, who
declares himself in favor of a derivation from the Arabic root brq “to light,
strike lightning.” In this case, according to him, Borāq would be a rare
diminutive form meaning “little flash of lightning” due to its quickness or
brilliant color. Hardly convinced by these hypotheses, Paret (pp. 1310-11)
envisages the possibility of tracing this name to a pre-Islamic tradition,
unknown to us. According to him, later conceptions of the Prophet’s mount
during his celestial ascent, especially when one attributes it a human form,
must rather be sought in figurative representations: statues guarding the gates
to Assyrian palaces, represented in the form of centaurs, griffons or sphinxes.
He recalls that at the beginning of the 6th/12th century, in a description of
ruins at Persepolis, Ebn Balḵi in his Fārs-nāma (ed. Le Strange and Nicholson,
p. 120) gives the name borāq to the winged monster with a human visage
appearing at Xerxes’ portico.

Iranian beliefs and practices would not have been unknown to Jewish mystical
Hekhalot literature (see Shaked, 1994, pp. 49ff.). Belonging to the mysticism of
the “divine chariot” (merkavah), inspired therefore by the visions of Ezekiel,
this literature relates the initiatory voyage of a sage (often reviving the role of
the Biblical prophet Enoch or the tannaitic sage Akiba, the founder of rabbinic
Judaism [d. 135 CE]) crossing seven celestial temple-palaces to attain the
Divine Throne and revel in the vision of God’s beauty (Scholem 1995, pp. 40ff.;
Schäfer 1988, pp. 243ff.; on the dating of this literature now see Kuyt 1995, pp.
3ff.). The similarities, sometimes to the finest detail, between the meʿrāj and
descriptions transmitted by this literature, are so striking that it is hard to
consider them simply as parallels due to an apocalyptic imagination common
in the ancient Middle East (Halperin 1988, Appendix II; Halperin 1995, pp.
269ff.). Shaul Shaked believes that the Islamic tradition was probably
inherited from this twofold tradition via two independent channels, namely
Zoroastrian and Jewish (see HADITH v.). This double affiliation seems equally
present in the Judeo-Christian and Christian apocalypses, as well as in the
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celestial journeys of those in a state of ecstasy known in ancient Christian
literature, traditions which in turn, could have played a more or less
important role in stories of the Prophet’s ascension, such as 2 Cor. 12,1ff., and
the apocryphal Ascension of Isaiah, Apocalypse of Baruch, Apocalypse of
Zephaniah and Apocalypse of Abraham (e.g. Bousset, pp. 136ff.; 239ff.;
Widengren 1950, pp. 23ff.; 1955, pp. 45ff.; Dean-Otting, index).

The Islamic tradition of Mohammad’s ascension in turn had repercussions in
the Christian West. The In the 7th/13th century, an Arabic version of the meʿrāj
(now lost) was translated into Castilian by the Jewish doctor Abraham,
commissioned by his master the king of Castile Leon Alfonso X the Wise (r.
1252-84). This translation, known by the title Liber scale Machometi, served as
the basis for the Latin translation by Bonaventure of Siena, which in turn led
to a number of translations into Western languages. This “Book of
Mohammad’s ladder” (Liber scale Machometi) sparked off violent polemics,
not only against Islam and the Muslims, but also among learned Christians
themselves. In writing his Divine Comedy, Dante certainly drew inspiration
from this text. The subject has been treated extensively in Western research,
ranging from the work by Asin Palacios to Besson and Brossard, including
studies by Marie-Thérèse d’Alverny, Giorgio Levi Della Vida, Enrico Cerulli as
well as Paul Wunderli and Jean-Patrick Guillaume (see Bibliography; refer also
to the bibliographies in Bencheikh, 1993; Rodinson).
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