Beyond Death (Ān sūy-e marg), session 25: "Material pleasures without defect in the barzakh"
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Summary
In this session, Hujjat al-Islam Aminikhah reads the doctor's journey from the valley of the rights of others to his mother's garden in the barzakhi paradise: the fast ascent, the garden, the river with a bridge, the four guards and the house made of light. Around this he gives a philosophical commentary: the difference between the barzakhi and the final paradise, why pleasures there are perfect and free of defect, what the human being is (against Aristotle's "rational animal"), the primacy of existence over quiddity, what "unity of being" can and cannot mean, truth and falsehood as reality and illusion, and why the true goal is not paradise but God. He closes on light as the substance of the world, hell as a place where light has not been received.
1. The two kinds of paradise
He says that the doctor is being taken to the barzakhi paradise to see his mother. There are two kinds: the barzakhi paradise, which is not as splendid as the final one and not eternal, and perishes before the Day of Resurrection; and the final or true paradise, which is opened after the resurrection, is far more splendid and everlasting, with fixed laws. In the final paradise only the pure and forgiven enter and none are expelled; those two laws do not govern the barzakhi paradise, which is why the doctor could be let in briefly and then taken out.
He says this resolves some questions about Ādam: he was in the barzakhi paradise, so he had some choice, whispering made sense for him there, and he could be removed.
2. The journey up
The mother nodded obediently to the halo and said "come with me". The two of them rose from the floor of the valley, away from the cursed spirits, not flying but like an arrow leaving the bow, ever faster. The speed became so great that he could not see around him. Suddenly he perceived a spiritual, heavenly fragrance and knew they were in the barzakhi paradise. Then they landed and he could see.
They stood in a region of tall, thick trees, with fresh crisp grass shining underfoot. The mother said they were in her own private garden. Aminikhah says everyone's private garden is such that all the people of paradise could fit in it. There is no limitation of the material kind there; the limits are of form. There is bodily resurrection, and the barzakh is corporeal but not material.
He recalls that matter means change: a seed becomes an apple, which rots and becomes manure or is eaten and becomes energy. Above matter, in the barzakh, there is form, not material change.
3. Pleasure without defect
Whatever is perfection in the material world exists there, and whatever is a defect does not. Eating there has the pleasure and strength without the cycle of digestion and excretion. The defects of limitation are absent, and so are decay and change. The people of paradise swim without getting wet: the pleasure of swimming is a perfection; getting wet and drying, which need change, are defects.
Beyond the barzakh, everything reaches its perfection, the good in perfect good, and also the fire, pain and regret in perfect pain: the pain of not having sight, for instance, is slight here, greater in the world of images, and perfect at the great resurrection.
4. Aristotle's definition and the Qurʾānic one
Responding to critics who object that he teaches Aristotelian logic yet attacks Aristotle, he says he accepts the logic but not Aristotle's definition of the human as "rational animal". A student in Qom told him the talks made him love philosophy. In logic there is a genus and a species. In the Qurʾān, "animal" is a genus and "human" another genus with many species: other animals cannot change their kind, since a monkey is a monkey and a rabbit a rabbit, while a human determines his own species, becoming lower than the beasts or higher than the angels. He also says Freud, among others, says much worse.
5. The garden, river, bridge, guards and house
The mother said they were in her private garden in the middle of a very wide garden near her house. They passed between the trees and came to a broad, very quiet river with a beautiful bridge. Her home was across the bridge.
Aminikhah says "river" here means something that has a hint of a river, and he is reluctant to go into it: this is where philosophers are accused of being irreligious. He sketches the doctrine of the primacy of existence over quiddity: a microphone's reality is existence, and "microphone" is the quiddity we form in our minds; outside, there is existence. He cites:
"And the mountains are removed and will be [but] a mirage." (Q 78:20, Sahih International)
The verse, he says, shows that the mountain was a mirage and what you saw was existence. Higher up you see that there is no mountain or form but only the names of God (asmāʾ Allāh): we have in the world nothing but divine names. We do not drink water but the manifestation of the name "the Living", and we expose ourselves to the manifestation and get life.
He quotes it with the stages of certainty: "No! If you only knew with knowledge of certainty... You will surely see the Hellfire. Then you will surely see it with the eye of certainty." (Q 102:5-7, Sahih International) We now hear sounds; above matter there is only light being produced and received. He cites ʿAlī, as he gives it: "I saw nothing without seeing God before it, after it and with it."
He says the unity of being has two readings, one certainly wrong and one certainly right: "everything is God" is wrong, "God is everything" is right. A thing has a manifestation of the name of the Living but its defect belongs to it. He gives the image of rain: whatever perfection it has (it revives, it greens) comes from above; the mud and the foam are its own. He links this to truth and falsehood in Sūrat al-Raʿd:
"He sends down from the sky, rain, and valleys flow according to their capacity, and the torrent carries a rising foam... Thus Allah presents [the example of] truth and falsehood. As for the foam, it vanishes, [being] cast off; but as for that which benefits the people, it remains on the earth. Thus does Allah present examples." (Q 13:17, Sahih International)
He says that truth and falsehood mean reality and illusion, not fronts of good and bad people: truth is whatever has reality, falsehood is whatever one thinks exists and does not. He cites "Those who take disbelievers as allies... But indeed, honor belongs to Allah entirely." (Q 4:139, Sahih International) and says power belongs only to God, that someone's apparent power is illusion, and that anything with no relation to God is unreal. And "That is because Allah is the Truth, and that which they call upon other than Him is falsehood" (Q 22:62, Sahih International, first part).
On theology and science, he quotes Jawādī Āmulī: the seminary deals with God's word and the university with God's act. The Prophet reached a place where Jibrīl said he would burn if he went higher. The worlds are in vertical, not horizontal, order, and spiritual travel is from form to meaning to reality.
At the house, four guards stood, two on each side, white-robed, human in look, very good-looking, of no clear sex. They bowed deeply. The mother said she had come with a guest. One said "we know him" and welcomed him, and they passed between them. The mother said they need not cross the bridge to reach the yard, since they could cross the water directly, but they went over it. Aminikhah says some of the people of paradise see only the bridge, while those of a higher level see not river or bridge but the names of God.
The yard was wide, with grass, a boxwood hedge and flowers, mostly fiery red. Three side streams, five metres wide, flowed round three sides of the house, like blue roads a boat could use. The bridge was small and miniature-like, more like a tunnel made by waves.
The house was extraordinarily beautiful and made of light. All the walls, doors, windows and roof were of light, not the usual materials. Aminikhah quotes the Light Verse in full (Q 24:35: "Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The example of His light is like a niche within which is a lamp, the lamp is within glass, the glass as if it were a pearly [white] star lit from [the oil of] a blessed olive tree, neither of the east nor of the west, whose oil would almost glow even if untouched by fire. Light upon light. Allah guides to His light whom He wills. And Allah presents examples for the people, and Allah is Knowing of all things.", Sahih International).
Hell, he says, is where God's light does not appear, where people are insulated against it, like winter, which arises from our position relative to the sun. The descending course is God shedding light; the ascending course is ours: the barzakh is the light one receives and sheds, and "God guides to His light whom He wills." He says they have spent about sixty sessions on this subject.
6. Paradise is not the goal
He mocks those with a fantasy of paradise as swimming pools, houris and roast chicken, with an aside about extremists who carried spoons in their pockets hoping for a meal with the Prophet. He says to live by reality: paradise is one level of truths, and the prophets and saints are not in the garden at all.
He gives the saying, as he has it, that the people of paradise are busy with paradise, the people of hell with hell, and the people of God with God. He cites:
"And their Lord will give them a purifying drink." (Q 76:21, last clause, Sahih International) and "Indeed, the righteous will be among gardens and rivers, In a seat of honor near a Sovereign, Perfect in Ability." (Q 54:54-55, Sahih International)
He says someone near that Sovereign is not distracted by the river but sees only the manifestation of God. He cites a saying attributed to Ṭabāṭabāʾī that some in paradise see Imam Ḥusayn once a year, some monthly, weekly or daily, and some cannot turn from him to look at anyone else.
Do not be fooled by paradise, he says: we did not come to go to paradise but to become manifestations of all the divine names. He cites, as a divine saying, "I am the Living, the Self-Subsisting; I will make you living, never dying" and says whoever becomes a manifestation of God's will, as the Ahl al-Bayt are, wills and it is as God willed.
7. Closing
He says they have reached a heavy topic after nearly sixty sessions and hope to continue in Ramadan. He ends with the supplication for the Imam of the Age.




