Beyond Death (Ān sūy-e marg), session 33: "Light and the astonishing architecture of the houses of paradise"
Source: https://aminikhaah.ir/song/33.
Summary
In this session, Hujjat al-Islam Aminikhah continues the doctor's conversation with his three dead friends. They tell him that the cities of paradise differ from each other like the sūras of the Qurʾān, because each city houses souls of one spiritual rank and equal intellect. Ārmīn shows him, in the reflection on his forehead, a crystal city with strikingly varied architecture, boulevards, institutions, vehicles for those who still love them, and many schools. Aminikhah uses these to discuss why the forehead is the seat of the faculties, how deeds produce different paradises, the barzakhi growth of knowledge and understanding, the study circles of the dead, and why one should not be absorbed in paradise's blessings.
1. The cities of paradise
The doctor asked his friends how they lived. They said they lived comfortably and had never been so happy. Majīd and Farhād lived in a place like his mother's, on the same level; Ārmīn lived in a heavenly city. Asked what the cities were like, Ārmīn said only "the cities' faces do not resemble one another."
Aminikhah says the cities of paradise are like the sūras of the Qurʾān, each a city with its own provision and atmosphere: al-Raḥmān, al-Tawḥīd, Ṭā Hā, Maryam, Yāsīn. The enjoyments are common but the manifestations of lordship differ. He tells how a disciple of the late ʿAllāma Jaʿfarī dreamed of Martyr Muṭahharī and asked whether he or ʿAllāma Jaʿfarī was higher; the martyr said, by martyrdom, he; by humility, since ʿAllāma Jaʿfarī was more humble, the ʿAllāma. So when traits differ, so do people's paradises: for good character and helping people, for military or scholarly struggle, for fasting, charity or prayer.
The doctor asked to be taken to Ārmīn's city, and Ārmīn politely said he had no right to. Aminikhah says the doctor's own barzakhi level was at his mother's, which is why he was shown it, since the higher always oversees the lower. Had the doctor died with his debts and been cleared, he would have gone to his mother's paradise, at the entrance of paradise, its first floors or corridor; two of his friends were at the same level, but Ārmīn was higher.
2. The forehead shows the city
Ārmīn told him to look closely at his forehead. Aminikhah says the forehead is the meeting point of the faculties and that each faculty appears at some point of the body. That, he says, is why we put the forehead down in prostration, and he cites the Qurʾānic command:
"No! Do not obey him. But prostrate and draw near [to Allah]." (Q 96:19, Sahih International)
Nearness comes from prostration, because the forehead is where the faculties gather, and the barzakhi paradise opens from the forehead.
The doctor looked, and saw the reflection of the city in Ārmīn's forehead, as if he were on a distant hill looking down at the city, for a very short time.
3. The crystal city
It was a beautiful, dreamlike city made of ethereal crystal, in effect a crystalline island full of varied, delightful lights. Aminikhah says that higher up the levels of paradise, subtlety increases and the crystal becomes more transparent, since the people are more refined; a sign of growth is greater subtlety, with hardness melting and softening.
The houses surrounded a great clear ocean, in strikingly unusual forms, far beyond what earthly people imagine, yet in harmony. Some had geometric forms (circle, half circle, cone, prism, triangle), others were of forms he could not describe, like waves, shells, jellyfish, birds, eyes, leaves, waterfalls; one even resembled grass moved by wind. Residential buildings were like a waterfall flowing from above.
Souls moved along broad boulevards: some into buildings that seemed institutions, some to their homes, others to the shore. Each had a goal and route. Aminikhah jokes about "institutes" in paradise.
He tells a story, apparently from a father-and-son pair of clerics who visited a village and met a luminous old man; the sense, as he draws it, is of people who have given up both this world and the next for God, and he cites Shaykh Marandī's remark that meeting Āqā Qāḍī made them "lose this world and the next", and a verse for that expression:
"And of the people is he who worships Allah on an edge... He has lost [this] world and the Hereafter. That is what is the manifest loss." (Q 22:11, Sahih International)
He means that in a higher sense some divorce both this world and paradise and seek God.
The houses stood apart, some tall like towers but not in the form of apartment blocks, since souls never live communally in a building. In front of each was a very broad yard and garden with large beautiful trees.
4. Vehicles and fulfilled wishes
There were vehicles, but not inside the city: shining mercury-like vehicles near the coast, such as smart cars, wonderful motorcycles, delicate bicycles and even gaudy carriages; small luxurious silver aeroplanes flew over the ocean, and many pleasure boats, some starfish-shaped, floated on the ocean's arms. The doctor later learned that they belong to a particular group who still love such things, people who on earth longed for them, not very high ones. Aminikhah says many unfulfilled wishes of good people are fulfilled in the barzakh, and jokes about a servant of God who wanted an aeroplane.
Ḥusayn asked why the cities differ. The doctor said it is clear: in each city live souls of the same spiritual rank, and so equal intellect; intellect has the last word there, and the level of understanding is the same, so they build their cities accordingly. Very exalted souls live in more beautiful cities with better facilities, those of lower rank in cities with fewer. The social laws in each city are very advanced, but unlike here they come from God and not from the souls. Ownership in the conventional sense does not exist there, but ownership in the sense that each sees the manifestation of his own deeds does: the garden is his own deed that has appeared.
5. Schools in paradise, and barzakhi growth
Ārmīn also said there were many scientific institutes and schools in the heavenly cities, as many as places of recreation and art. Aminikhah says this is barzakhi growth (takāmul-i barzakhī): part of growth is through knowledge, part through understanding, part through action. In this world we advance by deeds; in the barzakh by knowledge and understanding; by our deeds we make in ourselves a capacity for understanding, and with it we learn many things there. The wife of Martyr Muṭahharī dreamed of him and was told that he was giving a class on divine unity in the presence of Imam Ḥusayn.
He tells a story from his own life, which he asks not to be taken too seriously: a learned cleric in Qom, a man of the rank of the late Ḥājj Āqā Bihishtī-pūr, died young in a car accident on the road to Kurdistan. He had a seminary with forty students who aimed to produce a mujtahid in five years, and the students came to Aminikhah after his death, twice, and he declined. One night near the Nights of Power he dreamed of the cleric holding a chair in paradise with students, who said "I sent those students to you; accept this teaching... strengthen your philosophy, I will send more." He took philosophy more seriously, and the students came again. One of them said that a relative of the cleric had dreamed of him, and he had said "do not worry: the school I wanted to start here, a better one with better students has been given me in the barzakh."
He adds that the ink of scholars is more excellent than the blood of martyrs, as he gives the saying. A divinely taught scholar oversees, as the martyrs do; the martyrs are "alive" in that they have influence on hearts.
He says he knows a teenager of eighteen who was bound by a religious oath not to say a word about seven or eight people in Iran, who said he did not have long to live.
Do not go to the university, he says, but to the seminary, though university study can help with earning; both classrooms and boards are a game, since real knowledge is poured into the heart, and one who feels longing for death is given knowledge second by second. A teacher told of a moment at Maʿṣūma's shrine in which what he received would take a hundred thousand years to write. Knowledge is endless, so no one tires in the barzakh.
6. Do not be fooled by the blessing
He says the barzakh of the prophets, Abraham, Noah and Adam, is the real thing, and mentions Jābir ibn Yazīd al-Juʿfī being taken by an Imam and shown the barzakh of the Ahl al-Bayt, of Khiḍr and others.
Ayatollah Bahjat fasted the three months of Rajab, Shaʿbān and Ramadan up to 94, until the last Ramadan he lived, whose anniversary was yesterday. If someone gets a glimpse of that world he cannot live here, he says, citing ʿAlī, as he gives it: "were it not for the appointed terms that were written for them, their spirits would not have remained in their bodies for the blink of an eye." Some prefer to stay: he tells that Ayatollah Bahāʾuddīnī, when the angel of death came and gave him a choice, asked for a little more time, "perhaps I will become a human".
"If one entertains you in the house of the Beloved, do not be fooled by the blessing; busy yourself with the host": Ramadan is the month of the Host, and he says that he sees his own state at this banquet as worse than before it.
7. Next steps
The doctor was asked whether classes and exams have to be taken there. He said there are classes, but not as one imagines; there is no exam, one learns at once and never forgets, so no practice, and one learns by direct seeing: to teach the geography of the sacred precinct, one is taken to its borders. The souls are in different grades. Aminikhah says the paradise jobs will be taken tomorrow, and ends with a prayer for the Imam of the Age's return.




