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Abstract

This study presents a comparative examination of the concept of ta’wil (esoteric interpretation) in the mysticism of lbn Arabi and the
Kabbalistic tradition, focusing on the idea of “ta’wil as the manifestation of divine names.” The central question of the study concerns
how interpretation in these two traditions transcends the level of a merely exegetical method and becomes an existential, visionary, and
ontological process. The research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach based on primary texts and major scholarly studies in Islamic
and Jewish mysticism. The findings indicate that in Ibn Arabi’s thought, ta’wil is grounded in the doctrines of the Unity of Being, divine
self-disclosure, and the system of divine names. Through interpretation, the seeker moves beyond the outward form of the text toward
deeper levels of meaning and the realization of the unity of truth. In contrast, Kabbalistic interpretation is structured around concepts such
as Ein Sof, Sefirot, sacred language, divine names, and Tikkun. Through uncovering the symbolic relations embedded within the sacred
text, the interpreter participates in the manifestation and restoration of the cosmic order. Both traditions regard the sacred text as a locus
of divine manifestation and understand meaning as multilayered, dynamic, and dependent upon the existential condition of the interpreter.
Despite these similarities, the ultimate aim of interpretation differs in each tradition. In Ibn Arabi’s mysticism, ta’wil culminates in the
realization of the Unity of Being and the perception of the oneness underlying all multiplicity, whereas in Kabbalah it leads to participation
in the restoration of cosmic harmony and sacred order. The study concludes that ta’wil in both traditions can be understood as a form of
participation in the manifestation of truth, in which the human being is not merely an interpreter of the text but an active participant in the
unfolding of meaning and the experience of the sacred.
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Extended Abstract

The present article examines ta’wil as the manifestation of divine names through a comparative study of Ibn
Arabi’s mystical hermeneutics and the Jewish Kabbalistic tradition. In both traditions, interpretation is not
reducible to the explanation of textual meaning, nor is it limited to the semantic clarification of revealed
language; rather, it functions as an existential and visionary movement through which the sacred text becomes
a locus of divine disclosure. In Ibn Arabi’s thought, the Qur’an is inseparable from the broader metaphysical
structure of manifestation, since the world itself is read as a divine book and the revealed book as a concentrated
verbal form of cosmic theophany (3). This means that ta’wil is not an arbitrary movement away from the literal
sense, but a disciplined passage from outward form to inward reality, from linguistic sign to divine name, and
from multiplicity to the unity of Being. Ibn Arabi’s doctrine of the divine names provides the central
metaphysical ground for this hermeneutic model, because every existent being, every spiritual state, and every
level of meaning appears as the manifestation of a particular divine name or a configuration of names (1). In
this framework, the sacred text is not a closed object before the interpreter, but a living field of disclosure that
reveals itself according to the spiritual preparedness and ontological rank of the reader. Chittick’s reading of
Ibn Arabi shows that knowledge, cosmology, and hermeneutics are inseparable in this tradition, since the
knowing subject must become inwardly transformed in order to perceive the divine meanings hidden within
forms (12). Thus, ta’wil is simultaneously an act of interpretation, a movement of spiritual realization, and a
participation in the unfolding of divine self-disclosure.

The Kabbalistic tradition offers a parallel, though structurally distinct, account of mystical interpretation. In
Kabbalah, the Torah is not merely a legal, narrative, or historical text; it is a primordial and sacred structure
whose letters, names, and symbolic forms are bound to the hidden architecture of creation. Scholem’s account
of Jewish mysticism demonstrates that Kabbalah understands revelation through a dynamic relation between
the unknowable divine source and its mediated manifestations in language, symbol, and cosmic order (2). The
concept of Ein Sof designates the infinite and unknowable divine reality beyond all attributes, while the Sefirot
represent the ordered channels through which divine light becomes manifest in the world (7). Within this
metaphysical framework, interpretation becomes a process of uncovering the hidden relations among sacred
letters, divine names, Sefirot, and the structure of reality itself. Idel’s approach to Kabbalah emphasizes the
active, performative, and experiential dimensions of interpretation, showing that Kabbalistic reading often
involves meditation, symbolic association, and transformative engagement with the sacred text (4). The Torah
is therefore not simply read; it is entered, contemplated, recombined, and ritually activated. Kaplan’s
discussion of Kabbalistic meditation further clarifies that letters and divine names are not conventional signs
but vehicles of spiritual concentration and channels of divine presence (8). Accordingly, Kabbalistic ta’wil or
esoteric interpretation is a process through which the interpreter participates in the hidden life of language,
discovering that divine manifestation is inscribed not only in meaning but also in sound, number, letter, and
symbolic relation.

The comparative significance of Ibn Arabi and Kabbalah lies in the fact that both traditions transform
interpretation into an ontology of meaning. In ordinary hermeneutics, meaning is often understood as
something produced by language, intended by an author, or reconstructed by a reader; in these mystical
traditions, however, meaning is rooted in the structure of Being itself. Ibn Arabi’s metaphysics of unity holds
that all multiplicity is the differentiated manifestation of one Reality, and therefore every textual meaning is
ultimately linked to a divine mode of self-disclosure (5). This does not eliminate multiplicity; rather, it grants
multiplicity a theophanic status. Different interpretations may arise because the divine names manifest
differently in different hearts, and because each interpreter receives meaning according to his or her spiritual
capacity. Corbin’s interpretation of Ibn Arabi’s imaginal world is particularly important here, since it shows
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that the passage from outward meaning to inward truth requires an intermediate realm in which spiritual
realities appear in perceptible forms (9). In Kabbalah, a comparable function is performed by symbolic
language and visionary imagination, where divine light becomes accessible through names, letters, images,
and contemplative forms. Wolfson’s analysis of medieval Jewish mysticism shows that vision, imagination,
language, and embodiment are deeply intertwined in Kabbalistic hermeneutics (10). Therefore, in both
systems, interpretation is neither merely rational nor merely subjective; it is an event in which the sacred text,
the transformed imagination, and the divine order meet. The interpreter does not stand outside the text as a
neutral observer but becomes involved in the very event through which meaning appears.

Despite these shared structures, the two traditions differ in their final metaphysical orientation. Ibn Arabi’s
ta’wil is grounded in the doctrine of the Unity of Being and moves toward the perception of unity within
multiplicity. The interpreter passes through the plurality of words, images, stories, and symbols in order to
recognize the single Reality manifest through them. Ibn Arabi’s Fusis al-Hikam demonstrates this logic by
associating prophetic wisdoms with distinct divine disclosures, so that each prophetic form becomes a
particular manifestation of divine knowledge (6). Chodkiewicz’s study of Ibn Arabi’s relation to the Book and
the Law further shows that this esoteric reading does not abolish the sacred form of revelation, but deepens it
by revealing its inexhaustible inward dimensions (14). Kabbalah, by contrast, articulates mystical
interpretation through the structure of Sefirot, sacred language, divine names, and tikkun. The goal of
interpretation is not only contemplative recognition but also participation in the restoration of cosmic order.
Schaya’s account of Kabbalah emphasizes that human action, prayer, meditation, and interpretation contribute
to the re-harmonization of the divine manifestations in creation (19). Wolfson’s discussion of law and morality
in Kabbalistic mysticism similarly shows that interpretation is inseparable from religious practice and ethical-
spiritual transformation (20). Thus, while Ibn Arabi’s ta’wil tends toward the realization of ontological unity,
Kabbalistic interpretation tends toward symbolic restoration, theurgic participation, and the healing of the
disrupted relation between divine light and the created world.

The article argues that the concept of “ta’wil as the manifestation of divine names” provides a productive
theoretical model for understanding these convergences and divergences. In Ibn Arabi’s thought, the divine
names are the principles through which the unknowable divine essence becomes knowable in the world, and
ta’wil is the act of recognizing the name that governs a particular textual or existential form (15). In Kabbalah,
divine names are likewise not merely linguistic labels but living structures of sacred power, and the act of
interpreting them involves entering the symbolic and energetic order of revelation (17). Idel’s study of
Kabbalah and interpretation confirms that Kabbalistic hermeneutics is expansive, dynamic, and often based on
the assumption that every textual detail may open into a larger metaphysical system (18). From this perspective,
both traditions reject a flat understanding of textuality. The sacred text is not exhausted by literal meaning,
historical context, or doctrinal statement. Rather, it is a field in which divine presence becomes manifest
according to degrees of receptivity. Faivre’s work on Western esotericism helps frame this shared logic by
emphasizing correspondences, symbolic mediation, and the active imagination as central features of esoteric
modes of thought (21). McGinn’s account of mystical traditions similarly supports the view that sacred texts
in mystical contexts function not only as sources of doctrine but as sites of encounter with divine presence
(22). Thus, the proposed model shows that mystical interpretation is best understood as a transformative
participation in the event of meaning, where meaning itself is grounded in divine self-disclosure.

In conclusion, the comparative study of Ibn Arabi and Kabbalah demonstrates that ta’wil is not simply an
exegetical method but a mode of spiritual participation in the manifestation of truth. In both traditions, the
sacred text is alive with layered meanings because it is rooted in a reality that exceeds finite language while
simultaneously appearing through language. The interpreter does not merely decode hidden meanings but
becomes transformed through the encounter with them. Ibn Arabi’s model emphasizes the movement from
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multiplicity to unity through the recognition of divine names in all forms of existence, whereas Kabbalah
emphasizes the symbolic, linguistic, and cosmic dimensions of interpretation through which the human being
participates in the restoration of divine order. The central contribution of this article is therefore the formulation
of ta’wil as a theophanic and existential process: meaning appears where text, world, divine name, and human
consciousness meet. This model allows comparative mysticism to move beyond superficial parallels and
toward a deeper understanding of how different religious traditions conceive the sacred text as a living field of
divine manifestation.
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