PREFACE

May I suggest that
You ask forgiveness for me
If my pen has gone astray or my foot has slipped.
For ’tis a perilous thing to plunge
Into the fathomless ocean of the divine mysteries;
And no easy task is it
To seek to discover the Lights Supernal
Which lie behind the veil.
Al-Ghazalt, Mishkat al-Anwar 3:2, MRG4 p.32,
MAG p.57; cf. FSC (3:2.4) p.159

Speech is at best an honest lie.
The Book of Mirdad, BOM p.68

THIS BOOK, IN SEVERAL VOLUMES, is a collection, a treasury, a miscel-
lany. Its primary objective is to elucidate the meaning of the essential
terms used by the many different spiritual and religious traditions of
the world, throughout history. It is not primarily intended as a dictionary
or as an encyclopaedia, nor is it a definitive treatise on any particular
subject or religion. Its purpose is to help the ordinary person understand
something of the basics concerning his or her religious background,
within the framework of a universal understanding of spirituality.

Among these many pages, the reader will find a mixture. There
should be something for everyone, whoever they are and whatever their
bent of mind. But in a book of terms? That may sound unappealing, but
there is a reason for it. Spiritual, mystical and religious teachings tend
to use certain terms with particular meanings. Everyday words are often
adopted, acquiring a special meaning in a spiritual context. Conse-
quently, if a person wants to inquire deeply into his own religious back-
ground — or those of other cultures — it is essential that he understands
the meaning of these terms. For if the symbols on the map are not under-
stood, how can they be a guide to the destination?
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VoLUME 1: THE UNIVERSE OF SPIRITUALITY

A Treasury of Mystic Terms is therefore oriented around elucidating
the meaning of these fundamental terms. But it is also much more than
that. Some of the entries are extensive, more like essays. Moreover, the
majority of these entries contain quotations that highlight the meaning
of the term or group of terms under discussion. Many of these quota-
tions are beautiful and inspiring; or they have a content that can be a
guide in life. It is hoped, therefore, that this treasury will be a rich source
of inspiration, as well as information.

Many people read books by dipping in here and there, even though
the book may have been put together as a progression of ideas, not re-
ally designed for ‘dipping’. This book is designed for the ‘dipper’! And
while it is certain that not everything in it will appeal to everyone, there
should be something in it that will appeal to everyone. It is a book for
browsing. So if the reader alights on something that does not appeal to
him or her, he or she need only move on until something else is found
that does.

The arrangement of terms by subject has been made after consider-
able deliberation. As a system, it may have its imperfections, not the
least of which is that the terms depicting the universal spiritual princi-
ples of life do not always fall easily into neat categories. Sometimes, a
term may have meanings that span a number of subject areas. Even
keeping the topics as broad as possible, this is bound to happen from
time to time. But the advantage is that a reader can browse a particular
subject area with great ease. Reviewing the material that has been col-
lected, and considering the kind of readers it is likely to attract, it has
seemed clear that the majority of readers will not be looking up the
meaning of particular terms so much as wanting to obtain information
on a particular subject, or simply to browse at random. The alternative
arrangement of terms in a continuous A to Z sequence would pose sig-
nificant difficulties for the reader wanting to browse or make a com-
parative study of a particular subject. If anyone wants to look up any
particular term, consulting the index should reveal where the term is
located.

One of the fascinating aspects of universal spirituality is that its com-
mon denominator from a human perspective is not religious beliefs, nor
educational systems, nor social structures, nor anything else like that.
Its common denominator is people. It is fundamental to people, some-
thing present in all human beings. So, while reading about a particular
topic as discussed and understood in one tradition, it is interesting to
see how much commonality there is in the way that other religions and
cultures have understood the same subject. Often, even the same meta-
phors and examples have been used by mystics with thousands of both
years and miles between them. It also becomes evident how one religion
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borrows from and influences another, especially in its formative years.
All this is highlighted by the simple expedient of arranging the terms
by subject.

But what is meant by universal spirituality? It is the common ground,
present in all religious and spiritual traditions. It is spirituality in the
absence of religious creeds and specific belief systems. It is generic,
not ‘brand-specific’. It is inclusive, not exclusive, acknowledging a
common basis to all traditions. It recognizes the existence of a God by
whatever name He is given and by whatever concepts He is understood
— whether as a Supreme Being or Consciousness, a divine Energy, the
Essence and Source of all things, a divine Intelligence and Controller,
a Creator, an immanent or utterly transcendent power, and so on. It
understands that man is separate from the Divine, and it includes the
fundamental goal of probably all religions: the quest for a personal
relationship with that primal Source. It emphasizes experience over
belief and dogma, direct perception over philosophy and theology.

Since one of the intentions of this book has been an attempt to inter-
pret correctly the original meaning of the writers of the many quota-
tions, it may contain errors of interpretation. Certainly, there will be
differences of opinion regarding interpretations. This is all to the good.
The idea has never been to tell the reader what to think or what is what.
If the reader is stimulated to think for himself, then our purpose has been
accomplished. Everyone has to make his own journey, and discover
Truth for himself. But that Truth will not be found in this book, nor in
any other; for the best that books can offer is inspiration, not personal
experience. But then, that may also be understood as an opinion. So take
it as such, and follow your heart wherever it may lead.
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