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2.2 Ibn ‘Abbis on the heavenly ascension

‘Abd Allah Ibn ‘Abbis is one of the most famous transmitters of traditions in early
Islam, especially those related to the interpretation of the Quran. A cousin of
Muhammad, Ibn ‘Abbas is said to have been born in 619 CE, three years before
the hijra of Muhammad, and he died in 68/687. He was the grandfather of those
who are later called the dynasty of the ‘Abbasid caliphs, and so he became a very
important figure for later tradition because of the political significance which his
authority conveyed in affirming the solid Muslim foundation of the ruling family.
A number of books are ascribed to Ibn ‘Abbas, but it is doubtful that any of
them was actually written by him. Rather, his name has become attached to a
series of texts which establish basic methods of approach to crucial Islamic .
religious topics. The Kitab al-isr& wa’l-mi‘rdj is an example of precisely that. The
work is probably the most widely circulated of all the texts dealing with the subject
of Muhammad’s night journey and heavenly ascension. It has been characterized
as a work which provides a firm foundation for Islamic doctrine and law, while at
the same time allowing the Muslim imagination to flourish. As such, it is likely to
be a reflection of ideas current in mature Muslim religious perception, rather than
from the formative period.
In terms of the development of the story, this version can be profitably com-
Pared with those found in Ibn Ishaq [Ibn Hisham], Al-Sira al-nabawiyya, Cairo 1955,
vol. 1, pp. 396-408, A. Guillaume (trans.), The life of Muhammad: a translation of
[lbn] Ishaq’s Sirat rasal Allah, Oxford 1955, pp. 181-7, al-Tabarl, Ta’rikh al-rusul

wa’l-mulik, ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden 1879-1901, vol. 1, pp. 1157-9, and W. M.
Watt, M. V. McDonald (trans.), The history of al-Tabari, volume VI: Muhammad at
Ishaq’s version may be characterized as

Mecca, Albany NY 1988, pp. 78-80. Ibn :
@ composite of the earliest stories in which the emphasis falls on Muhammad'’s
interaction with the Meccans. In 1bn Abbas’s work, on the other hand, three

accounts are combined, as they frequently are in other later works dealing with the
heavenly ascension. The first deals with the miraculous initiation of Muhammad,
here treated fairly simply via the appearance of Gabriel and Burag. Then follows
the night journey to Jerusalem on Buraq and the test of the three drinks. Finally
Comes the ascension to the seven heavens themselves, with a glimpse of heaven
and hell and a discussion with God. This is concluded by a return to the world. This
latter section has much in common with literature dealing specifically with the

events related to the resurrection, judgement day and the afterlife, the ahwal al-
giydma (‘the stages of the resurrection day’). Overall, one can see the role of the
Popular preacher in the development of such accounts; the details are filled in with

ms of the story are to provide vivid accounts

Much embellishment, while the main ai ' v
of the wonders of the divine realm, to assert the special qualities of Muhammad

through his experiences, and to provide an appropriate vehicle for the adoration of

God and Muhammad. )
Ibn ‘Abbas’s work is short, being only forty-six pages of a dense but small

format booklet published in Beirut in recent years; it is available in many prints
but none of them is a critical edition. Such booklets reflect the popular nature of
the work among Muslims in general. The repetitive nature of the story, with iden-
tical pieces of text structuring the visit t0 the seven heavens, for example, marks

this as a popular folktale.
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Further reading

Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi (ed.), Le v;ya,gse 1irg)igt/;ztique en terre d
itil ires spirituels, Louvain-Pari .
Jamel ?cﬁ?:éag:nctgikh, Le 'voyage nocturfneM de
Heribert Busse, ‘Jerusalem in tt)e story of Mu
Jerusalem studies in Arabic and Islam,
(ed.), The life of Mubhammad, A!ders‘hqt
B. Schrieke, J. Horovitz, J. E. Benchelkhl_,' ZA/
Jéne Idleman Smith, Yvon:;,( \:ggt;eck a ”
resuneit’c,,,gh:;bs:{he image of the ‘seven heavens’, see Adela V. Co!llnS. ;'—2:; :Sane
For some b:ss?n Jewish and Christian apocalypses,’ in John J. Collins, Mlchgg— o5 other
z;?s‘; Death, ecstasy, and other worldly journeys, Albany NY 1995_, pp.f e t’ext.
chap:ters of this book are also helpful in coming to an understanding o

‘Islam. Ascensions célestes

Mahomet, Paris 1988. on.
hammad’s night journey and' ascgn;:Jobm
14. (1991), pp. 1-40; reprinted in Uri
1998, pp. 279-318. o
7adj,’ in Encyclopaedia of Is(am, new (atg't;nd
dad, The Islamic understanding of dea

Source text

Ibn ‘Abbas, Kitab al-isr3’ wa’l-mirgj, Beirut
taken from pp. 2-5 (part ), g (P

art ll), 7-8
24-5 (part VI), 38-40 (part Vi), 424 (pa

n.d. The extracts translated here are

(Part 1), 9-12 (part IV), 234 (part V),
V) and 44-6 (part Ix),

I Gabriel and Burag

God, Most High, said, Glory be to He why sent His servant op 4 Journey by ”"ghtﬁ,o;z
the holy mosque to the furthesy osque, which We hgye blessed, in order that We mig
show him some of Oy signs. He s All-hearing, All-seeing Q 17/1). ) the

It is reported op the authority of Ibn ‘Abbzg Who reported on the authority Of; b
prophet that he said that he yyyg in the house of Vg Hani’, daughter of Aba Talib,
who was called Fakhita, op

Seventh of Rajab, eight years aﬁer
€ mission. Fatimg al-Zahrz’ wag also there; she was nine
been married later in Medina).
and Fatima went to see who was there.

N whom were Jewels ang Vestments; he had green wings
he east ang the west. Upon his 1,
and jewels, Written on the

€ad was a crown inlaid with pearlcsl
front of it Was, “There is ng god but God and Muhamma

is the messenger of God.’
Fatima asked, ‘What do You want?’ He replied, I wapng Muhammad. S0 she turned
back anq called the messenger of God ang said, ‘F .
He made me afrajq ’

ather, there ig Someone at the door.
> @8 | haye hever seep anyth

Muhammag »> I[ie., Muhamm,

ized that jt was G

ing like him) He said to me, “I want

abriel, G 1ad] then wept to the door and, when [ saw him, I real-
- Gabrie 8reeted me $aying, ‘Blecci on you,

and magster of the creatures.%, X op ngs and peace be upon y

i o] id ¢ . .S thls
a revelation sept down, Promise Manifegt said, My brother Gabriel, i
‘My love9 Stand and [\) » OI' g

€cree come to pass?’ He said,
N your clogk and quietey, your h, y
approach yoyr Lord, wh,

€art, for in thjg night you will
P do not affect.’ Whep I heard the words of

That night 4
She saw an individya] upo
which covere

(having
cked on the door
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t out
i ound me, and wen
I rose up excitedly, drew rr;y (c:ll'OtgliI:g ar )
i l, ro _ . 1 ceadain . . tha
my brother Gabn; e stood Buraq with Gabriel between a donkey and a mule. I pad
into the desert. Ther ike any other, something horse. It was a finer beast t

It was a beast unlike any d its body was that of a oven with precious stones
a face like that of a human avtas made of the finest pearlsdwits eyes were like circular
any other on earth. Its n‘laneears were of green emerald alzi black with three white feet
e o e s of the aun. It was grey iption of it is impossible unless
stars. Its eyes shone l ike r2:1)rlls and jewels. A full deicl‘ll:t is like that of a human. d
and was decorated with peat ce the essence of the e?d ‘Stand up, lover of God, an
God Himself composes it, sin mazed by it. Gabriel sai 'like a fish in the net. Gabriel

When [ saw Buraq | Wastait but Buraq was shaking sﬁamed to turn away from the
mount it.” [ rose up to :;1301:; be settled! Are Yo;l nOtlze who created me and creatgq
admonished it, saying, l(lj tlcllc’e lover of the truth? Byd before God than Muhamma 3
Mnaster of the creatures an ou who is more esteemed-d Abraham, the friend of God.
Lo, 1o one has mountedh)’ en of God, rode me, as hl messenger of the Lord of the
Burdq said, ‘Adam, the chos the lover of God and the en and earth. His gibla is thi‘
Gabriel said, ‘Burag, this is red of the people of hf(?avhis intercession on the day o
Worlds. He is the most favcl)um All creatures hope for his left, those who believe in
Kaba and his religion :js Ieszn 'his right and the fire v:il:l enter the fire.”
i oo, Wltha%?: 1vsvhile those who deny him
him will enter par. ’

I The three vessels

him. When
. and I followed . :
the holy house (in Jemsali?lin)in the second, wine, and.;E
 hen Gabriel went ahead to ssels. In the ﬁrSt.WaS o (;u desire.” So I took thf: mil
Iapproached, he had three~(‘1,io me, ‘Drink Whld}ever {ook all of the natural disposi-
the third, water. Gabriel Sgi Gabriel said to me, Yg:r community would haye gone
end drank virtually all of it had taken the wine, ¥ would have drowned. Since you
tion which is Islam. If );?1: water, your comm‘milttyy will enter the fire.’

astray. If y;)uhhad itl?(k;no one from your commun

drank all of the milk,

Ir rpe first heaven

; d me to
ide Gabriel. He allowe

d.> So I rose up alongslgewhich can only be calculated
Gabriel said, ‘Rise, Muhammlili . Angels, the number OGod. I saw stars attached llkei
view the many places of wors I;ipping and glonfymgne was larger than the bigges
by God, were unceasingly WO:;osque. The smallest 0 this night journey in the twln(;
- spended candelabras in thehe sky of the world dunnrgth is a distance of five hundre
w1 otain. | then ascended }tlo tlowest heaven and the ea

the

kling of an eye. Between

- e.

Years and its breadth is the sam door. They s
Gabriel then knocked on tf;h’eHe said, ‘Mu

They said, ‘Who is with you: ‘Welcome to you

for?” He s,aid, “Yes.” They said,

arrival is wonderful’ door for
Then they opened th,e 0here was 1o op

as al-Rafi‘a [‘the highest’]. T

> ied, ‘Gabriel.’
g ¢ ’s there?’ He replied,

aid, Wl;o’ s-[-hey said, ‘Has he been sent

hamman& to him who is with you. Your

a

ist, known
ntered. It was a heaven of mist, o
s and we espot because everywhere was occup
en
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by angels kneeling or prostrating in prayer. I saw two great flowing rivers and I asked,
‘Which rivers are these, Gabriel?” He said, ‘Those are the Nile and the Euphrates.
Their source is in paradise.” There was another river and beside it was a palace of
pearls and green jewels like chrysolites; I put my hand on the riverbank and it smelled
of fragrant musk. Then I asked, ‘Which river is this?’ Gabriel said, ‘This is al-Kawthar
which God has guarded for you.’

I glanced over and there was an angel with a regal demeanour. He was riding on
a horse of light and he was wearing a vestment of light. He was the leader of seventy
thousand angels wearing different jewels and clothes. Every one of them held a lance
of light. They were the army of God. If one person on earth, just one person, rebels
against God, they proclaim that God is angry with so-and-so and they also become
angry with him. If the worshippers seek forgiveness and repent, they will proclaim
that God is pleased with so-and-so and they also are pleased with him.

I asked, “My brother Gabriel, who is this great angel?’ He said, ‘This is Ishmael,
treasure-keeper of the heaven of the world. Draw near to him and greet him.” So I
approached him and greeted him. He greeted me in return and congratulated me on
the favour which my Lord had bestowed on me. He said, ‘Spread the good news,
Muhammad! The best of all creation are you and your community until the day of
resurrection.’” I said, ‘To my Lord, I give praise and thanks.’

IV The second, third and fourth heavens

Then we were elevated to the second heaven during this night Journey in a twinkling
of an eye. Between it and the sky of the world is five hundred years and its breadth
is the same. Gabriel then knocked on the door. They said, ‘Who’s there?’ He said,
‘Gabriel.” They said, “Who is with you?’ He said, ‘Muhammad.” They said, ‘Has he
been sent for?” He said, “Yes.” They said, ‘Welcome to you and to him who is with
you.” They opened the door for us and we entered. It was the heaven of iron (like a

flat sheet, not joined or separated), which is called al-Ma‘tin [‘the vessels’]. There

ﬁou§ly decorated swords in
Qabnel?’ He said, ‘They are
aides of Islam untj] ¢, day of

I saw angels mounted for us on their horses holding va
their hands for battle. I asked, “Who are those beings,
the army from the angels whom God created to be the
resurrection.’
I saw two young men who looked alike and | as :
said, ‘One of them is John, the son of Zachariah, anl((iefhf 2?}1? ‘Who they were. He
Mary, on them may there be peace. Draw near to them and greet th N ’Jesus, the son of
them and greeted them. They greeted me in return em.”Sol approached
Jesus had beautiful medium-length .

Then Gabrie] introduced '
the friend of Gog. e and Lprayed e
We then went U

P to the thi
eye. Between it and | hird hea

: he second h
same. Gabrie] knocked on the dooera;/

» 1 give praise and thanks.”
) anks.
rakas for the community of Abraham,

Ven in this nigps ; .
€n are five huﬁdrégumey I the twinkling of an

nd th i , years and jtg breadth is the
€Y said, ‘Whe’g there?’ He said ‘Gal;riel.’
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They said, ‘Who is with you?’ He said, ‘Muhammad.” They said, ‘.Welcome to you
and to he who is with you.” They opened the door and we enter.ed. This was the heavgn
of copper which is called al-Muzayyana [‘the decorated’l. Initl saw an‘gels and with
them was a green brigade. I said, ‘Who are they, Gab’nel?.’ He said, ‘They are t_he
angels of the night of power (of the revelation of the Qgr an) in the month of Ramadan.
They are searching for religious gatherings and gathermgg of r,nartyrs and those of the
religious community to protect the people of prayer at mgl'ft. }n the g.rou‘p I saw an
old man and a young one and I said, ‘Who are they, Gabriel?” He said, ‘David and
Solomon; draw near to them and greet them.” So I approached them and greeted them
and they returned the greeting. They congratulated me on the favour which my Lord
had bestowed on me and said, ‘Spread the good news, Muhamrpad{ The‘bes‘t of all
creation are you and your community until the day of resurrection.’ I said, ‘To my
Lor i i anks.’ . .

df :a%xlfvt;:l)tr;lestivizﬂ :]r:em was a young man, a slavse, sitting on a chair of llg}{t and
the light emanated from his face and his imagg was l{ke‘ a full moon. I asked, Whg
is this young man, my brother Gabriel?’ He said, ‘This is Joseph, son of Jacob. fG;
favoured him with goodness and beauty just as he favour§ the moon over all o1 : z
stars.” [ approached him and greeted him. He greeted me in return. He '(ijon‘g(;ram: e
me on the favour which my Lord Most High had bestowed on me and sai 1, ‘Gree mg(sl
to the pious brother and the wise prophet.” The angels were lined up in rows anf
Gabriel introduced me, and 1 prayed two rak‘as with them for the community o
Ab i * . . .

ra":}lallcrann’ :xlfl: v?::tli: foth(;g fourth heaven in this night joume){ in the twmklmg of an
eye. Between it and the third heaven is five hundred years a’nd its b}'eaflth is _the’ same.
Gabriel knocked on the door and they said, “Who’s there‘? I‘-Ie said, ‘Gabriel.” They
said, ‘Who is with you?’ He said, ‘Mubalrlnn;ad-’ fThe:Ss::lg, w\;\’zhctce’rrréz to you and to
he is wi ? ey opened the door for ! C

w?ﬁelil;t:nygvts ;l;?::rt:lvlztepand it was called al-Zahira [‘the l‘adlarg ]. Anlllong
the wonders of my Lord and the different types of angels, 1 sa\z athmanG gn{l ;: cﬁe
face came a luminous light. I asked humbly, ‘Who is that, my bro el'h' a l’led- e
said, “Your brother Idris. God raised him to a high station. ]?raw near tc:i im at?t Ggrgf:t
him.> §o | approached him and greeted him. He greeted me in return and sought God’s

forgiveness and blessings for me and my community.

v The sixth heaven

id, ‘This i 1 whom God created and
I saig, i is this?” He said, ‘This is an ange :
entms,tedG;:)tEikev::gc;ment of heaven. He is the most faithful advisor amon,g the angels
for yYour community, the one who calls them to the dzfly of resugec}:;ni So I ]drew
Near to him and greéted him and he returned my greeting. He said, ‘Welcome, lover

of the Lord of the worlds!’

I saw an old man with long, abundant hair who was wearing a thick garment of

White wool. He was supporting himself witl} a staff. His }:ialr‘ 3;hmo§t ci?lyerili hlsr(l:tc;ldy
and he had a white beard that rested on his c_hest‘ I S_al ’G d fo s cllsl,ﬁmywith He.r
Gabriel?” He said, “This is your brother Moses ibn Tiran, o v auter 10 WA s
Words and deeds ;md He made him His spokesman. Draw n:l’a; 0 fm an g‘r;i tlr_r;

So I approached him and greeted him. He looked at me and began saying, ‘The tribe
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of Israel claims that [ am the most noble of creation before God. But this one (in frogt
of me) is more noble than I am before his Lord. This is the prophet of t'he Qurays f
the Meccan, the Hashemite Arab, the man from the open wadi. This is the I?Verci
this is the great, noble one. This is Muhammad the faithful, Ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Ab

al-Muttalib. Welcome, pious brother and wise prophet.” Then he called out good tidings
and blessings upon me and my community.

VI The seventh heaven

The angels were lined up in rows ang I prayed two rak‘as with them for the com-
munity of Abraham, the friend of God

the sixth heaven is five hundred years an,d 't:
breadth is the same. Gabrie] knocked on the door and they said, ‘Who’s there? Hd
They said, ‘Who is with you?” He said, ‘Muhammad.” They said,

) my Lord who were called ‘The Spiritual Ones -
I turned to' the right and there beside me I'saw an olq man with a nice face and fin®

. » the back of Wwhich supported the celestial house which
1s the heavenly counterpart of the diyine]

id ¢ Y honoured Ka‘ha_ | said, ‘My brother Gabriel.
alq, That is your father Adam, may the prayers of God be upon
approached him and greeted him. Hg

ongratulated me on the favour which my Lord had bestow¢
d wise Prophet. Spread the good news:
U and your community until the day Or
4P to Him in order to greet and honot

greeted me in return, He c
on me and said, ‘Welcome my pio
Muhammad. The best o

Us son an
f all creati

on are yq

ose and circled with them
visiting this house?’ TheY
your father Adam.” EverY

When my Lord called upon me
ho i *::’ew ?lrlltmsted a rel‘igious obligation upon you
» L Will forgiye them P

or, if yer PAr2dise; as for thoge who fail t0
on you anqg Yyour co,mm):lcr’ll;tsez;‘r% I'will punish them. I have

n v Prayers every day and
€Y until | cape 0 °n I descendeg and He blessed me. !
my brother Moses ibp ‘Imran. When he
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e i ved one. Did you just return from your
saw me, he arose anc,l said, SZZ slcc(i;/n}fafa:iti};fu}]lelzogive you? 1 said, ‘He gave rrrlﬁ ?osr;(ej-
Lord?’ I said, Yes.” He A me." He said, “What did He give Y iy mty{l on me
thung and the offer plel??e and it pleased them. He placed a fell:g‘ous ‘:gd ar;k Him
‘He gave them somet m;gvery day and every night.’ Moses §a1d, iew?odies are frail
and. them Of.ﬁﬁy prayer mmunity, the final community of time. T elrL rd if He will
to hghtejn t?us for your co They are not capable of that, so ask your h0t A
apd their ] [ves are Shorttilem * [ said, ‘Brother, who can pass tl;‘roul{gle is nearby and
hgl?ten this burden for h?’ 'Moses said, ‘Ask Him from here, 011; d, He said, “Ask
which you passed throug h summons from the Highest and Exalted, frail and’ is not
can answer..’ I swear PY t ew er you.”” I said, ‘Lord, my community 1sfor me and my
What you will and I will ans rayers. Reduce the number ‘Of prayerih.s and he said,
'n a position to peri:orm iy pmed to Moses and I told him about thi unity as they
?ommunity by five.” So dl reliu him to lighten the burden for )'ourl\:o::sndid not cease
Re‘“f'“ to your Lord anh‘ a,s I did not cease asking my Lord ang eorayers and made
are still not capable of t 1S'.1 He granted me release from fOYtY-MV 55 said, ‘Ask Him
talking to me about it, unti mmunity to be only five prayerS% orsn Lord! My Lord
the duty upon me and my d. ‘My brother, I am ashamed o « doeds and it will be
to lighten this burdelltl Lszin;ad return! We will make it five dee

called me saying, “Muha ’

i ten prayers. The words
ted as fifty works in the scales. Every prayer 1s equal to ten pray
counted as WO

. EERd
Write it against him as an equal sin.

VIII  The return to Mecca

i i ‘g fOI’ time
ecC )

id, ‘Muhammad, when
i me on the ground. He said. sunce the good
o I‘got off Buraq and Gabrlelhl: l:l():zgt what you saw tomglh; ?:ai ?llllallltotl}l:ey will fhink
nows o comes tell your Peop . ward, Gabriel, my brothe! ion Aba Bakr will
[ ows of God’s merey o th?]? .the; sa;' you are lying, your ﬁ?r:lf;?;lon you).’
Lam lying.’ Gabriel said, ho say that you lied (and he Wi rayer, Then 1 awoke and
Not pay attention to those w til the time of the morning p f the mosque and there
I slept on my cushions u;.: lI-Wards I went out of the door ohe L And what did
oreved the morning prayer. A ?l one. When he passed by n:iei, me h; would ask me
v, as usual, Abd Jahl, the evi mad?’ Whenever he passe iyht journey. He asked,
Yoo, Prophesy yesterday, MUh;r'nm that 1 had travelled in adnfrgo et to the throno,
"ot various matters. I told d house [in Jerusalem], an ifts and was generous to
“To where?” [ said, “To the SacreHe spoke to me, gave me gl le of eternal blessing,
I'spoke to the Truth [God] anfl ¢ God has promised to the71;§gp44/43 and 56/52] and
me. 1 also saw paradise andf’h atree of bitter fruit” of Q 31 s e Jabl o,
I saw the fire, the Zaqqum [t %od promised to the peO;’ Ft’ or they will think you a
the pools of hot water \.thh ent and do not speak 0 lbleSSed by God a secret?
‘Muhammad, conceal thlslzt?ilzep what was decreed and
liar." 1 said to him, ‘Shou

; Lord (Q 93/11).°
lessings of your
God said to me, You should speak of the googol;ethe wonder of your words! Are you
s id ¢ y )

i d, ’ id, ‘Yes.” So Abi
Abil Jahl, may God curse h;lmta i::u have reported to me?” 1 said
able to tell your community wha

: in the
When we concluded our journey in tto
had not moved. I rode on and came
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. . cca9
Jahl called out to the people of the blessed community of Mecca, ‘People of Me
gather round!” All of them did so.





