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EYE OF THE HEART  
Mansur al-Hallaj 
 
Mansur al-Hallaj, an early Sufi mystic, spoke words 
similar to the poem used in this reflection which were 
little understood by his fellow countrymen. The result 
was he was hanged in Baghdad to pay for his crime of 
heresy. It was a stunning event in Islamic tradition, and 
marked a turning point for all Islamic mystics. Later, 
there was a grudging attempt to interpret the mystical 
speech used by mystics like Hallaj that might keep 
them safe from harm but allowed them to speak their 
“heresies.” 
 
Al-Hallaj was in love with God. He practiced a form of 
mystical nearness that touched him deeply, at the level 
of the heart. For him, his heart and God’s heart were in 
such proximity that al-Hallaj discerned no difference 
between them. They were the same reality—they were 
one. In that nearness, al-Hallaj addresses God and asks 
his question, and God gives his enigmatic answe as a 
clue to the reality of his own heart and his ultimate 
identity.  
 
The reason that al-Hallaj was murdered for his heresy 
(his actual words in Arabic were an al-Haq — I am the 
truth), was because of the confusion that humans have 
concerning their true identity. To normal human 
consciousness, who were are and define ourselves to be 
is contiguous with our ego—the self we live with and 
know, defined by human language and the society 
around us. But is that who we truly are? If that small 
definition of the self said it was God, it would be an 
incorrect statement for sure. The ego cannot be (nor 
will it ever be) God. It may think of itself as being at 
the center of the universe, but that is an illusion which 
brings great harm.  

As a mystic, al-Hallaj, whose self-awareness came 
so very near to God, saw otherwise. God taught him 
that his true identity was not the self by which he 
had defined himself (or that had been defined for 
him). His true or original Self was actually God’s 
own Self (thought perhaps loaned and donated as a 
separate identity for a time while on earth).  
 
When, in his mystical vision, God told him the 
answer that God’s Self is actually the “you” that was 
somehow being experienced by al-Hallaj, he was 
cast into a great metaphysical mystery that could not 
be explained simply in human terms. Limited to 
human experience on earth and in time and space we 
will never fully understand this truth. The only 
explanation (and understanding) of God’s replay 
could be known when al-Hallaj transcended his ego, 
and experienced his own heart as resident in and a 
part of God’s. Only then could he grasp God’s 
answer to him.  
 
Al-Hallaj came to know that this experience was not 
limited to him alone. It could be known and 
experienced by every individual living on earth. 
Transcendent to the experience of the ego, this 
awareness becomes true for each of us.  
 
 
Mansur al-Hallaj (858-922 CE) was born in Iran, in 
the province of Fars, but died in Baghdad where he 
had gone to study. In Baghdad he became a well 
known Sufi mystic, but was hanged for his mystical 
heresies by the Islamic authorities. He also became 
ensnared politically in local politics. Later mystics 
(and even conventional theologians) would come to 
understand his words as a breakthrough for the 
human spirit.  
 

visio divina 



Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. How do you define and describe yourself? What 

terms and concepts do you use? Where did you 
learn these? 

2. If you are more than your ego, how does that 
change your definitions? 

3. What does it mean to be a mystic? How would you 
define the word?  

4. Have you ever had an experience that you would 
call mystical? Describe it in your journal.  

5. If you do not know anything about Islamic 
mysticism (called Sufism), do an online search for 
yourself and read more about this tradition. Its 
history is very important for all the Abrahamic 
traditions and has become more well known in the 
West through the writings of such figures as 
Jalauddin Rumi. Search for and read a poem of his 
if you have never read one.   

6. The term “the eye of the heart” is used by all three 
of the Abrahamic faiths to describe an important 
spiritual aspect of human beings. How would you 
describe this term? If it is new to  you, you might 
want to do some further reading about the use of 
this term in the biblical tradition. Use a 
concordance to find it in the Bible.   

7. The term suggests the heart is another kind of eye 
different from the physical eye. As you contemplate 
the image for this reflection, how might it help you 
understand this important concept visually?  

8. Have you ever heard inside yourself words similar 
to the ones al-Hallaj heard? What have you heard 
that perhaps your heart already knows, but it leaves 
you still “scratching your head?” 
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

IIII    saw my Lord  
with the Eye of my Heart,  

and I said,  
“Who are you?”  

And God answered me,  

“You.”  
 

 

 
—Mansur al-Hallaj 
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