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The Container and the Contained
Timothy Scott

‘Make me a sanctuary so that I can reside among them.’ (Exodus 25:8)

Did not the sea make friends with Noah and Moses? (Jalal al-Din Rumi)75
The colour of the water is the colour of the vessel containing it. (Abu’lQasim al-Junayd)76
The Point and the Seed
The religious language of Judaism talks of the tabernacle (mishkân) as the receptacle
of the Divine Immanence or Presence (Shekhinah; literally, “indwelling”). According to
Midrash, God concentrated His Shekhinah in the Holiest of Holies ‘as though His whole
power were concentrated and contracted in a single point’77. In the Vedantic tradition this
principial point is called the bindu and is identical with the Self (Atman).78 Alain
Daniélou calls the bindu the “Point-Limit” and describes it as the ‘determinant of space
from which manifestation begins’ and ‘the centre of the universe’.79 The phrase, “Point
Limit” alerts us to the idea that the principial point defines the limits of manifestation; it
is, to use Pascal’s terminology, the “infinitely small” and the “infinitely large”. As
Shaikh al-‘Alawi says, ‘Everything is enveloped in the Unity of Knowledge, symbolised
by the Point.’80 The Point-Limit is adequately symbolised by the “spatial point” where
René Guénon observes that ‘Space itself presupposes the point.’81 Moreover, he remarks
that ‘the geometric point is quantitatively nil and does not occupy any space, though it is
the principle by which space in its entirety is produced, since space is but the
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development of its intrinsic virtualities.’82 As Meister Eckhart says, ‘a point has no
quantity of magnitude and does not lengthen the line of which it is the principle.’83
Similarly, Guénon observes that ‘though arithmetical unity is the smallest of numbers if
one regards it as situated in the midst of their multiplicity, yet in principle it is the
greatest, since it virtually contains them all and produces the whole series simply by the
indefinite repetition of itself.’84 For Proclus, ‘Every multitude somehow participates in
the One.’ This is again found in the famous Sufic formula: ‘Unity in multiplicity and
multiplicity in Unity’85.
From one perspective the Point-Limit alludes to the Unmanifested or that which is
beyond Being. As Frithjof Schuon remarks, ‘One can represent Absolute Reality, or the
Essence, or Beyond-Being, by the point; it would doubtless be less inadequate to
represent it by the void, but the void is not properly speaking a figure, and if we give the
Essence a name, we can with the same justification, and the same risk, represent it by a
sign; the simplest and thus the most essential sign is the point.’86 From a more limited
and, in a sense, a more precise perspective the point symbolises the principle of Being.
Being has a direct analogy with the Absolute. In this sense, the All-Possibility of the
Absolute has its direct correlation with ontological All-Possibility or Potentiality. By
inverse analogy, the realisation of Potentiality represents the paradoxical limitation of the
Infinite by the indefinite, where ‘to say manifestation is to say limitation’ 87. Ontological
All-Possibility is both a reflection of Divine All-Possibility and itself a possibility
plucked from the Infinite to be planted in the Infinite. In this second sense it is
acceptable to say that ontological All-Possibility is, in essence, identical with AllPossibility. In fact, it is by virtue of this identity that Potentiality on the one hand brings
forth manifestation and, on the other hand, provides the opportunity or “potential” for
deliverance from manifestation. Being is here the interface, the Islamic barzakh, between
the Infinite Unmanifested and the indefinite manifested, facilitating both creation and
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return to the Uncreated. From another perspective and to use the symbolism of
Kabbalah, Being is the reshimu, the existential seed, which is a luminous “residue” of
En-Sof or the Infinite. As Lama Anagarika Govinda observes, the word bindu also
implies a seed.88 Guénon observes that, in the Hindu tradition, ‘The Divine Principle
which resides at the centre of the being is represented … as a grain or seed (dhatu), as a
germ (bija), because in a way it is in this being only virtually so long as “Union”89 has not
actually been realised.’90 This qualification relates to the idea of the full realisation of the
seed, which is its “return” to the Unmanifested.
The entire existence of the being resides in the “seed germ”, which is to say with the
Rama-parva-tapina Upanishad, that the Universe is contained in its “seed”. Similarly,
Sri Ramana Maharshi says: ‘The entire Universe is condensed in the body, and the entire
body in the Heart. Thus the heart is the nucleus of the whole Universe.’91 Again,
according to the famous hadith qudsi: ‘My earth and My heaven contain Me not, but the
heart of My faithful servant containeth Me.’ 92 The Centre contains the circumference; the
heart contains the existence of the human; the tabernacle contains the Temple, and by
extension and analogy, the Temple contains the Cosmos. Being is the Cosmic Seed,
simultaneously the first point, the Centre and the receptacle of onto-cosmological
existence.
The seed as “container of the Universe” is found with the Christian symbolism of the
“mustard seed”: ‘The kingdom of Heaven is like a mustard seed which a man took and
sowed in his field. It is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the
biggest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air can come and shelter in
its branches’ (Mt.13:31-32; Mk.4:30-32; Lk.13:18-19). 93 In Chinese mythology, Sumeru,
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the Cosmic Mountain, and thus imago mundi, is also found contained within a mustard
seed.94 The Chandogya Upanishad describes the atman in terms familiar to the Christian
mustard seed: ‘This atman, which dwells in the heart, is smaller than a grain of rice,
smaller than a grain of barely, smaller than a grain of mustard, smaller than a grain of
millet, smaller than the germ which is in the grain of millet; this atman, which dwells in
the heart, is also greater than the earth [the sphere of gross manifestation], greater than
the atmosphere [the sphere of subtle manifestation], greater than the sky [the sphere of
formless manifestation], greater than all the worlds together [that is, beyond all
manifestation, being the unconditioned].’95
Being unaffected by the conditions of change, of which it is the principle, the
Divine Seed is indestructible. In the words of Origen: ‘Because God himself has sowed
and planted and given life to this seed, even though it may be overgrown and hidden, it
will never be destroyed or extinguished completely, it will glow and shine, gleam and
burn and it will never cease to turn toward God.’96
Guénon sees the symbolism of the “seed” as analogous to that of the “yod in the
heart”.97 The yod, as Guénon observes, is the letter from which all the letters of the
Hebrew alphabet are formed. ‘The yod in the heart is therefore the Principle residing at
the centre, be it from the macrocosmic point of view, at the “Centre of the World” which
is the “Holy Palace” of the Kabbalah, or from the microcosmic point of view in every
being, virtually at least, at his centre, which is always symbolised by the heart in the
different traditional doctrines, and which is man’s innermost point, the point of contact
with the Divine.’ 98 A similar use of the symbolism of letters exists in the Islamic
tradition. According to two hadith qudsi: ‘All that is in the revealed Books is in the
Qur’an, and all that is in the Qur’an is in the Fatihah,99 and all that is in the Fatihah is in
Bismi ’Llahi ’r-Rahmani ’r-Rahim’, and, ‘All that is in Bismi ’Llahi ’r-Rahmani ’r-
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Raham is in the letter Ba, which is itself contained in the point that is beneath it.’100
There is a similar tradition in Kabbalah where it is said that all that is in the Torah is in
the word Berashith (the first word of Genesis, generally translated into English as “In the
Beginning”), and all that is in Berashith is in the letter beth, and the spoken beth (the
second letter of the Hebrew alphabet) is in the unspoken aleph (the first letter of the
Hebrew alphabet). It is interesting to compare these traditions, for in the first case the
Essence is symbolised by a point and in the second by the ineffable void.101 Again, in the
classic Russian spiritual tale, Rasskatz strannika (The Pilgrim’s Tale), the Pilgrim says,
‘The Gospel and the Jesus Prayer [Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me] are
one and the same thing … For the divine name of Jesus contains in itself all Gospel
truths.’102 Boehme: ‘In the sweet name, Jesus Christ, the whole process is contained.’ 103
Thus Schuon says, ‘It is in the Divine Name that there takes place the mysterious meeting
of the created and the Uncreate, the contingent and the Absolute, the finite and the
Infinite.’104
The symbolism of the Divine Name or Word as the “seed” is echoed universally. 105
Jesus teaches that ‘The seed is the word of God.’ 106 This is the logos spermatikos of the
Greek Fathers. In the Hindu tradition the Word-Seed is the sacred Om, the ‘primordial
sound of timeless reality’ 107, which “imperishable syllable” is the “whole world” and also
“the Self (atman) indeed.”108 O m is the essence of the Veda. 109 The Dictionary of
Symbols describes the Veda as the ‘seed and potential evolution of future cycles.’110
According to Hindu tradition, during the cataclysm that separates this Maha-Yuga from
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the previous one, the Veda was enclosed in a state of envelopment in the conch
(shankha), a homologue of the Ark and one of the chief attributes of Visnu.111 This
notion of the Word-Seed is explicit in the symbolism of the Ark of Noah and the Ark of
the Covenant. In the latter this is none other than the Testimony, the tablets of stone
upon which God inscribed the Decalogue (Ex.31:18; 32:15; 34:29), the Word of God
made writ, or “made flesh” if you will.112 The Ark of Noah contains the Word of God by
way of Noah’s son, Shem, whose name means “name” and more precisely, the “Name of
God”.
To talk of the seed is to talk of impetus towards growth, which is to say, towards
manifestation. Thus the perfection of the ontological seed includes in divinis the impetus
towards the imperfection of the manifest world. This is prefigured in the paradox of the
Relative as a dimension of the Infinitude of the Absolute. To use an analogous
symbolism, the Garden of Eden must contain the serpent. As Marco Pallis remarks, ‘The
perfection of a paradise without the presence of the serpent would be the perfection, not
of paradise, but of God Himself. It would be, in Sufic terms, “the paradise of the
Essence”.’113
Immanence and Transcendence
The Divine Immanence is, in effect, its own receptacle, in a similar manner to which it
might be said that a word is the receptacle of its meaning, while at the say time being
identical with it. Divine Immanence, or the Divine Presence, is identical with Being,
which is both its own principle and effect. In turn, Being gives rise to the distinction,
recognised by Plato among others, between Being and becoming.114
Immanence implies Transcendence or Beyond Being.115 The Divine Reality per se
may be signalled by the term “The Absolute”. A simple overview of the station of
Immanence in the context of the Absolute can be expressed thus:
111
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Transcendence = Beyond-Being
Immanence = Being
Being “contains” becoming
becoming = the play of cosmic existence
The existential world is a mode or level of the Divine Immanence. Immanence is
itself “contained” or prefigured by the Divine Transcendence. Guénon explains this
distinction in terms of Universal (Transcendent) and Individual (Immanent) Existence:116
Universal

- The Unmanifested
- Formless Manifestation

Individual

- Formal Manifestation
- Subtle state
- Gross state

Guénon is quick to clarify that ‘all that is manifested, even at this higher level
[Formless Manifestation], is necessarily conditioned, that is to say, relative.’117 In this
sense Formless Manifestation is an aspect of Immanence.
The Unmanifested contains the possibility of Manifestation in divinis, this being
Formless Manifestation; this gives rise to Formal Manifestation, which, at the level of
cosmic existence, gives rise to the Subtle (psychic) and the Gross (corporeal) states.
Transcendence, which contains Immanence, is itself embraced by the Divine Totality (the
Absolute). Schuon describes this thus: ‘The Absolute by definition contains the
Infinite–the common content being Perfection or the Good–and the Infinite in its turn
gives rise, at the degree of that “lesser Absolute” that is Being, to ontological All-
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Possibility. Being cannot not include efficient Possibility, because it cannot prevent the
Absolute from including the Infinite.’118
Two difficulties arise with the use of the term “Being”. Firstly, there can be
confusion between two distinct usages of the term “Being”. On the one hand Being
corresponds to the Supreme Principle and is identical in this usage with the Absolute, and
is therefore, somewhat paradoxically, Beyond-Being or Transcendence. On the other
hand Being is sometimes taken as referring especially, if not exclusively, to the level of
Manifestation or to Immanence. This is the distinction in the Hindu tradition of nirguna
Brahman (unqualified Brahman) and saguna Brahman (qualified Brahman).
The second difficulty arises insomuch as the term “Being” is used to refer to an
exclusive category of the onto-cosmological chain.

We have said that Being is

synonymous with Immanence and that Immanence is Individual Existence and that this is
Formal Manifestation; we have qualified this last identification by noting that Immanence
includes Formless Manifestation. However, from a certain point of view, Being, while
not itself the Absolute, is nevertheless of the Divine realm, and thus it might be said that
in no way can it be identified as part of Manifestation. Here the term “Being” is used to
classify the unmanifested ontological principle or cause. Manifestation is consequently
the cosmological effect. Being is thus distinct from Manifestation as the category cause
is distinct from the category effect. Yet, from another point of view, cause and effect
may be identified in the context of the wholeness of a thing itself; in this sense, Being
embraces both its unmanifested principle and its manifested realisation.
Being is both Transcendent and Immanent, both “uncreated” and “created”, to use the
language of the Christian doctrine of the Logos or Intellect. Here it is the case that Being
is an interface–a barzakh–between these two “domains”. Being is Transcendent
inasmuch as it corresponds to, or is prefigured in, the Supreme Principle and it is
Immanent inasmuch as it is the principle of onto-cosmological existence. Here the
distinction between Immanence and Transcendence occasionally becomes blurred. As
Schuon remarks,

When we speak of transcendence, we understand in general objective transcendence, that of the
118
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Principle, which is above us as it is above the world; and when we speak of immanence, we
understand generally speaking subjective immanence, that of the Self, which is within us. It is
important to mention that there is also a subjective transcendence, that of the Self within us
inasmuch as it transcends ego; and likewise there is also an objective immanence, that of the
Principle in so far as it is immanent in the world, and not in so far as it excludes it and annihilates
it by its transcendence. … One finds here an application of the Taoist Yin-Yang: transcendence
necessarily comprises immanence, and immanence just as necessarily comprises transcendence.
For the Transcendent, by virtue of its infinity, projects existence and thereby necessitates
immanence; and the Immanent, by virtue of its absoluteness, necessarily remains transcendent in
relation to existence.119

The Receptacle
To talk of the receptacle of Immanence implies two related notions: that of “container”
and that of “receiving”. In the first case, Immanence is a possibility of the Infinite and is
thus “contained” by the Infinite.120 The Infinite is identical with Transcendence. Thus
one can say that Transcendence is the container of Immanence. Transcendence cannot
“receive” Immanence, which it already possesses in divinis; rather Immanence flows
forth from Transcendence according to the Scholastic maxim bonum diffusivum sui, “the
Good diffuses itself”. It does not flow “out” of Transcendence, for this flowing forth
remains a possibility of the Infinite, even if it is now, so to speak, an actualised or
realised possibility. Schuon cites Ibn al-‘Arabi: ‘According to Risalat al-Ahadiyah, “He
[the Absolute; Brahman] sent His ipseity [the Self; atman] by Himself from Himself to
Himself”.’121 God (Infinite and Transcendent) sends forth His Ipseity (Immanence) by
Himself (as a possibility of His Infinitude) from Himself (from the Infinite) to Himself
(to the Infinite).

This flowing forth of Immanence–which is simultaneously a
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“withdrawal”, in the sense of the kabbalistic doctrine of tsimtsum,122 of Transcendence–is
received a priori by Being. Between Immanence and Transcendence there is both
discontinuity and continuity. Discontinuity for the container surpasses the contained in
extent; continuity for Being is essentially identical with Transcendence.
In the case of Being the container and the contained are identical.123 The container of
Being is Substance, inasmuch as Being is manifested through or “in” Substance; from
another perspective, Being contains Substance, inasmuch as Substance is prefigured in
Being. In turn, Substance, as Schuon remarks, ‘has two containers, space and time, of
which the first is positive and the second negative’124. Space and time are contained in
Being in divinis, prefigured by the Infinite and the Eternal. They are “received” and
made manifest by cosmological existence, of which they are the defining conditions.
Space and time do not “contain” cosmological existence in the sense of being “beyond”;
instead they are the receptacle of cosmological existence.125
The Mundaka Upanisad describes these ideas through the symbolism of the spider and
its web: ‘a spider spreads and withdraws (its thread) … so out of the Immutable does the
phenomenal universe arise.’126 The spider contains the thread and is identical with the
thread; the web receives the thread and is identical with the thread; but between the
spider and the web there is distinction. Ibn al-‘Arabi offers a similar metaphor in his
Diwan of Shashtari: ‘“We are like the silkworm, our obstacles are the result of our own
work”, an allusion to the worm which creates its own prison by surrounding itself with its
own thread’127.
The Absolute is like a sea (Infinite; Beyond-Being) within which there is a glass of
water, which here stands for Being. The glass is itself an illusion (Maya), its substance
122
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being also water; here one might consider the glass as formed of ice, which in substance,
if not in state, is still water, and this is to recognise that illusion is a state and not a
substance.128 The water in the glass and the water of the sea are identical in essential
substance (ousia) but not in extent. One might say that there is a difference or
discontinuity in extent of substance but an identity or continuity of essence. The sea is
“beyond” the water of the cup in its extent; at the same time it contains and intimately
identifies with the water of the cup so that they are not other than each other or, better to
say, there is only the Sea.129
The relationship of Transcendence and Immanence is one of identity and
distinction. Schuon: ‘That we are conformed to God,–“made in His image,”–this is
certain; otherwise we should not exist. That we are contrary to God, this is also certain;
otherwise we should not be different from God. Without analogy with God we should be
nothing. Without opposition to God we should be God.’ 130 Ibn al-‘Arabi: ‘God says,
There is naught like unto Him, asserting His transcendence, and He says, He is the
Hearing, the Seeing,131 implying comparison [Relativity and Immanence].’ 132 ‘The Father
is greater than I’ (Jn.14:28), but, at the same time, ‘The Father and I are one’
(Jn.10.30).133
Identity means that the Cosmos is not other than God. Thus, in his chapter on Noah,
Ibn al-‘Arabi says, ‘the Reality never withdraws from the forms of the Cosmos in any
fundamental sense, since the Cosmos, in its reality, is implicit in the definition of the
Divinity’134. This recalls Meister Eckhart: ‘if there were anything empty under heaven,
whatever it might be, great or small, the heavens would either draw it up to themselves or
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else, bending down, would fill it themselves’135. The essential identity of the Cosmos with
God, however, must not be mistaken for the limitation of God to the Cosmos. To say, as
Schuon does, that ‘if the relative did not exist, the Absolute would not be the Absolute’136
does not mean that the Absolute is limited to the Relative. This leads to the error of
pantheism. Schuon: ‘If God is conceived as primordial Unity, that is, as pure Essence,
nothing could be substantially identical with Him; to qualify essential identity as
pantheistic is both to deny the relativity of things and to attribute an autonomous reality to
them in relation to Being or Existence, as if there could be two realities essentially
distinct, or two Unities or Unicities.’137 In the words of the Rabbis: ‘God is the dwelling
place of the universe; the universe is not the dwelling place of God.’138


If the creature submits to you,
It is the Reality Who submits.
And if the Reality submits to you,
The created may not follow Him in that.
Therefore realise what we say,
For all I say is true.
There is no created being
But is endowed with speech.
Nor is there aught created, seen by the eye,
But is essentially the Reality.
Indeed, He is hidden therein,
Its forms being merely containers.
(Ibn al-‘Arabi)139
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Meister Eckhart, Sermon 4 (Meister Eckhart Sermons & Treatises Vol.1, (tr.) Walshe, Dorset: Element
Books, 1987, p.44).
136
Schuon, Spiritual Perspectives and Human Facts, 1987, p.108.
137
Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, 1993, p.41.
138
Cited in Radhakrishnan, Selected Writings on Philosophy, Religion and Culture, 1970, p.146.
139
Ibn al-‘Arabi, Fusus, 1980, p.130.
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