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Ecstatic utterances (shath) are one type of mystical proposition and among the most
important elements of mystical language, representing the most critical point of
intersection between mysticism and logic. From a logical perspective, shath is a type of
coincidence of contradictories and the harmonization of two incompatible aspects that
constitute the contradictory level of mystical language. Accordingly, numerous theories
have been proposed by mysticism scholars and modern researchers regarding the causes
of logical contradictions in ecstatic utterances. In this regard, employing symbolic and
metaphorical language has been considered a method for understanding mystics' ecstatic
utterances. This insight, as one of the common presuppositions in twentieth-century
theology, considers speech about God's existence, attributes, relations, and actions to be
symbolic. The present research, using descriptive-analytical methods and library sources,
seeks to analyze the paradoxical propositions of Islamic mystics based on Paul Tillich's
formulation of symbolic language theory. Tillich, a Christian philosopher and theologian,
developed this framework for religious discourse. Considering symbols as ultimate reality
is among the theological teachings found in Tillich's perspective. In this framework,
utilizing linguistic elements and considering concepts and propositions about God as
symbolic is effective for examining and analyzing ecstatic utterances and resolving the

apparent contradictions in mystics' speech.

Cite this article: Soleimani Koshali, Fatima (2026). Analysis of Islamic Mystics' Ecstatic Utterances Based on Paul Tillich's
Symbolic Language Theory. Journal of Islamic Mysticism, 17 (1), 101-122. DOI: http//doi.org/10.22034.17.1.2

© The Author(s).
DOI: http//doi.org/10.22034.17.1.2

Publisher: Scientific Association of Islamic Mysticism of Iran.



https://orcid.org/0009-0003-1987-2116
http://dx.doi.org/10.22034.17.1.2
http://erfanmag.ir/article-1-1667-fa.html

[ Downloaded from erfanmag.ir on 2026-06-16 ]

[ DOI: 10.22034.17.1.2]

Journal of Islamic Mysticism, Volume 17, Issue 1, 2026 102

Extended Abstract
Introduction

One distinctive aspect of mysticism is the existence of words that mystics utter in states of intoxication
and self-annihilation, called shath (ecstatic utterance). The history of shath can be considered concurrent
with the history of language itself. Ecstatic utterances cannot be considered mere metaphor or allegory,
nor can they be reduced to poetry and confined to any particular poetic form or literary style. Rather,

shath is a type of speech that has its own special characteristics and differs from other types of discourse.

In Islamic mysticism, some mystics like Riizbihan Baqlt consider shath to have an authentic and ancient
background originating from the Qur'an. Shath, which relates to the paradoxical level of mystical
language, can only be presented in symbolic and metaphorical language, and the contradictions in these
mystical propositions can only be understood within this framework. Shath is the most important point
of intersection between language and logic in Islamic mysticism, and various viewpoints have been
proposed by both classical mystics and modern researchers to explain the logical contradictions within
it.

Paul Tillich (1886-1965), one of the philosophers and theologians of the twentieth century, proposed
the theory of symbolic religious language. By writing systematic theology, he attempted to respond to
the concerns of contemporary humanity raised in existentialist philosophies. In this regard, through his
interpretation of religious symbols, he presented his particular view of Christ's message in the Bible and
interpreted it appropriately for the current situation.

Research Findings

Conceptual Analysis of Shath: In linguistic terms, shath means movement. From the perspective of
Sufis, shath refers to the movement of the secrets of their hearts. When ecstasy becomes powerful and
the light of manifestation rises in the core of their hearts, the fire of longing for the eternal beloved is
kindled until they reach the curtain of divine majesty and traverse the worlds. In one view, shath is

speech whose outward meaning contradicts the outward meaning of religious law.
Various theories have been proposed by Muslim mystics regarding the causes of contradictions in shath:

1. Theory of Negation and Affirmation: The mystic passes through different stages in mystical

wayfaring, and arrival at each stage creates a state that may negate the previous stage's state.

2. Theory of Intoxication: Ecstatic utterances result from a special state of intoxication in which

the mystic's intellect is temporarily suspended.

3. Theory of Weakness of Faculties: The cause of mystics' ecstatic utterances is the weakness of

their psychic faculties in confronting mystical states.

Modern researchers have also proposed theories including the theory of contradictory experience, the
theory of misinterpretation, the theory of resolving contradiction, the theory of literary embellishment,
and the theory of special logic.
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Symbolic Language in Islamic Mysticism: Based on symbolic language theory, whatever is said about
supernatural experiences will necessarily be symbolic and metaphorical. Mystics employed symbolic or
metaphorical terminology related to the mimetic and symbolic level of mystical language. They based
the language of prophethood, sainthood, revelation, inspiration, unveiling, witnessing, and generally the

language of religion and mysticism on this mimetic and symbolic level.

In mystical texts, an extensive network of symbols has formed, including cosmic symbols (sky, moon,
sun), animal symbols (birds), human symbols (love, lover, stature, tress, beauty mark), civic symbols
(king, sultan), journey symbols (desert, caravan, field), wine symbols (wine, cup, goblet), light symbols
(light and darkness), and color symbols representing different stages of wayfaring.

Paul Tillich's Theory of Symbolic Religious Language: Tillich proposed six characteristics for
symbols:

1. Symbols point to something beyond themselves

2. Symbols participate in that to which they point

3. Symbols open up levels of reality otherwise hidden

4. Symbols unlock dimensions of the soul corresponding to dimensions of reality
5. Symbols cannot be produced intentionally

6. Symbols are born and die according to conditions

According to Tillich, the ultimate concern, which can only be spoken of through symbolic language, has
certain characteristics including unconditional surrender to something, expectation of achieving absolute
perfection in encountering it, finding a center of meaningfulness in it, and experiencing it as something

sacred that is awesome, mysterious, and awe-inspiring.

Analysis of Shath Based on Tillich's Theory: Several points of correspondence exist between ecstatic

utterances and Tillich's views on symbols and symbolic language:

1. Both consider religious/mystical language to be symbolic and metaphorical

2. Both emphasize that connection with ultimate reality/God requires complete surrender and self-

annihilation
3. Both stress that outward/literal meanings should not be the focus when interpreting symbols
4. Both acknowledge the dual nature of symbols/ecstatic utterances
5. The characteristics Tillich attributes to symbols largely correspond to characteristics of shath

6. Both recognize that symbols/ecstatic utterances reveal deeper levels of reality inaccessible

through ordinary language

Conclusion
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Shath, as one of the important elements of mystical language relating to the paradoxical level of this
language, represents the most prominent manifestation of symbolism in mysticism. Many mystics and
mysticism scholars consider mystical language to be symbolic and metaphorical. Among twentieth-
century philosophers and theologians, the discussion of symbolic religious language was extensively
raised, and Paul Tillich, through his theory of symbolic language, became a prominent figure in this
field.

What Tillich presented in this theory, especially regarding the characteristics of symbols, largely
corresponds to the characteristics of Muslim mystics' ecstatic utterances. Tillich's belief that completely
contradictory propositions can be symbolically useful or true as long as they can bring individuals to
confront the sacred corresponds to mystics' views that ecstatic utterances, though paradoxical, can

connect seekers with ultimate reality.

However, certain aspects of Tillich's theory are not comparable or applicable to ecstatic utterances and
other symbolic mystical propositions, which this research did not have the opportunity to address. The
research demonstrates that symbolic language theory provides a valuable framework for understanding
the apparent contradictions in mystical discourse, though it is not without limitations when applied to

Islamic mystical traditions.
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