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Abstract

One of the Quranic verses that has consistently been subject to diverse interpretations is the
noble verse “Everyone on it is ephemeral” in the al-Rahman Chapter. The present study
classifies the most significant readings of this verse into three categories. According to the first
reading—which represents the view of the majority of exegetes—fana’ in this verse does not
denote nonexistence or annihilation. Rather, it refers to death and the transition of the soul from
the worldly realm to the Hereafter, an experience that all beings will inevitably undergo. In the
second category of interpretations, fana’ refers to the present ontological nonexistence or
nothingness of all created beings in comparison to God. According to the third interpretation,
fana’ signifies a level of perception and cognition through which the nonexistence of all that is
other than God is understood. Attainment of this level of cognition in this world has been
reserved for the mystics and the friends of God; however, after death, all people—believers and
unbelievers alike—will come to this realization. In this study, conducted through a
descriptive-analytical method, the authors strive to examine and evaluate these interpretations
by drawing upon exegetical evidence. The findings indicate that, contrary to the dominant
exegetical view, fana’ in this verse does not mean death. Rather, it may encompass meanings
consistent with both the second and third interpretations, which correspond respectively to the
mystical doctrines of Unity of Being (wahdat al-wujid) and Unity of Witnessing (wahdat al-
shuhtid).
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One of the Quranic terms that has generated considerable divergence in Quranic
exegesis despite possessing a single meaning among lexicographers is the term fana .
This word appears in verse 26 of the al-Rahman Chapter, and God indicates its
absoluteness and generality through the expression, “Everyone on it is ephemeral.”!
The relationship between fana’ and the concept of divine subsistence (baga’),
constitutes a central issue in Islamic philosophy and mysticism and holds particular
importance both in Quranic studies and in the philosophy of religion and comparative
mysticism. A precise explanation of this verse can therefore be effective in clarifying
the ontological and epistemological foundations of Islamic thought and in interreligious
dialogue.
In light of this and given the multiplicity of exegetical readings of fand’ in the verse
under discussion, this study seeks to identify the most important interpretations and
critically analyze them.
Despite scattered discussions in exegetical works, no comprehensive study was found
that categorizes, analyzes, and critiques the interpretations of this verse based on
exegetical evidence. The novelty of this research thus lies in its systematic
classification of three principal readings, followed by a critical evaluation of each based
on linguistic, rational, contextual, and narrational evidence, as well as an explanation
of the hierarchical relationship between the second and third readings (ontological
fana'as the objective foundation of epistemic fana’). Using a descriptive-analytical
method, the study first collects and presents the views of Sunni and Shiite exegetes
from primary exegetical and mystical sources, classifies them into three general
categories, and then critically evaluates each category according to exegetic criteria.
Accordingly, this research is conducted with the purpose of answering the main
question of what is meant by fana’ in the noble verse “kullu man ‘alayha fan?”
One of the most significant conclusions of this study is the rejection of the dominant
and widely accepted interpretation of the concept of fana’ in the verse, based on which
most exegetes have described it as meaning death and transition from this world to the
Hereafter.

Research Findings
According to the most widespread and popular interpretation, fana’ does not signify
absolute annihilation but rather death and transition from the worldly realm to the
Hereafter. Commentators have supported this view by appealing to arguments such as
the apparent future implication of the active participle “fan”, the context of the verses
which conveys a report about the future, and the fact that fana’ is mentioned as a divine
blessing, while absolute annihilation cannot be considered a blessing. In evaluating this
view, it must be stated that the arguments advanced by its proponents are weak and lack
sufficient probative force. This is because, in this interpretation, there is a discrepancy
between the concept of fana’ and its lexical meaning (annihilation), and the view is
also incompatible with the rational proof of the imperishability of existence. Moreover,

1. Qarai translation
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the active participle form does not exclusively denote the future, and the relational
existence of creatures, despite their essential fana’, is itself presented as the greatest
and highest blessing bestowed by God Almighty.
In the second interpretation, fana’ signifies the essential nonexistence and lack of
independent existence of all creatures in relation to the real eixstence of God. In reality,
according to this view, since the existence of creatures is purely relational and
dependent upon God, possessing no independence of their own, fand’ is a permanent
and ongoing reality, not limited to the future. Apart from it being in accordance with
the lexical meaning, this view is supported by rational arguments (such as the
impossibility of the coexistence of contradictories) and narrational evidence (including
traditions affirming divine unity of existence). It also better harmonizes with the
context of preceding and later verses (such as the verse “Everyone in the heavens and
earth asks Him,”' which indicates the continual neediness of all creatures).
According to the third interpretation, fand’ is not an external existential attribute but a
state or level of mystical perception and witnessing. In this state, the spiritual traveler
or the human being (especially after death when bodily veils are removed) perceives
with the heart the reality of the essential poverty and nothingness of all that is other
than God. This interpretation aligns with concepts such as liga ‘allah (meeting God)
and with the interpretation of some supplications (such as addressing the deceased as
“O you who declare there is no god but Allah” or referring to souls as “perishing
spirits”).

Conclusion
This study demonstrates that the common exegetical interpretation equating fana’ with
death, despite its widespread acceptance, lacks sufficient firmness and faces serious
interpretive obstacles. In contrast, the readings of existential fana’ and epistemic (or
experiential) fana " appear defensible based on strong linguistic, rational, and narrative
evidence. Accordingly, the noble verse “kullu man ‘alayha fan” (“Everyone on it is
ephemeral”) points to two interconnected truths—one ontological and the other
epistemological. Ontologically, all beings upon the earth are existentially perishing,
dependent, and devoid of essential independence, while true existence belongs solely
to the “Face of God” (wajhullah). Epistemologically, human perfection lies in
witnessing this existential annihilation—a realization attained by the close servants of
God in this world and by all people after death. Therefore, the meaning of the verse is
not confined to a single future event (death), but rather expresses a perpetual and
spiritually perceptible reality concerning the relationship between the Creator and
creation.
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