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Book 12

Lesson 1
Religion — A Means not an End

Often we get confused when we see people that are very ‘religious’ but who reveal a
lack or morals and integrity, such as cheating others or displaying extreme hatred,
jealousy or selfishness. To add to this confusion, we may even meet people who
seem very good and decent but are irreligious and may not even believe in God. Why
does this happen and what does Islam have to say about such contradictions?

In the case of individuals who are religious but lack integrity, the problem is that they
have assumed religion to be an end rather than a means to an end. And in the case
of those who appear to be ‘good’ but are irreligious, the problem is that we mistake
religion as only being a means to achieve personal and individual goodness. Let us
first discuss this second group.

I’'m Spiritual but not ‘Religious’

Often we meet people who we deem to be ‘good’ even though they do not follow
any religion in particular. They may even claim to be ‘spiritual but not religious’. Life
experience will show you that this self-prescribed spirituality only works when all is
well in the individual’s material life and in due course leads only to more confusion
and innovations in spiritual practices that are not useful (if not harmful). In fact, if we
understand religion as a way of life, then every individual has a religion, even if he or
she does not give it a name. In that sense, even an atheist follows a ‘religion’ that is
governed by some principles and values.

Islam as a religion (deen) has other purposes besides encouraging goodness and
morality in an individual. These purposes include, for example, upholding justice in
society, teaching an individual about the hidden world that lies beyond death and
how to prepare for it, correcting the human understanding of God and helping
people free themselves from fear and greed, from superstitions and being enslaved
by materialism and all forms of addictions by surrendering to the One God besides
Whom there is no other, and so on.

The importance of holding on to Islam and the value of faith in Allah is shown in
verses of the Qur’an such as this:
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Hold fast, all together, to Allah’s cord, and do not be divided [into sects]. And
remember Allah’s blessing upon you when you were enemies, then He brought your
hearts together, so you became brothers with His blessing. And you were on the brink
of a pit of Fire, whereat He saved you from it...

-Surah Aal-l Imran, 3:103

What this verse is alluding to is hatred amongst the warring Arab tribes before Islam
and how they united as brothers through Islam. It reveals how religion unifies and
saves people as opposed to the hate and disunity that permeate in society when
man is driven by the illusion of being self-sufficient and thinks he lives in world
where only the fittest survive. Atheism is satanic and ignorance masquerading as
intelligence. It gives man the illusion that he came into existence by a random
chance and he is ‘the master of his own universe’ when man deep down knows how
fragile and vulnerable he is.

When a human believes he evolved from worms, he has no reason to seek nobility or
any moral traits. His ‘goodness’ without religion is always surface-deep only and
when challenged with difficult circumstances, he will always behaves like an animal
that only has the motivation to survive and to overcome others in order to enjoy his
temporary physical existence. On the flip side, when God is brought into the
equation, man now has a greater purpose in life. He takes his true position in the
universe as one who submits and surrenders unconditionally to God and in doing so,
becomes His representative and one through whom God acts and manifests His
attributes on the rest of His creation. Islam as a religion plays a role in ensuring
man’s understand of God is true and not imaginary.

We have discussed the need for religion at length in Book 8 (Aqaid Lesson 1). In this
lesson we wish to focus on the second group that is religious but lacks integrity
because of mistaking religion for an End rather than a Means.

Religion — A Means not an End

When Rasulullah (s) declared his mission, he did not say, ‘l have come to teach you
how to pray, how to fast’ and so forth, even though he came to instruct these acts of
worship as well. Instead he said:
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Indeed, | was sent to perfect (human) character.

This tells us that the ‘End’ goal is to be a perfect human being with integrity,
conviction, bravery, and the most noble and most excellent of character. Everything
else is a means to help us achieve that.

When the Qur’an talks of why Rasulullah (s) was sent, it first mentions the matter of
purification i.e. self-reform and spiritual purification:
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It is He who sent to the unlettered [people] an apostle from among themselves, to
recite to them His signs, to purify them, and to teach them the Book and wisdom,
and earlier they had indeed been in manifest error.
- Surah al-Jumu’ah, 62:2

In a sense, when one sheds negative traits and mean habits and adopts noble
characteristics, they come forth from darkness into light. Neither the Messenger
(Rasulullah (s) nor the Message (the Qur’an) are the End. They both the means to
this movement from darkness into light:
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With it (the Qur’dn) Allah guides those who follow [the course of] His pleasure to the

ways of peace, and brings them out from darkness into light by His will, and guides

them to a straight path.
- Surah al-Maidah, 5:16
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An apostle reciting to you the manifest signs of Allah that He may bring out those

who have faith and do righteous deeds from darkness into light...
- Surah at-Talaq, 65:11

The examples to show and prove that religion is a Means and not an End are endless.
But here are two examples. Salah is a Means. The End is to prevent us from
indecencies (fahsha) and wrong (munkar):
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.. and maintain the prayer (salah). Indeed the prayer (salah) prevents indecencies

and wrongs...
- Surah al-Ankabut, 29:45

Similarly, fasting (sawm) is a Means. The End is to have constant Godwariness
(tagwa):
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O you who have faith! Prescribed for you is fasting as it was prescribed for those who
were before you, so that you may be Godwary.
- Surah al-Baqarah, 2:183

When we insist on practising Islamic rituals but it does not change us as individuals
and we do not grow from that practice, it shows that we have stopped at the means
and forgotten the end.

For example, when we pray but do not keep away from shamelessness and indecent
acts, it proves that religion is only an End for us and the real End of perfecting our
ethics and morals is misplaced.

Similarly, when we commemorate the ‘azd of Imam Husayn (‘a) and spend all our
time and wealth on weeping for the martyrs of Karbala but we are indifferent to the
injustices being committed to our fellow Muslims and neither do we speak out
against the tyrants of our time, then Karbala and Muharram has become an End for
us - when in fact, it was meant to be a Means to our becoming courageous and
champions of justice.

Why does a Muslim praise Imam Husayn (‘a) for praying Salat adh-Dhuhr on time and
even praying Salat al-‘Asr as he was being killed but he still doesn’t pray salah
himself? Why does a Muslim woman weep that Sayyida Zainab (‘a) lost her veil but
her heart does not weep that other men look at her as she walks about in public
without hijab? Why do we praise our Imams for going out in the middle of the night
to distribute food to the poor but we do not care if anyone in our community is
hungry? Why do Shi’ah in many parts of the world praise the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) for
sitting to eat their meals with their servants and maids but they themselves keep
their servants and maids in the kitchen while they eat? Why does a Muslim go for
Salat al-Jumu’ah in a holy city and then when he leaves and goes back to his trade,
he cheats others by overpricing his goods? Why do some Muslims praise Rasulullah
(s) for eradicating racism and they praise how Muslims of different ethnicities and
cultures all stand together in salah as brothers yet they would never let their
daughter marry someone who is of a different culture or ethnicity, even if he is a
pious Muslim?

The answer to all these — and more —is that such Muslims have made religion an End
rather than a Means. By practising their ‘religion’, they feel they have protected
themselves from Hellfire and secured a place in Jannah. And this pseudo-
religiousness shields them from their guilt for lacking integrity, honesty and true
Islamic values.
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To put it differently, until we understand that religion is a Means to something
greater, Islam will only remain on our lips and minds but not enter our hearts, and
we will practice our own individual versions of ‘Islam’, which Allah condemns in the
Qur’an:
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The Bedouins say, ‘We have faith.” Say, ‘You do not have faith yet; rather, say, “We
have surrendered’,’ for faith has not yet entered into your hearts...” The faithful are
only those who have attained faith in Allah and His Apostle and then have never
doubted, and who wage jihad with their possessions and their persons in the way of
Allah. It is they who are the truthful. Say, ‘Will you inform Alldgh about your ‘religion’
(deen) while Allah knows whatever there is in the heavens and whatever there is in
the earth, and Allah has knowledge of all things?’ They count it as a favour to you
that they have embraced Islam. Say, ‘Do not do me any favours with your ‘Islam’.
Rather, it is Allah who has done you a favour in that He has guided you to faith,
should you be truthful.*

- Surah al-Hujurat, 49:14-17

The first step therefore, towards purifying our souls, towards understanding the real
message of Islam, and towards reforming our Muslim societies is to realize that Deen
(Religion) is a Means — not an End.

Discuss this in class with your teacher. Can you think of other examples where
Muslims confuse the Means with the End? How would you describe your goal in life
as a Muslim? And how do you see religion playing a role as a means towards that
goal?

' That is, should you be sincere in your claim of having embraced Islam.
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Lesson 2
Islam - The Universal Religion

Al-Islam means to surrender one’s will to God and it comes from the Arabic root
s-I-m (p - J- ) from which words like at-taslim (surrender) and as-salam (peace) are

also derived. Yet Islam is one of the misunderstood concepts in the world, by most
Muslims as well.

The Meaning of Islam in the Qur’an

It is true that there is only one religion with Allah and that is Islam:
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Indeed, with Allah religion is Islam
- Surah Al-i Imran, 3:19

It is also true that no other religion is acceptable to Allah besides Islam:

o Bl 1 32V 3 A B R s DI T asp
Should anyone follow a religion other than Islam, it shall never be accepted from him,

and he will be among the losers in the Hereafter.
- Surah Al-i Imran, 3:85

But what does this really mean? The debate on pluralism vs. exclusivism arises only
when we see Islam as one amongst many religions i.e. just as there is Judaism,
Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, and so on, some see Islam as yet another
‘religion’. Furthermore, just as the Christians follow Jesus (‘a) and regard the Bible as
their sacred text and the Jews follow the teachings of Moses (‘a) and regard the
Torah as their sacred text, similarly, many Muslims see themselves as simply, the
followers of Muhammad (s) who regard the Qur’an as their sacred Book. And this
precisely is where the problem lies. Before we explain the problem further and
correct our understanding of what Islam is and what it means to be a Muslim, let us
review the verses of Qur’an that will give us a holistic understanding of Islam:
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And when Isa sensed their (the Jews) faithlessness, he said, ‘Who will be my helpers
toward Allah?’ The Disciples said, ‘We will be helpers of Allah. We have faith in Allah,
and bear witness that we are Muslims.

- Surah Al-i Imran, 3:52

Nabi Ibrahim (‘a) and his son Nabi Isma’il (‘a) prayed:
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‘Our Lord, make us submissive to You (lit. Muslims for you), and [raise] from our
progeny a Muslim nation (i.e. submissive to You)...”

- Surah al-Baqgarah, 2:128
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Ibrahim enjoined this [creed] upon his children, and [so did] Ya’qub, [saying], ‘My
children! Allah has indeed chosen this religion for you; so never die except as
Muslims. Were you witnesses when death approached Ya’qub, when he said to his
children, ‘What will you worship after me?’ They said, ‘We will worship your God, and

the God of your fathers, Ibrahim, Isma’il and Ishagq, the One God, and to Him do we
submit (lit. ‘for His sake we are Muslims’).”

- Surah al-Baqarah, 2:132-133
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(Nabi Yusuf (‘a) said), ‘My Lord! You have granted me a share in the kingdom, and
taught me the interpretation of dreams. Originator of the heavens and earth! You are
my guardian in this world and the Hereafter! Let me die a Muslim (i.e. in submission
to You), and unite me with the Righteous.

- Surah Yusuf, 12:101
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And Musa said, ‘O my people! If you have faith in Allah, put your trust in Him, if you

are Muslims (i.e. have submitted to Him).’
- Surah Yunus, 10:84
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She (the Queen of Sheba) said, ‘My Lord! Indeed | have wronged myself, and | submit
(lit. ‘become a Muslim’) with Sulayman to Allah, the Lord of all the worlds.’
- Surah an-Naml, 27:44
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And when | inspired the Disciples (of Isa (‘a)), [saying], ‘Have faith in Me and My

Apostle,’ they said, ‘We have faith. Bear witness that we are Muslims.’
- Surah al-Maidah, 5:111

We can clearly see from all the verses above that Islam is not a ‘religion’ that started
in the year 610 CE when Rasulullah (s) was 40 years old. Rather, Islam is simply the
one and only natural path that Allah chose for the human race and that began with
the first human being — Nabi Adam (‘a).

The core message and principle of Islam is simply this: there is no god but One God.
He is the Only Creator and the Only One worthy of worship. He is Nameless and
Formless yet He is omniscient and omnipresent. He cannot be brought to
imagination or described. In fact, He can never be known directly. He is recognized
only through His signs and His creation. The human being is unique in that he is able
to surrender to his or her Creator out of choice and with freewill and so he or she is
chosen by Allah to represent Allah in the universe and it is through this human being
that Allah manifests His attributes to the rest of His creation.

When we begin to understand Islam in this fashion, we also begin to see why idol
worship and any bringing of Allah into imagination or form, restricts the human
being from every knowing Allah. In the end, Allah permeates all things yet nothing
can embody or incarnate Him. He is in fact the Only Reality. It is as if He is the Sun
and all else are simply rays of the Sun that have no reality or existence without Him.

The great mufassir (exegete) of Qur’an, Allama Sayyid Husayn Tabatabai, wrote in his
Tafsir al-Mizan, that during the life of Rasulullah (s) when the Qur'an was being
revealed, the meaning of Islam was different to what it later came to be known as
when the Caliphs ruled as political and temporal leaders and used their military force
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to ‘spread’ Islam. What Allama Tabatabai meant was that the Qur'an does not
understand Islam as a ‘religion” with boundaries like other religions. It simply regards
Islam to be its meaning — surrender to the Creator. The Qur’an therefore talks of
Islam, not as a religion, but as a universal way of life that is most natural and that
brings success to humans when they live by it, because the whole universe lives by it
and it is the ‘religion’ to which our instinct leans.

We could say, other than humans who choose not to be ‘Muslims’, everything in the
universe is a ‘Muslim’ (i.e. surrendered to Allah) — the mountains, the oceans, the
forests, the animals and birds, the angels, the planets and stars, and so on. Thus the
Qur’an tells us:
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Do they, then, seek a religion other than Allah’s, while to Him submits whoever there
is in the heavens and the earth, willingly or unwillingly, and to Him they will be

brought back?
- Surah Al-i Imran, 3:83

So when the Qur’an invites humans to be Muslims, it is not asking them to ‘change’
religions or adopt something new. It is simply asking them to restore their natural
state of existence where they are in constant surrender to Allah like everything else.

Rasulullah (s) is reported to have said:
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Every newborn is born on the instinct (of Islam). Then it is his parents who make him
a Jew or a Christian or a Zoroastrian.

Do you see why, therefore, it makes no sense at all to talk of pluralism or how ‘all
religions are right because they teach the same good values’ and so on? There is no
multiple religions — not because one is right and another is wrong — but because
there cannot be more than one religion from One Creator. Two opposing
understandings of God cannot both be ‘natural’. One will have to be unnatural.

What we can say, of course, is that every time humans went astray and forgot the
original message of Islam, and Allah sent another messenger (nabi or rasul) to guide
people back to Islam. Those who refused to accept it still remained with some of the
original truth that a previous prophet had taught. This is why we see parts of every
religion still showing the same truth as the original religion of Allah - Islam.

When a non-Muslim wishes to embrace Islam today, they require several years of
research and thinking before they revert to Islam. Yet in the days of Rasulullah (s)
and the Aimmah (‘a), people would often embrace Islam after a brief conversation
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only. Why do you think so? It is because today, we present Islam mixed with a lot of
culture and it appears to be a very complex religion that one has to ‘study’ fully
before embracing it. Whereas in the original message of the Qur’'an, people were
told to simply shed what was wrong in their beliefs and they became Muslims.

As an example, in the Qur’an’s vision, if a Hindu wanted to become a Muslim, he
doesn’t need to change his language, what he eats, how he dresses, his name, and so
on. He simply gives up worshipping idols and multiple gods or deities. He professes
that there is only One God and that he will prostrate and surrender before none
other than God and worship Him alone. And as a mark of this surrender, he
acknowledges all the prophets and messengers or Allah and all the scriptures and
angels. And he is a Muslim!
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The Apostle has faith in what has been sent down to him from his Lord, and all the
faithful. Each [of them] has faith in Allah, His angels, His scriptures and His apostles.
[They declare,] ‘We make no distinction between any of His apostles.” And they say,

‘We hear and obey. Our Lord, forgive us, and toward You is the return.’
- Surah al-Bagarah, 2:285
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O you who have faith! Have faith in Allah and His Apostle and the Book that He has
sent down to His Apostle and the Book He had sent down earlier. Whoever
disbelieves in Allah and His angels, His Books and His apostles and the Last Day, has

certainly strayed into far error.
- Surah an-Nis3, 4:136
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Say, ‘We have faith in Allah, and in what has been sent down to us, and what was
sent down to Ibrahim, Ismd’il, Ishaq, Ya’qub and the Tribes (of Bani Isrd’il), and that
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which Musa and ‘Isa were given, and the prophets, from their Lord. We make no
distinction between any of them, and to Him do we submit.’
- Surah Al-i Imran, 3:84

Thereafter, the issue of praying, fasting, etc. are a part of the ‘shari’ah’ (Islamic
legislation) rather than deen (religion). The shari’ah may even have changed from
one prophet to another — but deen never changed and cannot ever change. A revert
Muslim prays, fasts, etc. as a sign of his or her acceptance of the Qur’an’s commands
and his or her surrender to God’s laws that are meant to bring him or her closer to
the Creator.

One could therefore say that just like Allah, Islam actually does not have a name or a
limited form. The word Islam simply highlights the primary call to return to the
universal and most natural way of life i.e. surrendering to the One and Only Creator.
That is why, in some verses of the Qur’an, when Allah mentions how the Jews boast
of being ‘Jews’ and the Christians boast of following ‘Christianity’, the Muslims are
not told to say, we follow ‘Islam’ or we are ‘Muslims’. Instead of labelling
themselves, Muslims are told to simply say, they follow the upright (hanif) and
natural path that Nabi Ibrahim (‘a) followed:
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And they say, ‘Be either Jews or Christians, that you may be [rightly] guided.’ Say,
‘Rather, [we will follow] the creed (millah) of Ibrahim, a hanif, and he was not one of

the polytheists.’
- Surah al-Baqarah, 2:135
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And who has a better religion than him who submits his will to Allah, being virtuous,

and follows the creed (millah) of Ibrahim, a hanif?
- Surah an-Nisa, 4:125
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Say, ‘Indeed my Lord has guided me to a straight path, the upright religion, the creed

of Ibrahim, a hanif, and he was not one of the polytheists.’
- Surah al-An’am, 6:161
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(Nabi Yusuf (‘a) said), ‘I follow the creed of my fathers, Ibrahim, Ishaq and Ya’qub. It

is not for us to ascribe any partner to Allah.’
- Surah Yusuf, 12:38
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Then We revealed to you [saying], ‘Follow the creed of Ibrahim, a hanif, and he was

not one of the polytheists.”
- Surah an-Nahl, 16:123

Nabi Ibrahim (‘a) is mentioned repeatedly because he is seen as ‘the father of
monotheism’ since he restored Tawhid in the world when Shirk (polytheism) was
rampant. All religions that claim to be monotheistic trace their origins back to him.
Notice however that when the Qur’an says Nabi Ibrahim (‘a) was neither a Jew nor a
Christian, it first describes him as a ‘hanif’ and then as a ‘Muslim’:
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Ibrahim was neither a Jew nor a Christian. Rather, he was a hanif, a Muslim, and he

was not one of the polytheists.
- Surah Al-i Imran, 3:67

Why doesn’t the verse call Ibrahim (‘a) a ‘Muslim’ directly? It is for fear that it will be
seen as a label and a contrast to being a ‘Jew’ or a ‘Christian’. In other words, one
who surrenders to Allah (i.e. a Muslim) is not ‘this’ or ‘that’. He is simply one who
follows the natural and universal way that all of Allah’s creation follows. It is only to
be able to talk about this Path and relating to it, that Allah has given it the name
Islam and named those who follow this Path, Muslims:
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...He named you ‘Muslims’ before (in previous scriptures), and in this (the Qur’an)...
- Surah al-Hajj, 22:78

So when the Qur’an declares that ‘the only religion with Allah is Islam’ (3:19), we
need to bear in mind that we are not followers of Prophet Muhammad (s) only. We
are followers of all the prophets. And Rasulullah (s) is simply the final messenger
who brings the final revelation to all mankind and clarifies the original message that
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Adam, Nuh, lbrahim, Musa, Isa (peace be on them all!) and all the prophets and all
the messengers between them brought and preached. The Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) are also
simply a continuation of God’s guidance to the human race towards Islam and
primarily and essentially Teachers of Tawhid.

Allah promised Nabi Ibrahim (‘a) that there will be Imams from his descendants but
they will not unjust (2:124) and Allah also mentions His favours and blessings on the
progeny of Nabi Ibrahim (‘a) (4:54) and we know that the Imams from the Ahl al-Bayt
(‘a) are descendants of Nabi lbrahim (‘a) and of course the most worthy of those
qualified by these verses of the Qur’an.

We should therefore invite others to Islam. But when we invite them to follow Islam
as taught by the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) of Rasulullah (s), remember we are not inviting
people to ‘a new’ or alternative religion. We are simply asking them to restore their
understanding of God to the original, universal and natural understanding that God
always wanted for the human race. And it is to this understanding that Imam al-
Mahdi (‘atfs) will bring all of mankind. This is what the Qur’an means when it says,
there will come a time when Islam will prevail over all false understandings of God
and there will be nothing but Islam in the whole world:
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Allah has promised those of you who have faith and do righteous deeds that He will
surely make them successors in the earth, just as He made those who were before
them successors, and He will surely establish for them their religion which He has
approved for them, and that He will surely change their state to security after their
fear, while they worship Me, not ascribing any partners to Me. And whoever is
ungrateful after that—it is they who are the transgressors.
- Surah an-Nur, 24:55
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It is He who has sent His Apostle with the guidance and the religion of truth, that He

may make it prevail over all religions, though the polytheists should be averse.
- Surah at-Tawbah, 9:33
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Project Ideas:

Choose any one of these four points and write a brief essay on it, explaining what
you understand of it:

1. Muslims insists on calling the final message brought by Rasulullah (s) ‘Islam’
and themselves as ‘Muslims’. Other religions are named after a person
(Christianity, Buddhism) or place (Judaism, Hinduism). The Orientalists tried
quite hard to name Muslims as ‘Mohamedans’ and Islam as ‘Mohamedanism’
but failed to do so. Why is it so important that we insist we are Muslims and
our deen is Islam?

2. Imam ‘Ali b. Ali Talib (‘a)’s definition of Islam:
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‘I will define Islam in @ manner no one has defined before me: Islam is
submission (at-taslim); and submission is conviction (al-yaqin); and conviction
is affirmation (at-tasdiq); and affirmation is acknowledgement (al-igrar); and

acknowledgement is the discharge (of obligations) (al-ada), and the discharge
of obligations is action (al-‘amal).”?

Explain this hadith by elaborating on it.

3. In 16:52, the Qur’an calls Islam the enduring religion (ad-din wasiba).
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To Him belongs whatever is in the heavens and the earth, and to Him belongs
the enduring religion. Will you, then, be wary of other than Allah?
- Surah al-Nahl, 16:52

Discuss the verse above with emphasis on why you think ‘the enduring
religion’ is such an apt description of Islam. What do you think it means?

2 Sayyid ar-Radi, Nahj al-Baldgha, aphorism 125; al-Alusi, Tafsir Ruh al-Ma’ani, 3:19.
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4. A Jew once asked Imam Ali b. Abi Talib (‘a), ‘what is Islam?’ Imam Ali (‘a)
replied him that Islam is:
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To respect the command of Allah and to have love and compassion for the
creatures of Allah.

In other words, Islam is about service to the Creator and service to His
creation. Allah’s creation includes all human beings, regardless of their faith
or race and all animals, birds and everything we perceive as living or non-
living around us, including the environment and the entire universe.

If we ever wish to see how much of a ‘Muslim’ we are, we should ask
ourselves: ‘how much do | respect Allah’s commands and how much love do |
have for His creation?’ Elaborate on the importance of these two facets of
Islam: Submission to the Creator and Service to the Creation.
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Lesson 3
Allah (s.w.t)

In this and the next lesson, we wish to look at Tawhid more deeply. Tawhid is the
root and cornerstone of Islam. Everything else in Islam rests on and depends on
Tawhid. How perfect one’s ‘Islam’ is depends on how deeply one understands
Tawhid.

In particular, we would like to understand:

1. How the mind is incapable of ‘knowing’ the Creator directly. The Creator can
only be known by the mind through His Signs.

2. How the Creator can be ‘known’ directly but only by the heart. This is done
by undertaking a journey of complete surrender towards the Creator, such
that one is ‘stripped’ of one’s human attributes and one allows the Creator to
use him or her to reflect His own attributes to the rest of His creation.

The Complexity of Becoming a Muwahhid

The subject of Tawhid (monotheism, unicity of God) is perhaps the deepest of all
matters to grasp in religion. It is the most difficult to imagine and conceive, and most
entangled to unravel, because it is highly above the general topics that human
understanding grasps, and much beyond the common theories and ideas that the
human intellect is familiar with.

Consider for example, the following hadith of Imam as-Sadiq (‘a) to his companion
Hisham b. Al-Hakam:

And the Name is different from the Named. So one who worshipped the Name
(‘Allah’) without the Meaning behind it has denied God (fagad kafara) and has
worshipped nothing. And one who worshipped the Name and the Meaning has
associated a partner to God (fagad ashraka) and worshipped two gods. But one
who worshipped the Meaning without the Name, then that is indeed Tawhid... (the
word) ‘Allah’ has a Meaning that all these Names (Asma al-Husna) point to yet none
of them are Him.?

Or consider the sermon of Imam Ali (‘a) in which he describes God as follows:

Praise is due to Allah whose praise cannot be achieved by speakers, whose bounties
cannot be counted by those who count, and whose right cannot be fulfilled even by
those who strive to do so. He, whom the highest of intellectual efforts cannot
comprehend and the deepest diving of understanding cannot grasp. He, for whose

3 Kulayni, Usul al-Kafi, v. 2, Chapter on the Meanings of Names, p. 114
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attributes there is no limits; no eulogy of praise exists, no time is ordained and no
duration is fixed.*

Clearly then, the subject of trying to understand our Creator who is nameless and
formless is complicated and bound to be perceived in diverse ways by different
minds, because of the multiplicity of thinking with which mankind is created. Every
individual has a separate understanding and experience of life and this in turn affects
his or her understanding of God.

The Qur’an affirms this diversity when it says:
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Say, ‘Are those who know equal to those who do not know?’ Only those who possess
intellect take admonition.
- Surah az-Zumar, 39:9
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So avoid those who turn away from Our remembrance and desire nothing but the life
of the world. That is the ultimate reach of their knowledge.
- Surah an-Najm, 53:29-30
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What is the matter with these people that they would not understand any matter?
- Surah an-Nisa, 4:78
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Look how We clarify the signs for them, and yet, look, how they go astray!
- Surah al-Maidah, 5:75

So although Allah has hardwired the nature of all His creation to instinctively lean
towards Him, their Creator, (what we call fitra’), yet there is a great difference and a
wide chasm between what one human mind grasps as the meaning of Tawhid versus
another.

¢ Nahj al-Balagha, Sermon 1.
> Cf. Qur’an, 30:30 for ‘the fitra of Allah on which He patterned humans’ as well as the Prophetic
hadith, ‘every newborn is born on the fitra’ that is given in Lesson 2.
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What does ‘One God’ Mean?

Some people's intellect, for example, leads them to idol-worship. They are convinced
that God incarnates in different forms. So they carve idols and statues from wood
and stone, and even from flour, cheese and clay made with urine of goats and sheep.
Then they declare these to be partners and colleagues of God. They worship these
idols and beg them for their needs, showing utmost devotion to them. Even if they
claim that there is only one God, it is not long before God is discarded and their full
attention is devoted to the idols that they imagine fulfils their needs.

And if such people were to give up idol worship, their relationship with the One God
will be the same as with the idols — only to ask for their needs and worship in fear of
displeasing God. Furthermore, the call to ‘One’ God by Rasulullah (s) was understood
by the ignorant Arabs (before his bi‘thah) as a call to a numerical ‘oneness’. It was
only a number to them. So they could not understand why they should give up the
advantage of having many gods and limit themselves to One God.
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And they are amazed that there has come to them a Warner from among
themselves; and the disbelievers say: “This is a sorcerer, a liar. What! Does he make

the gods a single God? This is surely a strange thing!”
- Surah Sad, 38:4-5

Whereas what the Qur’an was calling them to was the realization that there is only
One God - not as a number - but because there cannot be another God besides Him:
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Your god is the One God, there is no god except Him, the All-beneficent, the All-

merciful.
- Surah al-Baqarah, 2:163
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He is the Living One, there is no god except Him. So supplicate Him, putting exclusive

faith in Him....
- Surah Ghafir, 40:65

In other words, it is not so much that there is ‘One’ God as much as the fact that
there is ‘Only God’. The problem with thinking of God as a numerical ‘One’ is that the
mind will inevitably distinguish that ‘One’ from another or ‘others’ through
confinement of space and dimension.
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When we say Allah is One, His Oneness cannot be compared and contrasted to
anything. If | say ‘Zayd is one man’, you may be able to conceive that there can be
another man but he does not exist in the context of my statement. But can the mind
imagine Zayd as one man besides whom it is impossible and inconceivable for
another man to exist?

It is difficult because the mind cannot comprehend how anything can exist without
having a beginning and an origin. And if something has an origin, then surely another
like it can also have an origin. It is for this reason that even when some people say
‘Allah is Eternal’, they mistakenly think of ‘eternal’ as endless time. But what is time?
It is a measure of the amount of movement in moving bodies. How can it be
perceived for Allah? He is not bound by the limits of time. He created Time. It is
therefore hard to imagine eternity as timelessness, let alone imagine how Allah is
‘Eternal’. Can you imagine something existing in a dimension of ‘no-time and no-
space’ let alone the Creator Himself?

Besides the attribute of being Ahad (the Only One), the same is true with Allah’s
other attributes (sifat). He is Living, but without any taint of non-existence. He is
Powerful but not in the sense that He can be subdued or His Power can be measured
against anything. Hence He says:
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...indeed all might belongs to Allah...
- Surah Yunus, 10:65
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...Nothing is like Him®...
- Surah ash-Shura, 42:11

Yet if we were to say, ‘Allah is not just All-Powerful — He is Power itself. Allah is not
just All-Knowing — He is Knowledge Itself’ and so on, then the mind immediately
thinks of Power and Knowledge as non-conscious and abstract concepts and
therefore God becomes impersonal and pantheistic as simply a universal force or
energy at best. It is for this reason that we are told in hadith not to try and rationally
understand Allah directly but to understand Him through His signs. And also,
anything you imagine Allah to be — that He is not. In other words, Allah cannot be
known by anyone but His own self. Even when we surrender to Him completely and
lose ourselves in His Love, He is only known when He knows Himself through us and
when there is no ‘I’ to know ‘Him’.

® Which can also be translated as, ‘There is nothing like His likeness.’
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Allah says in the Qur'an:
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...but they cannot comprehend Him in their knowledge.
- Surah Ta H3, 20:110

& mal ) Al 3L Y] 0 yisat G Al D5
Clear (and above) is Allah of whatever they describe [about Him], - [all] except Allah’s

exclusive servants.
- Surah as-Saffat, 37:159-160

And yet, when these ‘exclusive servants’ describe their Creator, how do they
describe Him? Rasulullah (s) ‘describes’ Allah as follows:
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I do not count Your praise; You are as You have praised Yourself.

And in Dua al-Mashlul taught by Amir al-Mu’minin (‘a) - just before he glorifies Allah
with all His Beautiful Names (Asma al-Husna) — Imam Ali (‘a) confesses to Allah:
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O Ever-Living, there is no god but You! O He! O One Whom no one knows what He is

or how He is or where He is, except He!

Therefore even the attributes of perfection that we use for Allah (such as
Omnipotent (al-Qadiru), Omniscient (al-‘Aalimu), etc.) are limited attributes, and far
be it from His glory to be subject to limitation and restriction.

In @ most amazing expression on God, the Commander of the Faithful (Amir al-
Mu’minin (‘a)) said:

The foremost in religion is the knowledge of Him; the perfection of knowing Him is
to testify Him; the perfection of testifying Him is to believe in His Oneness; the
perfection of believing in His Oneness is to adhere to Him purely; and the
perfection of adhering to Him purely is to deny Him attributes because every
attribute testifies that it is different from that to which it is attributed and
everything to which something is attributed testifies that it is different from the
attribute.

Thus whoever attaches attributes to Allah joins Him (to another thing) and who
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joins Him (to another thing) regards Him two; and who regards Him two
recognizes parts for Him; and who recognizes parts for Him is ignorant of Him; and
who is ignorant of Him pointed at Him; and who pointed at Him admitted
limitations for Him; and who admitted limitations for Him numbered Him ...

The words of Imam Ali (‘a) in the sermon above, that ‘perfection of adhering to Him
purely is to deny Him attributes...” is alluding to the fact that when we say Allah is
All-Knowing, we are incapable of thinking of Him with all his other infinite attributes
at the same time. And when we try and think of Him as being All-Powerful, All-
Knowing, All-Loving, etc. at the same time, we merely ‘join’ these attributes and try
and bring them together but that is wrong because Imam Ali (‘a) continues to
explain, ‘Thus whoever attaches attributes to Allah joins Him and who joins Him
regards Him two; and who regards Him two recognizes parts for Him..."

Allamah Tabatabai in his Tafsir al-Mizan explains that when a person reaches unique
levels and understandings of Tawhid and becomes a ‘Friend’ of Allah, then he or she
also realizes his or her inability to know Allah or to ascribe to Him the attributes
worthy of His Greatness and Majesty. Such a person sees that whatever attributes he
or she uses for Allah are merely ideas that have been perceived by looking at created
things and then amplifying them for Allah.

The following beautiful sermon also shows that Allah is described by what He is not
rather than what He is:

Shaykh as-Saduq reports from Imam Abu Abd Allah Ja’far as-Sadiq (‘a) that while
Amir al-Mu’minin (‘a) was delivering a sermon on the pulpit of Kufah, a man named
Dhi’lib stood up - and he had a fluent tongue, eloquent speech and a brave heart -
and said, ‘Commander of the Faithful! Have you seen your Lord?’ Imam Ali (‘a)
replied, ‘Woe unto thee, O Dhi’'lib! | am not the one to worship Whom | have not
seen.” And Dhi'lib said, ‘Commander of the Faithful! How did you see Him?’ And
Imam Ali (‘a) said:

‘O Dhi’lib! Eyes do not see Him through eyesight but hearts perceive Him through
the realities of belief. Woe unto thee, O Dhi’lib! Indeed my Lord is the most kind
yet He is not described in terms of kindness; the most exalted, but not described
in terms of exaltedness; the greatest, but not described in terms of greatness; the
most grand, but not described in terms of thickness.

He is before everything, yet it is not said that there is before; He is after
everything, yet it is not said that for Him there is an after. He willed creation but
not through effort; He is in everything, but neither intermingled with them nor
separate from them. He is Manifest but not in physical sense; He is Evident but
not through sighting with eyes. He is separate but not because of distance; He is
near but not by proximity....

He is existing but not after non-existence. He is the Doer, but not under
compulsion; the Ordainer, but not with movement... He hears and sees but not

7 Nahj al-Balagha, Sermon 1.
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depending on any organ. Space does not encompass Him, Time does not
accompany Him and Attributes do not limit Him.

His Being preceded Time, and His existence preceded Non-existence, and His
eternity preceded the beginning. By His creating the senses it was known that He
has no senses; and by His making the substances it was recognized that He has no
substance; and by His creating the contraries in various matters it is known that
He has no contrary; and by the similarity between things it is known that there is
nothing similar to Him.

He has made light contrary to darkness, dryness the opposite of moisture, and
cold the contrast of heat. (And because He made all these, none of these apply to
Him).

He produces affinity between separate things, which are then joined together.
These things, by their separation lead us to their Separator and by their joining
point to their Joiner; and this is the word of Allah, the Mighty, the Great: In all
things We have created pairs that you may take admonition (Qur'an, 51:49). He
separated them with a before and after, in order that it may be known that for
Him there is no before or after.

They (all things created) prove through their nature that their Creator has no
nature; their being bound by time makes it known that He Who thus binds them is
not bound by time. He veils some of them from others, that it may be understood
that there is no veil between Him and His creation - except the creation itself. He
was the Sustainer when there was no sustained, the God when there was no
worshipper, the Knower when there was no known, and the Hearer when there
was nothing to be heard.’

Then Imam Ali (‘a) recited, saying:

“And my Master was always well-known by praise,

And my Master was always described for magnanimity;
And He was, when there was no light to illuminate,

Nor was there darkness keeping to horizons;
So our Master is unlike the whole creation,

And unlike all that could be imagined by minds.”®

Conclusion

Explaining the meaning of ‘One God’ to a Bedouin, Imam Ali (‘a) once said that when
we say ‘Allah is One’, we do not mean there is no other God in the numerical sense.
Rather we mean there is nothing like Him and He is One in His Essence (Dhat). He
cannot be divided in existence, reason, or in imagination.

8 Shaykh Sadugq, at-Tawhid. Some parts of this sermon can be found in Nahj al-Balagha sermons 179
and 186. Tabatabai, Tafsir al-Mizan, v. 11, p. 121-122 (WOFIS edition).
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Similarly, when we say ‘Allahu Akbar’ (Allah is Greater), we do not mean He is
‘Greater than anything else’ (Allahu akbar min kulli shay) because nothing can be
compared to His Greatness and in fact He was al-Akbar (the Greatest) even when
there was nothing in existence. Rather by saying ‘Allahu Akbar’ we mean ‘Allah is
Greater than to be described by anyone’ (Allahu akbar min an yusaf).

And therefore any interrogative particle like When? Why? How? Who? Where?
What? And so on, cannot be used for Allah. For in the words of Imam Ali (‘a), ‘He
who describes Him puts limits on Him, and he who puts limits on Him counts Him,
and he who counts Him rejects His eternity.’

In the next lesson, we shall study how Allah is ‘known’ through the heart and the

validity of this process or journey ‘towards’ Allah, otherwise known as the Science of
‘Irfan.
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IMAM RIDHA,
TELL ME, HOW IS YOUR
GOD? AND WHERE IS HE?,

HOW & WHERE
IS GOD?

YOUR OPINION
IS MISTAKEN. HE
DETERMINED THE

'WHERE’ AND
FASHIONED
THE 'HOW'. HE WAS
WHEN THERE WAS
NO 'WHERE’ AND
NO "HOW".

HE IS NOT KNOWN
THROUGH SENSE

PERCEPTION.

THEN SURELY HE IS
NOTHING, IF HE
CANNOT BE
PERCEIVED BY
THE SENSES!

YOU DENY HIM
BECAUSE YOU CANNOT
PERCEIVE HIM.

AND WE BELIEVE THAT
HE IS GOD, FOR THE SAME
REASON. IF HE HAD
BEEN PERCEPTIBLE HE
WOULD ALSO
HAVE BEEN A
CREATURE LIKE US.

YOU QUESTION

ME IN RETURN! WHEN YOU HAVE

NO KNOWLEDGE
ABOUT HIS NON-EXISTENCE,
THE QUESTION ITSELF
IS INVALID. THAT WHEN HE
CAME TO EXIST?

IF HE HAD EXISTED

HE WOULD HAVE
BEEN VISIBLE AND
BEEN IN SOME
PLACE
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HE IS NOT ENCOMPASSED
BY A PARTICULAR PLACE.
BEING IN A LIMITED SPACE
IS THE QUALITY OF THE
CREATION, AND NOT
THAT OF THE CREATOR.
HE IS THE CREATOR OF
SPACE AND THE UINIVERSE.
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Lesson 4
Allah (s.w.t.) (cont’d)

In the previous lesson, we concluded that the human mind is incapable of knowing
Allah or understanding His Essence (Dhat) directly. Hence the Qur’an points us to
Allah, not directly, but through His creation and His favours as His signs and proof of
His Being. For example:
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Indeed those whom you invoke besides Allah will never create [even] a fly even if they
all rallied to do so! And if a fly should take away something from them, they cannot
recover that from it. Feeble is the seeker and the sought!

- Surah al-Hajj, 22:73
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He created the heavens without any pillars that you may see, and cast firm
mountains in the earth lest it should shake with you, and He has scattered in it every
kind of animal. And We sent down water from the sky and caused every splendid kind

[of plant] to grow in it. This is the creation of Alldh. Now show Me what others
besides Him have created...
- Surah Lugman, 31:10-11
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O mankind! Remember Allah’s blessing upon you! Is there any creator other than
Allah who provides for you from the sky and the earth? There is no god except Him.

So where do you stray?
- Surah al-Fatir, 35:3
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Say, ‘Tell me, should your water sink down [into the ground], who will bring you
running water?’
- Surah al-Mulk, 67:30
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Say, ‘Tell me, if Allah were to make the night perpetual over you until the Day of
Resurrection, what god other than Allah could bring you light? Will you not then
listen?’ Say, ‘Tell me, if Allah were to make the day perpetual over you until the Day
of Resurrection, what god other than Allah could bring you night wherein you could
rest? Will you not then perceive?’ Out of His mercy He has made for you the night
and the day, that you may rest therein and that you may seek from His grace and so
that you may give thanks.

- Surah al-Qasas, 28:71-73

And many other such verses.’

On the other hand, we find many verses of the Qur’an inviting us to ‘know’ Allah and
to realize Who He is. Numerous traditions tell us that humans are very special to
Allah because they are His only creation that is able to ‘know’ Him and represent
Him to His creation.

For example, consider the following verse:
g P o & ors

I did not create the jinn and the humans except that they may worship Me.
- Surah adh-Dhariyat, 51:56

The exegetes (mufassirun) are unanimous, and the Shi’ah have quoted Imam Ja’far
as-Sadiqg (‘a) as saying, that ‘worship Me’ (ya’budun) in this verse means ‘know Me’
(ya’rifun).

And this makes perfect sense because prior to the creation of humans, everything
else was already worshipping Allah (and continues to do so):

° Project/Homework Idea: Review Surah al-Wagi’ah verses 57-73 for other such arguments of the
bounties of Allah (s.w.t) and write a brief essay listing all the arguments can you find in these verses.
In what ways are humans so dependent on these bounties for survival?
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The seven heavens glorify Him, and the earth [too], and whoever is in them. There is
not a thing but celebrates His praise, but you do not understand their glorification.
Indeed He is all-forbearing, all-forgiving.
- Surah al-Isra, 17:44

If the purpose of humans was to glorify Allah and worship Him in the ritual sense
only, then there would be no special reason for Allah to say humans and jinn were
created to ‘worship’ Him.°

We therefore conclude, the purpose of life is to ‘know’ Allah. This knowing however
is not a rational or intellectual knowing that is often called ‘iIm. Rather it is ma’rifah,
which is better translated as ‘realization’. And from the word ma’rifah is derived
‘Irfan (the science of realizing God or becoming enlightened) and ‘arif(a), one who
‘knows’ Allah (plural is ‘urafa).

‘Irfan — The Science of Journeying to God

Over the centuries, the humans who struggled physically against their egoic selves to
‘know’ their Lord have recorded their struggle as a ‘journey’ that involves various
steps or stages of progression.

The purpose of this lesson is not to describe the ‘journey’ or stages in ‘Irfan but to
emphasize its validity in Islam as well as the fact that each human being must
undertake this journey individually. The process of becoming an ‘arif and fulfilling the
purpose of one’s existence cannot be taught by one to another. A teacher of ‘Irfan
can only guide his or her students and help them experience and discover sublime
truths for themselves. But in the end, it is an individual experience.

The reason why the ‘realization’ of tawhid cannot be taught in a class or explained in
words is because to explain something we depend on language and words. Language
is the result of human physical and emotional experiences and its words describe
what we can see, touch, hear, smell, feel, taste. Tawhid is understood by the heart in
a language that has no words and transcends physical sensation or sensory
experience. No matter how hard we try to explain it in words, the mind will always
misunderstand it. As we saw in the previous lesson, even Rasulullah (s) and his Ahl
al-Bayt (‘a) described Allah only by saying Who He is not!

' The jinn are also said to be sentient beings with freewill but while they have been given greater
physical abilities over humans, their capacity to know Allah is less; which is why, all prophets,
messengers and Imams were always human, even over the jinn.
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The need to want to ‘know’ one’s Creator is so natural that one could say it is also
part of the human instinct (fitra). We see for example, that although most people are
preoccupied with earning their livelihood and pay little attention to spiritual matters,
yet every person has an inherent desire to know the truth. Sometimes a misfortune
in life needs to be experienced before this desire becomes a determined purpose of
one’s life and forces one to think deeply about life and its purpose.

The lives of the ‘urafa (pl. of ‘arif) also tells us that once one begins focusing on
gaining proximity to Allah, the ‘pull’ felt makes one forget all else and removes the
desire of everything besides Allah that other uninitiated humans feel. Most
significant about the ‘urafa is the fact that they no longer worship and obey Allah out
of fear or greed but out of love and with true sincerity. Such individuals are in fact
ashamed of worshipping Allah for His rewards instead of simply His Magnanimity and
His being worthy of adoration. The ‘urafa express how they feel with an anecdote
given by the famous poet-mystic Sa’di in his famous work Bustan:

Someone once criticized Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna because of his love for lyaz.
‘What charm has he, the Sultan’s friend lyaz?’ he remarked, ‘A flower indeed with
neither colour nor smell. How strange that the nightingale should set its heart
upon such a thing.” Now lyaz was a short, unattractive man whom most people
would avoid and describe as ‘ugly’.

Someone conveyed these remarks to the Sultan who said, ‘I love lyaz for his
character and disposition and not for his looks or his stature.’

One day, the Sultan went out on a parade and passed by a narrow defile where
one of his treasure-chests broke open after a camel fell. The Sultan, unlimited in
his treasures did not care for it and moved on hastily. Those with him however fell
upon the pearls and corals, their thoughts now turning from the Sultan to the
treasure. None followed the Sultan... except for lyaz.

Looking back, the Sultan saw him and beholding lyaz, his face like a flower
blooming with delight, asked him, ‘what booty have you brought along O lyaz?’

‘None,” said lyaz, ‘I hurried after you, preferring Your service to treasures and
bounties!’

The poet Sa’di then says:

If you look to your friend for his favours,

You are attached to yourself not to your friend.
A breach of the Way it was if the saints

Desired of God anything other than God!
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The Validity of ‘Irfan in Qur’an

There are numerous ayat of the Qur'an that encourage people to embark on a
journey of self-discovery and the ma’rifah of Allah. We list a few just as a sample:
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...S0 Whichever way you turn, there is the face of Allah!

- Surah al-Baqarah, 2:115
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Remember Me, and | will remember you...
- Surah al-Baqgarah, 2:152
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When My servants ask you about Me, [tell them that] I am indeed nearmost. | answer
the supplicant’s call when he calls Me.
- Surah al-Bagarah, 2:186
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So when | have proportioned him (i.e. man) and breathed into him of My spirit...
- Surah al-Hijr, 15:29
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Allah is the Light of th;> heavens and the earth. The parable of His Light is a niche
wherein is a lamp—the lamp is in a glass, the glass as it were a glittering star - lit
from a blessed olive tree, neither eastern nor western, whose oil almost lights up,
though fire should not touch it. Light upon light. Allah guides to His Light whomever

He wishes. Allah draws parables for mankind, and Allah has knowledge of all things.
- Surah an-Nur, 24:35
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...and We are nearer to him (i.e. man) than his jugular vein.
- Surah Qaf, 50:16
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He is the First and the Last, the Manifest and the Hidden...
- Surah al-Hadid, 57:3
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(I swear) by the soul and Him who fashioned it, and inspired it (to distinguish
between) its virtues and vices: one who purifies it (i.e. the soul) is felicitous, and one
who betrays it fails.

- Surah ash-Shams, 91:7-10

And the list of verses goes on. All such ayat arouse our curiosity and desire to look
deeper into our selves and ask questions such as: Who am |I? How did | get here?
Who created me? How can | know God better? And so on.

Similarly, there are numerous ahadith that not only validate but actually encourage
us to understand Tawhid deeply and realize who Allah is (i.e. gain ma’rifah). Not
through the mind and its logical deductions and philosophical arguments alone, but
through purifying the heart and making this purification process a ‘journey’ towards
Allah so that He is known directly through personal experience and what is called an
‘unveiling’ (kashf). Below we present a very small sample of such ahadith.

The Validity of ‘Irfan in Hadith

1. A very popular hadith al-qudsi, well-known amongst the ‘Urafa as “Hadith
Qurb al-Nawafil” states:

Rasulullah (s) has said that Allah (s.w.t) says: ‘When My slave seeks to attain
closeness (qurb) to Me through non-mandatory acts of worship (nawadfil) and
good deeds, | fall in love with him. And when | love him, | become his ears
with which he hears, his eyes with which he sees, his tongue with which he
speaks and his hand with which he grasps.”™*

2. And it is reported in al-Kafi that one day after performing his dawn prayers,
Rasulullah (s) saw a weak and lean young man whose colour was pale, whose

! Shahid Mutahhari, Light Within Me, p. 24.
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eyes were sunken and who could only balance himself with difficulty.
Rasulullah (s) asked him who he was and he said, ‘I carry conviction (yaqin).’

‘What is the sign of your conviction?’ asked Rasulullah (s) and the young man
said, ‘It is my conviction that grieves me and keeps me awake during the
night (in worship) and thirsty during the day (in fasting). It has made me
oblivious of everything in the world. | see as if the Throne of Allah has been
set up for the accounting of deeds and the inhabitants of Paradise enjoying
themselves while the inmates of Hell are being punished. Even now, it is as if |
can hear the roar of the flames of Hellfire.’

Rasulullah (s) turned to his companions and remarked, ‘This is man whose
heart Allah has illumined with the light of faith.” Then he turned to the young
man and said, ‘Keep up this state of yours and do not lose it.’

The young man asked Rasulullah (s) to pray for him to attain martyrdom and
he was killed in a battle soon after.

Note: This incident shows us that if ‘Irfan or the practical striving to know
Allah (s.w.t) was wrong, then Rasulullah (s) would have condemned the
young man.

3. Imam Ali (‘a) said in a sermon: ‘Certainly, Allah, the glorified, has made His
remembrance the light of hearts which hear despite deafness, see with its
help despite blindness, and become submissive with its help despite
unruliness. In all the periods and times when there were no prophets, there
have been individuals with whom Allah - precious are His bounties - spoke in
whispers through their conscience and intellects.’*?

Note: These words of Amir al-Mu’minin (a’) show how the heart is the organ
of receptivity to truth and knowing Allah, and not the mind. Even one who is
blind, deaf or mute can know Allah as long as he or she has a heart and it is
purified. It is beautiful that Allah and His remembrance is accessible to all His
creation and can never be taken away from them. Whether one is male or
female, free or imprisoned, rich or poor, educated or illiterate, able-bodied or
handicapped... in every circumstance, Allah and His remembrance is
accessible. Such that sometimes one even hears a child or one who is
mentally-handicapped glorifying Allah. This, so that, no one can say on the
Day of Judgement that they were unable to journey to Allah because they
were poor or illiterate or imprisoned or handicapped, and so on.

4. In another sermon, Imam Ali (‘a) is reported to have said, ‘He (the faithful)
revives his intellect and mortifies his self, until his body becomes lean and his
coarseness turns into refinement. Then an effulgence of extreme brightness
shines forth for illuminating the path before him, opening all the doors and

2 Nahj al-Balagha, Sermon 222.
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leading him straight to the gate of safety and the (permanent) abode. His
feet, carrying his body, become fixed in the position of safety and comfort on
account of that which engages his heart and on having won the good
pleasure of his Lord.’*?

Note: Observe once again how, Tawhid, attaining of realization,
enlightenment and even salvation is attained by purifying one’s self and
polishing the heart. Of course it is not simply devotion and worship. The
attainment of knowledge through Qur’an, hadith and deep reflection are a
necessary means towards the ma’rifah of Allah. But ultimately it comes about
through direct experience and an unveiling (kashf) rather than a rational
process of philosophical arguments. Only in this way is one completely
convinced of the truth and beyond any doubt regarding Allah and the Real
World to come.

Terminologies in ‘Irfan
The following are some terms we may come across in relation to ‘Irfan.

Sayr wa Suluk. This is commonly translated as ‘wayfaring’. It refers to the actual
spiritual journeying that one chooses to undertake and all the stages one encounters
in that journey.

Sufism. Some people like to say ‘Irfan is to the Shi’ah what to Sufism is to the Sunni.
Both terms have, however, been used by both groups interchangeably. The Shi’ah
have tried to avoid associating themselves with the term ‘Sufism’ because often
Sufism is identified by organized groups following a particular leader and some Sufi
groups having been known to practice extreme rituals that have no basis in Islam.
Some Sufi groups have also promoted a particular lifestyle, dressing or behaving in a
particular manner, growing their hair, wearing rosaries around their necks, giving up
social life or earning a living, and so on. The Shi’ah insist that there is no ‘Sufism’ in
the madhhab of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) because the same Imams from whom we take
our theology (‘agidah) and jurisprudence (figh) are also our spiritual guides. We shall
look at Sufism in more detail in the last two Aqaid lessons of this Book when
discussing Sects in Islam.

Shari’ah, Tarigah, Haqiqah. In the language of mystics (‘urafa), shari’ah is the
exoteric or outer dimension of Islam i.e. its laws. Tarigah is the esoteric or inner
dimension of Islam. It is the spiritual path that one follows by understanding the
wisdom behind the shari’ah and acting on it sincerely. For example, one who follows
shari’ah only, prays salah in a series of standing, bowing and prostrating. One who
follows the tarigah as well, is as concerned about his or her heart standing, bowing
and prostrating before Allah as he or she is concerned about the outer body. And

B Nahj al-Balagha, Sermon 220.
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Hagigah is simply the Truth and the core of Islam that one seeks to reach after
following the Shari’ah and Tarigah.

In other words, shari’ah is the husk and tarigah is the kernel. And in comparison,
tariqah is the husk and haqgigah is the kernel; which is why some mystics refer to
Hagigah or the ultimate truth of Tawhid as “the kernel of the kernel”.

The first condition of embarking on the journey of ‘Irfan is of course that one must
follow the shar’iah to the letter and neither skip any wajibat nor indulge in
muharramat. ‘Irfan is a duty on all but it is not an alternative to following the rules of
Islam. It is responding to the Call of Allah within the framework of the laws of Islam
but with greater devotion and sincerity. One cannot be ‘spiritual’ without following
the shari’ah. To explain with an analogy: Shari’ah is the ship. Tarigah is the ocean.
Hagigah is the Great Pearl that lies in the middle of the ocean. It is impossible to get
to the Great Pearl without both the Shari’ah and the Tarigah.

Project Idea

Using at least (but not limited to) three Qur’an verses and three ahadith from the
Qur’an and Hadith references below, write an essay arguing that in the opinion of
Islam, it is the heart that knows truth beyond doubt and not the mind. The mind is a
tool and means to help direct our contemplation but ultimately conviction can only
come from the heart.

Remember: You don’t need to quote the entire Qur’an verse that you choose to use.
You can quote only the parts of it that are relevant to your essay.

You will require an English translation of the Qur'an to look up the verses. It is

recommended that you glance at the translation of every verse of Qur’an in the list
below before deciding which three (or more) verses you will use in the essay.

Qur’an References:

Al-Baqarah, 2:74 Al-i Imran, 3:8 Al-Anfal, 8:24
Al-A’raf, 7:179 Ar-Ra’d, 13:28 Ash-Shu’ara, 26:88-89
Ghafir, 40:35 Muhammad, 47:24 Mutaffifin, 83:14

Hadith References:

In a hadith al-Qudsi, Allah says: ‘Neither the heavens nor the earth can contain Me.
But the heart of a faithful (mu’min) contains Me.’

Rasulullah (s) said, ‘The heart of a believer is the throne of the Merciful.’
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Rasulullah (s): ‘Allah, the Most High, has vessels (or ‘containers’) in the world.
Behold! They are the hearts. So the ones most loved by Allah, and the purest of them
and most solid are the ones that are most affectionate and loving to their brethren,
the purest from sins and the most solidly rooted in the Essence (dhat) of Allah.’

Rasulullah (s): ‘Allah, the Glorious and Most High, does not look at your faces or your
wealth. He looks at your hearts and your actions.’

Imam Ali (‘a): ‘The hearts are receptacles. So the best of them are the most
receptive.’

Imam as-Sadiq (‘a): ‘The status of the heart (galb) to the body is like that of the Imam
to the people.’
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Lesson 5
Sects in Islam

All Muslims believe there is no god but Allah and Muhammad (s) is His Messenger.
All Muslims pray five times a day towards the Ka’bah. All Muslims believe in the
Qur’an as the final revelation from Alldh, and so on. But there are also some
important differences between various groups of Muslims. The major groups or sects
in Islam are broadly divided into the Shi’ah Muslims and the Sunni Muslims.

One who understands Islam as the religion of Allah chosen for the human race, is still
faced with the decision of which sect of Islam to follow. Sometimes a new Muslim
may even get frustrated with all the different groups in Islam and say, ‘1 am just a
Muslim, neither a Shi’ah nor a Sunni!” But of course this does not help him or her
because some of the differences between the Muslim sects are quite important, as
we shall see.

Shi’ah and Sunni Differences

The reason why sects formed in Islam is because after the passing away of Rasulullah
(s), many different opinions began to form and each group promoted its own
opinions and came to be identified with a name for their own ‘sect’.

In matters of belief and the law, most Muslims simply followed local scholars that
they looked up to and whose views the rulers and governments of their times
encouraged, promoted or at least tolerated. This is what we see in all ages, even
today. Most people are occupied with earning their living and go about their daily
chores, simply following along with the culture and ideology they are born into. In
terms of obeying the law, they simply go along with the laws and rules of the country
they live in, even if they don’t agree with all of its laws. Very few people speak out
against the wrongdoings of a government or their community and when they do,
they are quickly labelled as ‘fanatics’, ‘rebels’, ‘renegades’ and essentially trouble-
makers and outcasts.

We, the Shi’ah Ithna Ashari believe that Rasulullah (s) did not pass away without
appointing a successor. Rather, he declared Imam Ali (‘a) as his successor on many
occasions. We also believe that Rasulullah (s) himself, on numerous occasions,
mentioned words like “Ali and his Shi’ah” and therefore neither the title “Shi’ah” of
Ali nor the loyal following of Imam Ali (‘a) is an innovation in Islam. For example:

It is reported in several Sunni sources of hadith and tafsir, from lbn Abbas that when
the verse, ‘Indeed those who have faith and do righteous deeds - it is they who are
the best of creatures (khayr al-bariyya)** was revealed, Rasulullah (s) said to Imam

" Surah al-Bayyinah, 98:7
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Ali (‘a), ‘It is you and your Shi’ah (that are being referred to in this verse), on the Day
of Judgement, pleased with Allah and He pleased with you [all].”*

The Shi'ah therefore insist that they are not a later formation nor are they a
breakaway sect in Islam; rather they are the best of Muslims, loyal to the Household
(Ahl al-Bayt (‘a)) of Rasulullah (s) as per the instruction of Rasulullah (s) in his famous
Hadith ath-Thagalayn.

In contrast to this, the word ‘Sunni’ did not exist in Islam until much later. During the
early years of Islam, the majority of the Muslims simply followed along silently with
whatever the rulers and their tribal leaders advocated. Those who remained loyal to
the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) were called ‘Shi’at Ali’. Later when Mu’awiya and his son Yazid
ruled the Muslims, the division became more defined and people spoke of being
“Shi’at Ali” vs. “Shi’at Mu’awiya”, or Alawi vs. Umawi. It was only much later on,
during the reign of the Banu Abbas when the government began officially promoting
certain schools of law and adopting specific madhahib (schools of law) that the rulers
and their governments began calling themselves “Ahl as-Sunnah” (meaning the
followers of the Sunnah of the Prophet (s)). The idea was to promote the belief that
anyone who complied with them was a part of the orthodox or original Islam and
anyone else, such as the Shi’ah of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) who opposed them, were
‘renegades’ (rafidi) and so on.

Besides the few years that Imam Ali (‘a) held power as the Caliph, the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a)
and their Shi’ah have never held political authority. This means the ‘official’ history
of Islam was always written with a bias against the Shi’ah. It is only in modern times
where individual countries like Iran and Iraq can be talked of as being a Shi’ah
government.

The purpose of studying the differences between the Shi’ah and the Sunni is not to
promote division and hate. Rather it is to understand our own faith and why we, who
call ourselves the Shi’ah Ithna Ashari, follow the School (madhhab) of the Ahl al-Bayt
(‘a) and not any other school or sect. Unless we know our history, we will neither
value what we have nor will we have a clue on how to preserve it for posterity.

Theological Differences

Theology is called ‘ilm al-kalam or simply kalam in Islam. It is a science that discusses
and debates all matters of belief (usul or ‘agidah) and in particular the differences of
opinion in matters of belief between the various sects (madhahib) in Islam. Muslim
theologians (i.e. those who engage in kalam) are called mutakallimun.

The Muslim scientist and scholar al-Farabi (d. 339 AH / 950 CE) for example, defined
kalam as ‘a science that enables a person to support specific beliefs and actions laid

Y lbn Mardawayh, Managqib Ali, hadith 578-581; Suyuti, Durr al-Manthur, v. 6 p. 379; lbn Hajar,
Sawaiq al-Mubhriga, p. 161; as well as other sources.
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down by the Legislators of religion and to refute all opinions contradicting them.’
And Ibn Khaldun (d. 807 AH / 1404 CE) defined kalam as, ‘the science that involves
arguing with rational proofs in defence of the articles of faith and refuting innovators
who deviate from the beliefs of early Muslims and Muslim orthodoxy.’*®

This means ‘llm al-Kalam discusses matters ranging from the Being and Attributes of
God to matters relating to Prophethood, Imamah and Ma’ad. A major cause of
Muslim division into sects stems from their differing views regarding the matters
that are discussed under kalam.

It is important to note however that despite its importance, ‘ilm al-kalam does not
hold a central place in Islam as it does in Christianity. Theology has, over the
centuries, played a profound role in the religious and spiritual understand of
Christians whereas in Islam it has played a more peripheral role. As well, much of
what is discussed under ‘theology’ in Christianity is to be found in Islamic Philosophy
(as we shall see in Lesson 7).

It is true that kalam is very important to understand certain aspects of Islamic
thought and how sects formed in Islam, but the deepest spiritual and intellectual
expressions of Islam are to be found in falsafa (philosophy) and ‘irfan (gnosis) and
not kalam."’

This is important to note because the Shi’ah are often criticized for not having their
own ‘kalam’ until much later; and even of simply borrowing and taking from the
Sunni Mu’tazilite kalam after it was dying out and was replaced by the Sunni
Ash’arite theology. As we shall see, the Mu’tazilites were supportive of the use of
rationality in understanding theological matters and the Ash’arites were not. The Ahl
al-Bayt (‘a) always encouraged the use of rationality and the intellect. It is therefore
natural that one might see similarities between the all but extinct Mu’tazilite
theology and the Shi’ah theology. But the differences between them are also
significant and for the latter, it comes from the teachings of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) only.

Early Kalam

Traditionally, Imam Ali b. Abi Talib (‘a) is credited with having established the science
of kalam in Islam and his sermons in Nahj al-Balagha contain the first rational proofs
of the unity of Allah (tawhid), outside the proofs in the Qur'an and hadith. This in
itself proves that the Shi’ah did not take their understanding of usul or kalam from
the Mu’tazilites even if they never felt the need to put their theology in writing until
much later in their history.

At first, Muslims felt the need to engage in kalam only as a protection and defence of
Islam. The theology of other religions — especially Christianity — challenged the young

'® Nasr & Leaman, History of Islamic Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 75.
v Nasr, Islamic Spirituality, vol. 2, chp. 22, p. 396.
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faith of Islam. Added to this, texts on Greek philosophy were being translated into
Arabic and raising new questions for Muslim scholars.

As well, the rapid spread of Islam brought diverse groups into the fold of the Islamic
community and therefore necessitated a clear definition of the creed to prevent
confusion. Before that, Muslims were mostly concerned with Divine Law (shari’ah)
and its practice but these challenges forced the creation of theologians who could
respond to external challenges that questioned the general understanding of God
and other theological matters, which in turn forced the theologians to look at the
Qur’an and hadith more deeply.

The Mu’tazilites

The first systematic school of kalam grew from a circle of traditional scholars of
Qur’an and hadith in the second (AH)/eighth (CE) century and came to be known as
the Mu’tazilite school. Its founder Wasil b. ‘Ata (d. 131 AH/748 CE) was a student of
the famous hadith and Sufi teacher Hasan al-Basri. But he separated from his master
and established his own school in Basra. His teacher, Hasan al-Basri, is said to have

remarked, “i’tazala ‘anna Wasil” (‘Wasil has withdrawn himself from us’) and from
his word “i'tazala” is said to have come the name Mu'tazilites (i.e. ‘the
Withdrawers’).

The Mu'tazilites were seen as free-thinkers and rationalists. They dominated the
scene in Iraq for over a century and created an imposing theological school that
emphasized the use of reason and the importance of freewill. In fact, their main flaw
was that they gave preference to reasoning even above revelation (i.e. the Qur’an).

This lasted until the time of the Abbasi Caliph al-Ma’mun and in the early third
(AH)/ninth (CE) century, the Mu’tazilites began to decline and they were replaced by
the Ash’arite school of kalam, strongly supported by al-Ma’mun’s successor al-
Mutawakkil.

The Mu'tazilites did not die out complete though. They continued to survive in small
groups and in recent times there has been some revival of their ideas.

The Mu'tazilites taught that God is unknowable to a point that God is almost seen as
an abstract idea. Their aim was to oppose any notion of anthropomorphism (that
God has a form or a physical being) and to this end, they emphasized that even the
Speech of God (i.e. the Qur’an) is a creation just like other creations. This last belief
came to be a serious matter for the Ash’arites and much blood was shed between
Muslims over the issue of whether the Qur'an was eternal in its essence (the
Ash’arite view) or whether it was created (the Mu’tazilite and also the Shi’ah view).

On the matter of Justice (‘adalah), the Mu’tazilites emphasized that God'’s justice and

promise in the Qur'an demands that He rewards the good and punishes the evil, to
the point that He cannot do otherwise; and those in Hellfire cannot be taken out of it
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nor can they benefit from any intercession. In opposition to this, the Ash’arites later
reacted strongly and went to the other extreme of saying, if God wills, He can and He
will put all the righteous in Hell and all the evil in Paradise and that man’s action do
not earn him the right to Paradise. The Ash’arites went further to say that ‘justice’ as
it is understood by humans does not apply to God. Whatever God does is just even if
He admits the prophets and their successors in Hell and Firaun and his likes in
Paradise. The Shi'ah, taking from the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a), argued that there is a
difference between what God ‘can do’ and what He ‘will do’. It is true that God can
do as He pleases but God as well, takes pride in the Qur’an that He never breaks His
promise and therefore it is wrong to say that He may cause the righteous to enter
Hell or that ‘whatever He does is just even putting the righteous in Hellfire.’

The Mu'tazilites also taught that man is completely free and that God does not
interfere in creation. Everything is determined by cause and effect. The Ash’arites
opposed this greatly and again, in extreme reaction, argued that man is completely
bound by God so much so that God predestines every action. Every good deed and
every sin is willed and committed by God. But man is the puppet through whom this
action takes place. And because man ‘acquires’ (yaksibu) the action, therefore he can
be punished for what occurs through him.

The Imams from the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) naturally opposed this (as we have discussed in
detail in Book 10) and Imam Ja’far as-Sadiqg (‘a) in particular taught the principle of
“al-amr baynal amrayn” (the matter is between the two matters) meaning neither
are the Mu’tazilites right (that man is completely free) nor are the Ash’arites true
(that Allah forces people to act in good or evil). It would be unjust for Allah to punish
a person for an act He commits and it also makes no sense that Allah should warn
and ask people to refrain from sins (in the Qur’an) if they have no option but to do
what He intends. In the Shi’ah understanding therefore, man is free in his actions but
many matters such as his birth, what he earns, when he dies, his sustenance, etc. are
not entirely in his hands but decreed by Allah. Man must learn to surrender to Allah
and be pleased with Allah’s decree and then act freely to prove this surrendering and
therefore earn eternal bliss.

In conclusion then, the Mu’tazilites were the first group of Muslim thinkers to apply
rational arguments systematically to various questions of religion and it is the
development of a rational theology that they are most known for in the history of
Islamic thought. In this way, they influenced all later theological debates including
the discussions of the Sunni Ash’arites and the Shi’ah Muslims.

The Ash’arites

During the third (AH)/ninth (CE) century, after the reign of Ma’mun, who made the
Mu’tazilite doctrine compulsory, the traditional jurists (fugaha) and traditionists
(muhaddithun), especially the followers of Ahmad b. Hanbal, opposed all rational
proofs for the tenets of faith. Muslims were asking to accept the doctrines of faith
‘without asking how’ (bila kayf).
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Naturally, this extreme reaction against the rational tendencies of the Mu'tazilite
kalam could not last indefinitely. The Qur’an itself emphasized the use of the
intellect (‘agl) and invited people to ponder on its verses. This would be impossible
without the use of rationality and ‘asking how’. Those who saw themselves as
leaders of orthodox Islam were therefore forced to allow the use of rationality in
theological discussions — even if it was within defined limits - rather than banning it
altogether.

And it was this task that Abul Hasan al-Ash’ari attempted to undertake and thus he
came to be known as the founder of the Ash’arite theology that the whole Sunni
world subscribes to today.

Abul Hasan al-Ash’ari was born in Basra around 260 AH/873 CE and he died in
Baghdad around 330 AH/941 CE. Until the age of 40, he was a student of the famous
Basrean Mu'tazilite al-Jubba’i but then he turned against the Mu’tazilite doctrines
and ‘repented’ seeking to return to what he saw as the authentic teachings of the
Qur’an. He is said to have gone to the main mosque of Basra and publicly declared
his repentance as follows:

He who knows me, know who | am. And he who does not know me, let him
know that | am Abul Hasan Ali al-Ash’ari; that | used to maintain that the
Qur’an is created, that the eyes of men shall not see God, and that the
creatures create their actions. Lo! | repent that | have been a Mu’tazilite. |
renounce these opinions and | take the engagement to refute the Mu’tazilites
and expose their depravity.'®

Some of the essential views of the Ash’arites can be derived from the words of al-
Ash’ari himself: that the Qur’an is in its essence as eternal as God; that people will be
able to see Allah on the Day of Judgement and that God is responsible for all the
actions of man.

One of the most famous doctrines of the Ash’arites (which was later expanded on by
famous Ash’arites like al-Ghazali) was the rejection of causality. What this means is
that, for the Ash’arites, nothing has an independent nature to cause anything. Only
God is the cause of everything. For example, fire does not burn because it is in its
nature to do so but because God has willed it. Tomorrow He could will otherwise and
as a result fire would cease to burn. There is no such thing as ‘the nature of fire’,
they argued. What in fact appears to us as cause and effect — for example, fire
causing a piece of cotton to burn — is nothing but a habit of the mind (‘adah),
because we have constantly seen fire being brought near a piece of cotton and then
the cotton being in flames. God is the only cause; it is His Will that makes fire burn
the cotton. Miracles are in fact nothing other than breaking of this habit of mind.

Then to prove this theory, the Ash’arites backed it with verses from the Qur’an and
said, ‘do you not see how when Nabi Ibrahim (‘a) was thrown in fire, it did not burn
him because God did not will it?’

¥ Ibid., p. 400.
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Our response to the Ash’arites is that this very same incident in the Qur'an proves
that Allah has given everything its own nature and ability to cause things. Their
ability to cause is of course by Allah’s Will that He can retract at any time, but it
doesn’t prove they don’t have any ability to affect another thing. Look at the verse
where Allah commands the fire not to burn Nabi Ibrahim (‘a):

e%/mg\;;gy P Ay 1 Clsgy
We said, ‘O fire! Be cool and safe for Ibrahim!’
- Surah al-Anbiya, 21:69

Notice that Allah commands, ‘O Fire! Be cool...” If the cause of fire burning was Allah
alone, then why would He order the fire not to burn Nabi Ibrahim (‘a)?

In summary then, if we imagine God’s Will to be a vertical cause and all actions of
creation (including humans) as horizontal causes that bisect the Vertical Cause, then
we could say that Ash’arite kalam sought to dissolve all horizontal causes and deny
their existence. It is no wonder than that Ash’arites strongly opposed Islamic
philosophy, which seeks to know the cause and nature of things leading ultimately to
the First or Ultimate Cause (i.e. Allah).

The famous Ash’arite scholar al-Ghazali studied philosophy and then wrote against it
his well-known tahafut al-falasifa (The Incoherence of the Philosophers). Later, the
Muslim philosopher lIbn Rushd (Averroes) responded to al-Ghazali and wrote a
rejoinder calling his work tahafut al-tahdafut (Incoherence of the Incoherence).
Similarly, one of the most famous Ash’arite scholars and exegists of Qur’an, Fakhr
ad-Din ar-Razi wrote criticisms against the Muslim philosopher lbn Sina (Avicenna)
and his criticisms were counter-challenged by the Muslim philosopher Nasir ad-Din
at-Tusi in his work isharat wal tanbihat.

The Ash’arites did not contribute to the flowering of Islamic science either, because
most Islamic scientists were also philosophers and very few of them were Ash’arite
mutakallimun (theologians).

One of the contributions of the later Ash’arites however was the merging of
Ash’arite theology with Sufism. At a time when traditional ‘ulama were at odds with
the mystics, al-Ghazali (a strong proponent of Ash’arite theology as well as Sufism)
and others were able to reconcile the two parts and show how they can co-exist.
This in itself is remarkable — how despite its ‘anti-intellectualism’ the Ash’arite view
not only became the prevalent theology in the Sunni world but also combined (in
certain aspects) with Sufism at whose heart lies gnosis (ma’rifah) and illuminative
knowledge (more on this in the Lesson 7).

In more modern times, Sunni (Ash’arite) scholars like Muhammad Abduh (d. 1323
AH/1905 CE) and Muhammad Igbal (d. 1357 AH/1938 CE) have given greater
importance to the use of reason in their works, thus reviving some Mu’tazilite
perspectives.
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The Shi’ah Kalam

For the Shi’ah, the dominant Ash’arite view that opposes the use of rationality in
theological matters is seen as an impediment to acquiring Divine knowledge. It goes
against the very basic teachings of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) that encourage deep
intellection of the Qur’an and hadith and understanding Tawhid and its branches
beyond just the literal translation of Qur’an verses and hadith.

Based on the Prophetic hadith, ‘1 am the City of Knowledge and Ali is its Gate’, the
Shi’ah argue that if true understanding of Tawhid lies in the City (i.e. with Rasulullah
(s)) and access to this treasure of divine knowledge comes through the Gate (Imam
Ali (‘a) and by extension the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a)) then the Ash’arite doctrines of opposing
the use of rationality are the ‘walls of the city’ that act as an impediment to the City.

Indeed the dominant non-Shi’ah view has been that any interpretation of the Qur’an
is ‘off limits’ and discussing and debating theological and philosophical matters are
wrong and an innovation (bid’ah). The famous Imam Malik b. Anas (d. 179 AH/795
CE) who died even before al-Ash’ari was born, is reported to have said, ‘Beware of
innovations... those who talk about the names and attributes of God, His Word, His
Knowledge and His Power, and do not keep silent about things which the
Companions of the Prophet (s) and their followers have kept silence.’?

And when he was asked to explain verses of Qur’an such as ‘Indeed your Lord is
Allah, who created the heavens and the earth in six days and then settled on the
Throne...” (Al-A’raf, 7:54), as to how exactly God ‘settled’ Himself on the Throne,
Imam Malik b. Anas responded by saying, ‘We know He settled Himself on the
Throne. How it occurred is not understandable. The belief in it is obligatory and
asking questions about it is an innovation (bid’ah)’*

In other words, Imam Malik (and later on the Ash’arites) believed that instead of
interpreting verses of Qur’'an that do not make literal sense, we should simply accept
them ‘as is’ and remain silent without asking how (bila kayf).

The Shi’ah on the other hand have argued that if God did not want us to understand
such verses, then what was the point of revealing them? The reason for not knowing
the answer to such questions is not because there is none but because of turning
away from the Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) who are the true inheritors of the
knowledge of Rasulullah (s) and the Qur’an. It is concerning them that Allah
revealed, ‘...ask the People of the Reminder (ahl adh-dhikr) if you do not know..." (an-
Nahl, 16:43).

Ash’arite scholars like Ghazali and Suyuti lamented that Muslims were plagued with
theological and philosophical concerns only because of the infiltration of Greek
philosophy into Islam. But this is not entirely true. We know from at least one report

' Founder of the Maliki madhhab.
% Nasr & Leaman, History of Islamic Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 71.
21 .

Ibid, p. 106.
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that Rasulullah (s) himself came out one day and found a group of Muslims
discussing the subject of predestination (gadar).?

Furthermore, the Qur'an discusses matters of law (figh) in less than 600 verses out of
it’s over 6600 verses. Most of the Qur'an explains matters of agaid and kalam such
as the unity of Allah, prophethood, the refutation of idol worship and polytheism,
the Hereafter, and so on.

From a Shi‘ah perspective, there are numerous examples of atheists and
philosophers who debated theological matters with the Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a).
Nahj al-Balagha has numerous examples of Imam Ali (‘a) discussing tawhid in deep
philosophical terms. The theological debates of Imam al-Bagir (‘a), Imam as-Sadiq
(‘a), Imam ar-Rida (‘a) as well as other Imams with the scholars of other faiths are
widely recorded in the Shi’ah books of hadith.

It is true that Rasulullah (s) and the Imams (‘a) did not encourage people to ask too
much about certain matters like predestination or the Hour of Judgement; but this
was not to discourage curiosity or learning. It was because the matter was beyond
the understanding of the people at the time. When Rasulullah (s) was asked by a
companion, ‘when is the Hour of Judgement?’ he replied, ‘what have you prepared
for it?’ In other words, Rasulullah (s) wanted him to realize is that if he has prepared
for it, then ‘when’ is not important and if he hasn’t prepared for it, then again,
knowing ‘when’ will not be of any use to him, given that he could die at any moment.

Rasulullah (s) himself engaged in theological debates, such as with the Christian
delegation from Najran regarding Nabi Isa (‘a), after which the Ayah of Mubahala
(3:61) was revealed. These debates, recorded in many tafasir works, clearly show
Rasulullah (s) arguing with logic and reasoning as to why God cannot have a son and
why Jesus was human and not divine.

The Shi’ah and the Ash’arites also differ on the issue of Imamah and concepts related
to them but these have all been discussed in previous books. For the Shi’ah
understanding of Imamah and its necessity, see Book 8. For the concept of
Infallibility (‘ismah), see Book 7. For the subject of Intercession (shafa’ah), see Book 8
and for the matter of Intermediaries (wasila), see Book 10. Regarding the possibility
of a Prophet or Imam having hidden knowledge (‘ilm al-ghayb), see Book 9. In all
these matters, the Shi’ah believe in and uphold these concepts while the Ash’arites
do not or are not unanimous in their belief on them.

It is often said that the early Shi’ah thinkers were mostly concerned with hadith,
tafsir (Qur'anic commentary) and figh (jurisprudence) and that Shi’ah kalam did not
develop until much later when Shaykh Mufid (d. 413 AH/1022 CE) developed Shi’ah
kalam after taking from the Mu'tazilites. As mentioned earlier, this is not true.

2 |bid, p. 71.
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Shaykh Mufid himself has refuted the claim that Shi’ah theology was copied from the
Mu’tazilites in his book Awa’il al-Magal.*®

What is true however is that the Shi’ah did not occupy themselves with kalam as did
the others because rather than treating it as a separate subject, they discussed the
issues of kalam under their philosophical (falsafi) and hadith works. In fact, some of
the greatest Shi’ah theologians were philosophers and experts in other sciences.

For example, even though Shaykh al-Mufid is regarded as one of the earliest Shi’ah
scholars to discuss kalam independently, a systematic treatise on Shi’ah Ithna Ashari
kalam is said to have first been written by Nasir ad-Din at-Tusi (d. 672 AH/1273 AH),
who was a celebrated mathematician and philosopher. And though he was a
scientist, Tusi’s work Tajrid al-‘Itigad rapidly became a standard theological text;
more than a hundred commentaries have been written on it. The most famous
commentary is the Kashf al-Murad of Allama Hilli (d. 726 AH/1326 CE), who is the
most notable Shi’ah mutakallim (theologian) after Tusi.

These works clearly show how the Shi’ah defer from the Ash’arites and Mu’tazilites
in their theological views. But as we shall see in Lesson 7, many of these issues are
best discussed under philosophy. Indeed, to understand Shi’ah kalam thoroughly,
one has to study the philosophical works of the Shi’ah.

An example of issues in kalam that necessitate a study of philosophy is the Shi’ah
confirmation of the reality of horizontal causality (that the Ash’arites deny). Another
example is the Shi’ah rejection of all ‘hadith’ that portray God in anthropomorphic
terms.

The Shi’ah pride themselves in upholding the purest form of Tawhid (as taught by
the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a)) and this in itself is impossible to discuss without engaging in
philosophy. Perhaps it is because the two sciences are so intertwined that Mulla
Muhsin Fayd Kashani (d. 1091 AH/1680 CE) and Abd ar-Razzaq Lahiji (d. 1071
AH/1660 CE) - the most notable students of the famous Shi’ah philosopher, Sadr ad-
Din Shirazi (Mulla Sadra) (d. 1050 AH/1640 CE) — are regarded by some to be more
scholars of kalam than of falsafa.?*

Shi’ah Divisions

The term ‘Shi’ah’ is not used exclusively for the followers of the twelve Imams of the
Ahl al-Bayt (‘a). Those who follow up to the 4™ Imam (‘a) and then follow his son
Zayd are known as Zaydi Shi’ah. And those who stop at the 6" Imam (‘a) and then
follow his son Ismail are known as Ismaili Shi’ahs and they are further divided into
the Dawoodi Bohra Shi’ahs and the Nizari Ismaili (or Aga Khani) Shi’ahs.

2 |bid., p. 123.
o Nasr, Islamic Spirituality, vol. 2, chp. 22, p. 409.
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In all these lessons, when we mention the word, ‘Shi’ah” we do not mean any of the
above sects but rather we mean the Shi’ah Ithna Ashari who follow the twelve
Imams and believe in the final Imam as being the Mahdi (‘atfs) who is in ghaybah.

The words “Ithna Ashar” means ‘Twelve’ in Arabic and some people therefore also
refer to us as ‘the Twelver Shi’ah’. The Shi’ah Ithna Ashari form the majority amongst
all sects referred to as ‘Shi’ah’.

All Muslims acknowledge that Rasulullah (s) declared that the Imams and leaders
after him will be twelve and they will all be from the Quraysh. All Muslims also
believe that Rasulullah (s) said, ‘I leave behind two important things: the Book of
Allah and my Ahl al-Bayt. If you hold on to them, you will never go astray after me.’
(Hadith ath-Thaqgalayn). But no Muslim sect follows the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) in all matters
of Islam as well as believes in precisely twelve Imams, except for the Shi’ah Ithna
Ashari Muslims.

The Shi’ah Ithna Ashari are also divided into the Usuli and Akhbari, the majority
being the Usuli Shi’ah Ithna Ashari.

Akhbari Shi’ah Ithna Ashari

The Akhbari Shi’ah Ithna Ashari rely on hadith (also called akhbar) only for their laws.
They reject the following of a mujtahid who is not infallible (ma’sum). Thus they are
opposed to taglid and marja’iya as found among the Usuli. Today the Akhbaris are
found mostly in India, Bahrain and some parts of southern Iraq and western Iran.

But the differences between the Usuli and Akhbari are not limited to figh matters
only. Amongst their differences in beliefs, the Akhbari regard the Kutub al-Arba’a
(Four Shi’ah Sources of Hadith) to be all authentic while the Usuli Shi’ah Ithna Ashari
do not. The Akhbari believe in Tahreef of Qur’an i.e. that the Qur’an in our hands
today is not the complete Qur’an and that the original complete Qur’an is with Imam
al-Mahdi (‘atfs). We the Usuli believe the present Qur’an is the complete, unchanged
revelation of Allah. The Akhbari also believe that declaring “Aliyyun Waliyullah” is an
obligatory (wajib) part of the Kalimah while the Usuli do not consider it to be wajib in
order for one to be accepted as a Muslim.
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Lesson 6
Sects in Islam (cont’d)

Jurisprudence Differences

By jurisprudence (figh) we mean the laws of practice (or what is called the Shari’ah)
in Islam. In the early decades of Islam after Rasulullah (s), the Muslims continued to
practice Islam based on what they had learnt from Rasulullah (s). Around the time of
Imam Ali Zayn al-Abidin (‘a), Imam Muhammad al-Bagir (‘a) and Imam Ja’far as-Sadiq
(‘a), many of the companions of Rasulullah (s) had died and Islam had expanded
rapidly to other lands. It therefore became necessary to preserve the shari’ah from
corruption or even disappearing.

The Shi’ah simply continued following the Imams from the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) in their
practices just as they did in all other matters such as beliefs, Qur’an interpretation,
hadith and spirituality. And in due course, the Shi’ah madhhab also came to be
known as the Ja’fari School of Law because it followed Imam Ja’far as-Sadiq (‘a), in
whose times the Sunni Schools of Law began acquiring a formal name and structure.

The Sunni Muslims today follow one of four schools of law: Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i or
Hanbali. But this was not always the case. After Imam Ali (‘a) when the Banu Umayya
reigned as Kings and were not knowledgeable in Islamic law themselves, they relied
on scholars to be judges in their courts. Different cities have different ‘mujtahids’,
each promoting their own opinion or ‘school’. At one point it is believed there were
almost twenty schools of law, including the school of Hasan al-Basri, the school of al-
Awzai, the school of Tabari, the school of Sufyan ath-Thawri, and so on.

The government of the time was concerned with all these unregulated schools of law
cropping up and therefore most schools of law were either banned or died out, with
only four of them being allowed to crystallize and survive over time.

The Four Sunni Schools of Law

Hanafi

It is the oldest of the four and was founded in Iraq by Abu Hanifa (d. 150 AH/767 CE).
Abu Hanifa’s real name was Nu’man b. Thabit. He was a Persian but he was born in
Kufa and died in Baghdad. Abu Hanifa studied under Imam Ja’far as-Sadiq (‘a) in
Madina and later developed his own opinions in Islamic law.

The Hanafi School allows deriving legal judgements and Islamic laws based on self-
opinion (ra’y) and the use of analogies (qiyas). It is therefore the most liberal and
flexible of the four Sunni Madhahib. Today, the Hanafi madhhab has the largest
following in the Sunni Muslim world and it is particularly dominant in Central and
Western Asia (Afghanistan to Turkey), parts of Egypt, and the Indian subcontinent. It
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is basically dominant in the countries that were once a part of the Turkish Empire
and in India.

Because Abu Hanifa had supported a Zaydi revolt, he was arrested and he died in
prison. His followers later on ascribed to him a genealogy that made him a
descendant of Persian Kings and he was regarded as a hero because he refused to
serve as a religious judge (qadi) under the Umayyads. Under the Abbasids however,
his followers readily entered government service and gained favour by a willingness
to accommodate the needs of the ruling princes in matters of law. Abu Yusuf (a
Hanafi) who wrote a treatise on land tax became the first Supreme Judge (Qadi al-
Qudah) under the Caliph Harun ar-Rashid, and gained official sanction for what
became known as the Hanafi School of Law.*

Maliki

The second surviving school was founded in Madina and the Hejaz by Malik b. Anas
(d. 179 AH/795 CE). Malik b. Anas was born and died in Madina. Like Abu Hanifa, he
studied under Imam Ja’far as-Sadiq (‘a) and later started his own school.

He was a collector of hadith but even more a supporter of the customary practices
(a’mal or sunnah) of Madina, which he saw as the earliest centre of Islamic law and
government and on which he relied heavily in his approach to the Shari’ah. Unlike
Abu Hanifa, he relied on the customary practices of Madina first and then on
Consensus (ijma’) and Opinion (ra’y) secondarily.

Malik’s famous work, Al-Muwatta (“The Path Made Smooth”) is the earliest
collection of Hadith and the first book of law for Sunnis. It contains his opinions and
judgments and the sources he used to reach them. The Maliki madhhab is prominent
today in North & West Africa (including parts of Egypt) and Arab West.

Shafi’i

This madhhab is attributed to Muhammad b. Idris ash-Shafi’i (d. 205 AH/820 CE).
Shafi’i was born in Palestine and raised in Makkah. He is buried in Cairo. He studied
law in Madina under Malik b. Anas and he also pursued studies in Baghdad thus
becoming intimately acquainted with Hanafi law. He was therefore a student of the
students of Imam Ja’far as-Sadiq (‘a).

Against Malik b. Anas’s practice of depending primarily on the customary usages
(sunnah or a’mal) of Madina and against Abu Hanifa’s methods of deriving laws
based on deductions and speculations, Shafi’i promoted the idea that the Hadith and
Sunnah of Rasulullah (s) should be the primary authority for interpreting the
Qur’anic laws and injunctions. These, he argued, were more important that analogy
(giyas) and Consensus (ijma’) in legitimizing any law.

» Glasse, The New Encyclopedia of Islam, entry on “Abu Hanifa”.
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Shafi’is arrangement of the Qur’an, hadith & sunnah, giyas and ijma’ as jointly being
the ‘roots of jurisprudence’ (usul al-figh) and the principles on which laws were to be
derived, became the standard methodology that was later adopted by all the four
surviving Schools of Law. This is seen as his greatest contribution.

Shafi’i did not himself found a school of law. This was done by his disciples. The
Shafi’i madhhab is dominant in Malaysia, Indonesia, East Africa and the Philippines. It
is also found in Egypt along with the Maliki and Hanafi sects.

Hanbali

It was founded by Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241 AH/855 CE) who carried Shafi’is
enthusiasm and trust in hadith farther than any other jurist had. He was extremely
conservative and founded a rather fundamentalist school. This is perhaps why the
Wahhabi school in Arabia was influenced by his thoughts.

The Hanbali School is observed only in Saudi Arabia and Qatar. Technically the
Wahhabi consider themselves to be ‘non-imitators’ or ‘not attached to tradition’
(ghayr mugallidun) and therefore answerable to no school of law at all. They instead
claim to follow what they call the practice of early Islam (salafism). However, to do
so corresponds to the ideal aimed at by Ahmad b. Hanbal and thus they can be said
to be of his ‘school’.

Conclusion
From this we can conclude:

e The four Sunni Schools of Law came about by coincidence. Any of the
innumerable schools could have survived. These survived not because of any
particular legitimacy but because of certain reasons such as their founder
being venerated as a martyr and so on.

e The four Sunni Imams never saw themselves as founders of any school or
representatives of God’s laws. It was their followers and circumstances that
made them the ‘founders’.

e Those followers of a madhhab who supported a caliph or government had
the chance to make their madhhab legitimate and ‘orthodox’. In other words,
if the Imams from the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a) had served the ruling princes and kings
and worked for them in their courts as religious judges, then the Ja'fari
madhhab would also have been accepted as a ‘valid’ madhhab in Sunni Islam
today. And therefore we cannot ignore the politics that was involved in
determining whether a particular school of law was valid in Islam or not.

Nonetheless, in time, the Sunni Muslims came to believe that one had to follow one
of these four schools of law otherwise one was not a part of ‘orthodox Islam’ and
one’s acts of worship were invalid.
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Yet the clear flaw with this is that the early Muslims, who were the companions
(sahaba) of Rasulullah (s) as well as the followers of the sahaba (i.e. the tabi'un) did
not follow any of these schools (because they never existed!). And none of these
schools are legislated by Islam (i.e. by Qur’an or hadith). They simply represent the
opinions and research of four scholars or ‘mujtahids’.

Furthermore, to believe that Islam has precisely four shari’ahs only, all of which are
valid simultaneously, seems convenient but not sensible. This is not the same as the
case with the Shiah madhhab where living mujtahideen may express minor
differences of opinion in the law. No Shi’ah mujtahid is permitted to express his
personal opinion in the law and no one has the right to claim that only certain
mujtahids are to be followed and only their views represent the true Islamic law,
even long after they are dead.

Besides, any sect making such a claim would have to have one School of Law only. To
say there are four schools, no more no less, and all these four are ‘equally correct’,
though their creation was a coincidence in history and has no proof of legitimacy in
Qur’an or hadith, is hard to accept. It suggests uncertainty - that we don’t really
know what the true law of Islam is.

The clearest criticism to such an idea is given by Imam Ali b. Ali Talib (‘a), ironically
long before the formation of these sects:

When a problem is put before anyone of them he passes judgement on it from
his imagination. When exactly the same problem is placed before another of
them he passes an opposite verdict. Then these judges go to the chief who had
appointed them and he confirms all the verdicts, although their Allah is one,
their Prophet is one, their Book (the Qur’an) is one.

Is it that Allah ordered them to differ and they obeyed Him? Or He prohibited
them from it but they disobeyed Him? Or (is it that) Allah sent an incomplete
Faith and sought their help to complete it? Or they are His partners in the
affairs, so that it is their share of duty to pronounce and He has to agree? Or is it
that Allah the Glorified sent a perfect faith but the Prophet fell short of
conveying it and handing it over (to the people)? The fact is that Allah the
Glorified says:

Gounet o e OIS G L
...We have not neglected anything in the Book (Qur’an)...
- Surah al-An’am, 6:38%°

2 Sayyid ar-Radi, Nahj al-Baldagha, Sermon 18.
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Lesson 7
Islamic Philosophy (Falsafa)

and the merging of kalam and ‘irfan in falsafa

In the Islamic perspective, the intellect (al-‘aql) and the spirit (al-ruh) are closely
related and represented by the sciences of philosophy (falsafa) and gnosis (‘irfan)
respectively. We have said in previous lessons that the Truth is known by the heart
but the mind plays a role in guiding the heart and acts as a vehicle towards self-
purification and the realizations that come to one’s heart.

Some scholars engage in theology and intellectual debates alone. Others focus on
spiritual practices only. But by far, the most eminent of them all are the philosopher-
mystics who combine the two and who are purified not just in action and in body but
in thought and spirit as well.

In this final lesson, we wish to discuss Islamic philosophy and the role it has played in
the development of other sciences such as kalam (theology) and ‘irfan (gnosis). To
understand the significance of Islamic philosophy, we must go beyond the definition
of philosophy in the West, which is simply an intellectual study of matters that are
related to existence, knowledge, values, language, and so on. We must also go
beyond the prevalent Western view of Islamic philosophy, according to which
‘falsafa began with al-Kindi and terminated with lbn Rushd (Averroes) and lbn
Khaldun.’?’

First, we must understand that falsafa is Islamic philosophy and not Arabic
philosophy. It is true that al-Kindi and lbn Rushd were Arabs but the majority,
including major figures like Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi and Mulla Sadra, were all Persian. In
particular in later centuries, Muslim India and Persia were the home of Islamic
philosophy.

Falsafa is also Islamic because it is tightly related by its concepts, roots and world
view to the Islamic revelation (Qur’an and hadith), which also moulded the mind and
soul of those intellectual figures who developed this philosophy.

Mashsha’i (Peripatetic) Philosophy
One of the earliest and most well known schools of Islamic philosophy is the
Mashsha’i or Peripatetic philosophy. It is a synthesis of the tenets of Islamic

revelation with the Aristotelian and Neo-platonic schools.

The word ‘peripatetic’ literally means to pace or walk about. The great Greek
philosopher Aristotle (whom some Muslim scholars believe was a Nabi) used to walk

7 Nasr, Islamic Spirituality, vol. 2, chp. 22, p. 410.
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around while teaching; and his students would also pace while thinking and
discussing their philosophical ideas. Hence they came to be known as the
‘Peripatetics’. The Arabic word ‘Mashsha’i’ is an almost literally translation, also
meaning, ‘one who walks about’.

The Mashsha’i school of philosophy was founded in the third (AH)/ninth (CE) century
in the rich intellectual climate of Baghdad by Abu Ya’qub al-Kindi (d. 260 AH/873 CE).
Al-Kindi was known as ‘the philosopher of the Arabs’ and composed over 200
treatises, in which he dealt with science as well as philosophy thus beginning a trend
that later produced a whole class of philosopher-scientists who studied philosophy
alongside astronomy, mathematics, medicine, chemistry, physics, arts, and so on.

Much of the Greek philosophical works were translated to Arabic in Baghdad during
the lifetime of al-Kindi. And al-Kindi’s main concern was the discovery of the truth
wherever it might be. Some of his famous words that are quoted often are:

We should not be ashamed to acknowledge truth and to assimilate it from
whatever source it comes to us, even if it is brought to us by former generations
and foreign peoples. For him who seeks the truth there is nothing of higher
value than truth itself; it never cheapens or abases him who reaches for it, but
ennobles and honours him.?®

In a sense, Al-Kindi was echoing the words of Imam Ali (‘a), ‘wisdom (hikmah) is the
lost property of the faithful. So take wisdom even if it is from hypocrites.’*’

It was this universal conception of truth that always characterized Islamic
philosophy — a truth, however, not bound by the limits of reason. Rather it is the
illimitable Truth reached by the intellect (al-‘agl), which al-Kindi and later Islamic
philosophers, distinguished clearly from ‘reason’ as the analytical faculty of the mind
(that Western philosophers relied on solely).

If a Nabi or Rasul was an instrument and means for Allah’s “outer revelation” then
this intellect (‘agl) - sometimes called the heart (galb) - was the instrument of “inner
revelation” that could be used to reach to the Truth. And this again relates to the
words of Imam Ali (‘a):

In all the periods and times when there were no prophets, there have been
persons with whom Allah, precious are His bounties, whispered through their
reflections and spoke to them through their intellect.*

Al-Kindi was also deeply interested in the relation between religion and philosophy,
or faith and reason, and tried to create harmony between the two. Al-Kindi’s
greatest achievement was the moulding of the Arabic language as a vehicle for the
expression of philosophy. He pioneered the creation of Arabic philosophic

% |bid., p. 411.
» Sayyid Radi, Nahj al-Baldgha, Saying No. 80.
30 Ibid., Sermon 222.
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vocabulary and himself a devout Muslim, came to be known as the father of Islamic
philosophy.

Al-Kindi’s immediate students were mostly scientists and it was only a generation
later that his real successor in Mashsha’i falsafa was born in Khorasan. He was Abu
Nasr al-Farabi (Alfarabius) (d. 339 AH/950 CE). Al-Farabi was born in a family with
Turkish background and was raised in Persian culture. He was already a famous
philosopher when he came to Baghdad for a short period, before migrating again to
Damascus, where he spent the rest of his life. He was also a logician, a metaphysician
and a political thinker.

Al-Farabi was attracted to the spiritual life from an early age but he was also well
versed with all of Aristotle’s works and he commented on all of them. In time, he
came to be known as The Second Teacher (al-mu’allim al-thani), the First Teacher
being Aristotle himself.

It took another two generations for Al-Farabi’s real successor to emerge. This was
Abu Ali Sina (Avicenna). With Ibn Sina, Mashsha’i falsafa reached its peak. He is
regarded by some to be the most influential Islamic philosopher and even the great
philosophers who came after him, such as Suhrawardi and Mulla Sadra, developed
their philosophies on his foundation.

Ibn Sina was a Persian born in Bukhara in 370 AH/980 CE. He wandered most of his
life in various Persian cities, especially Rayy, Isfahan and Hamadan, and finally died
from colic in Hamadan in 428 AH/1037 CE at a relatively young age.

Ibn Sina was an incredible intellectual figure. He was at once a philosopher as well as
the most famous physician in the period that the West calls ‘Middle Ages’. He
composed more than 200 books, including the monumental Kitab ash-Shifa (The
Book of Healing), which is an encyclopedia of peripatetic philosophy and science.

Ibn Sina is regarded as the greatest Mashsha’i philosopher because he created the
final synthesis of Islam with Aristotelian and Neo-platonic philosophy. However,
towards the end of his life, Ibn Sina criticized mashsha’i philosophy, including his
own, as being the common philosophy meant for everyone. Instead he pointed to
another philosophy that he considered to be for the intellectual elite, which he
called al-hikmah al-mashrigiyyah (llluminating Philosophy). This philosophy was
based on knowing the truth by illuminating the soul and ‘journeying’ with the help of
a guide, towards Allah, the Ultimate Truth and Reality.

A century and a half later, Shihab ad-Din Suhrawardi would build upon this and
found his School of lllumination (ishrag) and after him, Mulla Sadra would develop
and perfect this philosophy in what he called al-hikmah al-muta’aliya (Transcendent
Philosophy).

Ibn Sina was therefore not only the elaborator of the most complete version of
mashsha’i philosophy but he was also the guide to the start of the theosophy
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(theology + philosophy + mysticism) of illumination whose main mark was the
inseparable union between philosophy and spirituality.

After lbn Sina, mashshd’i philosophy became temporarily eclipsed in the eastern
lands of Islam as a result of the attacks of Ash’arites against it.

Suhrawardi and the School of lllumination (al-Ishraq)

The complete harmonization of spirituality and philosophy in Islam was achieved in
the School of Illumination (al-ishraq) founded by Shaykh al-Ishraq Shihab ad-Din
Suhrawardi. Born in the small village of Suhraward in Western Persia in 549 AH/1153
CE, he studied in Zanjan and Isfahan (both cities in Iran), where he completed his
formal education in religious and philosophical sciences and entered into Sufism. He
then set out for Anatolia and settled in Aleppo (Halab) (city in the north of Syria),
where as a result of the jealousies and opposition of certain jurists (fugaha), he was
sentenced to death by the King at a young age in 587 AH/1191 CE.

Suhrawardi was a great mystic and philosopher. He saw theosophy as the result of
the wedding between the training of the theoretical intellect through philosophy and
the purification of the heart through ‘irfan (or Sufism). He considered the means of
attaining supreme knowledge to be “illumination” (ishraq), which at once transforms
one’s being and bestows knowledge.

One of Suhrawardi’s most important works in Islamic philosophy is his hikmat al-
ishraqg (the Philosophy (or Wisdom) of Illumination). Suhrawardi insisted that there
existed from the beginning an “eternal dough” (al-khamirat al-azaliyyah), which is
none other than eternal wisdom. It is hidden in the very substance of man ready to
be “leavened” and actualized through intellectual training and inner purification.

That said, Suhrawardi insisted however that the real means of attainment of true
knowledge was through Allah and His revealed Book (i.e. the Qur’an). He therefore
based much of his teachings on the Qur'an and quoted verses to prove his views. He
is therefore regarded to be the first major Muslim philosopher to quote the Qur’an
extensively in his philosophical writings.

In the teachings of Suhrawardi, a philosopher or hakim was expected to be not only
a person possessing cerebral knowledge but a saintly person transformed by his
knowledge. Philosophy here onwards ceased to be just a mental activity divorced
from spiritual realization and the inner life. It was only a legitimate undertaking
when it was a wisdom thought and reasoned as well as lived and experienced.
Suhrawardi called the first “discursive philosophy” and the latter “intuitive
philosophy” and in the introduction to his magnum opus, “The Philosophy of
Illumination” (al-hikmah al-ishrag), he wrote:

This book of ours is for the student of both intuitive philosophy and discursive
philosophy. There is nothing in it for the discursive philosopher not given to,
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and not in search of, intuitive philosophy.... the reader of this book must have
reached at least the stage in which divine light has descended upon him — not
just once but regularly. No one else will find any profit in it.*

Mulla Sadra and the School of Isfahan

Three centuries of the drawing together of the various schools of Islamic thought
culminated in the Safavid period in Persia with the School of Isfahan. Its founder was
Mir Damad (d. 1041 AH/1631 CE), a theologian, philosopher, mystic and poet but its
most important figure was to be Mir Damad’s student, Sadr ad-Din ash-Shirazi, best
known as Mulla Sadra.

Mulla Sadra was a Shi’ah Ithna Ashari and is regarded to this day to be the greatest
of all Muslim metaphysicians. This remarkable figure was born in Shiraz about 979
AH/1571 CE. He studied in Isfahan at first and then due to opposition of the jurists
(fugaha) of the time, he retired to a village outside Qum and disappeared from
public view for about 10 years. Mulla Sadra then emerged in Shiraz, where he spent
the last thirty years of his life writing and training students who came to him from as
far away as North Africa and Tibet. He died in Basra in 1050 AH/1640 CE while
returning from his seventh pilgrimage on foot to Makkah.

Mulla Sadra incorporated the ideals of Suhrawardi to which the perfect philosopher
or theosopher (hakim muta’allih) must have undergone both intellectual training
and inner purification. But he also challenged some of the basic philosophical ideas
in Suhrawardi’s philosophy and his (Mulla Sadra’s) own philosophy remains
unchallenged to this day.

Later Islamic philosophers bestowed Mulla Sadra with the title Sadr al-Muta’allihin
(the Foremost amongst Theosophers).

Mulla Sadra composed some fifty works, the most famous of which is his al-hikmah
al-muta’aliyya (Transcendent Theosophy), also sometimes called al-asfar al-arba’ah
(the Four Journeys). His teachings were based on the fact that there are three paths
to the truth open to man, namely, revelation (wahy), intellection (‘ag/) and mystical
unveiling (kashf). In his Asfar, Mulla Sadra has dealt with the philosophies of great
masters like Ibn Sina, Suhrawardi and Ibn Arabi as well as Shi’ah and Sunni kalam.

He also wrote a mystical commentary to various surahs of the Qur’an and his
commentary on the Shi’ah hadith collection Usul al-Kafi (of Shaykh al-Kulayni), is one
of Mulla Sadra’s philosophical masterpieces.

All the works of Mulla Sadra reveal the central significance of the Qur'an and the
ahadith of Rasulullah (s) and the twelve Imams as the source of all philosophical
meditations and inspirations. Among Mulla Sadra’s major achievements is the
creation of a perfect harmony between faith and reason or religion and philosophy -

3 Suhrawardi, The Philosophy of lllumination, p. 4 (BYU Press, 1999. Transl. by Walbridge & Ziai)
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the achievement of the goal of some nine centuries of Islamic theology and
philosophy.

It is simply amazing how extensively Mulla Sadra quotes the Qur’an and the ahadith
of the Ma’sumeen (‘a) to back all his views; he therefore took pride in the fact that
he was able to synthesize the two with no contradictions.

The other great achievement of Mulla Sadra is the range of issues he was able to
discuss and deal with. No other Islamic philosopher has dealt in depth with matters
of faith ranging from the basis of ethics to eschatological imagery depicted in the
Qur’an and hadith as has Mulla Sadra. His writings on Islamic eschatology (dealing
with life after death and the Hereafter) from a philosophical perspective are simply
magnificent.

Nor have any of the philosophers dealt as thoroughly as he with all the questions
which concerned the scholars of kalam. In fact, Mulla Sadra claimed that the
mutakallimun did not possess the divine knowledge (ma’rifah) necessary to deal with
the questions they were treating and that therefore their activity was illegitimate. It
was for the hukama al-ilahi (literally, ‘the theosophers’) to deal with such questions
and provide answers for the enigmas and complex problems in religious teachings.

Much of what Christians understand by theology would find its counterpart in Islamic
thought in the writings of Mulla Sadra rather than the Ash’arite vs. Mu’tazilite kalam,
except that Mulla Sadra’s “theology” was always immersed in the light of ‘irfan
(gnosis) and not restricted to rational arguments concerning the tenets of faith.

Mulla Sadra’s “transcendent theosophy” (al-hikmah al-muta’aliyyah) is in fact falsafa
(philosophy), kalam (theology) and ‘irfan (gnosis) combined.

Due to his personal spiritual experience and intellectual visions, Mulla Sadra was
able to create a revolution in Islamic philosophy and perfect what lbn Sina and
Suhrawardi had started. You will notice that in this lesson, we have discussed the
history of Islamic philosophy but not as much about ‘what’ the core ideas of these
philosophers were. This is because it is a vast subject that requires separate
treatment and a lot of background knowledge. It must be pursued as higher studies
for those interested.

Mulla Sadra’s most famous immediate students were his two son-in-laws, Mulla
Muhsin Fayd Kashani (d. 1091 AH/1680 CE) and Abd ar-Razzaq L3ahiji (1072 AH/1661
CE). These two students however devoted themselves mostly to pure religious
sciences such as hadith and kalam and not directly the transcendent theosophy of
Mulla Sadra, due to the opposition of the exoteric (traditional) ‘ulama to the
teachings of Mulla Sadra. But they were well versed with this school of thought and
did train students who kept the tradition alive.

The celebrated philosopher on Mulla Sadra’s teachings however came two centuries
later and he was Hajji Mulla Hadi Sabzwari (d. 1289 AH/1878 CE). He was a great
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saint, philosopher and poet. He wrote the sharh manzumah, which summarizes the
principles of Mulla Sadra’s philosophy, and numerous other philosophical and
gnostic works in both Arabic and Persian, including a commentary on the mathnawi
of Rumi. He was also revered as a saintly figure throughout Persia and even the king
went to visit him in his home in Sabziwar in Khorasan.

After the Second World War in 1945 CE, Qum also became an important centre for
the teaching of Islamic philosophy thanks mostly to Allama Sayyid Muhammad
Husayn Tabatabai, Ayatullah Khomeini and others, who in turn trained students like
Shahid Murtada Mutahhari (d. 1399 AH/1979 CE). This revival of interest in Islamic
philosophy has continued to this day and is not limited to Iran alone.

When one studies later Islamic philosophers, the close relationship between
intellection and spiritual experience is immediately realized. This fact — that
knowledge is inseparable from inner realization and mystical unveiling (kashf) — is
perhaps why Islamic philosophy has been and remains to this day an important
element in the world of Islamic spirituality.
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