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Section One: In Search of the Object of Devotion

History of Worship

Believing in a Divine Origin and worshiping Him is one of the oldest aspects of human life. Historical
research conducted by archaeologists and anthropologists has revealed that even primitive humans who
lived thousands of years before the first civilization was formed had deep religious and metaphysical
beliefs, such as belief in divine spirits and life after death. It seems that from the dawn of history
humanity has inherently known that they have not been forsaken in this vast existence; rather, they are
under the influence and authority of metaphysical entities and powers that preside over their existence
and have a part in their destiny.

The drawings discovered in ancient caves, statues and various ornaments that have been found in
underground excavations or deep within caves are all testimonies to the existence of various religious
beliefs. Moreover, the remains of the dead, the method of their burial, and the existence of animal skulls,
weapons, and valuable artifacts alongside the bodies are all proof of the fact that ancient humans, in
some way, believed in life after death.

According to Islamic thought, humans innately seek and believe in God; in other words, they have an
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innate predisposition towards worshipping God and also possess a type of inborn cognition of Him.
However, because this cognitive predisposition is not adequate for perfect worship and understanding of
God, holy prophets have been appointed among various peoples throughout history in order to perfect
this innate guidance and enlighten humankind in theology, self-knowledge, and the relationship between
“God, humanity, and the world” and thus bring forth the fruits of human intellect and nature.

The holy prophets have always enjoined worship of the One Divine God—divine meaning that He is
superior to and exempt from the natural and material world. Thus, in proportion to the influence that this
invitation to worship has fostered in each person, humanity’s beliefs in general have been fluctuating
between the boundaries of monotheism and polytheism.1 This fluctuation has resulted in a wide-ranging
spectrum of theological beliefs among earlier nations and societies even after emergence of the
prophets.

Naturally, because polytheism [shirk] and idolatry, in contrast to pure monotheist beliefs, have material
qualities and effects—such as worship of idols, stones, animals, etc.—it is only logical that historic
analysis should come across more signs of these beliefs. Because monotheism is less material, historic
analysis should be able to demonstrate the radices of monotheism in human history to a much lesser
degree. Even so, this truth does not make “monotheism” insignificant or marginal.

The Perfection and Excellence of Islamic Theology

In any event, for various reasons that are too extensive to include in this exposition, the long history of
religion—generally speaking—has been witness to an astonishing diversity concerning religious beliefs
and religious customs of various peoples. Apart from monotheist views, the diversity of polytheistic and
henotheistic2 religions has overwhelmed humanity with its profuseness.

According to Islamic tradition, Islamic teachings in theology and other branches of religious studies, such
as eschatology, are the most complete religious teachings at our disposal. Contemplation of the
profundity of Islamic theological teachings is enough to prove this claim. Nevertheless, it is obvious that
understanding the importance, profundity, and richness of Islamic theology can only be complete when
Islamic beliefs are compared with those of other religions and sects, especially mundane religions and
beliefs. This comparison, if preformed with contemplation and impartiality, can effectively reveal the
excellence of Islamic theology.

A Glimpse of Mundane Religious Theology

There is no reliable and accurate knowledge concerning the religious lifestyle of ancient humans.
Research on this subject has its own particular problems. Nevertheless, today, we have acquired some
information on this subject through archeological research and analysis of the beliefs and religious
ceremonies of contemporary primitive tribes. According to recent findings in archeology and
anthropology, there are common elements in most primitive religions that exist with little variation in



contemporary uncivilized and primitive tribes.

A common practice among ancient humans was veneration and glorification of various plants and
animals. Religious historians term this plant or animal “Totem” and call veneration of these objects
“Totemism”. Each of these primitive tribes worshiped a specific totem or group of totems and sometimes
worshiped a particular animal that they believed to be one of their ancestors.

They believed that totems had an occult power called “Mana” which made them worthy of veneration
and glorification. Therefore, they strongly avoided harming or eating these totems and believed that the
spirit within the totem protected them. Sometimes totems were chosen out of fear (lions and snakes for
example) and sometimes beauty and exquisiteness were the grounds for worship (peacocks and
gazelles for instance). Totem worshipers endeavored to make themselves resemble their totems.

Other than glorification of plants and animals, various lifeless objects were also sacred; such an object is
termed “Fetish”. Fetishes were venerated by various primitive clans and were taken on battles and
hunts. Natural fetishes (non-manufactured) such as pebbles, unusual and rare pieces of wood, and
meteor stones usually had strange and singular shapes and were considered sources of magical
powers. Later, among more advanced peoples who were able to fashion metal objects, worship of
manufactured fetishes became common and gradually transformed into a form of idolatry.

Parallel to belief in holy objects, plants, and animals, a kind of “Animism” was prevalent. Animism is the
belief that various aspects of nature have independent souls and spirits that can influence human
destinies. In addition, wholehearted belief in sorcery and magic and avoidance of specific objects due to
the belief that they had occult powers are several other beliefs and customs that were to some extent
existent among primitive tribes.

These facts show that affinity and dependency towards a superior power and the inclination to venerate
and worship this power has commonly prevailed in a simple and rudimentary manner among ancient
humans. However, this primitive feeling and inclination—influenced by factors such as imagination,
ignorance, lack of knowledge, fear and insecurity, etc.—manifested itself in the form of the worship of
special objects, plants, and animals. In other words, ancient humans were very far from the intellectual
maturity they required to receive divine knowledge concerning cognition of the source, administration,
and design structure of existence.

Subsequent to prehistoric eras, history was gradually witness to the formation of great civilizations in
various parts of the world. In this era, main elements of tribal religions endured, although sometimes
they acquired “modern” forms. For example, belief in totems and fetishes, and also idolatry and animism
transferred over to newly established civilizations in various forms. As well, these civilizations were the
sources of new forms of theism such as polytheism and henotheism.

Ancient Egyptians evolved through all the phases of rudimentary religions, such as totemism and
animism, and finally tending towards multitudes of gods, they became absolute polytheists. They



regarded the Egyptian pharaohs as the offspring of the Sun and considered them to possess some form
of divinity. The erectors of the Egyptian pyramids designated the pharaohs as Sons of Ra (the Egyptian
sun god), and built in their names pyramids whose shapes are allegories of the rays of the Sun.

Sun worship was commonplace among ancient Sumerians. The name of their sun god was Shamash.
Inanna was their great goddess of cities, plants, and fertility. Each Sumerian god resided at a specific
temple where it was worshiped. In addition to belief in multiple gods, the Sumerians also believed in
mythological creatures and spirits. In the second age of Sumerian civilization, the Babylonian-Assyrian
period, there were numerous gods with similar names.

In the most ancient religious texts of the Hindu civilization—the Vedas—gods are described in human
forms. In its initial form, Hinduism includes the two elements of nature worship and polytheism. The
Vedic gods, great and small, were elements and aspects of nature that had gained divinity. The common
characteristics of these gods included possessing human forms, compassionate natures, immortality,
and lack of individuality. In addition, the followers of Buddha deified him after his death and gradually,
many other gods became objects of their worship.

According to the ancient Chinese, the world is under the dominion of “Shangdi” meaning ‘Above
Sovereign’. In some narrations, the creation of humanity is attributed to Shangdi. An army of gods
governed affairs under the authority of Shangdi because he was too great to attend to the problems of
mortal beings. There is no complete list of these gods. A group of the Chinese gods guarded the
people’s homes and thus every Chinese house was believed to contain both celestial and worldly
inhabitants.

In ancient Greece, polytheism was rampant. Every family had their own god and the fires in their ovens
constantly burned in the name of these gods. Offering food to the gods was one of the most prevalent
religious ceremonies in people’s homes. In addition to the god that each family had, each tribe, clan, and
city worshiped their own specific god. The Greeks’ religious imagination, by extending beyond their own
locality, formed the common mythologies and gods of ancient Greece. The Greek people had a god for
every aspect of nature and society, worldly and celestial powers, good and evil, various affairs, etc.

In Rome, people believed in numerous spirits—those who lacked a specific form or independent
personality. They would beseech some of these spirits for prosperity in agriculture and harvest. Others
were venerated and deified within familial circles. There were innumerable official Roman gods who had
special priests in government temples and who were worshiped with special customs and rites.

In pre-Zoroastrian Iran, the “Magian” belief was popular. This belief propagated dualism and belief in a
god of good and a god of evil. Zoroaster corrected this belief after his appearance and altered the beliefs
of Iranians from polytheism towards monotheism.

According to what was said, we can identify a set of religious and ideological principles and elements
that are more or less common in all religions described.



As we have established, in these religions, instead of One God, there were numerous gods. Sometimes
the number of these gods would increase in proportion to cities, tribes, and even families. Therefore, the
theology of these religions must be described as an extreme version of polytheism, which is very distant
from pure monotheistic thought.

The incarnations of these gods were natural elements, celestial bodies, various animals, and even
particular people and thus were not divine beings but merely aspects of nature.

These gods were subject to much change as a result of social progress, wars, encounters with
neighboring civilizations, etc.; insomuch that at times, following these factors, a god would lose his
former glory or a goddess who had no previous status would join the ranks of important and official
gods!

Occasionally, a number of gods, who were products of the fantasies and imaginations of their
worshipers, would combine and bring about a new god who was an amalgam of the traits and attributes
of the previous gods.

Among most peoples, various prevalent mythologies about gods spoke of childbearing, combining, and
internal battles among gods! The pinnacle of these mythologies can be found within the ancient Greek
civilization, especially in the epics of Homer and Hesiod.

The majority of these gods were not divine and incorporeal beings. In fact, they had humanlike
personalities and they were confined by human characteristics and relationships, such as reproduction,
marriage, and paradoxically death.

Often, governing the affairs of nature was divided among gods and each one was the custodian of one
or several natural processes, such as the wind and rain, and were heeded and beseeched only in their
specific domains.

Today it has become apparent to most people that the gods of ancient peoples are in no way worthy of
worship and cannot answer our innate longing to worship a divine and holy being. Nevertheless, the
prevalence of the worship and veneration of these gods among ancient peoples reveals a fundamental
need—the need to worship, venerate, feel dependant upon, and have a link with a superior being—in the
depths of our soul; a need that has been fulfilled to perfection by the Islamic religion.3

Why Theology?

At first, we might see ourselves faced with this fundamental question: “What is the importance and
necessity of endeavoring to understand God and what role does this understanding have in our personal
and social lives?”

In order to answer this question, we must first recount several issues:



A short reflection upon the individual and social characteristics of the lives of those around us reveals
the fact that there is a fundamental difference between the lives of believers and unbelievers.
Additionally, two people who each has a differing view of their God do not live in the same manner.

This is because our belief in God, understanding of God’s traits, and relationship with God—especially
when these beliefs become imbued into our souls and we wear the raiment of faith [īmān]—have a
profound effect upon the various aspects of our lives. Humanity’s understanding of their creator influence
their motives and causes, desires and ambitions, thought and speech, and actions and behavior. This
understanding gives their lives direction, and it bestows upon them special identities.

Therefore, walking the path of theology and understanding God is not just a scientific endeavor to
answer several questions of our inquisitive minds; rather, it is a movement towards choosing a special
way of life and manner of living.

Indeed, belief in and love of God has never been an easily overlooked, subsidiary, or inferior issue.
Persons who wish to strengthen the pillars of their lives upon the foundation of reason and sagacity
would never allow themselves to neglect this matter. Belief in God is a fundamental issue in religious life,
and it is not possible to make an informed decision about the best way of life without correct and
comprehensive understanding of religious life.

History also supports the importance of theology. As far as historical facts show, enquiry concerning the
source of existence and the creator of the world has always been one of the main concerns of thoughtful
humanity. Additionally, theological opinions and beliefs, and discussions about existence and God’s
attributes have greatly helped the general and historical culture of humankind.4

The Methods of Realizing God

It is befitting that we commence our discussion on the methods of realizing God with two definitions. Two
fundamental stages can be identified concerning understanding God:

1. Cognizance of the existence of Allah,

2. Cognition of Divine attributes and actions and the relationship of Allah with humanity and the world.

In the first stage, one realizes that “Allah is”. This realization separates one from the ranks of atheists
and agnostics, and joins him with the ranks of believers. Next, one enters the second stage, becomes
acquainted with God’s attributes, and identifies God’s relationship with all creatures of the world. This
stage consists of an endless path that each believer can only partially traverse depending upon his
capacity.

In order to avoid mistaking these two fundamental stages with each other, we will term the first stage
“realizing Allah” and the second stage “understanding Allah”.



From one perspective, we can place the most important methods of realizing God in three categories:
the way of the heart, the way of experience, and the way of reason.5

1. The Way of the Heart

Sometimes through introspection, without needing logical deduction or empirical observation, humans
realize their Creator and thus reach their Beloved by way of heart. The starting point of this path is
innate [fiṭrī] realization of God, which is also called the way of nature [fiṭrat]. The advanced stages of
this method pertains to a special group of mystics and illuminated Gnostics; through sincere worship,
self-purification, and self-edification, these individuals observe the mighty and beautiful Divine attributes
through the vision of their souls.

By studying the lives of devoted believers, it is apparent that many of them have realized and
understood their Creator by way of their hearts; their religious faith is a robust tree that is watered from
the spring of intuition. As a result of suitable circumstances and absence of impediments, the God-
seeking and God-believing nature of many individuals matures and flourishes. These individuals feel the
presence of their Lord with their hearts and souls and discover within themselves their deep-rooted
dependence on the Divine Origin. Through mysticism, some of these individuals endeavor to lift the veils
between themselves and God, which arise through their egocentricity and self-importance, thereby
attaining the rank in which they may observe Almighty God through the vision of their souls and thus
meet their Lord [liqā’ allāh].

In describing intuition, Mawlānā (Jalāl ad-Dīn ar-Rūmī) has written:

The purity of the mirror is a description of the heart;

The heart which is worthy to display the countenance of the Divine Infinite.

The Divine infinite countenance of the Invisible;

Miraculously shined from the collar of Moses through the mirror of his heart.

The divine countenance of Allah cannot be contained in the heavens;

Nor even in the Empyrean nor in the earth nor in the sea nor in fish.

For these are all limited and countable;

But know that the mirror of the heart has no limit.

Sanctified mystics who have cleansed themselves of all scent and color (ego);

See beauty every moment without pause.



The reflection of no image endures forever;

Except for images both spiritual and mundane that radiate from the heart.

From the time the images of the seven Heavens shined upon the hearts of humans;

Their hearts have been seeking Heaven.

They are superior to the Heavens and the Throne of Allah;

The inhabitants of the true sanctuary of Allah.

They possess many signs from Allah, even so they are absolutely obscure;

What are mere signs; they are in fact united with Allah.6 (Book I)

In addition, Hafiz recites:

There exists no partition between lovers and the object of their love,

You, yourself are your own shroud Hafiz, arise from the midst.7

A person asked, “O, Commander of the Faithful! Have you seen your Creator?” Amīr al-Mu’minīn8

(‘a)—the originator of mysticism and leader of all mystics—declared in indication of intuitive and inner
understanding of God, “Should I worship something that I have not seen?”

The person then asked, “How do you see Him?” The Imam answered: “Eyes do not see Him manifestly,
but hearts realize Him through the reality of faith.”9

Those who have attained this status do not seek their Lord through other methods, such as the way of
reason or experience, because they have realized Him with their whole beings; what else could one who
has found what he has sought desire? Such intuitive people believe that immersing themselves in the
observation of God’s creations or logical reasoning hinders union with the Beloved and appealing to
anything but God in order to prove His existence is improper. The condition of this group is similar to
what is uttered in the prayer (munājāt) of Imam Hussein (‘a):

“O He whom I worship! When I consider each of the tokens of Your power in order to understand You,
the path to union with You grows far… How can I prove Your existence through things that rely upon You
for their existence? Is there any being besides you that has a manifestation that is not Your doing, which
can manifest You? When have You become hidden that You must need a guide to show me the way to
You? And when have You been apart from me to make it necessary that your creations bring me to
You? Blind is the eye that does not see You, while You have always been its companion!”10

When have You left my heart that I must plea for You?



When have You become hidden that I must seek You?11

Naturally, even though the path of the heart is the most complete method of realizing God, it is not the
only method of doing so. The state of many people is such that other methods, for example,
contemplation of God’s creations or logical reasoning can benefit them more and thus traveling these
paths can help them realize, albeit to a lesser degree, the true Object of Devotion.

Religious Experience

The term religious experience has gained a special place in modern theological discussions in the West
during the past two centuries. This term, at least in some narratives, has an absolute relationship with
what we entitled “realizing Allah by way of heart”. Of course, in contrast to what western philosophers of
religion depict, religious experience is not specific to the presence and manifestation of God; rather, it
often happens that the experiencer cognizes the presence of a metaphysical being or a person who has
a special relationship with God (such as the prophets). In this discussion, we will take a brief glimpse at
the subject of religious experience and the debates that it has initiated among various thinkers and
philosophers, especially in the western world.

Even though various aspects of the issue of religious experience have been controversial, there is
relative unanimity concerning the existence of such experiences. Religious experience is not religion
specific; on the contrary, it is observed in various forms among the followers of diverse
religions—encompassing Moslems, Christians, Jews, Hindus and Buddhists. Many people attest that in
specific circumstances they have felt the presence of God or a divine being. Sometimes these
experiences are visual, such as when one sees the visage of holy people—such as prophets and saints
[awliyā’ ilāhī]—and sometimes persons go deep into a spiritual and mystical state such that they
achieve a form of ecstasy and experience the divine kindness, love, and providence of God. Dreams and
spiritual calls are also specific forms of religious experience.

Additionally, gnostic inspiration is considered a form of religious experience. In the higher degrees of
these revelations, the individual attains a state of unified mystical knowledge, meaning that the
knowledge of the individual loses all attachment—through meditation and severe asceticism, the mystic
individual strips all concepts, beliefs, and feelings from his mind to the point that only pure knowledge
remains.

When confronted with the definition of religious experience, fundamental questions have arisen within
the minds of religious philosophers and theologists: What are the historical factors and cultural
foundations for the manifestation of these experiences? Basically, what is the essence of religious
experience? Do the extremely diverse religious experiences that are observed among the followers of
various religions have a common core? How much does the religious belief of an individual influence his
interpretation of his religious experiences? Finally, can religious experience be considered a secure
basis for authenticating religious beliefs and customs—including belief in God?



Varying answers to these questions have given rise to diverse viewpoints concerning religious
experience. For example, there are disparate interpretations and analyses concerning the essence of
religious experience. According to one interpretation, religious experience is a sort of feeling that is
attained without the intermediation of concepts and judgments and only through personal cognition.
Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher (1768 – 1834), William James (1842 – 1910), and Rudolf Otto
(1869 – 1937) are several renowned supporters of this viewpoint. James declared, “I do believe that
feeling is the deeper source of religion, and that philosophic and theological formulas are secondary
products, like translations of a text into another tongue.”12

In addition, Rudolf Otto believed that there is an aspect of God that reason can comprehend. We can
allegorically attribute characteristics such as purposefulness, absolute power, and possession of
personal identity to God. Nevertheless, regarding the deeper degrees of God’s essence (meaning God’s
Holiness), God cannot be understood by reason; He is indescribable. We must realize the Holiness of
God with something beyond reason (such as feeling). According to Otto, this feeling has various forms:

“The feeling [of an awesome secret] may sometimes enter swiftly like a delightful breeze and suffuse the
soul with a tranquility derived from the deepest layers of worship. This feeling may transform into a more
stable and permanent spiritual state… It may appear suddenly like an eruption from the depths of the
soul and be accompanied by intense rapture and tremors, or result in an extremely singular exhilaration,
senseless rapture, ecstatic state, and entrancement.”13

Schleiermacher believed that the fundamental essence of religion is a sort of feeling of absolute
dependence:

“…The essence of religiousness is this: knowledge of absolute dependence, or in other words,
knowledge of one’s relationship with God.”14

Based on this, Schleiermacher extremely opposed the transition and referral of religion to theology,
metaphysics, or ethics.

According to another viewpoint, religious experience is a sort of sensory perception and therefore its
general attributes are the same as all other sensory perceptions. One of the most prominent advocates
of this viewpoint is William Alston. By analyzing the reason that our confidence in the data gathered by
our senses is logical, Alston shows that religious experiences are also logical and credible on the same
grounds.

A third group believes that alleged religious experiences are experiences that can only be understood
through the minds of their owner, based on their beliefs and religious teachings, even though these
religious experiences may in truth lack any metaphysical cause. According to this belief, religious
experiences are nothing more than the evolution of the experiencer’s prior beliefs and ideology and
therefore can be explained using empirical sciences without the intercession of metaphysics.



Regardless of the theoretical discussions and difference of opinions regarding religious experience, the
important fact is that religious experience, at least for some contemporary western thinkers, is a doorway
to understanding God and His attributes and acquaintance with metaphysical layers of existence. It is a
path that does not require theoretical concepts and dry theoretical reasoning, and only utilizes the
personal intuition of the experiencer. Today, a number of the most prominent contemporary western
religious philosophers (such as William Alston and Richard Swinburne) are occupied with strengthening
the philosophical principles of religious experience and answering the critiques of opposers.15

The Qur’an and Innate Cognition of God

The Holy Qur’an has used the word fiṭrat (nature) in Sūrah Rūm where it has introduced religion as an
innate [fiṭrī] affair. It seems that Islamic researchers have been inspired by this Qur’anic verse in usage
of the term fiṭrat:

“So set thy face to the pure religion of Allah; this is the fiṭrat (nature) upon which Allah has
created the humankind. The creation of Allah is immutable. This is the eternal religion, but most
people do not know.”16

This verse states the fact that religion is an innate attribute and that God has created humanity’s
essence based upon this attribute. Even though this verse does not explicitly speak of innate realization
of God, we may consider it a confirmation of this fact because, if the intent of “religion” in this verse is
the primary teachings and pillars of faith in Islam, then surely this includes belief in the existence of God.
Another possibility is that the intent of “religion” is submission and humility towards God and worshiping
Him. In this case, the verse indicates the innateness of worshiping God and since worship of an
unknown being is not possible, innate theism necessitates innateness of the awareness of God’s
existence.

Another verse that can be cited as a confirmation of innate realization of God is the verse of Mīthāq
(covenant):

“And when your Lord took from the loins of the children of Adam their seed and made them their
own witness, asking that: “Am I not your Lord?” They said: “Yes, we bear witness [to this
fact]”—lest you should say on the Day of Resurrection: “Surely we were unaware of this [fact].”17

What can be briefly understood from the verse of Mīthāq is that in one stage of creation, God gathered
all the humans who would live in the world from the Beginning until the Day of Resurrection and secured
their acknowledgement of His Lordship. The purpose for requesting this confession was that unbelievers
and polytheists later could not bring the excuse that they were unaware and ignorant.18

In addition, in several verses, the Holy Qur’an informs of the fact that the God-perceiving nature [fiṭrat]
of humans sometimes becomes stagnant and only awakens at critical moments:



﴾فاذا ركبوا ف الفُلْكِ دعوا اله مخلصين له الدّين فلما نجاهم ال البرِ إذا هم يشركون﴿

“And when they embark in a ship they call upon Allah with sincerity, but when they are delivered
to land and are saved, then [again] they associate others with Him.” 19

These verses also show that the Qur’an confirms humankind’s innate knowledge of the existence of
God.

In addition, among the traditions of the Immaculates, there is mention of the innate ability of humankind
to perceive God. For example, in exegesis of verse 30 of Sūrah Rūm, Imam Bāqir (‘a) has declared:

.فَطَرهم علَ المعرِفَة

“God has established in the nature of humans understanding of Himself.”20

2. The Way of Experience

Sometimes through accurate observation and meditation concerning the qualities and relations between
empiric phenomena one may be guided towards cognizing the existence of God and understanding of
His attributes, including Absolute Knowledge, Wisdom, and Power. This method is called the way of
experience because it is based upon observation of the natural world and empirical analysis of natural
phenomena.21 Because of the unique advantages of this method, the Holy Qur’an has special regard
towards it and thus in many verses it calls upon humans to contemplate the phenomena of the world
around them as genetic [takwīnī] proofs and signs of God. Some Islamic researchers have developed
an argument of the existence of God based upon one aspect of the natural world—the order and
discipline prevailing upon natural objects—which is called the argument of design or order [burhān al-
naẓm].22 The argumentation of order is an obvious example of what we have termed the way of
experience.

“Evidential Understanding” in the Qur’an and Traditions

In many parts of the Qur’an, there are verses that describe various natural phenomena, regarding such
phenomena as evidence and signs of the existence of God and calling upon humans to contemplate and
meditate upon them. Understanding God through the genetic [takwīnī] signs in Creation, which is a
prime example of the experiential method of cognition of God, is sometimes called evidential or
extroversive understanding.23

A number of verses call upon humans to contemplate the genetic [takwīnī] signs of God. These verses
consider the existing order and organization in the world and in humankind a justification and beacon
that may guide the wise towards the Divine Origin of the world:



﴾انَّ ف خَلق السماواتِ و الارضِ و اختلافِ اللّيل و النّهارِ ياتٍ ول الالبابِ﴿

“Surely in the creation of the heavens and earth and in the alternation of night and day there are
[convincing] signs for people possessed of minds.”24

﴾و ف الأرضِ آيات للموقنين و ف أنفُسم أفلا تُبصرونَ﴿

“And upon the earth there are [persuasive] signs for those having sure faith; and in yourselves;
so do you not see?”25

Furthermore, large selections of Qur’anic verses indicate a specific phenomenon and represent it as a
sign of the existence of God and His Divine Knowledge and Power. These verses are so extensive that
even enumerating a small number of them necessitates much time.26

In compliance with the Holy Qur’an, the leaders of Islam have strenuously emphasized “evidential
understanding” of God. For example, in a comprehensive narration addressed to one of his disciples,
Imam Sādīq (‘a) stated:

“O Mufaḍal! The first edification and rationale of the existence of God—the Almighty, the Glorious—is
the formation, assembly of elements, and systematization of this world. Thus if you deeply and properly
contemplate the workings of the world using your intellect and wisdom, you will surely see it as a home
in which all of the needs of God’s servants are ready and gathered. The sky has been raised like a
ceiling; the earth has been spread like a carpet; the stars have been arranged like lamps; gems have
been hidden inside the earth as stockpiles; and everything has been set in its proper place. And
humankind is the one who has been bestowed this home and everything within it. All kinds of plants and
animals have been prepared to provide their needs and further their interests. All this shows that the
world has been created through precise and intelligent quantification, order, proportion, and coordination.
It has but one Creator and He is the One who has formed, ordered, and coordinated its elements.”27

3. The Way of Intellect

In this method, the existence of God is proven through premises, principles, and purely logical
techniques.28 Philosophical arguments and proofs of the existence of God are clear examples of
intellectual analyses proving the existence of God. In comparison with the previous two methods, this
method has several unique characteristics that are as follows:

Because of their deep and intricate philosophical nature, many argumentations and logical explanations
of the existence of God are not very useful for people who are not acquainted with philosophical
discussions.29



One of the advantages of this method is that it can be used in the scientific battle against paradoxes put
forth by heretics; in debates, it can reveal the weakness and frailty of the rationales of atheists; and it
can answer the challenges of rationalists who accept nothing but logical reasoning.

This method can be effective in strengthening religious faith because if an individual’s intellect bows
before a truth, his heart also acquires a stronger inclination toward this truth. Additionally, eliminating
doubt and uncertainty through secure logical reasoning has a great role in preventing loss of faith.30

In virtue of the unique uses of the intellectual method and the innate inclination of the inquisitive minds of
humanity towards profound logical and philosophical discussions, Moslem intellectuals have performed
in depth studies regarding intellectual realization of God. Some of these studies have resulted in the
establishment of new argumentations regarding the existence of God or refinement of previous
argumentations. The most logical argument proving the existence of God is the popular Cosmological
Argument.31 This argument has been presented in various forms, one of which we will introduce here:

The Kalam Cosmological Argument

The kalām cosmological argument is based upon several premises. Complete understanding of this
argument is not possible without first understanding these premises. Therefore, it is appropriate that we
summarily introduce these main premises before we discuss the argument.

a) Definition of “Necessary Being” and “Contingent Being”

Understanding the kalām cosmological argument is only viable through comprehension of the definitions
of “necessary being” and “contingent being” and the differences between them. In explanation of these
two terms, it can be said that the relationship of an extant object with existence—possessing the quality
of being—can only be one of the following:

The existence of the object is necessary such that disunion of the object with existence (in other words
its lack of existence) cannot be conceived.32

The existence of the object is not necessary such that it can be conceived that its relationship with
existence be discontinued and it becomes non-existent.33

The first being whose existence is necessary and cannot possibly be non-existent is called “necessary
being”. The second, which can possibly become non-existent, is called “contingent being”.

The following analogy is useful in bringing the issue closer to mind: the relationship of a necessary being
and a contingent being with existence is similar to the relationship of sugar and water with sweetness;
the sweetness of sugar can never be detached therefore the term “sweet sugar” is meaningless, but
water can either be sweet or not. In order for water to become sweet, sweetness must be externally
added to it. In addition, the sweetness of water can be taken from it.34



According to mutakallimūn35 and philosophers, this necessary being is God and all other beings are
contingent beings. Therefore proving the existence of a necessary being is the same as proving the
existence of God. Sometimes for brevity, instead of “necessary being” and “contingent being” the
shorter terms “necessary” and “contingent” are used.

b) The Causality Principle

Another of the premises of the kalām cosmological argument is the Causality Principle. Taking the
definitions of necessary being and contingent being into consideration, the description of the Causality
Principle is as follows: “All contingent beings require a cause”.

According to this definition, the Causality Principle is a logical and axiomatic clause whose conception is
sufficient for conformation and acceptance. A contingent being is a being whose existence is not
necessary, in other words, its relationship with existence and non-existence is identical, meaning that it
can either be or not be. Therefore, in order to exist, such an object needs a “preferrer” (meaning a
detached object that causes the preference of the existence of the first object over its non-existence).
This “preferrer” is the cause of the contingent being. Using the analogy of sugar and water it can be said
that just as water needs an exterior object to make it sweet. In order for a contingent object to become
existent, it also needs an exterior object to bring it into existence; this exterior object is its cause.36

Considering the above discussion there can be derived another characteristic for a necessary being and
a contingent being: a contingent being is a being whose existence is dependant upon another being (i.e.
the cause), but a necessary being has an independent existence.

c) The Impossibility of an Infinite Regress or Sequence (Tasalsul)

An additional premise of the kalām cosmological argument is the principle of the “Impossibility of an
Infinite Sequence”. Sequence means series or a set of objects coming one after the other, but in
[Islamic] philosophy, it has a more specific meaning.37 In the current discussion, by sequence we mean
a sequence of causes and effects that continue infinitely, never reaching a first cause. To state the
matter more clearly, an impossible sequence is a sequence in which object “A” is caused by object “B”,
and object “B” is caused by object “C”, and object “C” is caused by object “D”, and so on, without the
sequence ever ending. According to the principle of “Impossibility of an Infinite Sequence”, the existence
of an infinite temporal causal sequence is impossible.

Some consider the principle of “Impossibility of an Infinite Sequence” axiomatic and needless of
reasoning and others apply various logical arguments to prove it. For example, as an argument to prove
this principle it is said:

If we imagine an infinite chain of causes and effects that do not end with a first cause—a cause that is
not the effect of another cause—then each of the links in this sequence would depend upon the previous
link (which is the cause of the next link) for its existence. Because this characteristic embraces all of



these envisioned links, the whole set of links (the whole sequence) would also possess this
characteristic. Therefore, the whole sequence in itself would need a separate object external to the
sequence that was not caused by something else. An object that originated the links in said chain. This
object is the first cause; by considering it, our imagined infinite sequence is converted into a finite
sequence.38

In order to understand this principle in a tangible manner various examples are commonly presented.
For instance, imagine a rank of soldiers who plan to attack the enemy. Each soldier will only attack on
the condition that the soldier beside him attacks first. Therefore, soldier “A” will only attack when soldier
“B” attacks and soldier “B” conditions his attack on the attack of soldier “C” and so on. Now, if this is not
a finite sequence, which does not end with a soldier whose attack is not conditional, will any attack
actually commence? Clearly, the answer to this question is negative. In causal sequences, the situation
is exactly similar because the existence of each element depends of the existence of its cause whose
existence is also dependant upon the existence of another cause and so forth. Undoubtedly, if this
sequence is infinite, basically, it cannot come into existence. Therefore, if we consider a causal
sequence of extant objects, it will surely be finite. Such that in the example of the soldiers, if an attack
has commenced, we would surely realize that the sequence was finite.

d) The Impossibility of a Circular Cause (Dawr)

A circular cause happens when an object is its own cause through one or several intermediate
causes.39 The first form, meaning when an object is its own cause, is called a clear loop [daūr al-sarīh]
and the second form, meaning when an object is its own cause with several intermediate causes, is
called a hidden loop [daūr al-muḍmar]. Therefore, the conjecture that “A” is the cause of “B” and that
“B” is the cause of “A” is a clear loop; and the supposition that “A” caused “B”, “B” caused “C”, and “C”
caused “A” is a hidden loop. The impossibility of a circular cause is obvious and self-evident in both
forms; because considering the fact that every cause is antecedent to its effect40, the causality of “A”
regarding “B” necessitates the antecedence of “A” over “B”, and if “B” is the cause of “A” then “B”
would be antecedent over “A”. Therefore, “A” would be antecedent over itself.41 This is a contradiction,
because it requires that “A” simultaneously be and not be antecedent to itself.

The Main Argument

Now that we have elucidated these premises, we shall explain the kalām cosmological argument:

There is no doubt that at least one being exists in the whole world about which we can possibly talk or
think. That is to say, the set of all existents is not a void set and we are not dealing with absolute nihility,
on the contrary, this set indisputably has at least one element. This being is either a necessary being or
a contingent being (while no other assumption is possible). In other words, this being is either inherently
independent and is not dependent upon any other being for its existence (i.e. necessary being) or it is
dependent upon another being for its existence (i.e. contingent being).



If the first assumption is correct, then the existence of a necessary being has been proven and as we
have previously stated, this necessary being is God.

However, if the second assumption is correct and the presumed being is a contingent being, according
to the causal principle it needs a cause, that is to say its existence indicates the existence of its cause. If
its cause is a contingent being—which needs a separate cause—and this sequence of causes goes on
unto infinity, we will have an infinite regress, while as we have previously shown an infinite causal
regress is impossible. Another possibility is that the presumed contingent being, with or without
intermediate causes, is the effect of a cause which itself has been caused by the presumed contingent
being. This possibility is also invalid because it necessitates a circular cause and as we have indicated,
a circular cause, like an infinite regress is intellectually impossible.

Therefore, the only remaining possibility is that this contingent being, with or without intermediate
causes, has been brought about by a cause, which has not been precipitated by another object. The fact
that this cause is not also an effect means that it is inherently independent and needless of others; this
being is a necessary being. Thus, the existence of a necessary being has been proven once again.

According to what we have stated, the kalām cosmological argument can be thusly summarized:
Undeniably, there is at least one being in the exterior world. If this being is a necessary being, our
objective (which is the existence of God or a necessary being) has been proven. If it is a contingent
being, considering its need of a cause and the impossibility of an infinite regress and a circular cause, it
needs a being whose existence is not the effect of another being. This being is a necessary being (or
God).

The Qur’an and the Need of Contingents towards God

As far as we know, the kalām cosmology argument has not been stated in the Holy Qur’an in its
philosophic form. Several Qur’anic verses speak of a sort of need and dependency within all beings for
God. These verses may be considered an indication of intellectual arguments that are founded upon the
dependency of the world of contingents towards a God who is not dependent upon any being. For
example, it has been stated in Sūrah Fāṭir:

﴾يا أيها النّاس انتم الفقراء إل اله و اله هو الغن الحميدُ﴿

“O people! You are the ones that have need of Allah; and Allah is the All-sufficient, the All-
laudable.”42

Apparently, in this verse “neediness” has a very comprehensive meaning and includes a variety of
needs that all beings have towards God, the most important of which is their existential dependency.

Also in various verses, the Qur’an emphasizes the fact that all beings, including humans, have been



created and it has reasoned the existence of God—as the creator of the cosmos—in a manner that can
be stated in the form of a logical argument. The Qur’an declares in argumentation against unbelievers:

﴾اَم خُلقوا من غَيرِ شَء اَم هم الخالقُونَ﴿

“Have they been created from nothing or are they [their own] creators?”43

This is what may be extracted from this verse: Unquestionably, all humans have been created and
initiated, meaning that they did not exist at one time and then they came into existence. Here we are
confronted by several possibilities:

Humans have come into existence without a cause.

Humans are their own creators and originators.

These two possibilities, in all common sense, are obviously invalid and with little thought, their
irrationality becomes evident. Therefore, the only logical possibility is that they are creations of a divine
entity, transcendent to themselves who is God.

1. - One of the much-discussed issues among historians of religion is the question of whether, historically, monotheism
predates polytheism or vice versa? According to religious references, indisputably after the appointment of the first prophet
[the prophet Adam], monotheist belief existed among humans and after that, monotheism and polytheism endured in
parallel and thus some people were monotheists and others were polytheists.
2. - Henotheism refers to belief in a superior god who has delegated a portion of the affairs of the universe to other gods
and goddesses. Polytheism—general meaning intended—also encompasses this belief, but if we use polytheism in parallel
to henotheism—with the particular meaning of belief in several gods—then these two definitions may be considered
synonymous.
3. - Several recommended references for supplementary reading:
Eliade, Mircea, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, Trans. Philip Mairet. New York: Harper & Row, 1967.
Eliade, Mircea, History of Religions, University of Chicago, 1969.
Eliade, Mircea, The Encyclopedia of Religion, New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1987.
Nass, John B., The Comprehensive History of Religions.
Hume, Robert A., The World's Living Religions, New York, Charles Scribner's Sons, 1959.
Tūqifī, Hussaīn, Āshnā’ī bā Adiyān-e Buzurg (Introduction to the Great Religions), Simat Foundation and Ṭāḥā Cultural
Institute, Qum, AH 1372.
Hikmat, ‘Alī Asghar, Tārīkh-e Adiyān (History of Religions), Ibn Sīnā Publications, Tehran, AH 1345.
Zarrīn Kūb, 'Abdul Hussaīn, Dar Qalamruw-e Vijdān (In the Domain of Conscience), Surūsh Publications, Tehran, AH
1357.
4. - From long ago, Islamic philosophers [mutakallimīn] have emphasized two main principles that demonstrate the
necessity of endeavoring to know and understand God.
Countering probable loss: Any wise person accepts the probability that they might be punished if they do not abide by
religious teachings. Because reason demands the prevention of harm—albeit by possible punishment—it is absolutely
necessary that humans inquire into the existence of God and His attributes so that if God truly exists and the call of the
prophets is true, they can free themselves of divine punishment by following the divine teachings.
Necessity of thanking one's benefactor: There is no doubt that the many gifts and blessings that we enjoy have been given



to us by a benefactor. Furthermore, logic dictates that we thank our benefactors. Because thanking others is not possible
without first knowing who they are, reason demands that we endeavor to understand our true benefactor—i.e. God.
5. - It must be mentioned that this and similar classifications are categorized by taking into account the general methods
that we realize God. However, if we consider the personal and individual attributes of these methods, it must be said that all
persons are unique, and realize and understand their creator in their own distinctive way. According to this perspective,
there are innumerable ways of realizing and understanding God.
آن صفای آینه وصف دل است صورت ب منتها را قابل است ‐ .6
صورت ب صورت بحد غیب زآينه دل تافت بر موس ز جیب
گرچه این صورت ننجد در فلك ن به عرش و فرش و دریا و سمك
زانه محدود است و معدود است آن آينه دل را نباشد حدّ بدان
درن ب بینند خوب هر دم اهل صیقل رستهاند از بو و رن
عس هر نقش نتابد تا ابد جز ز دل هم بعدد هم با عدد
تا نقوش هشت جنت تافته است لوح دلشان را پذیرا یافته است
برترند از عرش و كرس و خلا ساکنان مقعد صدق خدا
صد نشان دارند و محو مطلقاند چه نشان بل عین ديدار حقاند
((دفتر اول
ميان عاشق و معشوق هیچ حايل نیست تو خود حجاب خودی حافظ از ميان برخیز ‐ .7
8. - Amīr al-Mu’minīn (meaning Commander of the Faithful) is the title of Imam ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālīb ('a). [trans.]
9. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, Sermon 179.
10. - The Prayer (du'ā) of the day of ‘Arafah.
ك رفتهاي ز دل كه تمنا كنم ترا ك بودهاي نهفته كه پيدا كنم ترا ‐ .11
12. - William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, New York: The Modern Library, 1902, p. 44.
13. - Reason and Religious Belief (‘Aql wa I'tiqādi Dīnī), p. 42.
14. - F. Schleiermacher, The Christian Faith, Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1928.
15. - Several recommended references for supplementary reading:
Peterson, Michael, et al, Reason and Religious Belief, Oxford University Press, chapter 2.
Proudfoot, Wayne, Religious Experience, University of California Press; Reprint edition, 1987.
Wainwright, William J., Philosophy of Religion, 2nd ed., (Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1999), chapter 7,
pp.120-141.
16. - Sūrah Rūm 30:30. (The Qur’anic translations in this book are derived from the Arbery translation of the Holy Qur’an.)
17. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:172.
18. - The verse of Mīthāq has an immensely profound content and thus exegetes have interpreted it differently: Some
believe it means that before creation of the natural world, God gathered all humans in another world—the world of
Dharr—where He exposed His Lordship unto them. According to another interpretation, this verse speaks symbolically and
states the fact that all humans, in the essences of their beings, possess a sort of personal—not general—and inherent—not
acquired—awareness of God.
19. - Sūrah ‘Ankabūt 29:65; also see: Sūrah Luqmān 31:32, and Sūrah Naḥl 16:53-54.
20. - Kulaīnī, Uṣūl-e Kāfī, vol 1, p. 13.
21. - By calling this method experiential, we do not mean that it is free of all rational reasoning; rather, we mean that one of
the basic rudiments of this method is observation of natural phenomena.
22. - Because the “argumentation of order” has been extensively discussed in previous textbooks we will refrain from
discussing this argument.
23. - It must be said that there are several opinions regarding the interpretation of evidential understanding [shenākht-e
Āyeh’ī] which have been derived from the Holy Qur’an. Some regard it as a preliminary to forming a rational
argument—similar to what was said in explanation of the argumentation of order—concerning the existence of God and His
Knowledge and Wisdom. According to another interpretation, the Qur’anic verses that call upon humans to contemplate
natural phenomena, merely remind us of our innate understanding of God and have no significance other than notification
and expunging neglect. The third opinion asserts that these verses are stated as a better disputation against polytheists;



those who wrongly believe that their false idols and gods have a role in various worldly affairs and do not have a correct
understanding of the Divine Unity of God. (For more information see: ‘Allāmih Ṭabāṭabā’ī, Al-Mīzān, vol 18, p. 154;
Miṣbāḥ Yazdī, Education in Beliefs [Āmūzish-e ‘Aqāyid], vol. 2-1, p. 68; and Javādī Āmulī, Explanation of the
Arguments of God’s Existence [Tabyīn-e Barāhīn-e Ithbāt-e Khudā], p. 43.)
24. - Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:190.
25. - Sūrah Dhāriyāt 51:20-21. Also see: Sūrah Baqarah 2:164; Sūrah Jāthiyah 45:3-6; Sūrah Yūnus 10:100-101; and
Sūrah Ibrāhīm 14:10.
26. - Verses that emphasize specific phenomena as signs can be categorized into several groups. Verses regarding the
domain of human life are as follows:
1. The general order in the human genesis: Sūrah Jāthīyah 45:4; and Sūrah Rūm 30:20.
2. The order of development of the sperm and egg in the uterus: Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:6; Sūrah Infiṭār 82:6-7; Sūrah
Taghābun 64:3; Sūrah Ghāfir 40:64; Sūrah Ḥashr 59:24; and Sūrah Nūḥ 71:13-14.
3. The human cognitive system: Sūrah Naḥl 16:78.
4. Linguistic and racial differences: Sūrah Rūm 30:22; Sūrah Fāṭir 35:27-28.
5. Human livelihood: Sūrah Ghāfir 40:64; Sūrah Isrā’ 17:70; Sūrah Jāthīyah 45:5; Sūrah Fāṭir 35:3; Sūrah Rūm 30:4-5;
Sūrah Saba’ 34:24; Sūrah Yūnus 10:31; Sūrah Naml 27:64; Sūrah Mulk 67:21; Sūrah Anfāl 8:26; Sūrah Baqarah 2:22,
2:172; and Sūrah Dhāriyāt 51:58.
6. The system of sleep: Sūrah Rūm 30:23; Sūrah Naml 27:86; Sūrah Furqān 25:47; Sūrah Naba’ 78:9; and Sūrah Zumar
39:42.
7. Clothing and beautification: Sūrah A‘rāf 7:26; Sūrah Naḥl 16:14, 16:81.
8. Residence: Sūrah Naḥl 16:80.
9. Marriage: Sūrah Rūm 30:21; Sūrah Shaūrā 42:11; Sūrah Fāṭir 35:11; Sūrah Najm 53:45; Sūrah Qīyāmah 75:39; Sūrah
Naḥl 16:72; Sūrah Laīl 92:3; Sūrah Naba’ 78:8; and Sūrah A‘rāf 7:189.
27. - For more information, see: Nahj ul-Balāghah, sermon 186; Shaīkh Ṣadūq, At-Tawḥīd, vol. 2, chap. 2; and ‘Allāmah
Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, vol. 3, pp. 61, 82, 130, 152.
28. - By naming this method intellectual, we do not mean that it is based only on the intellect; rather, we mean that logical
premises and methods are implemented.
29. - This is not contradictory to the “generality” of the intellectual method; because by generality we mean relative
generality as opposed to idiosyncrasy. In other words, this method is not specific to any single person; rather, numerous
people can take advantage of it.
30. - This method is especially useful for those who are deprived of inner intuition and spiritual observation of Almighty
God. According to Maūlānā:

چشم اگر داري كورانه ميا ور نداري چشم، دست آور عصا
آن عصاي حزم و استدلال را چون نداري ديد، م كن پيشوا

If you have [spiritual] eyes, come not blind;
And if you have no eyes, lay hold to a cane.
The cane of wisdom and reasoning;
Whilst you have no sight, make your guide.
(Book III, pp. 275, 276)

31. - There are two main forms of this argument: the modal form and the temporal form. The form described in this text is
the temporal kalām cosmological argument, which is based upon the fact that the universe has a beginning in time. [trans.]
32. - In more simple terms, a necessary being is a being that cannot possibly fail to exist. In contrast, a contingent being is
a being that can fail to exist. In other words, we can imagine its inexistence. [trans.]
33. - Notice that there is no other possible case, because the only other assumption is that the existence of the object is
impossible. This assumption is exempt from our discussion because an object whose existence is impossible can never
become existent, while this discussion concerns existent objects. In other words, our categorization only covers extant



objects.
34. - Of course, as it has been discussed in technical Islamic philosophy regarding necessity, the necessity of the existence
of a necessary being is an “eternal necessity”, while the necessity of sweetness for sugar is an “inherent necessity”.
According to this, there is a discrete difference between the example of sugar and sweetness and our discussion.
35. - Those who practice kalām are known as mutakallimūn.
36. - Here by cause, we mean a being that causes the existence of another being (i.e. the effect). In philosophical
discussions, this cause is called “Efficient cause”.
37. - According to philosophers, in order for a sequence (regress) to be impossible it must meet these three conditions.
There must be an infinite number of elements in the sequence
The elements of the sequence must all exist simultaneously (temporal)
The existence of each element must be based upon the previous element. That is, each element must be caused by the
previous element (causal).
Therefore, a finite sequence of causes and effects (for not meeting the first condition), an infinite sequence of numbers or
an infinite sequence of events taken place from Creation until now (for not meeting the second condition), and an infinite set
of objects that do not have a causal relationship such as an infinite line of people (for not meeting the third condition) are
not [philosophically] impossible.
38. - This argument has been presented by Fārābī. By reflecting upon its content, it is clear that with minor alterations, it
can be used as an argument proving the existence of a necessary being. Among Moslem philosophers, other arguments
have also been presented proving the impossibility of an infinite regress, such as the argument of “Extremity and Centre”
(Ṭaraf wa Wasaṭ) and the argument of “Conformation” (Taṭbīq). Complete accounts of these argumentations can be
found in most books on Islamic Philosophy.
39. - It must be said that circularity is not limited to circular causes; rather, it is conceivable in other areas such as definition
or reasoning. If definition “A” is defined using definition “B” and definition “B” is defined using definition “A”, we would have
a “circular definition”. Similarly, if we use statement “A” to prove statement “B”, while statement “B” is proved using
statement “A”, we would have a “circular argument”. Obviously, a circular definition of a term or a circular argument
attempting to prove a statement would not be successful in attaining the purpose of the definition or reasoning.
40. - Of course it should be noted that the antecedence of a cause in respect to its effect is not “temporal” rather, it is
“essential”. If we assume that the impact of a rock was the cause for shattering a window, there is no time interval between
impact of the rock (cause) and the window shattering (effect); even so, we can say that impact of the rock antecedes the
window breaking. Meaning that until the rock impacts upon the window, the window will not break. (However, the opposite
is not true; in other words, it cannot be said that until the window breaks, the rock will not impact upon it.) This example
somewhat elucidates the meaning of essential antecedence of a cause over its effect.
41. - This is because the relationship of “antecedence” possesses the attribute of “transitivity”. In explanation, a
relationship is transitive if “A” and “B”, and “B” and “C” are related, then “A” and “C” are also similarly related. For
example, if “A” is greater than “B” and “B” is greater than “C”, then “A” is greater than “C”. However, the relationship of
“doubleness” is not transitive, because if “A” is double “B” and “B” is double “C”, “A” is not double “C”.
42. - Sūrah Fāṭir 35:15.
43. - Sūrah Ṭūr 52:35.

Section Two:The Path to “Him”

In the previous section, we discussed the superiority and perfection of Islamic theology and afterwards
we briefly discussed the methods of realizing God, which is the first stage in understanding Him. Now we
shall examine the second stage, which involves identifying divine attributes and actions. We call this step



“Understanding God” as opposed to “Realizing God”.

We all know very well that each religion and ideology including Islam attributes certain characteristics to
their God and ascribes certain actions to Him. As we have previously mentioned, the difference of
opinion between various theists regarding the attributes and actions of God have resulted in contrasting
theologies and diverse portrayals of their object of devotion. Indeed, the most significant method of
understanding God is by understanding His attributes and actions. A more comprehensive and in-depth
insight into these issues results in a more perfect theology. Therefore, it is morally and intellectually
imperative that all believers increase the depth and caliber of their understanding of God through correct
and penetrating studies of God’s attributes.

All of us may have seen believers who do not have an accurate understanding of God’s attributes and
have sufficed themselves with superficial and fallacious knowledge. It may even be true that we too are
such believers. We may have seen many people who albeit unwittingly tend toward “corporealization of
God” [jism ingārī]. For example, they may visualize God as a great being who lives in the skies. Many
of us are also affected by a kind of “anthropomorphism of God” [insānvār ingārī]; in other words, we
regard God—at least with respect to some attributes—similar to humans, or we consider the source of
divine acts as humanlike feelings and emotions!

We must also bear in mind that superficial or fallacious understanding of divine attributes and actions is
not merely an intellectual problem without any effect on our daily lives; the truth is the complete opposite.
Persons who believe in God and His power and sovereignty but do not correctly understand the
boundlessness of His mercy and clemency may completely lose all hope in attaining paradise after
committing a great sin and may regard themselves eternally damned and suffer from mental anguish
throughout their lives because they believe that God will never forgive them. In addition, when faced with
apparently unsolvable problems in their lives, those who incorrectly understand the power and
generosity of God easily give up and instead of practicing patience, perseverance, and trust in God,
become debilitated and weak.

In short, the endeavors of believers to continually correct and perfect their theology is not simply a
struggle to attain a worthy set of beliefs and knowledge; rather, these efforts have phenomenal, practical
and sometimes decisive effects upon one’s life. This is why Islam has a special regard for theological
issues and has presented comprehensive teachings about divine attributes and acts. Throughout the
centuries, the detailed teachings of Islam have presented mutakalimūn, philosophers, mystics and other
Moslem thinkers with an invaluable legacy, which, through interpretation and development, has brought
order to Islamic theology. In the following discussions, we shall attempt to illuminate briefly some of the
most important Islamic theological beliefs.



Understanding the Nature of God and His Attributes

One of the basics of Islamic theology is recognition and differentiation between the nature of God and
His attributes and actions. Understanding Divine Nature is not possible for any being other than God,
including humanity. A short and clear proof of this claim is that the nature of God is illimitable and infinite
while all other beings are limited and finite and, self-evidently, a limited being cannot understand the
unlimited nature of God.1

The intellect can understand the depth of His nature,

If a whirligig can reach the depth of the sea.2

This fact can also be extracted from various Qur’anic verses such as this:

﴾يعلَم ما بين ايديهِم و ما خَلفَهم و لايحيطُونَ بِه علماً﴿

“He knows that which they have before them, and that which they have left behind, while they do
not comprehend Him in knowledge.”3

According to a tradition, as an interpretation of this verse Imam ‘Alī (‘a) stated:

.لايحيطُ الخَلائق باله عزوجل علماً

“Creations cannot comprehend God in knowledge.”4

The impossibility of understanding Divine Nature does not mean that we are deprived of any knowledge
of God whatsoever; rather, humanity has been given access to a different sort of knowledge that comes
through appreciation of divine attributes and actions. Therefore, humanity’s desire for understanding
their Lord is not out of proportion. On the contrary, comprehension of God—in the way we have
explained—is not only possible but also ideal. Divine prophets have also endeavored to familiarize
humans with divine attributes and reveal unto them their mistakes and obstacles in the path of
understanding God.

The Holy Qur’an has mentioned the attributes of God in many verses. For example, regard the following
verse:

“He is Allah besides Whom there is no god. He is the King, the All-holy, the All-salutary, the
Granter of security, the Guardian over all, the Almighty, the All-dominating, the All-sublime.
Allah is pure of those they associate with Him. He is Allah the Creator, the Maker, the Shaper. To
Him belong the Names [and attributes] Most Beautiful [asmā’ ul-husnā]. All that is in the
Heavens and earth glorify Him. He is the Almighty, the All-wise.”5



The Methods of Understanding God

Many methods of understanding the attributes and acts of God have been placed before humankind.
The following are the most important methods of understanding God:

1. Intellect

Just as the human intellect is useful in proving the existence of God, so also can it be useful in
understanding God’s attributes. Initially, through the illuminations of their minds, humans concisely
realize that God must contain all attributes of perfection; meaning that God possesses all qualities—in an
absolute manner without any defects or faults—that in any way express the perfection of their modified
noun.

Subsequently, through in-depth analysis of those attributes of God that are revealed in the course of
proving His existence, one may attain comprehensive understanding of other divine attributes and their
respective definitions and characteristics. For example, through intellectual reasoning regarding the
existence of God, we proved His existence as a necessary being and thus by contemplating the
meaning of the necessity of existence, we realize that God is not compound [murakkab] and is
indivisible or monad [basīṭ]. This is because any compound requires the existence of its constituents
and having need of something else to exist is incompatible with necessity of being. Thus, the intellect
proves the attribute of indivisibility of God.

2. Nature

As we shall elucidate later in the discussion of divine Unity, at least several stages of belief in
monotheism are amalgamated in the nature of humanity. In other words, the human nature regards God
as One and Unique and does not tolerate polytheism. As a result, humans can realize and understand
several of God’s attributes—such as Unity—through their nature.

3. Investigation of the Natural World

Another means of understanding God is contemplation about the state and characteristics of the world
around us. For example, considering the general order of existence and the finality [hadafmandī /
ghāyatmandī] of natural phenomena reveals the attributes of God’s omniscience and divine wisdom.

4. Mystical Revelation

Mystical revelation is also a method of understanding God. Through spiritual and mystical perfection,
humans can attain such rank that they can spiritually perceive the beauty and majesty of God and
observe the manifestations of His perfect attributes.



5. Referral to the Qur’an and Traditions

Yet another method of understanding the attributes and actions of God is studying Qur’anic verses and
the teachings of the leaders of Islam. The perpetually flowing and inspiring fountainhead that is the
Qur’an and Traditions of the Immaculates presents us with profound and extensive teachings concerning
theology—teachings that the intellect cannot possibly unravel by itself or that can be comprehend only
with great difficulty.6

Understanding Divine Attributes

The intellect and divine revelation both agree that God possesses all attributes of perfection; God is
Omniscient, Omnipotent, Benevolent, Living, Creator, Benefactor, and, in addition to these attributes,
many other qualities can be accredited to Him. On the other hand, many of God’s attributes—such as
knowledge, power, and life—are used in common with both God and His creations. Are the meanings of
each of these attributes identical in both usages? Or, does each usage have a different meaning? For
example, does the word “knowledgeable” have the same meaning in these two statements: “God is
knowledgeable” and “Humans are knowledgeable”? There are three main perspectives concerning
these questions:

The First Perspective

Some believe that not only is the meaning different in each of these usages, in fact humankind cannot
fully understand the meaning of divine attributes. They believe that we may only accept and have faith in
the existence of the attributes of God that are expressed in the Qur’an and Traditions but we cannot
understand the full truth of these attributes.

The main grounds they offer for their belief is that humans perceive the meaning of attributes such as
knowledge, power, and will through perceptions of our surroundings internal to ourselves, whereas
associating these perceptions with God is not proper because God is in no way similar to His creations.
He is an absolute and necessary being, while all other beings are contingent, limited, and imperfect.
Therefore, we have no right to generalize our own attributes to God and because we do not have access
to worthier concepts—and those concepts we do possess are based upon contingent beings—we have
no choice but to remain silent regarding divine attributes and content ourselves with that which is
discussed in the Qur’an and Traditions.

The Second Perspective

This group believes that there is no significant difference between the meanings of divine attributes and
the attributes of created things and those attributes that are ascribed to both God and His creations have
a somewhat similar meaning.



The Third Perspective

Alongside the aforementioned views, there is a third perspective that is more compatible with the general
ambience of the Qur’an and Traditions. According to this view, even though there is a difference
between the definitions of God’s attributes and those of His creations, this does not mean that God’s
attributes are unfathomable. By taking inspiration from Qur’anic and Traditional concepts, the advocates
of this perspective endeavor to offer an analysis of divine attributes that preserves the purity and
sublimity of God in respect to the faults and limits of His creations while confirming the comprehensibility
of His attributes. Following is a concise example of such an analysis:

First, we must contemplate the essence of an attribute of perfection when used in respect to ourselves
and the beings around us, and identify all the conditions that in some way limit this attribute. Next, we
must distill the attribute of these limiting conditions. In other words, we must prune and isolate the
essential meaning of the attribute from all limiting factors. Thus we reach a concept that is worthy of God
since it describes a sort of existential perfection and is abstracted from all faults and deficiencies.

For instance, through our internal perception and contemplation of external objects, we arrive at an
understanding of “knowledge” which is a type of awareness. However, this awareness is limited by
several factors: it is temporal because at first it does not exist and later comes into existence. It is also
affected by deterioration and forgetfulness. Additionally, in order to gain knowledge—in many
cases—tools and instruments are needed. Also, in gaining knowledge there is a possibility of error.
These factors—temporality, possibility of deterioration and errors, and necessity of instruments—are
such that they cause limits or faults in our knowledge and awareness. Therefore, when using this
attribute regarding God, we must abstract it of all these factors while preserving its essential
meaning—awareness. Thus we arrive at a description of a knowledge that is past and future eternal
(non-temporal), infallible, and needless of instruments. Such a description makes the Knowledge of God
understandable and at the same time compatible with the Holiness and Sublimity of God.

Purity and Understandability of Divine Attributes in the Qur’an

As we have previously mentioned, this third perspective is more compatible with the Qur’an and
Traditions. The Qur’an has mentioned God’s attributes in hundreds of verses and in some cases it has
described and analyzed these attributes. The Qur’an continually invites us to contemplate upon its
verses.7 How can one contemplate a verse containing God’s attributes without understanding those
attributes? Can one truly accept that our duty is merely to read Qur’anic verses without understanding?
Hence, continual reference to the attributes of God in the Qur’an proves the fallaciousness of the first
perspective. Additionally, the Qur’an regards “worship” and “servitude” toward God as the ultimate
purpose of our creation:

﴾و ما خلقت الجن و الإنس الا ليعبدون﴿



“And I have not created the jinn and humankind but that they worship Me.” 8

It also obvious that worship of a being whose essence and attributes are completely unknown is
meaningless and futile. From a logical standpoint, neither communicative relations nor spiritual proximity
is possible with an unintelligible being. As an example, if we do not believe in the unlimited power,
authority and ability of a being to act how can we beseech help from and have faith in that being?

Additionally, many verses in the Qur’an emphasize the sublimity and purity of God high above the
attributes of His creations. God does not tolerate the assimilative descriptions some humans associate
with Him. For example, after mentioning the unworthy beliefs of polytheists about God, the Qur’an
regards their descriptions as unfitting of the status of Divine Holiness:

﴾و جعلوا له شُركاء الجن و خَلَقَهم و خَرقوا له بنين و بناتِ بغَير علم، سبحانه و تعال عما يصفون﴿

“And they ascribe the jinn as associates to Allah, though He has created them. And without any
knowledge, they impute to Him sons and daughters. He is pure of and highly exalted above what
they describe.”9

The purity the Qur’an describes, which both disagrees with the incomprehensibility of divine attributes
and comparison of God with His creations, has been affirmed in several Traditions. Imam ‘Alī (‘a) has
stated:

هعرِفَتن واجِبِ محجبها علَم ي و هفَتتَحديدِ ص لع ع العقُولطللَم ي.

“He has not informed the intellect of the limits of His attributes; however He has not made it blind
to necessary knowledge of Himself.” 10

Thus, it can be said that improving one’s understanding of God can only come about through
understanding His attributes. Therefore, we shall endeavor to elucidate concisely several of the most
important divine attributes. According to Islamic belief, one of the most important divine attributes is
Divine Unity. Because of the importance of Divine Unity [tawhīd], we will start our succinct discussion
regarding divine attributes with Unity.

1. Unity

Islam is a monotheist religion. The importance of Unity is such that, along with acceptance of the
prophethood of Muhammad (S), it is the first condition for entering the life-giving religion of Islam and
eternal salvation and bliss. Knowing that God is Unique and worshiping none but Him not only has a
fundamental part in Islamic beliefs, it also has a key role in other areas of Islamic teachings, such as
ethics [akhlāq] and Islamic jurisprudence [fiqh]. The essence of the Islamic moral system is based upon
Divine Unity and many Islamic laws and rites originate from the monotheistic essence of Islam. Belief in



Divine Unity reshapes the lives of humans—in both intellectual and ideological areas, and in deed and
action—and colors our whole existence.

In short, Divine Unity is the root of the tree of Islam, and ideological, moral, and applied teachings are its
branches, leaves, and fruit.

The doctrine of Divine Unity is not limited to Islam. In fact, all divine prophets enjoined humans to
monotheism and all divine religions were monotheistic:

﴾و ما أرسلنا من قبلك من رسولٍ إ نُوح إليه انَّه لا إله ا انا فاعبدُون﴿

“And before thee, we have never sent a messenger but that we revealed unto him, saying: ‘There
is no Allah but I, so serve Me.’”11

In perpetuation of the call of previous prophets, the Holy Qur’an pays special attention to the principle of
Divine Unity. The maxim of monotheism has been repeated many times in different forms throughout the
Qur’an, including statements such as, “There is no god but Allah12”, “There is no god but He13”, and
“There is no god but I14”. Also by divine decree, the messenger of Islam (S) declares that the epitome of
his message (risālah) is enjoining people to monotheism:

﴾قُل انَّما امرت ان اعبدَ اله و لا اشرِك به، اليه ادعوا و اليه ماب﴿

“Say: ‘I have been commanded to serve Allah and to associate naught with Him. To Him I invite
[you], and to Him I return.’”15

Theoretical and Applied Monotheism

Monotheism is divided into two major branches: theoretical and applied. Theoretical monotheism is
unconditional belief in the Unity of God in essence, attributes, and acts. When this belief becomes fused
into the heart and soul, a person’s actions and endeavors gain a certain tenor and their deeds become
monotheistic. Thus, applied monotheism is the condition where a person’s monotheistic beliefs control
his actions so that he acts in accordance with his monotheistic thought.16

Theoretical monotheism is categorized into three groups: unity of divine essence [tawhīd al-ẓātī], unity
of divine attributes [tawhīd al-sifātī], and unity of divine acts [tawhīd al-af‘ālī]. Applied monotheism is
also divided into several groups.17

2. Divine Knowledge

According to Islamic doctrine, God is knowledgeable of all creation and is aware of everything. As we
have stated earlier, “knowledge” has a specific meaning which each of us experiences within ourselves.



Nonetheless, in order to ascribe this definition to God we must strip it of all of the philosophical limits and
conditions that are unbefitting of the divine status of God. Thus, we may define the knowledge of God as
such: Divine knowledge is absolute, limitless, past and future eternal, infallible; it needs no instruments,
preparation, or intermediates; and does not require external influence on the Divine Essence.

The most important fact regarding God’s knowledge is the issue of the boundlessness of His awareness.
God is absolutely knowledgeable of His Essence and is aware of all of His creations, both before and
after their creation.

God’s Prior Knowledge and Humanity’s Free Will

The knowledge of God is boundless and infinite and includes all incidents throughout the past, present
and future. Thus, from the beginning of time, God has been aware of everything throughout eternity.
This includes knowledge of what people will do and refrain from doing in the future. From long ago,
God’s awareness of the future of all people has been regarded by some as a negation of our free will.
They have the misunderstanding that God’s prior knowledge of our future deeds is incompatible with free
will. This dispute and its resolution will be explored in the discussion entitled Compulsion [jabr] or Free
Will [ikhtīyār].

The Perspective of Qur’an and Traditions regarding Divine Knowledge

Many Qur’anic verses speak of the knowledge and awareness of God. The conjugates of the infinitive
‘ilm (knowledge), such as ‘alima (he knew) and ya’lamu (he knows), and the qualifier ‘alīm (very
knowledgeable/omniscient) and its various offshoots such as samī’ (able to hear/all-hearing) and basīr
(able to see/all-seeing) are used many times to describe God. Additionally, in several verses there are
more specific qualities of knowledge attributed to God such as ‘ālim ul-ghaīb (Knower of the Invisible)
and ‘allām ul-ghuyūb (Knower of All Things Hidden). Because of the vast number of these verses, we
will suffice with the explanation of two key points:

Proof of the Knowledge of God

It seems that the Holy Qur’an considers God’s knowledge and awareness needless of proof. Even so,
the following interpretation in various verses indicates a sort of rationale regarding God’s omniscience:

﴿ الخبير و هو اللَّطيف ن خَلَقألا يعلم م﴾

“Does not He who created know, while He is the All-exact (Knower of subtleties), the All-
aware?”18

By rhetorical questioning19, this verse asks if it is possible that God, who is the Creator, not be
knowledgeable while the act of creation necessitates knowledge of all conditions and qualities of the



creature. Thus according to the Holy Qur’an, there is a correlation between the act of creation and
knowledge of the creature. Accordingly, one who considers God the Creator of all beings cannot refute
His infinite knowledge of all the intricacies of Creation.

The Absolute and Infinite Knowledge of God

While describing God as knowledgeable and aware, the Holy Qur’an emphasizes the boundlessness of
His knowledge. A reason for this emphasis may be that in addition to revealing a fundamental fact
regarding divine attributes and perfecting and augmenting our theology and understanding of God, the
principle of God’s infinite knowledge has valuable ethical and spiritual effects. Faith in the infinite
knowledge of God and His awareness of all things has a profound role in fortifying our trust in God and
stimulates us to engage in sincere worship of God. Furthermore, belief in the fact that God is aware of
the public and private deeds of all people, including their motives and intents, has a positive effect upon
our abstinence from sin and wrongdoing. In various places, the Qur’an explicitly declares the
boundlessness of Divine Knowledge:

﴾و اله بل شء عليم﴿

“And Allah is knowledgeable of all things.”20

Moreover, in other instances, it elucidates various aspects of divine knowledge and thus puts
emphasizes on its comprehensiveness:

“He knows what penetrates into the earth, and what comes forth from it, and what descends from
the heavens and what ascends into it. He is with you no matter where you are; and Allah sees all
you do.”21

The descriptions in this verse pertain to many things, and in sum, this verse depicts the various aspects
of God’s awareness of His creation. These descriptions include seeds, raindrops, tree roots, mines and
treasures hidden within the earth, subterranean animals, seething springs, ascending and descending
angels, clouds, birds, comets, and inestimable other things.

Yet other verses speak of God’s knowledge of the secrets hidden within the hearts:

﴾قل ان تُخفوا ما ف صدورِكم أو تُبدوه يعلَمه اله و يعلم ما ف السماوات و ما ف الارض﴿

“Say: ‘Whether you hide what is in your breasts or reveal it, Allah knows it and He also knows all
that is in the heavens and the earth.’”22

The extensiveness and infiniteness of Divine Knowledge is also reflected in the teachings of Traditions



(Hadith).

The Leader of the Faithful, ‘Alī (‘a), explains the broadness of Divine Knowledge as follows:

الماء راتِ و تَلاطُمالبِحار الغام النّينانِ ف لافالخَلَواتِ و اخت بادِ فالع عاصالفَلَواتِ و م وشِ فالۇح جيجعلَم عي
.بِالرياح العاصفاتِ

“God is aware of the cries of wild animals in the mountains and deserts, and the private
transgressions of His servants, and the movements of fish in deep seas, and also the formation
of turbulence and waves by strong winds.”23

Additionally, it has been quoted about Imam Ṣādiq (‘a) that in response to one of his disciples who said,
“I thank God to the extent of His knowledge24”, he replied, “Do not say that because there is no extent
to His knowledge.”25

3. Divine Power

Another of God’s attributes is power (omnipotence). Power is also one of the attributes that humans
possess in a limited and deficient manner. Consequently, the meaning of power and impotence are, to a
large extent, clear to us. Even so, we must bear in mind that at times the word power is used in religious
teachings with a different meaning intended. For instance, in physics and the natural sciences, power
may be used synonymously with energy or force. For better understanding of the difference of meanings
and avoiding confusion, it can be said that in this discussion, ‘powerful beings’ are beings that can
perform an act if they will to do so and can refrain from performing it if they do not will to do so.

In other words, we can only say that one has the power to perform a certain act if performing the act or
refraining from performing it depends on his own explicit volition and will. Therefore, the meaning of the
statement “Jane has the power to write” is that if Jane wants to write, she may and if she does not want
to, she may refrain from writing. Accordingly, omnipotence means that if God wills an act, He can carry it
out, and if He wills not, He can refrain from performing the act.

Naturally, as previously mentioned, here too we must contemplate what we regard as “power” in the
creatures of God, identify all limiting factors, and proclaim omnipotence to be pure of these limits. For
example, when we scrutinize the truth of our power, we find that performing or foregoing an action is
usually a function of external influences. Obviously, this is not true with reference to God because it
necessitates that God be influenced by others and be controlled by something other than Himself, while
this is contrary to the necessity of being and self-sufficiency of God.

Illimitability of God’s Power and the Omnipotence Paradox

Is God’s power unlimited, absolute, and all-encompassing? Alternatively, is His power finite with some



things being outside His power? According to the majority of Islamic scholars, omnipotence, like all other
divine attributes of perfection, is unlimited, boundless, and without restrictions. A range of Qur’anic
verses also attest to this fact.

Throughout time, belief in the Absolute Power of God has met with various doubts and challenges. Here
we shall explain and answer one of the most important challenges which is sometimes called the
“omnipotence paradox”.

The omnipotence paradox has diverse forms, all of which are based upon a single foundation. The most
complex form of this paradox is delineation of a question in which at first glance, both negative and
positive answers result in direct repudiation of omnipotence. For instance, it may be asked: Is God able
to create a stone that He cannot lift? Or, one may enquire: Can God create a being that He is not able to
annihilate? Upon contemplation of these questions, it seems that both a positive and a negative answer
will result in refutation of the absoluteness of God’s power. We see that a positive answer to the first
question signifies the possibility of the existence of a stone that God cannot lift and a negative answer to
the same question would mean that God is powerless to create a specific stone!

Before presenting a solution to the omnipotence paradox, we must first explain types of “impossibilities”
which are divided into three groups:

Essential Impossibility: That which is impossible per se with no other factor being involved. A
contradiction is one of the most obvious forms of essential impossibility.

Accidental Impossibility: That which is not impossible per se, but whose occurrence necessitates
realization of an essential impossibility. For example, the existence of an effect without a cause is an
accidental impossibility because its realization necessitates a contradiction.26 Essential and accidental
impossibilities are also called logical impossibilities.

Normal Impossibility: That the occurrence of which seems impossible with respect to known natural
laws, but whose realization is neither essentially impossible nor necessitates an essential impossibility.
Transformation of a wooden staff into a snake, curing the sick without medicine, and speech of
inanimate beings are several examples of normal impossibilities.27

Bearing in mind the above explanations, God’s power does not encompass essential and accidental
impossibilities, and all questions that are asked within the omnipotence paradox regarding the power of
God in performing various acts are accidental impossibilities. For example, if we thoroughly contemplate
the true nature of creation—which is called causality in philosophy—we realize that the Creator—i.e. the
existence-giving cause—transcends all aspects of the creature—i.e. the effect. More specifically, the
existence and all qualities and characteristics of creatures are dependant upon their Creator. Thus,
supposing a creature whose creator cannot alter or destroy, necessitates supposing a situation in which
the “creator” simultaneously be and not be the creator which is clearly a contradiction. Accordingly,
creation of a stone that the creator cannot lift or creation of a being that the creator cannot destroy is an



accidental impossibility and as we have already stated, Divine Power does not encompass accidental
impossibilities.

It could be stated thus that the result of the above analysis is nothing but the acceptance of the finitude
of God’s power, but it is essential to keep in mind that the exclusion of essential and accidental
impossibilities from the realm of God’s power is in no way a limiting factor for divine power because
essentially these things are not capable of being originated and therefore are beyond the
encompassment of any type of power. Consequently, it is stated that, in essence, the definition of shay’
(thing) does not include logical impossibilities, and thus Qur’anic phrases such as “God is capable of all
things” are not subject to these impossibilities.28 In other words, the deficiency and limitation pertains to
the “acceptant” not the “subject”.29

As a summary of our answer to the “omnipotence paradox”, we could state that these paradoxes are
logical impossibilities and thus cannot be associated with power. However, this non-association is not a
fundamental flaw of divine power; on the contrary, the limitation is embedded in the nature of these
things.

It is significant to note that in Islamic Traditions, the answers to various forms of the omnipotence
paradox are indicative of the same answer that we have proposed. According to a Hadith, in reply to
someone who asked:

هل يقدر ربكَ ان يدخل الدُّنيا ف بيضة من غَيرِ أن تَصغُر الدّنيا و تبر البيضة؟

“Can your Lord place the world into an egg without shrinking the world or enlarging the egg?”

Imam ‘Alī (‘a) replied:

.انَّ اله تباركَ و تَعال لاينسب ال العجزِ و الّذي سالتن لايونُ

“Verily, God, the Blessed, the Sublime, cannot be attributed with weakness; rather, what you have asked
me cannot come to pass.”30

According to the answer of Imam ‘Alī (‘a), the objective of the question itself is an impossibility.
However, he explains that this does not entail weakness and impotence in God; rather, it rises from the
fact that the goal in question is logically impossible and thus, in essence, not capable of coming into
being.

Divine Power in the Qur’an and Traditions

The Holy Qur’an emphasizes the power of God through repetition of qualities such as qādir (able) and



qadīr (all-powerful), and thus it regards God as omnipotent. In addition, the phrase “God is capable of
all things”31 and similar phrases have been used many times over in the Qur’an—all of which inform of
the generality and illimitability of divine power.

In various Qur’anic verses, we encounter a type of reasoning regarding the boundlessness of God’s
power. As an example, the Qur’an regards the creation of the heavens and earth as a sign of God’s
ability to resurrect the dead:

“Have they not seen that Allah, who created the heavens and earth and has not been wearied by
creating them, is able to resurrect the dead? Yes indeed, He is capable of all things.”32

In addition, the generality of God’s power is emphasized in many Hadiths. According to one Hadith,
Imam Ṣādiq (‘a) declared:

.محيطٌ بِما خَلَق علماً و قُدرةً... و الأشياء لَه سواء علماً و قُدرةً

“He is All-encompassing in knowledge and power with respect to His creations… All things are
equal for Him in His knowledge and power.”33

4. Divine Life

God is living. Like knowledge and power, this attribute can also be ascribed to both God and some of
His creations. Through contemplation of the uses of this attribute, we realize that a living being is a being
that possesses active volition and awareness.

Thus, in definition we can say: “Life is a type of existential perfection which manifests such that the
creature possessing it engages in volitional actions, and has knowledge and awareness.” According to
this definition, activity and awareness are signs of life, and lack of these qualities in an object shows that
object to be lifeless.

With regard to this explanation, the fact that God has life means that the Divine Essence possesses a
specific perfection that affirms His knowledge and actions. Naturally, in order to uphold the holiness and
sublimity of God, we must purify this attribute of all limits and restrictions perceived in the life of created
things.

For instance, in natural creatures such as humans and animals, life is accompanied by growth,
consumption of food, reproduction, and movement such that these things signify life in these creatures.
However, we must not regard these qualities as necessary to life and we must not assume that life is
absolutely linked with these qualities; rather, these qualities are only necessary in natural beings. In fact,
divine life is pure of all limiting properties, which are not befitting of the divinity of God. Divine life is
inherent, past eternal (azalī), future eternal (abadī), and immutable without it being associated with the



necessities of natural life such as growth, consumption of food, etc.

Divine Life according to the Qur’an and Traditions

There are many Qur’anic verses wherein God is accredited with the quality of life:

﴾اله لا إله ا هو الح القيوم﴿

“He is Allah; there is no god but Him, the Living, the Everlasting.”34

﴾هو الح لا اله ا هو فادعوه مخلصين له الدين﴿

“He is the Living; there is no Allah but Him, so call upon Him purifying your religion for Him,
wholeheartedly.”35

The phrase, “هو الح” (He is the Living)—according to Arabic grammar36—indicates the exclusivity of life
for God and holds that true life is unique to God. Bearing in mind the fact that inferior degrees of life exist
in other beings and that essentially, the Qur’an introduces God as the life-giver of all beings,37 it seems
that the signification of this exclusiveness is that only divine life is inherent, and past and future eternal,
while lives of all creatures are temporary and ‘on loan’ from God.

The inexhaustibility and eternality of divine life has been stressed in various Qur’anic verses:

﴾و توكل عل الح الّذي لايموت﴿

“And put thy trust in the Ever-living who dies not.”38

In various Hadiths, the truth of divine life and its differences with the lives of creations are enumerated.
The following is a profound and precise Hadith from Imam Kāẓim (‘a):

هنَفسل ل حن بانٍ ساكوقُوفٍ و لاسم يفٍ محدودٍ و لا أينوصوفٍ و لاكونٍ مو لاك ياة حادِثَةاً بِلاحيح هو كان ال.

“And God is living but not a life that has come into being; His life does not have an [independent]
existence with which to be qualified; it does not possess limitative conditions or a location in which to
remain or a place in which to abide; rather, His life is inherent.”39

This valuable Hadith reveals that in contrast to the lives of His creations, divine life has not come into
being; on the contrary, in adherence with the past eternality of the Divine Essence, His life is also past
eternal. Life is not accidental and separate from His essence; rather, it is one with His essence. Thus, in



accordance with His essence, it is illimitable and boundless.

5. Past and Future Eternality

God is past and future eternal.40 Most monotheists believe that God is a past eternal being, meaning
that He has always existed and, in the past, there was no time in which He has not existed. Furthermore,
God is future eternal—meaning that no time will come when He does not exist.

With regard to the opinions of Moslem scholars, there are evidently two perspectives in the interpretation
of past and future eternality. According to the first exposition, God exists in all times; He has existed in
the past, He exists now, and He will exist in the future. This explanation necessitates that God be a
temporal being, restricted to the confines of time, and subject to the passage of time. In contrast, the
second interpretation states past and future eternality. Basically, this means that the essence of God
transcends the framework of time while being immanent throughout time and all temporal beings.41

According to this perspective, saying that God has always existed or will perpetually exist in the future, is
a careless and negligent statement.

Even though the general meaning of past and future eternality is compatible with the first interpretation, it
would appear that the second interpretation presents a more precise and in-depth perspective because
the absoluteness of the Divine Essence signifies that His essence is not restricted to any limits or
conditions—even time. To state this differently, time—with regard to the prevailing definition—is
considered a quality of mobile and material creatures while the Divine Essence is pure of materiality and
motion.

Accordingly, when speaking of the past and future eternality of God, we must bear in mind that the exact
and acceptable meaning is that Divine Essence transcends time and that He surpasses all temporal
beings. Naturally, we do not deny the fact that as long as we are restricted to the natural and physical
world and have a temporal existence similar to all other natural creatures, it is difficult to imagine an
ultra-temporal entity—for whom the past, present, and future are the same.42

Past and Future Eternality of God in the Qur’an and Traditions

The terms “azalī” (past eternal) and “abadī” (future eternal) are not mentioned in the Holy Qur’an; the
Qur’an has used other terms to indicate the past and future eternality of God. For example, the Qur’an
introduces God as the “First” [awwal] and “Last” [ākhir]:

﴿عليم ءش لو هو ب نو الباط رر و الظّاهل و الآخهو الاو﴾

“He is the First and the Last, and the manifest and invisible; and He is aware of all things.”43

Although exegetes have interpreted the two terms “awwal” and “ākhir” dissimilarly, it appears that the



meaning behind these terms equates to past and future eternality and this interpretation has been
endorsed by several Traditions. In a sermon entitled “Apparitions” [Ashbāh] Imam ‘Alī (‘a) states:

.الاول الّذي لم ين له قبل فيون شء قبله و الآخر الّذي ليس له بعد فيون شء بعده

“[God] is the First who has no before in order that there be something before Him, and He is the
Last who has no after in order for there to be something after Him.”44

In another Hadith, Imam Ṣādiq has stated:

ةهايو لان دءبِلا ب ولزل و لايزلَم ي ...ةهاين نلا ع رو الآخ قَهبس دءن بو لا ع لٍ قَبلَهن اولاع لالاو.

“He is the First without there being anything before Him or a beginning preceding Him, and He is the
Last without having an end Himself… He has always been and always will be, without having a
beginning or end.”45

These statements show that “First” and “Last” mean that with regard to God no before or after can be
imagined, He has no beginning nor end, and nihility neither precedes nor follows Him.

Several Qur’anic verses also emphasize the eternality and indestructibility of God:

﴾كل شء هالكٌ ا وجهه﴿

“All things perish except His Face.”46

Many exegetes believe the intent of “God’s Face” is the Divine Essence. Accordingly, this verse implies
the perpetuity and eternality of God.

6. Divine Wisdom

God is wise. Wisdom [hikmat] has several meanings and identifying them is necessary in order to
understand this discourse better:

1. One definition of wisdom is “knowing and understanding the truth of objects”. With respect to the
boundless knowledge of God, this definition is correct regarding God, the Exalted; however, it ultimately
refers to the knowledge of God. In other words, according to this definition, wisdom is one of the
branches of divine knowledge.

2. The second meaning of wisdom is that the acts of an agent are consistent and perfect to the
extremity, and far from any faults. According to this definition also, God is wise; meaning that all His



actions are realized in the most unimpeachable and perfect manner and are free of any defects or flaws.

As a concise reasoning for the wisdom of God—regarding this definition—we can declare that doubtless,
there is a type of congruency and general resemblance between an agent and its action because an
action is, in truth, a manifestation of the fundamental nature of the agent and a display of the perfections
of its essence. Thus, the action of an agent whose essence is perfect in all aspects, must be perfect in
all aspects. In definition of divine wisdom the Commander of the Faithful [Amīr al-Mu’minīn] (‘a) has
made the following statements:

هتَقدير محفَا ما خَلَق قَدَّر.

“God measured all He created and then secured and stabilized creation.”47

يمح ثالِ صانعمل و لااحتذاء لاتَعليم داءبلا اقت مهئهِم بِحنشو م بِعلمه قبتدِع الخَلائم.

“Through His knowledge He originates His creations and through His wisdom He creates them; without
copying or learning from someone or utilizing a sample from a wise creator.”48

An important result of divine wisdom—according to this definition—is deeming this world the best of all
possible worlds, because the world, with all its immeasurable expanses, is an act of God and divine
wisdom behooves that His actions be as perfect as possible.

3. The third definition of wisdom is eschewal of unrighteous and abhorrent actions. According to this
definition, a wise being never commits indecent and evil acts. This definition is also true of God.
According to Islamic belief, even though God is able to commit evil acts, His perfect and illimitable
essence requires that He be solely a source of good acts. Belief in this type of divine wisdom entails
believing that God is pure of committing any act the general intellect of humankind deems evil.

By contemplating this definition, it becomes evident that justice is a branch of this type of wisdom;
because, it means that God does not commit any evil act including lying, deceit, perfidy, or injustice.

4. The fourth definition of wisdom is that an agent performs actions according to rational ends and
reasonable motives, and refrains from performing useless and futile acts. Therefore, this type of wisdom
is the same as finality in deeds, meaning that God is pure of committing useless and purposeless acts
and all His deeds are supported by rational intentions.

We humans also perform many of our actions with specific aims, but we must not overlook the fact that
there is a fundamental difference between the finality of our deeds and the sagacity of divine acts.
Through our volitional and meaningful actions, we generally endeavor to resolve one of our needs or
deficiencies and by performing an action, we reach a level of perfection. Thus, the aim of our deeds is



resolving needs and attaining perfection. For instance, persons who endeavor to gain knowledge by
learning from a master or reading a book are in fact attempting to resolve their need of acquiring
knowledge and replace ignorance with understanding to attain an ideal perfection. However, the purpose
of divine acts is not attaining perfection. This is because God is absolute perfection and possesses no
faults for which to attempt to compensate by carrying out various actions. In fact, the purpose of divine
actions is guiding creations to an ideal perfection and the usefulness of these actions is resolving the
needs of creatures.

The definition of divine wisdom under discussion is outlined in many Qur’anic verses. For example,
regarding the finality of the creation of humans, it states:

﴾افحسبتم انّما خَلَقناكم عبثاً و انّم الينا لاتُرجعون﴿

“Did you [truly] think that We have created you in vain and that you would not be returned to
Us?”49

In this verse, the Qur’an regards the creation of humans as a divine act and states that this act is not
futile; rather, it has a sagacious aim. The second part of this verse may be a subtle indication of this aim,
meaning that God has created us in order that we utilize our facilities for attaining perfection and bliss
and ultimately achieve the results of our actions in the next life.

In another verse, the Qur’an speaks of the sagacity of the creation of the heavens and earth and the
creatures in between—which is probably an allusion to the creation of the universe:

﴾و ما خلقنا السماواتِ و الارض و ما بينَهما لاعبين﴿

“And we have not created the heavens and earth and all that is between for sport.”50

Also, according to a Hadith from Imam Ṣādiq (‘a), in answer to someone who asked “Why has God
created His servants?” he stated:

انَّ اله تَباركَ و تَعال لَم يخلُق خَلقَه عبثاً و لَم يتركهم سدی... و ما خَلَقَهم ليجلب منهم منفعةً و لا ليدفع بِهِم مضرةً
.بل خَلَقَهم لَينفَعهم و يوصلَهم إل نَعيم الابدِ

“Verily, God, the Blessed, the Exalted, has not created His creatures in vain and has not forsaken
them… and He has not created them for profit or to draw off harm through them; rather, He has
created them to bring them profit and to adjoin them with eternal blessings.”51



Divine Wisdom and Evil

Up to this point, it has become clear that in Islamic thought all divine acts are sagacious and have
rational purposes, and naturally these purposes pertain to His creations. On the other hand, it cannot be
denied that in the world around us, there are affairs which we consider evil; all people are to some extent
entangled in calamities and misfortunes caused by natural phenomena such as floods, earthquakes,
epidemics, physical pains, mental illnesses, etc. which form an extensive share of evils. However, is the
existence of various evils consistent with divine wisdom and the finality of Creation? If the purpose of the
creation of humanity is securing their benefits, how can the existence of evil, which is contrary to human
good and the purpose of humankind’s creation, be justified?

First, we must realize that the existence of calamities, misfortunes, pain, suffering, and hardships in the
world is not void of rational purposes. In fact, these affairs aim to provide the true personal and general
good of humanity. It is evident that presenting an in-depth exposition of the philosophy or wisdom
behind the existence of evil would require a detailed discussion; however, here we shall concisely
enumerate several advantages of the existence of evil in the personal and social lives of humankind.

a) Fulfillment of the Potential of Humanity

Humanity’s nature and the general circumstances of the natural world are such that much of our material
and spiritual potential can only be realized through confrontation with hardships and struggling with
problems. Just as the muscles of an athlete develop through exhausting and onerous exercise, so also
some of humanity’s spiritual and mental abilities emerge only in order to overcome the difficulties of life
when faced with trials and tribulations. For instance, many discoveries and scientific inventions have
been made in response to the fundamental needs of humankind and in order to solve individual or
collective problems.

The Qur’an emphasizes the fact that facility and ease is latent in every hardship and affliction:

﴾فانّ مع العسر يسراً. انَّ مع العسر يسراً﴿

“So [know that] truly with hardship there is ease. Yes, verily, with hardship comes ease.”52

In addition, using beautiful analogies Imam ‘Alī (‘a) describes the effects of hardships in developing
humanity’s hidden abilities:

.ألا و ان الشَّجرة البريه أصلب عوداً و الرواتع الخضرة ارق جلوداً و النّباتات البدوية اقوی وقواً و ابطا خموداً

“Know that the branches of a tree that grows in the desert are tougher, [while] the membrane of pleasant
grass is thinner, and the fires [made] of desert plants are more radiant and they burn longer.”53



b) Divine Trials

One of the general traditions (sunnat) of God is ibtilā’ or trialing. Based on the purposes of our creation
and existential characteristics, God tests us in the various contexts of our lives. Of course, it must be
kept in mind that divine trials are not carried out by God with the purpose of discovering an unknown; on
the contrary, the purpose of this divine act—trialing—refers to His creations—humanity, and the purpose
is the development of our innate abilities and emergence of our inner treasures. Humanity, in the
process of divine trials, is like an ore that is placed in a fiery furnace in order to separate its impurities
and reveal its precious essence. Even so, sometimes divine trials are accomplished through ease and
welfare.54 Several Qur’anic verses indicate trialing humans through hardships and affliction, such as:

﴾و لَنبلونّم بِشء من الخوفِ و الجوع و نَقصٍ من الاموالِ و الانفُسِ و الثَّمراتِ و بشّر الصابرين﴿

“And surely we shall try you with something of fear and hunger, and reduction of assets, lives,
and produce; and give thou good tidings unto the patient.”55

Regarding God’s purpose in testing His servants through hardships, Imam ‘Alī (‘a) declares:

“As punishment of indecent behavior, God afflicts His servants with reduction of the fruits of trees,
withholding rain, and closing off the cascade of blessings so that a repenter repents, and a sinner
renounces his sins and a self-edifier becomes edified…”56

c) Awakening

One of the most important consequences of trials and tribulations is that they awaken humans from the
slumber of negligence due to our immersion in worldly luxuries; they remind us of our important
responsibilities regarding our Lord and transform our arrogance into humility and modesty. As an
indication of this fact, the Holy Qur’an declares that the peoples of the prophets have always been
confronted with difficulties so that they might renounce their disobedience and surrender to
righteousness:

ية من نب ا اخذنا اهلَها بِالبأساء و الضراء لَعلَّهم يضرعون﴿ ﴾و ما ارسلنا ف قر

“And We have sent no prophet to any city but that We burdened its people with hardship and
affliction that haply they might weep [before Allah and be humble].”57

In addition, the Qur’an states that the calamities and hardships afflicted upon Pharaoh’s nation were
admonitions to remind them of the truths they had neglected:

﴾و لقد اخذنا آل فرعونَ بِالسنين و نَقصٍ من الثَّمراتِ لَعلَّهم يذَّكرونَ﴿



“And verily, we afflicted the people of the Pharaoh with drought and diminution of produce that
haply they might be edified.”58

d) Appreciation of Divine Blessings

Another advantage of the existence of evils is that people realize the significance of divine blessings and
are thankful for them because, “Only one who has been afflicted can appreciate health and ease”59.
Imam Ṣādiq has stated:

انّ هذِه الآفاتِ و ان كانَت تَنال الصالح و الطّالح جميعاً فَانَّ اله جعل ذلكَ صلاحاً للصنفَين كليهما اما الصالحونَ
.فانَّ الّذي يصيبهم من هذا يردهم نعم ربِهم عندَهم ف سالفِ ايامهِم فَيحدّوهم ذلك علَ الشُّرِ و الصبرِ

“While both the righteous and the wicked are plagued with these blights, God has instituted them
as reformation for both. The blights and calamities which befall the righteous cause them to
appreciate the past blessings of their Lord and this leads them to thankfulness and patience.”60

So far, we have indicated several advantages and positive results of evil in the lives of humans. Here we
shall discuss several general principles whose consideration will facilitate reaching the conclusions of
this discourse.

1. Doubtless, the proportion of the knowledge of humanity before their ignorance is similar to the
proportion of a raindrop before an endless ocean. Not only in the external world but also in the depths of
our own beings there are still many untold secrets that we have yet to discover. Bearing in mind the
limits of our knowledge, we cannot claim that we are aware of all the secrets and mysteries of what we
call evil. Evils may have many advantages that we do not understand and evidently, not finding
something is not a sure sign that it does not exist. Accordingly, wisdom dictates that we be more careful
in our judgments because it is possible that what we deem evil is in fact good. The Qur’an reveals this
truth beautifully by saying:

﴾و عس ان تَرهوا شيا و هو خير لم﴿

“And much it happens that you abhor something which is best for you.”61

While rendering this enameled circle full of patterns,

No one knows what He did in the revolution of the compass.62

2. The ultimate purpose of the creation of humanity is not that we occupy ourselves with indolence and
leisure; rather, our main and ultimate purpose is attaining true bliss, which is not possible except through
worship of God and achieving divine proximity. Therefore, one must not deem anything that is in conflict



with one’s welfare and ease, contrary to wisdom and the purpose of creation because our eternal bliss
and salvation habitually depends on enduring hardships and harshness. Therefore, consideration of the
true purpose of the creation of humanity is a fundamental factor in analyzing the relationship of evils with
divine wisdom. Consideration of this purpose results in a more comprehensive and realistic picture of
reality.

3. Another important point that must not be neglected is the influence of the actions of people
themselves in originating various evils. Humans are volitive creatures, and according to the law of
causality, some of their volitional actions resulting from incorrect choices may cause or intensify various
calamities and tragedies. Consequently, sometimes people bring about evil for themselves and others;
however, due to unawareness of the relationship between their own actions and the results, they use the
results of their actions as an excuse to challenge divine wisdom. Alas, “A self-inflictor cannot
complain”.63

The Qur’an also warns of the effects of human actions in creating unpleasant incidents:

﴾ظَهر الفَساد ف البر و البحرِ بما كسبت ايدي النَّاس﴿

“Corruption has appeared in land and sea for that which humans have done by their own
hands.”64

4. A final point is that it may be that not all the advantages of the existence of evils can be found in every
evil. However, despite the fact that this may be due to our lack of understanding, it does not harm our
claim because, even if one advantage can be found for each unpleasant phenomenon, the challenge of
incompatibility of evil and divine wisdom would become void.

7. Divine Justice

The justness of God is one of the important pillars of Islamic theology and is also one of God’s attributes.
Because of its unique prominence and importance, divine justice has a special position in Islamic belief.
This importance is so great that divine justice is regarded as one of the five main tenets of Shi’ism.
Justice is intricately related to the genetic [takwīnī] order of existence and divine legislation. The
acceptance or negation of divine justice results in a fundamental difference in one’s ideology.
Furthermore, belief in the justness of God is one of the bases of proving the resurrection, and
recompense and retribution in the afterlife. Additionally, belief in the justice of God strengthens
humanity’s resolve to establish a just social system and confront manifestations of evil and oppression.

The Definition of Justice

Justice has been defined in many ways including “observance of equality and avoidance of



discrimination” or “observing the rights of others”. However, sometimes justice has a more general
meaning that is inclusive of these definitions: “placing people and objects in suitable positions”. This
definition can be extracted from the following Hadith of Imam ‘Alī (‘a):

.العدل يضع الامور مواضعها

“Justice sets everything in its place”.65

The basis of this statement is that everything in the world has a proper station and justice is the
observance of this proportion and the positioning of everything in its appropriate place.

Therefore, divine justice is such that God deals with all of His creations as they merit, sets them in their
worthy station, and provides them as they deserve.

General Categorization of Divine Justice

To explain the range of divine justice and facilitate understanding of this discourse, we shall divide divine
justice into three main branches:

1. Genetic Justice [‘adl al-takwīnī]

God blesses every being with favors according to its eligibility and does not waste any talents or abilities.
In other words, the genetic justice of God requires that He impart upon each of His creations to the
extent of their capacities and bestow perfections upon them according to their abilities and aptitude.

2. Legislative Justice [‘adl al-tashrī‘ī]:

God does not neglect ordaining laws and duties that are essential to the eternal bliss of humankind.
Additionally, He does not give any person an obligation beyond their abilities and tolerance. Thus, divine
legislation is just in relation to both these facts.

3. Compensational Justice [‘adl al-jaza’i]

God ordains the recompense of each person in proportion with his or her deeds. Thus, God rewards the
righteous and punishes the wicked. The compensational justice of God requires that no one be
penalized for a duty that was not imparted. Some divine rewards and punishments are realized in this
world and the rest are realized in the afterworld.66

Divine Justice in the Holy Qur’an

The Qur’an indicates divine justice through negation of cruelty and oppression; God does not oppress
any person:



﴾انَّ اله لا يظلم النّاس شيئاً و لن النّاس انفُسهم يظلمون﴿

“Surely, Allah in no way wrongs people; yet humans wrong themselves.”67

At times, the Qur’an speaks of Justice in a more general manner:

﴾و ما اله يريدُ ظلماً للعالمين﴿

“And Allah wishes no wrong upon the inhabitants of the world.”68

Also, some Qur’anic verses speak of the legislative justice of God:

﴾و لانُلّف نَفساً ا ۇسعها و لَدينا كتاب ينطق بالحق، و هم لا يظلمونَ﴿

“And We charge not any soul, save to its capacity and with Us is a Book speaking truth; and they
shall not be wronged.”69

And some verses testify to the compensational justice of God:

﴾و نَضع الموازين القسطَ ليوم القيامة فلا تُظلَم نفس شيئاً﴿

“And we shall set up the scales of justice for the Day of Judgment so that no soul will be
wronged in any way.”70

﴿رسولا نبعث ّحت عذّبينو ما كنّا م﴾

“And We shall not chastise before We send forth a messenger.”71

Several Questions and Answers regarding Theodicy

Several Questions and Answers regarding Theodicy72

Various questions have been proposed regarding divine justice and reaching rational answers to these
may fortify one’s belief in the justness of God. Here, we shall elucidate several of the major questions
and answers:



a) Difference or Discrimination?

Is the existence of differences between beings compatible with divine justice? Why has God created
some as humans and others as plants or animals? Moreover, why has He deprived plants, animals, and
inanimate beings of the blessing of being human? Why are some people sighted and others blind? Why
are some beautiful and others ugly? Why are some intelligent and others obtuse? Are these differences
not types of discriminations or unjustness regarding some of God’s creatures?

In order to arrive at a succinct answer to these questions one must study the world of creation and its
characteristics. As a result of such study, it is easily realized that there are unalterable laws and perfect
order governing the world that cannot be dissociated from it. To state matters differently, a world cannot
exist with different general laws just as there cannot be non-sweet sugar or non-liquid water. On the
other hand, we observe that incommutable laws require differences between entities. For instance, let us
consider the general law of causality: according to this law, every effect is deficient when compared with
its cause; in other words, cause and effect are necessarily dissimilar regarding their existential
perfections and the existence of an effect that is completely similar to its cause or more perfect than its
cause is not possible. Additionally, the principle of consistency and congruency between cause and
effect requires that if the cause of emergence of a plant or birth of a malformed child comes to pass, the
effect corresponding to the cause must surely come about (i.e. the plant or malformed child). Moreover,
one must not expect for instance, that a human being emerge from a seed planted in the earth or that
the cause of a malformed child result in a healthy child.

In short, the existence of various types of differences—typical, racial, individual, characteristic,
etc.—between the creations of God is an inseparable condition of laws that cannot be altered or
removed from the world. In addition, as we have stated about the second definition of divine wisdom,
this world—with all its characteristics and laws—is the best of all possible worlds.

It is clear from the discussion that genetic [takwīnī] dissimilarities between creations are in no way
discriminations. Discrimination occurs when two objects have an equal capacity to receive benefit, but
this benefit is only bestowed upon one of the two; however, the fact that some beings do not receive
various perfections is due to the laws governing existence; basically, they do not have the capacity to
attain such perfections. To state the matter differently, God is infinitely gracious, but the capacity and
abilities of His creatures are limited. This restriction is an impartible quality of the world.

Consequently, divine justice tolerates the genetic [takwīnī] differences of creatures because these
differences do not result in evil or discrimination.

b) Death and Nonexistence

Another question regarding divine justice involves death: Why must we become nonexistent and
deprived of life after tasting the pleasures of life and longing for immortality? Is this situation consistent



with God’s justice?

In short, we can answer: Death is an inextricable requirement of life in the natural world and a being that
prospers in nature cannot stay in it indefinitely. That is to say, the term “perpetuity in nature” is self-
contradictory. In addition, death is not the end of our existence; rather, it is a transition from one world to
the next. Death is the end of a part of our lives and the start of another. Therefore, there is no unjust
aspect to death.

c) Commensurability of Sins with Retribution

The previous questions concern the genetic justice [‘adl al-takwīnī] of God; however, this question
relates to His compensational justice. The basis of this question is that rationally, the commensurability
between a crime and its punishment must be observed. Accordingly, it is not fair for instance that a
person who has committed a driving infraction be treated in the same way as a murderer. However, God
has ordained heavy punishments in the afterlife for various sins. For example, according to the Qur’an,
the punishment of a person who intentionally kills a believer is eternal damnation. Here it can be asked:
Are punishments in the afterlife—that are not consistent with the sins and transgressions of God’s
servants either temporally or qualitatively—compatible with divine justice?

The answer to this question requires contemplation of the nature of punishments in the afterlife. The
truth is that afterworld retribution is fundamentally different from the conventional punishments in this
world. The quality and quantity of conventional punishments are determined by legislations and
conventions; this is why various juridical systems assign differing punishments for identical crimes. For
instance, in one juridical system, the punishment of murder may be execution, while another juridical
system may at most sentence a murderer to life imprisonment. However, afterworld retribution is not a
conventional affair. It is the genetic [takwīnī] and necessary result of the deeds of criminals. More
precisely, it is the manifestation of the true nature of sins—the embodiment of one’s deeds. Therefore,
speaking of incommensurability or unjust severity is irrelevant. Accordingly, in the same manner that the
apparently simple and quick act of drinking poison has serious and long term consequences,—such as
long-term illness or eternal deprivation of worldly life—in addition to their negative worldly
consequences, our sins have inescapable results that will manifest in the afterlife. More accurately, the
truths regarding sins are revealed in the next world, which is the place of manifestation of truths and
expulsion of veils.

d) Divine Justice and Human Suffering

Another question about divine justice is concerned with the pain and suffering of humans. Is the pain
and suffering that result from calamities, hardships, illnesses, etc. congruous with God’s justice?

In order to answer this question concisely, we will first divide the pain and suffering of humanity into two
groups:



1. Some suffering and hardships rise from wicked deeds and are the inevitable result of our own
mistakes. Due to the sagacious purpose of our genesis, humankind has been created with volition.
People make mistakes through misuse of their free will and thus they become trapped within the
consequences. It is evident that this sort of pain and suffering that is a product of our own deeds, in no
way contradicts divine justice. As we have stated in the discussion on wisdom, the Qur’an also regards
many of humanity’s problems as the fruit of their own deeds.

2. Some of humankind’s tribulations are not the results of their own deeds and are not worldly
retributions for their sins, such as the suffering of innocent children or the atrocities that befall innocents
on account of wars imposed by others. We Muslims believe that divine justice requires that reparations
be made for these sufferings in some way—whether in this world or the next. In other words, in this
world or in the afterlife, God will bestow upon those who were afflicted blessings greater than their
suffering and in this way, He will more than compensate for humanity’s misery and adversity. Thus, it is
clear that humankind’s worldly suffering does not damage the countenance of divine justice.

Apophatic Attributes [sifat al-salbi]

Thus far, we have reviewed the cataphatic attributes [sifat al-thubūtī] of God. Now it is time to consider
God’s apophatic attributes. In order to keep this discussion short, we must inevitably suffice with several
of the more important attributes.

1. Negation of Corporeality

One of the most important apophatic attributes of God is His incorporeality. The Divine Essence is pure
of being material and corporeal. This is because all of corporeality possesses dimensions such as
length, breadth, and height and thus they have a combination of qualitative components. Consequently,
all corporeal creatures are compound, whereas in the discussion of divine unity we explained that God is
monad and indivisible and that basically it is not possible for the Divine Essence to be compound. As a
result, the corporeality of God is impossible.

2. Transcendence of Space and Direction

God cannot be situated in a specific position and is not a spatial entity occupying space or location. A
more evident reason for this claim is that occupying space and being placed in a certain locality are
material qualities, whereas God is immaterial. The Holy Qur’an indicates this apophatic attribute in this
manner:

﴾و له المشرق و المغرب، فاينما تُولّوا فَثم وجه اله﴿

“And to Allah belong the east and west; whithersoever you turn is facing Allah.”73



It seems that the purport of east and west in this verse are not the two popular geographical directions;
instead, this phrase is an allusion to all directions and the phrase “whithersoever you turn is facing God”
indicates that God is present in all places and directions. The Divine Essence is not compound and has
no components; therefore, His presence in all places cannot mean that He occupies all space and
directions because material and sensorial occupation of direction and space requires that He be
compound. Thus, His being everywhere means that He transcends direction and space.

The purport of this verse also suggests the negation of God’s materiality: Since two objects cannot
occupy the same space, the presence of God throughout the material and corporeal world, which is full
of a variety of objects, is true only if God is an immaterial entity.

3. Negation of Incarnation

God cannot be embodied in any physical form. Therefore, according to Islamic belief, all perspectives
that regard God as a type of incarnation in natural beings or as various humans are invalid and untrue. A
short reasoning for the verity of this apophatic attribute for God is that—bearing in mind the reasoning for
divine Unity—the incarnation of God in others requires that the Divine Essence become restricted and it
necessitates His need of the assumed space. However, God has an illimitable existence, He is All-
sufficient, and no need can be conceived for Him.

4. Negation of Unity with Others

God does not unite with other beings. A reason for this claim is that if the figurative sense of unity is
intended—signifying combination of two objects or alteration of an object’s form—this requires reaction,
transformation, and the state of being compound whereas the Sacred Divine Essence is pure of these
affairs because these conditions necessitate imperfection and need. However, if the true meaning of
unity is intended—meaning synthesis of two essences to form a single essence—this is impossible not
only for God but for any two beings.

5. Negation of Visual Perception

Visual perception of God is impossible in both this world and the next. Seeing an object with one’s eyes
requires that the object be situated before our eyes—while maintaining special physical conditions. Such
an encounter would involve the positioning of the object in a specific location. Thus, the visibility of an
object necessitates possession of locality, while God, the Divine, is pure of orientation.

Yea, sensory perception of God is impossible by optical perception; however, spiritual perception,
meaning intuition of the beauty and majesty of God is possible and attainable.

Your countenance may only be seen by spiritual eyes;

Which are not comparable to my worldly eyes.74



The Qur’an explicitly stresses the impossibility of optical perception of God:

﴾لا تُدركه الابصار و هو يدركُ الابصار﴿

“Eyes realize Him not, but He realizes all eyes.”75

1. - The philosophical basis of this reasoning is that knowledge and understanding require a type of encompassment of
knowledge by the scholar and because a limited being cannot encompass an unlimited essence, no limited being can gain
knowledge of an unlimited essence.
به كنه ذاتش خرد برد پ اگر رسد خس به قعر دريا ‐ .2
3. - Sūrah Ṭāhā 20:110. This interpretation is based upon the assumption that the Arabic pronoun “ه” (him/it) in the
compound “بِه” (about him) refers to God.
4. - Alḥuwaīzī, Tafsīr-e Nūr u-Thaqalaīn, vol. 3, p. 394, Tradition 117.
5. - Sūrah Ḥashr 59:23-24.
6. - Utilization of the Qur’an in order to understand the attributes of God necessitates basic acceptance of several issues
including the prophethood of Muḥammad (ṣ), his being chosen by God, and proof of several attributes of God, including
truthfulness—upon which the veracity if the Qur’an is based.
7. - For examples see: Sūrah Nisā’ 4:82; Sūrah Muḥammad 47:24; and Sūrah Ṣād 38:29.
8. - Sūrah Dhārīyāt 51:56.
9. - Sūrah An‘ām 6:100.
10. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, sermon 49.
11. - Sūrah Anbiyā’ 21:25.
(Sūrah Ṣāfāt 37:35; and Sūrah Muḥammad 47:19) ”لا اله ا اله“ ‐ .12
(Sūrah Baqarah 2:163 and 2:255; and Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:2, 3:6, 3:18) ”لا اله ا هو“ ‐ .13
(Sūrah Naḥl 16:2; and Sūrah Anbīyā’ 21:25) ”لا اله ا انا“ ‐ .14
15. - Sūrah Ra‘d 13:36.
16. - It must be said that by deeds and actions we intend a more general meaning than external actions. This meaning also
includes internal states and behaviors such as love and faith.
17. - In favor of brevity, we shall refrain from further elucidation in this book.
18. - Sūrah Mulk 67:14.
19. - Rhetorical questioning is a sort of questioning in which the speaker propounds a question in such a way that its
answer is in the negative.
20. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:282.
21. - Sūrah Ḥadīd 57:4.
22. - Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:29.
23. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, sermon 198.
24. ‐ “هلمع نتَهه ممدلالح” This statement presupposes that there is an extent or boundry for God’s Knowledge whereas in
fact there is no limit to His Knowledge [editor].
25. ‐ “نتَهم هلمعل نَّه لَيسكَ فَالا تَقُل ذل” (Shaīkh Ṣadūq, At-Tawḥīd, chap. 10, Tradition 1).
26. - Contradiction is the contemporaneous existence and nonexistence of an object—with the preservation of conditions
that are set in logic and philosophy. According to many thinkers, the impossibility of a contradiction is the most axiomatic
intellectual principle, whose refutation would cause the collapse of all human knowledge.
27. - The miracles of divine prophets are considered normal impossibilities. Through contemplation of the nature of these
events, it can be realized that these occurrences oppose the normal workings of nature and the causal system of the world,
but they are realized through unknown specific supernatural causes. Thus, it may be stated that normal impossibilities are
not truly impossible; rather, our lack of knowledge regarding their specific causes, result in them being considered as a
division of impossibilities.



28. ‐ ﴿قَدير ءش لك عل هنَّ الا﴾
29. - According to philosophers, the ability of the subject—i.e. God—in performing the act is absolute, whereas the
acceptant—i.e. logical impossibility—is not capable of undergoing the act.

هر چه هست از قامت ناساز باندام ما است ورنه تشريف تو بر بالاي كس كوتاه نيست

All problems arise from our lack of understanding;
You are All-powerful and All-encompassing.

For further elucidation, contemplate this example: Consider a master of potter who can fashion the most beautiful of pots
from clay. Instead of clay, some water is given to him and he is asked to make a pot. It is self-evident that the potter will
not be successful in the least in making a pot. Clearly, this cannot be attributed to his inability or inexperience and his status
as master cannot be doubted because, essentially, what he has been provided with does not have the capability of being
altered into a pot. Naturally, we admit that this example and similar examples are inherently different from the issue of our
discussion—the power and ability of God. Nonetheless, because of its similarity, it can be considered as an analogy in
order to understand better the subject under discussion.

30. Shaīkh Ṣadūq, Al-Tawḥīd, chap. 9, Tradition 6.
31. ‐ ﴿قَدير ءش لك عل هنَّ الا﴾ (For examples see: Sūrah Baqarah 2:109, 2:148, 2:259, etc.)
32. - Sūrah Aḥqāf 46:33.
33. - Shaīkh Ṣadūq, Al-Tawḥīd, chap. 9, Tradition 15.
34. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:255, and Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:2.
35. - Sūrah Ghāfir 40:65.
36. - According to Arabic grammar, if the predicate of a substantive sentence is definite it demonstrates the exclusivity of
the predicate for the subject.
37. - For example, see: Sūrah Rūm 30:19, and Sūrah Ḥajj 22:66.
38. - Sūrah Furqān 25:58.
39. - Shaīkh Ṣadūq, Al-Tawḥīd, chap. 11, Tradition 6.
40. - Of course, this attribute can also be designated as an apophatic attribute [ṣifat-e salbī] and thus we can declare that
God is a ‘non-temporal’ entity.
41. - This issue will be explained in further detail in the discourse on cosmology.
42. - For a more comprehensive analysis of this discussion, issues that are more complex must be brought up, which
would exceed the brevity of the current discourse.
43. - Sūrah Ḥadīd 57:3.
44. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, sermon 91.
45. - Kulaīnī, Uṣūl-e Kāfī, Chapter of Definition of Names [Ma‘ānī ul-Asmā‘], vol. 1, Tradition 6.
46. - Sūrah Qaṣaṣ 28:88.
47. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, sermon 91, p. 76.
48. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, sermon 191, p. 208.
49. - Sūrah Mu’minūn 23:115.
50. - Sūrah Dukhān 44:38.
51. - Allāmah Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, vol. 5, p. 313.
52. - Sūrah Sharḥ 94:5-6.
53. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, letter 45, p. 318.
54. - For more information, see: Sūrah Anbiyā’ 21:35.
55. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:155.
56. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, sermon 143, p. 138.
57. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:94.
58. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:130.
59. - This is a Farsi proverb: “دچار آيد داند كه به مصيبت قدر عافيت كس”.



60. - Allāmah Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, vol. 3, p. 139.
61. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:216.
آنه پر نقش زد اين دايره ميناي كس ندانست كه در گردش پرگار چه كرد ‐ .62
63. - This is a Farsi proverb: “خودكرده را تدبير نيست”.
64. - Sūrah Rūm 30:41.
65. - Nahj ul-Balāghah, wise saying 437.
66. - It is worthy of note that divine legislative and compensational justice do not solely pertain to humans; rather, they
include all responsible beings. Even so, usually the main stress of this discussion is the justness of God regarding
humanity. Additionally, according to the genetic relationship of retribution in the afterlife with humankind’s deeds, it can be
declared that, ultimately, the compensational justice of God is a subdivision of His genetic justice.
67. - Sūrah Yūnus 10:44.
68. - Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:108.
69. - Sūrah Mu’minūn 23:62.
70. - Sūrah Anbīyā’ 21:47.
71. - Sūrah Isrā’ 17:15.
72. - Theodicy is the philosophic science of vindication of divine justice in view of the existence of evil. [Trans.]
73. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:115.
ديدن روي تو را ديدة جانبين بايد ‐ .74
وين كجا مرتبة چشم جهانبين من است
75. - Sūrah An‘ām 6:103, also see: Sūrah A‘rāf 7:143.

Section Three: Anthropology

The human race is mysterious and mystifying. The various aspects of existence are more profound than
can be understood. Despite constant endeavor throughout history to solve the riddle of humanity’s
existence, there are still incalculable unrevealed mysteries. Even now that we stand upon the heights of
a multitude of anthropological studies and research, we are still faced with a number of ambiguities. It is
astonishing that with the development of these studies still more unconsidered perplexities unfold.

Appreciation of the importance of anthropology does not require much explanation or emphasis. The
major difference between anthropology and other fields of research is that in anthropology the problem is
not understanding it, but understanding me. Thus, any results from anthropological research can be
greatly effective in our interpretation of the philosophy of life, our own status in existence, and our
relationship with other elements of existence. In this way, anthropological research can give our lives
special meaning.

From this perspective, there is an irrefutable difference between understanding humankind and
understanding a type of plant or animal or faraway star. In addition, many current theories and debates
regarding various branches of science are based on specific anthropological hypotheses. For example,
the many theories in education are established on a particular portrayal of the human race and its
abilities and potentials.



Various Branches of Anthropology

Despite their astonishing variety, the different discussions in anthropology may be classified into the four
spheres of scientific, philosophical, theosophical, and theological anthropology. These four branches
may also differ in their principles and methods of research.1

Nonetheless, it seems that comprehensive understanding of humanity cannot come about without
considering the findings of all these divisions. In this treatise, our object of debate is mostly Islamic
anthropology. In view of the remarkable comprehensiveness of the Islamic principles and teachings that
are related to understanding humanity, we shall endeavor to present a short representation of Islam’s
view of humankind by selecting a few major issues.

The Importance of Anthropology

In addition to the general aspects of the importance of understanding human nature, anthropology is
especially significant from the religious perspective. The understanding of humanity and the mysteries of
its being open up new doorways to understanding God. Humans are the only creation that can be the
manifestation and absolute mirror of the Supreme Truth. Thus, similar to the exterior world, our inner
being is also a focus of divine signs:

﴿نَّه الحقن لهم اتبيي ّهم حتنفسا الآفاقِ و ف نا فنُريهم آياتس﴾

“We shall soon reveal unto them Our signs in the horizons and in themselves, till it is clear to
them that He is the Supreme Truth (that it is the truth).”2

Moreover, the Qur’an considers neglecting oneself concomitant with neglecting God:

﴾نَسوا اله فَانساهم انفسهم﴿

“They forgot Allah so He caused them to forget themselves.”3

Various Hadiths also emphasize this concomitance.4 Additionally, anthropology has an intricate
relationship with other Islamic ideological—like prophethood and resurrection—, moral and
jurisprudential [fiqhī] teachings such that correct understanding of these teachings cannot be realized
without understanding humanity.

The Creation of the Human Race

According to Islamic belief, all humans that have ever existed, regardless of their racial, cultural, lingual,



and other differences have arisen from a single and common origin. In the beginning, God created a
single man and woman and the rest of humankind were born of their filiation. Thus, through consecutive
generations, the number of humans slowly increased:

“O People! Be pious towards your Lord, who created you from a single soul (person), and from it created
its mate, and scattered from them many men and women.”5

Accordingly, some Qur’anic verses call humans the children of Adam and in this way the Qur’an stresses
their relationship with the first link in humanity’s history.6 Also, in several verses it is emphasized that
Adam (‘a), who was the first human to lay foot on earth, has been created differently than the creation of
his children because, in contrast to his descendants, he has not been born through the coupling of a
man and woman. Like many other truths in existence, the manner of genesis of the first human is hidden
from us. We know nothing more than the fact that the original substance from which the human race was
created is what the Qur’an terms dust (turāb) or clay (ṭīn):

﴿بشراً من طين خالق نا ةك للملائرب ذ قالا﴾

“When thy Lord said unto the angels: Verily, I shall create a human from clay.”7

According to this, we can say that the Qur’an denounces theories that regard humanity as an evolved
product of animals or humanoid beings.8

God’s unique genesis of the first human shows an aspect of humanity’s intrinsic greatness and their
supremacy over all other creatures in existence.

Aspects of Humanity’s Being

According to the Islamic perspective, humankind is not a completely material and natural creature. In
fact, humanity’s existence consists of a material aspect—the body—and an incorporeal aspect—the
spirit or soul. Regarding the inception of humans, the Holy Qur’an declares that after the completion of
several stages in the formation of the fetus, a new stage begins that is related to their incorporeal
aspect:

“Then of the sperm We created a blood-clot, next of the blood-clot We created tissue, and then
of the tissue We created bones, afterwards We covered the bones with flesh, and then We
originated within it a different existence.”9

Even though the qualities of this new existence are not revealed, the difference in phrasing and the use
of the verb “انشأنا” (we originated) instead of “خلقنا” (we created) is a subtle indication of the fundamental
difference between the respective stage and the previous stages—which were all concerned with
humanity’s material aspect. Therefore, many exegetes consider this verse to be a testimony of the



creation of the human spiritual gem.

Also in several Qur’anic verses, the creation of the spiritual and immaterial aspect of humanity is termed
breath of spirit:

﴿هاه و نَفَخَ فيه من روحسو ثم﴾

“Then He shaped it and breathed in it of His spirit.”10

According to this verse, after God brings order to the creation of the fetus, and makes its body well
proportioned and balanced, He breathes spirit11 into its body.

The nature of humanity’s spirit is a complex and controversial issue.12 According to several Qur’anic
verses, it seems that after death the soul continues its life independent of its corporeal body.13 Since the
endurance of the spirit after the body’s extinction entails the continuity of one’s existence, it is clear that
between the two aspects of humanity’s being, their spiritual gem has authenticity; this gem forms the
essence of each human and it is usually interpreted as “me”.

Of course, the existential independence of the spirit from the body after death does not mean that there
is no true relationship between these two. In fact, as long as persons live in the natural world their body
and soul are correlated and are affected by each other. Based on this correlation, religious teachings
obligate us to protect the sanctity of both aspects. Thus, we must be utterly protective of our body and
utilize it in the best possible manner on the path of attaining salvation and bliss.14

The advantages of humanity’s nature, especially those that originate from the spiritual aspect, have
provided them with an elite status in the expansive world of existence. Humans, in the core of their
essence, are superior not only superior to animals, but also to all of God’s creations.

Humans and Animals

The material aspect of humankind has many similarities to animals. However, our spiritual aspect has
profound differences that affect our beliefs and propensities.

Humans are both superior to animals in their understanding and in the instruments and sources of their
understanding. In addition, our cognitive system, regarding its qualities and applications, is far more
complex than the faculties of animal cognitive systems. Animal cognition is restricted to a collection of
sensory data which humans share but to which they are not restricted. In addition to the senses,
humankind is also equipped with the intellect—something that animals do not enjoy.15 Through
deliberation, humans are able to understand more general concepts and laws of nature; they can discern
the depth and core of a thing by studying its exterior; and can discover the relationships of apparently
unassociated and scattered phenomena. Logic, philosophy, and even the disparate branches of



empirical science would never have been conceived without the employment of intellect.

Moreover, humans possess various spiritual (non-material) aspirations that animals do no have. These
are as follows:

1. The Aspiration for Knowledge

Humans are naturally scholarly and inquisitive and the propensity to know is fused deep within their
souls. Amazingly, human curiosity is not restricted to sciences that directly concern their daily lives. In
fact, discovering new truths is always fascinating to humans. Knowledge and awareness is always
appealing and desirable to the human race. In short, due to their inner calling, humans flee from
ignorance and tend towards knowledge and awareness.

2. The Aspiration for Beauty

Another of humanity’s spiritual inclinations is fondness of beauty and aesthetics. All humans prefer
beauty to ugliness. Our beauty and the beauty of our living environment and the objects with which we
relate are important to us. In contrast, animals only endeavor to resolve their instinctive needs.
Gorgeous features, attractive scenery, beautiful homes, etc. are meaningless to them. Throughout
history, aesthetical tendencies have been the source of timeless masterpieces and various spiritual
disciplines.

3. Moral Aspiration

One of humanity’s most elevated spiritual features is their ethics. Humans organize many of their deeds
within the framework of moral standards and principles. Ethics has a decisive effect upon one’s motives
and behavior. Good and evil, and obligation and constraint have no meaning to an animal, whereas
moral good and evil, and duties and restrictions are the criterion for assessment and evaluation of a
person’s deeds.

According to Islamic belief, understanding good and evil, and understanding the system of morals is
amalgamated in humanity’s being:16

﴾و نَفسٍ و ما سواها. فَألْهمها فجورها و تقواها﴿

“By the soul and He who shaped it and then inspired it [with the understanding of] its lewdnesses
and pieties.”17

Also due to their nature, humans tend toward engaging in good and are inclined against committing
evils:



﴾و لـٰن اله حبب اليم الايمانَ و زينَه ف قلوبم و كره اليم الفر و الفسوق و العصيان﴿

“But Allah has endeared to you faith and has beautified it within your hearts, and He has made
repulsive to you unbelief and transgression and disobedience.”18

Thus, disposition toward moral virtues is another quality that has made humankind superior to animals.

4. Aspiration to Worship

Propensity towards worship and veneration of a divine being is another of humanity’s spiritual features.
Historical investigations show that from long ago, humans have been familiar with worship and adulation.
The unique feeling of this disposition is so powerful and extensive that even deniers who boast of
irreligion are not free of some type of exaltation and worship. Thus, prophets were not the initiators of
worship and veneration. In fact, their duty was to show the correct method of worship and present
humanity’s religious feeling with a worthy orientation.

The Elect of Creation

Not only is the human race superior to animals, but in light of their various attributes and distinctions,
humans possess a lofty and privileged status in contrast to the whole of creation. Here we shall
enumerate several of these distinctions:

1. God’s Vicegerent [Khalifah] upon the Earth

Humans are the only beings who—because of their impressive existential capacities—hold the status of
divine vicegerency. While quoting a discussion between God and the angels, the Holy Qur’an reminisces
of the creation of humans, which was carried out in order for them to be His representative upon the
earth:

﴾و اذ قال ربك للملائة انّ جاعل ف الارض خليفةً﴿

“And when thy Lord said unto the angels: Verily, I shall set a viceroy upon the earth.”19

Various indications within this verse show that divine vicegerency is not specific to Adam (‘a) and
includes all human beings.20 Additionally, when contemplating the meaning of khalīfah we realize that
the humans are the only beings that can become the best possible manifestation of divine attributes of
perfection and a symbol of His absolute good and beauty throughout the entire Creation. This is because
khalīfahs or vicegerents are, in all aspects, representative of the office that appointed them. Therefore,
the selection of humanity for this office indicates their genetic [takwīnī] potential and immense capacity
for reaching perfection.



2. The Highest Capacity for Knowledge

The Qur’an states that God taught Adam a special knowledge of which the angels were ignorant. After
they professed their ignorance, God ordered Adam (‘a) to teach the angles some of this unique
knowledge:

“And He taught Adam [the knowledge of] the Names, all of them, then He presented them upon
the angels and said: ‘Explain to Me these names, if thou speak truly.’ They said: ‘Glory be unto
Thee! We have no knowledge save what Thou hast taught us. Surely Thou art the All-knowing,
the All-wise.’ He said: ‘O Adam! Explain unto them their names.’”21

We do not completely know the truth of what it means to know “the Names”. Even so, it seems that
knowing the Names does not merely mean understanding various words, but awareness of general
truths in which all of humanity’s knowledge is rooted and which is attainable by God’s creations.

In any case, this verse indicates the awesome capacity for knowledge that humans possess. This
potential makes humans worthy of the vicegerency of God on earth, and elevates them to the status of
educator of angels.

3. Divine Trusteeship

Humans are the only creatures who accepted the heavy burden of the divine trust:

“Surely We offered the Trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused to
carry it and were afraid of it, but humans carried it; surely they are foolish wrongdoers.”22

Many exegetes consider this trust [amānah] a type of volition, duty, or perfection that is realized through
the volitional choices of humans. No other creature carries the responsibility of its choices and its
perfection; but humans are free in choosing between good and evil. Therefore, they hold responsibility
for their own volitive actions.

In any event, humans—like their Creator—have free will and through righteous use of their volition, they
can attain perfections that the rest of God’s creations cannot enjoy; and this is another feature of
humanity’s intrinsic superiority.

4. The World as Humankind’s Instrument

Another point that reveals the lofty status of humans in the world is that God has made the universe their
instrument and has given control of other things in nature to them:

﴾الم تروا انّ اله سخّر لم ما ف السماوات و ما ف الارض و اسبغَ عليم نعمه ظاهرةً و باطنةً﴿



“Have you not seen that Allah has subjected to you all that is in the heavens and earth, and has
lavished upon you His blessings, both manifest and hidden?”23

Yea, the philosophy of the world’s existence is to bring about a foundation in which humans can ascend
towards worthy perfections and volitional intimacy with God. The whole world belongs to humans, so that
they live for God and remember Him.

The clouds, winds, sun, and sky exist;

that you earn some bread and eat it not in neglect.

For you all are bewildered and obedient;

it would not be fair that you be not dutiful.24

5. Obeisance of the Angels

After creating Adam (‘a), God ordered the angels to bow before him:

﴾و اذ قلنا للملائة اسجدوا لآدم فسجدوا﴿

“And when We said unto the angels: ‘Bow to Adam’, so they bowed.”25

Because Adam (‘a) is the manifestation of all of humanity’s existential potentials and abilities, obeisance
of the angels reveals that, due to its unlimited capacities, humankind is superior even to the angels.

6. Humanity’s Inherent Honor

The intrinsic abilities of humankind, some of which we indicated earlier, have caused them to be honored
by God:

﴾و لقد كرمنا بن آدم﴿

“And truly We honored the children of Adam.”26

Doubtless, by this all-embracing honor, a sort of inherent honor was intended. Because of humanity’s
unique abilities, this honor embraces all humans.27 Accordingly, humankind is a lofty and elevated
creature before God.



The Other Side of the Coin

Up to this point, humanity’s distinctions and merits have been discussed. However, the Holy Qur’an also
has many critical verses regarding humanity and the enumeration of their faults and deficiencies: various
Qur’anic verses introduce humans as foolish wrongdoers,28 very ungrateful,29 insubordinate and
rebellious,30 niggardly31 and avaricious,32 hasty and rash,33 and the most disputatious of God’s
creations. How is it that on one side, the Qur’an elevates humans to the highest of ranks and on the
other side, it dispraises them with the strongest of admonishments?

The truth is that there is no contradiction in the Qur’an’s laudations and criticisms of humans. This is
because each of these laudations and criticisms addresses a specific aspect of humanity’s being.
Humans are unique creatures that possess an existential comprehensiveness, because both celestial
[malakūtī] and animalistic aspects exist within them. This richness originating from the essence and
nature of humankind sets them in the highest echelon of Creation. This is because they have the
capacity to attain the ultimate status of perfection by strengthening their celestial and empyrean aspects
and harnessing their animalistic and ignoble facets. According to the religious perspective, because of
this existential wealth, humankind is worthy of praise and are thoughtful and noble creatures. In contrast,
if we only consider the base aspects of humankind and focus on their instinctive and natural necessities,
we shall discover a being that deserves criticism and reproach. Persons who relinquish control to their
instincts and carnality [shahwat] and whose intellects serve their animalistic instincts and tendencies
would soon become avaricious, niggardly, ungrateful, rebellious, evildoers, etc. Sometimes, such
humans advance so far on the path of animality that, according to the Qur’an, they become viler than
beasts:

﴿ضلنعام بل هم ااولئك كالا﴾

“They are like beasts; nay, rather, they are further astray.”34

Additionally, in various narrations [riwāyāt] after comparing humans with angels and animals, it is
declared:

هائمن البم دنه فهو اعقل ت شهوتُه علن غلبو م ةن الملائم علفهو ا شهوته عل فمن غلب عقله.

“So whoever’s intellect prevails over their carnality is better than angels, and whoever’s carnality
prevails over their intellect is lower than animals.”

Mawlānā versified the substance of this narration in his Mathnavī al-Ma‘navī (Spiritual Couplets):

Word has come that the Holy Creator;



Has created the creations of the world in three types.

One group’s existence is all intellect and knowledge;

These are the angels who know naught but worship.

In their essence, there is no want or passion;

They are pure light and live by the love of Allah.

Another type is void of knowledge;

It is called animal and is satiated by forage.

It sees naught but the stable and fodder;

It is unaware of wickedness and of honor.

And the third is humankind;

It is half angel and half donkey.

Its donkey half tends towards baseness;

The other half tends towards greatness.

And which will prevail in the battle of morality;

Of this pair which will win the backgammon?35

Compulsion or Free Will

So far, we made it clear that God has established great potentials and abilities within humanity’s being.
Additionally, through use of their free will and correct choices, humans can realize their genetic
[takwīnī] and inherent potentials and attain lofty ranks of perfection. However, do we humans truly
possess this instrument of volition or is everything we do compulsory and enforced? In order to answer
this question we must present a brief discussion on compulsion and volition, especially since various
religious teachings sometimes reinforce belief in compulsion or determinism [jabr ingārī].

An Ancient Question

The issue of compulsion and volition is a very timeworn issue that has continually called humans to
contemplation. The fundamental question is this: Do humans have free will in some of their deeds or do
they have no volition whatsoever, making their actions compulsory? Volition means that a person’s



behavior is based on their awareness, power, and will in such a way that they are able to abandon the
said behavior. In other words, a volitional act is one which is founded upon the choice and selection of
the agent and happens through one’s intention and decision. Of course, the fact that an action is
volitional does not mean that it is committed with desire and relish because it often happens that an
action is selected while contrary to the primary tendency of the agent but due to knowledge of its
advantage, such as the sick who drink bitter medicine against their initial desire.

In any case, there have always been two general perspectives regarding the answer to this question:
some advocate determinism [jabr ingārī] and believe that humans cannot commit true volitional actions
and others favor free will or libertarianism [ikhtīyār] and believe that humans have volition in some of
their deeds.36

Islamic Theology and Free Will

The issue of compulsion and volition can be analyzed from various aspects and approaches. Since this
treatise does not have the capacity for an extensive discussion regarding this issue, we will merely
investigate in short several religious teachings regarding the relationship of divine attributes with
determinism.37

Some people assume that various fundamentals of Islamic belief are incompatible with belief in free will
and therefore by accepting these beliefs one must also believe in compulsion. In short, these
fundamentals consist of (a) creational unity, (b) the past eternal knowledge of Allah, and (c) the
generality of Allah’s will.

a. Unity in Creation

In favor of determinism, it is stated that creational unity means that the sole Creator of all things is God.
Thus, because human actions are also phenomena of the world of creation, the generality of the
attribute of God’s creation includes human actions. Therefore, only God is the Creator of humanity’s
deeds. That is, humans have no role in generating their own actions. In effect, there is no place for free
will within humans.

In contrast, the correct meaning of creational unity is that the only independent creator that creates
without the permission of a separate entity is God. Thus, creational unity does not negate the fact that
other beings may be the origin of creation and fabrication through divine will and according to the
general laws that He has ordained. Additionally, as we have previously stated, the Holy Qur’an has
attributed origination and influence to God’s creations. Consequently, creational unity—according to its
correct interpretation—is compatible with humanity’s role in their own deeds and does not result in
determinism.



b. God’s Past Eternal Knowledge

Presented here is an abstract of the determinist rationale based on the past eternal knowledge of God:
God knows beforehand what people will and will not do in the future. Additionally, the nonconformity of
divine knowledge with external truths necessitates the alteration of divine knowledge to ignorance.

To state matters differently, if God knows that a specific person will perform a specific action at a specific
time, but that person abandons that action at that time, God’s knowledge would become ignorance
because according to the assumption, that which was within God’s knowledge did not conform to
actuality. However, the absolute knowledge of God requires that He know all events and phenomena as
they truly are.

Thus, performing an action that God knows will happen is necessary, and carrying out any action that
God knows will not occur is impossible. As a result, human deeds are either necessary or impossible.
Which means that none of our deeds is volitional; because the occurrence of the actions that we perform
is necessary and not accomplishing them is impossible; also, the actions that we do not perform are
impossible to execute and abandoning them is necessary.

In response to this rationale, we can declare, there is no doubt that God has foreknowledge of our
actions, yet that which is recorded in divine knowledge is human actions complete with all their
characteristics and conditions. Some of these characteristics include space and time elements and some
pertain to the agent. One of the characteristics of volitional actions is that they emerge though volition
and free choices.

Therefore, the fact that God has foreknowledge of our volitional actions means that God knows that a
specific person, utilizing their free will—not under compulsion—shall perform a specific action in a
specific time and place. To state matters differently, if God knows that an individual shall perform an
action at time A and location B, then performing that action becomes necessary at time A and location B
and its occurrence at time B or location C would be impossible. Similarly, if God knows that a definite
action shall be performed with volition, then that action must surely occur through volition.

Therefore, it is clear that the necessity for the occurrence of volitional actions—according to God’s
foreknowledge—is not only not contradictory to it being volitional, but it confirms it. Because God’s
foreknowledge means that, the compulsory and involuntary occurrence of these actions is impossible.38

The conundrum [shubhah] of divine knowledge and free will, in addition to having complex expositions
such as the one we presented, has simple and more general forms that are usually expressed using
terms such as destiny or fate.

It is clear from the response we gave for this conundrum that terms such as destiny or fate do not mean
that humans have no volition; rather that a person’s destiny is nothing more than the fact that the person
shall perform their volitional actions with free will and their involuntary actions, involuntarily. In other



words, destiny has two areas:

The domain outside volition: In this case, the duty of the believer is submission and contentment.

The domain of volitional actions: In this area, fate is not in conflict with our free will and choices. Thus, in
this domain, humans are responsible for their actions.

c. Generality of the Divine Will

Another of the Islamic principles of faith, which may seem to necessitate compulsion, is the Divine Will
predominance principle: according to religious teachings and various Qur’anic verses,39 nothing
happens outside the all-encompassing sphere of the Divine Will. As a requirement of this principle, all
actions and even feelings adhere to God’s will. In this case, is there any room left for free will?

The answer to this claim can be extracted from our previous discussion regarding the divine knowledge
and human volition incompatibility conundrum. Here, God’s will does not involve the occurrence of
actions in an absolute manner and free of conditions. In fact, His will requires that every effect be
originated by an immediate cause while preserving all the conditions of the effect. Hence, in the same
way that the Divine Will requires involuntary emanation of heat from fire, His will also requires that our
volitional actions be accompanied by human knowledge, will, and volition. Therefore, realization of the
Divine Will not only does not negate free will, it guaranties it.

These discussions reveal that if the religious teachings regarding divine attributes are correctly
understood, they will not contradict the principle of free will.

Not only is the doctrine of free will able to answer all determinist conundrums, there are many
verifications to its validity. These verifications are moral or intuitional in nature and are more or less
available to everyone. On the whole, these proofs provide a secure foundation for free will: inner feeling
and intuition of free will; indecision; legislating social laws, prohibitions, and ordinances; existence of
instructive systems and penal codes and rewards; and regret for performing acts of evil are several of
these proofs.40 The consequential and extensive existence of these affairs in our individual and social
lives has made even hard fatalists unable to refute free will in practice.

Qur’an and Free Will

There are many verses in the Holy Qur’an that directly or obliquely speak of humanity’s free will and its
role in one’s deeds. For instance, the Qur’an has stressed the voluntariness of faith and disbelief—both
of which are innate acts:

﴾و قل الحق من ربم فَمن شاء فَليؤمن و من شاء فَليفر﴿



“And say: ‘The truth is from your Lord, so let whoever wills believe and whoever wills
disbelieve.’”41

Additionally, verses that speak of testing and trialing humanity in their worldly life indicate their free will,
since testing an agent without volition is futile.

﴾و نَبلوكم بالشَّر و الخَير فتنةً و الينا تُرجعون﴿

“And We shall try you with evil and goodness and surely, you shall return to Us.”42

Moreover, various Qur’anic verses inform of our responsibility towards our actions. Needless to say, only
volitive agents may be held answerable.

﴾وقفُوهم انّهم مسىولون﴿

“And stop them for surely they are responsible.” 43

Furthermore, all Qur’anic verses that pertain to recompense and retribution for the actions of humans
either praise the righteous and criticize the wicked, speak of humankind’s injustice towards their souls,
inform of appointing prophets or the establishment of religions, or include edicts and proscriptions. All
these issues validate free will in some way because if there were no free will these Qur’anic verses
would have no acceptable or coherent meaning.

In addition to the verses we have indicated, various verses speak of the generality of the Divine Will and
its precedence over the will of humankind or the generality of divine knowledge. However, as we have
previously stated, if the intent of these verses are correctly understood, there will be no inconsistency
with the voluntariness of some of our deeds.

Human Perfection (Teleology)

Theological anthropology is not limited to the origin of humanity, the structure of its being, and its natural
potentials. In fact, it includes a long eulogy regarding the purposes of humanity’s creation, the levels of
its perfection, and the methods of attaining these perfections. It would not be an exaggeration to claim
that all the scientific teachings of Islam, both in the spheres of religion and ethics, have been presented
in order to guide humanity toward their highest state of perfection.

The perfection of an object gains meaning through the purposes of its existence. The closer a being
comes to the purposes of its creation, the more complete it is. The purpose of the creation of humans,
contrary to many other creations, can only be realized through conscious choices. This is why
humanity’s perfection is volitive and must be obtained. In addition, because the ultimate objective of



humanity’s existence has no limits, humans can attain unlimited levels of perfection. As a result, one can
always speak of a more perfect person and thus the path of perfection has no journey’s end.

Of course, phrases such as walking the path of perfection do not mean that there is a path external to
humanity’s being that brings them closer to the purpose of their creation; rather, here, the
traveler—mystic—and path are one. In other words, humans’ path of perfection is “themselves”. Thus,
transitive and immanent acts can only help one attain perfection if they affect one’s soul and cause it to
transcend its respective status. Therefore, any external or unrelated affair to the human essence, such
as fame, riches, and titles cannot bring about humanity’s true perfection. The Qur’an indicates this truth
in a very subtle manner:

﴾هم درجات عند اله﴿

“They [have] ranks before Allah.”44

This assertion both indicates humanity’s various levels of perfection and also signifies that the source of
this difference is not external to their own essence but it is they themselves that are the ranks and
statuses. In other words, spiritual ranks are not like worldly conventional ranks to which one can be
appointed or discharged; rather, each person is a rank and level of perfection.

The Qur’an regards the ultimate purpose or telos of humanity’s creation and the terminus of their
perfection the attaining of the rank of God’s servant:

﴾و ما خلقت الجن و الانس ا ليعبدون﴿

“And I have not created the jinn and humans except that they serve Me.”45

Thus, by increasing our servility towards God we become more complete. Servility towards God begins
with outward humility and performing the sacred rites of religion. It progresses in synchrony with love of
God, understanding Him, and sincerity [ikhlās] in one’s actions. Gradually, humans reach a position in
which all their states, from their motives and thoughts, to their speech and deeds, become divine and
their carnality [hawāye nafs] and materialism are altogether extinguished. In this state, our truth-
discerning eyes are opened and we see the degrees of divine Unity through our hearts and discover the
entire world as a manifestation of the names and attributes of the Supreme Truth. It has been narrated
from Amir al-Mu’minīn, ‘Alī (‘a) that:

.ما رأيت شيئاً ا و رأيت اله قبلَه و معه و بعدَه

“I have never seen anything but that I saw God before it, with it, and after it.”46



As we have previously indicated, people are multidimensional beings. Therefore, their perfection
requires that all of their existential aspects grow simultaneously and that all of their physical and spiritual
potentials and capacities be employed in the best possible manner. In portraying the perfect human, the
mundane doctrines only emphasize several specific aspects: some philosophers regard the perfection of
humankind in the perfection of their intellect, and some mystics seek it in seclusion and ascesis
[riyāẓat]. Others perceive furthering the conquest and exploitation of nature as a standard for human
perfection. According to Islam, human perfection cannot be realized but through coordinated and
simultaneous development of all human abilities, such that all talents are utilized on the path of servitude
and intimacy with God.

Islam’s perfect human does not become attached to the world or bewitched by it. In fact, perfect humans
regard the phenomena of the natural world as divine signs and blessings and consider the world a
plantation for reaping for the next world. According to their perspective, their material bodies are not
cages but one of the gifts of their creation that must be utilized in the best possible manner. In addition,
such persons do not retreat from society. Indeed, they regard being with people and helping their fellow
humans a type of servitude and worship of God, which results in closer intimacy with God. They are also
distressed and troubled at the pain and suffering of others. This is why the divine prophets and saints
[awliyā’ ilāhī]—which are exalted examples of human perfection—have lived within the society and
worried about the spiritual and material problems of their peoples and became heartsick at the
transgressions that caused their peoples to go astray and the persecution and privation that troubled
them. The Qur’an declares of our holy prophet (S):

﴿رحيم رءوف م و بالمؤمنينعلي تّم حريصنعليه ما ع م عزيزنفسمن ا لقد جاءكم رسول﴾

“Surely, there has come to you a messenger from among yourselves; grievous to him is your
suffering, anxious he is over your [guidance], to the believers [he is] gentle and
compassionate.”47

Another manifestation of human perfection in Islam is contemplation. In many verses, the Qur’an enjoins
us to contemplate and think. Doubtless, here the intended faculty for contemplation is not ‘instrumental’
reason, which is the foundation of industry and technology. This is because history clearly shows that
there is no interdependence between industrial development and the exploitation of nature and
humanity’s perfection in either their material or spiritual aspects. The contemplation that Islam regards
as a precondition to perfection is the reflection upon the fundamental truths of the world that bring about
a more complete state of self-knowledge and understanding of God. For example, we must contemplate
the inherent nature of humankind and the world, its origin and final destination, the status of humanity in
the world, and our rights and obligations. Additionally, this contemplation must result in a foundation for
conscious servitude towards God that is suffused with love and understanding. It must also strip the rust
of ignorance and negligence from humanity’s heart and soul. According to various Hadith, such



contemplation is greater than [heedless] worship, and is in fact the essence of meritorious worship:

.تفر ساعة افضل من عبادة سبعين سنة

“A moment’s thought is superior to seventy years of worship.”

.و العقل ما عبِد به الرحمن

“And the intellect is that which is used to worship the Beneficent.”48

The intellect of faith is like a righteous person;

It is the guardian and ruler of the city of the heart.

That marvelous messenger said very beautifully;

A grain of your intellect is better than fasting and prayer.

This is because your intellect is essential and these two are incidental;

These two obligations complete that.49

There are many discussions about the attributes and manifestations of human perfection in Islam and
the portrayal of the countenance of a perfect human is like the drawing of an exquisite painting that
cannot be created without the use of hundreds of marvelous colors and unparalleled patterns. Here are
several of the most notable qualities of a perfect human in one sentence. Perfect humans are self-
knowing, god-knowing, contemplative, self-analyzing, faithful, pious, righteous, monotheist in thought
and practice, adorned with all virtues and divested of all ethical evils, suffused with love of God,
possessed of love and compassion for all of God’s creatures, vigilant and heedful of the rights of the
oppressed and deprived, true servants of God, nightly worshipers and daily toilers, predominant over
their carnalities [shahawāt al-nafsānī], and utilizers of nature for divine purposes.

Of course, as we have previously stated, human perfection has unlimited stages. Therefore, the more
extensive and deep-rooted a person can make these qualities within themselves, the higher the degree
of perfection.

Worship and the Complete Human

One of the subtle and precious expressions of the human soul is worshiping a divine being, confiding in
Him, and confessing one’s needs to Him [rāz wa nīyāz]. As we have stated earlier, humanity’s need
and propensity for worship is one of the characteristics that make them superior to animals. One of the



achievements of divine religions is that they respond to this need in the best possible manner by
enjoining people to worship the true Deity and preventing worship of false gods.

Confiding one’s secrets and professing one’s needs to his Lord is one of the most beautiful expressions
of worship. This is because in this state a person perceives their Lord more intimately than a person
perceives any other; they regard Him worthy of their confidence; and with faith in His power,
benevolence, and grace they profess their needs to Him. Praying to God, if done with love and purity of
heart, and with the help of divine attraction [jazabah-ye ilāhī], can promote a person to such heights
that even the angels cannot attain and can bless a person with unrivaled ecstasy and bliss.

The Qur’an enjoins humans to call upon God at all times. Also, it regards the true enlightened [Ulul-
Albāb] to be those who do not forget God no matter what circumstances they have in their lives:

﴾الّذين يذكرونَ اله قياماً و قُعوداً و عل جنوبهم﴿

“Those who remember Allah while standing and sitting and lying on their sides.”50

Additionally, many Qur’anic verses enjoin people to ask for succor sincerely:

﴾هو الح لا اله ا هو فادعوه مخلصين له الدّين﴿

“He is the Living; there is no Allah but Him. So call upon Him, making your religion His
sincerely.”51

Various Qur’anic verses advise worshiping God in private. It seems that in private, our soul is better
prepared for spiritual connection with God and soaring towards the Heavens:

﴾ادعوا ربم تضرعاً و خفيةً، انّه لا يحب المعتدين﴿

“Call upon your Lord, humbly and secretly; Surely, He loves not transgressors.”52

In addition to enjoining humankind to worshiping the One God, Islam sets specific standards for worship.
Besides various Qur’anic verses that are themselves supplications or prayers,53 we have inherited a
legacy of valuable prayers [du‘ā] from the Infallibles (‘a). These prayers display the most beautiful
features of worship, sincerity, love, and devotion. Even so, the most important Islamic worship is Ṣalāt
(Farsi: Namāz)—the Muslim daily ritual prayer.



Ṣalāt, the Most Beautiful Aspect of Worshiping the Divine

Although the form of Ṣalāt is no more than a set of specific gestures and utterances, the reality of Ṣalāt
is much more profound. In other words, like humans, Ṣalāt also has a dual reality. Thus, we may speak
of the ‘perfection of Ṣalāt’ and the ‘perfect Ṣalāt’. The form of Ṣalāt consists of precise actions and
vocables, which must be preceded by specific preliminaries and special conditions. Religious
jurisprudence [fiqh] discusses in detail the preliminaries, conditions, pillars [arkān], and elements of
Ṣalāt. Observing the jurisprudential [fiqhī] edicts of Ṣalāt is the first condition to benefiting from its
spiritual effects and blessings. However, transcending all these forms are hidden secrets and truths.
These inner secrets have caused Ṣalāt to be one of the pillars of the Islamic religion54 and have made it
the ‘ascension [mi‘rāj] of the faithful [mu’min]’:

.الصلاة معراج المؤمن

“Ṣalāt is the ascension of the faithful.”

The more a person understands the secrets of the ritual prayer and reaches its depths, their Ṣalāt
becomes more complete and perfect. Not only is the perfection of one’s Ṣalāt a sign of one’s perfection,
it is in fact the practical manifestation of one’s perfection. During Ṣalāt, perfect humans lose all
indications of egocentricity and selfishness and they become completely captivated by the beauty of the
Deity.

While performing Ṣalāt I recalled the curve of your eyebrows;55

I attained a state in which I heard the shrine glorifying You.56

The depth and comprehensiveness of the ritual prayer is such that it can be regarded from many
perspectives where its different effects and blessings can be analyzed. For example, academic
specialists study the educative and moral effects of Ṣalāt, while psychoanalysts analyze its mental
effects. One may also research the role of Ṣalāt in the Islamic society from a social perspective.
However, mystics have a different frame of mind. The Gnostics of Truth and travelers on the path of the
Beloved observe Ṣalāt with penetrating eyes and an intuition that tears the veils of materiality, and thus
expose spiritual and mystical secrets. Herein, we shall briefly explain various inner secrets of some
preliminaries and elements of Ṣalāt.57 May it guide us to deeper wisdom and understanding of worship.

Secrets of Ṣalāt

As we have indicated, Ṣalāt has various aspects, which begin with the most manifest of facets (uttering
various words and performing assorted gestures) and develops endlessly in accordance with the
spiritual status of the worshiper. What we shall indicate herein is a drop from the boundless ocean of



Ṣalāt and a whisper of its unlimited degrees and untold secrets.

1. Wuḍū

The outward appearance of Wuḍū58 is washing and wiping [mash] various members of one’s body with
clean and pure [pāk/muṭahar] water through which our external dirtiness is purged. The essence of
Wuḍū, however, is cleansing of the heart and soul of the worshiper with the water of divine
manifestations [tajalliyāt al-ilāhī]. Just as the water that descends from the sky can clean one’s body,
the water of divine manifestations descends upon the hearts of worshipers and cleanses their heart and
soul. By washing their face—i.e. manifest countenance—worshipers purify their hearts—i.e. spiritual
countenance—of all thoughts but God. By washing their hands and arms, they wash themselves of
worldliness. By wiping their head and feet, they prevent themselves from pondering the mundane world
and walking the path of secularism.

2. Call to Prayer [Adhān wa Iqāmah]

“Adhān” is an Arabic word meaning to announce and make aware and its outward aspect consists of
announcing the time of Ṣalāt and inviting Moslems to gather for performing this divine ritual. Moreover,
“Iqāmah” means to set up or perform and its apparent facet is getting ready to perform Ṣalāt and inviting
to the divine worship.

As for the spiritual meaning of Adhān, it is summoning all of existence to prepare to attend the presence
of the Divine and announcing the good news of the time to appear before the presence of the Divine
Oneness. Moreover, according to the illuminated [ahl al-ma‘rifat], Iqāmah is a call for all beings to
present themselves before God and stand before Him. Adhān begins with four Takbīr (i.e. Allahu
Akbar)59 whose conspicuous meaning is professing the greatness and magnificence of God. Its inner
meaning is professing our inability to properly understand and describe the truth of the Most Divine.60 By
saying Takbīr four times, the worshiper regards all the creatures of the external, internal, and ethereal
worlds nothing compared to the magnificence of God.

After making Wuḍū from the fount of love;

I said four Takbīr and thus professed the triviality of all but Allah.61

After Takbīr—the demonstration of God’s greatness—is uttered, by declaring the holy invocation
“ashhadu allā ilāha illallāh”62, worshipers bear witness to the fact that their Lord is united, and that
godhead is exclusive to Allah. In order to emphasize this fact, worshipers repeat this avowal. Then
worshipers enter the sanctum of the divine intercessors (the Prophet (S) and Amīr al-Mu’minīn (‘a))
and by saying “ashhadu anna muhammad ar-rasūl ul-lāh”63 and “ashhadu anna ‘alīyya-wwaliyyul-
lāh”64 they attest to the prophethood of Muhammad (S) and the apostleship and vicegerency of ‘Alī (‘a).
Again, in order to emphasize and establish this fact within their soul, they repeat each avowal. Then they
address their entire being and call upon it to hasten towards Ṣalāt by saying: “hayya ‘alas-salāh”65. In



order to prepare their mind and body further for attending the celebration of divine intimacy and to
intensify the fires of their enthusiasm, they repeat this command.

Then, the worshipers announce the epitome of Ṣalāt—which is attaining salvation and bliss—and its
superiority over all other deeds. Thus, they call to their perfectionist and liberal nature: “hayya ‘alal
falāh”66 and “hayya ‘ala khayril ‘amal”67. After awakening their nature, they again attest to the greatness
of God and then twice declare the holy adage of monotheism: “lā ilāha illal-lāh”68 in order to solidify
their admission of inability to describe God and avowal of God’s unity within their heart.

In Iqāmah, worshipers repeat their previously declared truths and thus renew their covenant with these
truths. After recourse to the prophethood and vicegerency and intensifying the fires of enthusiasm for
intimacy with the Beloved, by declaring “qad qāmatis-salāt”69 worshipers proclaim their presence before
the Magnificent.

3. Standing Motionless [qīyām]

The outer appearance of qīyām is standing upright and straight, free of all distortion and perversity,
before God. The spirit of qīyām is initiating one’s heart into the status of servitude [‘ubūdīyat] and
establishing oneself upon the path of humane righteousness [sirāṭ al-mustaqīm] and refraining from all
immoderations and deviations. Standing in a balanced posture is a symbol of the spiritual and moral
balance of worshipers and the equilibrium of fear [khaūf] (regarding God) and hope [rajā’] (of salvation)
within their being, such that neither their fear of God surpasses their hope for salvation, nor their hope
for salvation surpasses their fear of God.

One of the etiquettes of qīyām is that worshipers must remember that they are standing in the presence
of a God who knows them, manifest, secrets and all, and according to a Hadith, is closer to them than
their jugular vein. It is befitting that in this state, worshipers bow their heads—which is the noblest part of
the body—in humility and as a symbol of modesty and humbleness. They must be shameful of their
shortcomings and offences and look at the place where they set their forehead in prostration [sajdah],
and thus remember their abjectness compared to the grandeur and glory of their Lord.

4. Intention [nīyyat]

“Nīyyat” is the decision and resolution to perform an action. In Ṣalāt, nīyyat has various degrees that
compare with the spiritual statuses of worshipers.

Ordinary people regard nīyyat as the intention to obey God in performing Ṣalāt in covetousness for
rewards or fear of divine retribution. According to the Qur’an:

﴾يدعون ربهم خوفاً و طمعاً﴿



“They call upon their Lord in fear and hope.”70

According to the illuminated, the intention is to obey God as well as to magnify His Lordship. As stated
by the adherents to the path of divine love and rapture [ahl al-dil], the intention is to obey God due to
enthusiasm and love of the Deity.71 Finally, according to divine saints [awliyā’ ilāhī] the intention is the
resolution to obey while the worshipper has attained the status of annihilation in God [fanā].

One of the important etiquettes of nīyyat, which encompasses all worship, is sincerity [ikhlās]. Ikhlās is
purging one’s actions of all ungodly elements. Ikhlās, like human perfection, has various degrees: For
ordinary people, ikhlās means to purify their worship of hidden and manifest polytheism [shirk al-āshkār
wa pinhān], such as hypocrisy and vanity. In the worship of the elect [khawās], it is purging deeds of
avarice (for blessings) and fear (of retribution). According to the advocates of divine love [ahl al-dil],
ikhlās is cleansing one’s worship of all egocentricity, selfishness, and narcissist elements.

5. Recitation [qirā’at]

In the spiritual journey and divine ascension of Ṣalāt, recitation also has various degrees and ranks in
accordance with the spiritual rank of the worshiper. For ordinary people, recitation means uttering the
words of Ṣalāt correctly and worthily. The perfection of their recitation is that they deliberate the apparent
meaning of the words they are reciting. However, the recitation of the elect is recalling the truths and
subtleties of the divine words—as much as they are able to understand—within their hearts and souls.
The deeper degrees of recitation are specific to the illuminated [ahl al-ma‘rifat] and the advocates of
divine love [ahl al-dil]. For them, after they have gained knowledge of the truths behind God’s words and
have realized the higher degrees of the interpretation of the Qur’an within their souls, recitation is the
interpreter of their religious ecstasies and spiritual intuition in Ṣalāt.

There are secrets in the recitation of the holy Sūrah Ḥamd and Sūrah Tawhīd (and other Qur’anic
Sūrahs that the worshiper recites in Ṣalāt) that for the sake of brevity, we cannot even mention within
this treatise.72

6. Bowing [rukū‘]

It is proper that the worshiper say a Takbīr after recitation and before rukū‘. The etiquette of Takbīr is
that worshipers keep in mind the greatness and glory of the Divine and remember their own weakness,
inability, destitution, and abjectness compared to God. In this state, they must raise their hands beside
their ears with their empty palms toward the Qiblah73 and empty-handedly with a heart brimming with
fear and hope, regard God superior to all descriptions, and declare His Takbīr, then they must go to
rukū‘.

The heart of rukū‘ is that worshipers enter a state of humility and wretchedness before their Lord and
observe His glory. Rukū‘ includes glorification [tasbīh], magnification [ta‘ẓīm], and praise [tahmīd] of
God:



مدهو بِح ظيمالع ببحانَ رس.

“Glory be to my Lord, the Magnificent, and praise be to Him.”

The truth of “tasbīh” is elevating God over all descriptions and definitions and the truth of “ta‘ẓīm” and
“tahmīd” is extricating the worshiper from the confines of comparison [tashbīh] and agnosticism
[ta‘ṭīl].74 In rukū‘ the worshiper sees through his heart all objects as a manifestation of the names and
attributes of the Divine Truth.

اين همه عس م و رن مخالف كه نمود

يك فروغ رخ ساق است كه در جام افتاد

حسن روي تو به يك جلوه كه در آينه كرد

اين همه نقش در آينة اوهام افتاد

All these contrasting colors and images of wine that appear;

Are the reflection of the brilliance of the cupbearer’s visage.

With one materialization of your beautiful countenance in the looking glass;

All these images were cast into the mirror of apprehensions.

7. Prostration [sajdah]

According to the illuminated, sajdah is the apex of Ṣalāt and the ultimate position of intimacy with the
Beloved. The heart and soul of sajdah is rejecting all but God and ascending from all multiplicities
[kithrat] to the height of Unity. In the state of sajdah, which is the state of annihilation in God, the
worshiper observes that all objects are transitory and perishable and the truth of their essence is nothing
but destitution and neediness towards the Divine Oneness.

عرضه كردم دو جهان بر دل كار افتاده

به جز از عشق تو باق همه فان دانست



I presented both worlds unto my weary heart;

Except for your love, it regarded all as transitory.

8. Testimony [tashahud]

The essence of tashahud is return of worshipers from the state of annihilation and absolute Unity to the
world of multiplicities [‘ālam al-kithrat] while the world of Unity has been unveiled to them. Thus, they
testify to God’s unity, and append their testimony with praise and veneration of the Divine and
repudiation of polytheism. Then they bear witness to the prophethood of the Seal of the Prophets75 (S)
and focus on his status of God’s servant.

9. Salaam

After returning from this spiritual journey and departing the spiritual world—that is, the place of divine
prophets and angels—worshipers first say Salaam76 to the holder of the rank of Seal of the Prophets
and due to his divine holiness, they specifically address the Prophet (S) by saying:

.السلام علَيكَ اَيها النَّب و رحمةُ اله و بركاتُه

“Salaam to you, O Prophet and Allah’s mercy and blessings upon you.”

Then they center their attention on the divine angels and the rest of the prophets—who were their
companions in this spiritual journey—and because the worshipers too were their companions in this
spiritual journey, they include themselves in their Salaam by saying:

حينالالص هبادِ الع لنا و علَيع لامالس.

“Salaam upon us and upon the righteous servants of Allah.”

Finally, they address them all and say Salaam to them. By retiring from this status, the ascension of
Ṣalāt ends.

1. - The main methods in scientific, philosophical, and theosophical anthropology are respectively empirical, theoretical,
and intuitional. Theological anthropology is based on referral to original texts of religion. Additionally, in general, scientific
anthropology mostly endeavors to answer specific and detailed questions, while in the other approaches we are faced with
questions that are more fundamental.
2. - Sūrah Fuṣṣilat (Ḥā Mīm) 41:53.
3. - Sūrah Ḥashr 59:19.
4. - See: ‘Allāmah Majlisī, Baḥār al-Anwār, vol. 2, p. 32.
5. - Sūrah Nisā’ 4:1.
6. - For examples of these Qur’anic verses, see: Sūrah A‘rāf 7:26, 27; Sūrah Isrā’ 17:70; and Sūrah Yāsīn 36:60.



7. - Sūrah Ṣād 38:71. For further examples, see: Sūrah Sajdah 32:7; and Sūrah A‘rāf 7:12. Various Qur’anic verses speak
of “dirt” (such as Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:59) or “water” (such as Sūrah Furqān 25:54) or similar terms (Sūrah Ḥijr 15:28, 15:33).
8. - On occasion, it is thought that religious teachings regarding the creation of the first human contradicts Charles Darwin’s
(1809-1882) theory of evolution through natural selection. Discussing the relationship of these two viewpoints requires an
independent discussion. Here we shall suffice with three points:
a. Even though the theory of evolution, which is based upon natural selection, reveals truths regarding the evolution of
various types of plants and animals, there are no consistent scientific rationales in favor of extending this theory to include
humankind. In fact, with regard to the special distinctions of humans compared to advanced types of animals—such as
simians—, numerous attestations repudiate this extension and render it unscientific and illegitimate.
b. The existence of fossils and other millions-of-year-old relics from humanoids cannot confirm the application of Darwin’s
theory to humans. This is because the extreme probability has been proposed that humanoids have existed and become
extinct before the introduction of humans—who have had an entirely different and independent genesis.
c. We cannot disregard a religious standpoint that is clearly based upon Qur’anic verses that speak of the unique genesis of
Adam and humanity’s link to him on account of a scientific theory that has many critics even within the biologists’ society.
9. - Sūrah Mu’minūn 23:14.
10. - Sūrah Sajdah 32:9.
11. - The compound structure “روحه” (His spirit) is not a possessive compound but a “reverence compound”. In this type of
compound, in order to show reverence and the lofty rank of an object, the object is attributed to one of great standing and
honor. Thus, the attribution of spirit to God—like similar cases such as “هبيت ال” (the House of God—the holy Kaaba) or “ثار
states the reverence and greatness of the spirit among the —(the Blood of God—attributed to Imam Hussaīn (‘a)) ”اله
creations of God.
12. - Many Moslem thinkers regard the spirit as incorporeal and immaterial and others believe it is a type of “subtle body”
that is different in several qualities from the material body.
13. - This includes verses that term human death tawaffā “ّتوف” (such as Sūrah Sajdah 32:11; Sūrah An‘ām 6:61; Sūrah
Naḥl 16:70; etc.)
14. - Many profound matters may be discussed on the relationship of the body and soul, their qualities, the genetic
antecedence of the soul over the body, and the materiality or spirituality of the ego. These discussions have been omitted
for the sake of brevity.
15. - In truth, we have no direct or firsthand knowledge of the perceptions of animals. All our judgments regarding this issue
are solely based on observation of various signs and effects. Based on these observations, there is no doubt that animals
do not enjoy intellectual thought in the manner that humans do.
16. - Understanding good and evil and moral prerequisites and stipulations is in fact a part of humanity’s unique
percipience; something that does not exist in animals. Even so, we mentioned this issue because of its close rapport with
the discussion at hand.
17. - Sūrah Shams 91:7-8.
18. - Sūrah Ḥujurāt 49:7.
19. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:30.
20. - The use of a substantive sentence, “جاعل ّنا...”, which indicates continuity, and also the objections of the angels
regarding the immorality and bloodshed of humans upon the earth show that the topic of the debate between God and the
angels involved the establishment of the human species.
21. Sūrah Baqarah 2:31-33.
22. Sūrah Aḥzāb 33:72.
23. Sūrah Luqmān 31:20.
ابر و باد و مه و خورشيد و فلك در كارند ‐ .24
تا تو نان به كف آري و به غفلت نخوري
همه از بهر تو سرگشته و فرمانبردار
شرط انصاف نباشد كه تو فرمان نبري
25. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:34.



26. - Sūrah Isrā’ 17:70.
27. - In contrast, obtainable honor is a kind of honor that can only come about through faith and virtuous deeds. The
highest ranks of this type of honor are specific to the truly pious.
28. - Sūrah Aḥzāb 33:72.
29. - Sūrah Ḥajj 22:66.
30. - Sūrah ‘Alaq 96:6.
31. - Sūrah Isrā’ 17:100.
32. - Sūrah Ma‘ārij 70:18.
33. - Sūrah Isrā’ 17:11
34. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:179.
در حديث آمد كه خّق مجيد خلق عالم را سه گونه آفريد ‐ .35
يك گره را جمله عقل و علم وجود آن فرشته است و نداند جز سجود
نيست اندر عنصرش حرص و هوا نور مطلق زنده از عشق خدا
همچو حيوان از علف در فربه ر از دانش تهيك گروه دي
او نبيند جز كه اصطبل و علف از شقاوت غافل است و از شرف
و آن سوم هست آدميزاد و بشر از فرشته نيم و نيم ز خر
نيم خر خود مايل سفل بود نيم دير مايل علوي شود
تا كدامين غالب آيد در نبرد زين دوگانه تا كدامين برد نرد
36. - The existence of various involuntary actions in humans does not validate determinism and refute belief in free will and
libertarianism. In fact, finding even one volitional action in humans can prove free will.
37. - It is worthy of note that various rationales have been presented in verification of determinism. Some of these
rationales are philosophical and others are based on psychological and sociological provisions. By referring to the physical
characteristics of the human body, various determinists have claimed that no human action is truly volitional and free of
physiological determinative factors. Thus, one may speak of the various approaches to determinism; such as the
philosophic approach, the sociologic approach, etc. In this discourse, we shall discuss the Kalam approach that addresses
the relationship of free will with various religious beliefs regarding the attributes of God.
38. - In philosophical terms, the necessity for occurrence of a volitional action is of the same type of the necessity for
occurrence of an effect whose sufficient cause is realized. In other words, when the sufficient cause for the occurrence of a
volitional action is realized—including the external and internal conditions of the agent such as selection, choice, and
will—its occurrence becomes necessary.
39. - For examples see: Sūrah Yūnus 10:100; and Sūrah Takwīr 81:29.
40. - In various parts of the Mathnavī-e Ma‘navī (Spiritual Couplets), Maulānā has utilized these evidences and has
regarded them as proofs of free will. Some of these verses include:
a. Intuition of Free will:
Doubtless, we have free will; feeling cannot refute it.
Free will is hidden within us; when faced with a dilemma it is revealed.
Intuition shows the same as feeling does; O brother, they both are of the same tier.
(Book V)
b. Indecision:
That you ask yourself tomorrow, should I do this or that; this itself is proof of free will, O Idol!
We are caught in indecision between two things; how can this indecision be involuntary?
How can ‘should I do this or that’ happen, if one’s hands and feet are tied?
(Book V)
c. Ordering and Forbidding Others:
No one tells a stone to come; and who would seek loyalty from a piece of clod?
No one tells a stone that it has come late; or that O stick! Why have you struck me?
Orders, forbiddance, wrath, respect, and retribution; go with nothing but free will, O true of heart!
(Book V)



d. System of Reward and Punishment:
Teachers beat their pupils; would they ever punish a black stone?
Would you ever tell a stone to come; and if not, I will punish the naughty?
(Book V)
e. Regretting Evil Deeds:
Our weeping is a reason of free will; our embarrassment has become a reason for compulsion.
If there is no free will, what is this shame; what are pity, humiliation, and modesty?
If all was compulsion, who would be embarrassed; if all was injustice who would be guardian?
(Book I)
41. - Sūrah Kahf 18:29.
42. - Sūrah Anbīyā’ 21:35.
43. - Sūrah Sāffāt 37:24.
44. - Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:163.
45. - Sūrah Dhārīyāt 51:56.
46. - ‘Ilm ul-Yaqīn, vol. 1, p. 49. Also according to Sa‘dī :
رسد آدم به جاي كه به جز خدا نبيند بنر كه تا چه حد است مان آدميت
Humans can reach the status that they see naught but God;
Behold the greatness of humanity’s position.
And Shaīkh Maḥmūd Shabastarī said in his book Gulshan-e Rāz:
به نزد آنه جانش در تجلّ است همه عالم كتاب حق تعال است
According to one whose whole being is infused with revelation;
The whole world is the book of Divine Truth (God).
47. - Sūrah Tawbah 9:128.
48. - Uṣūl-e Kāfī, vol. 1, p. 11.
عقل ايمان چو شخص عادل است ‐ .49
پاسبان و حاكم شهر دل است
بس نو گفت آن رسول دلنواز
ذرهاي عقلت به از صوم و نماز
زانه عقلت جوهر است اين دو عرض
اين دو تميل آن شد مفترض
50. - Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:191.
51. - Sūrah Ghāfir 40:65.
52. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:55.
53. - These verses generally begin with the term “نارب” (Our Lord!) and relate the substance of the supplications of
prophets, saints, and the faithful [mu’minūn]. For examples, see: Sūrah Baqarah 2:201, 2:250; and Sūrah Āli ‘Imrān 3:8-9,
3:16.
54. - In many Hadiths, Salāt is enumerated as one of the five pillars of Islam.
55. - The curve of the eyebrows is symbolic of God’s characteristics.
در نمازم خم ابروي تو در ياد آمد ‐ .56
حالت رفت كه محراب به فرياد آمد
57. - Comprehensive exposition of the spiritual and mystical secrets of Ṣalāt may be found in the two books Sirr uṣ-Ṣalāt
(The Secrets of Ṣalāt) and Ādāb uṣ-Ṣalāt (The Disciplines of the Prayer, The Institute for Compilation and Publication of
Imam Khomeini’s Works, Intrnational Affairs Department, Publisher,1996) of the perfect mystic Imam Khomeini (r) and also
Shahīd-e Thānī’s Ādāb uṣ-Ṣalāt. In light of the fact that Islamic theosophy [‘irfān] has a very technical language and
contains esoteric theosophical terms, we shall endeavor to elucidate the secrets of Ṣalāt in simple terms as much as
possible.
58. - Wuḍu is a type of ritual partial ablution that is a prerequisite to Ṣalāt. [trans.]
59. - Takbīr is the name of the invocation “اكبر هال” [Allāhu Akbar] meaning God is the Greatest. [trans.]



60. - It has been narrated of Imam Ṣādiq (‘a) that he asked the opinion of one of his followers about “ه اكبرال” [Allāhu
Akbar]. The follower replied, “God is greater than all objects.” The Imam (‘a) declared, “Is there any object next to God to
which He may be greater?” He then interpreted Allahu Akbar thus:
فوصاَنْ ي نم ه اكبرال
“God is greater than can be described.”
(Baḥār al-Anwār, vol. 84, p. 257)
من از آن دم كه وضو ساختم از چشمه عشق ‐ .61
چار تبير زدم يك سره بر هر چه كه هست
62. That is, I attest that there is no god but Allah (the One God): “هال له ادُ اَنَّ لا ااَشْه”. [trans.]
63. - This means, I attest that Muḥammad is God’s messenger: “هال داً رسولمحدُ اَنَّ ماَشْه”. [trans.]
64. - The translation of which is, I attest that ‘Alī is God’s vicegerent: “هال دُ اَنَّ علياً ولاَشْه”. [trans.] It is worthy of note that
this term is not part of Adhān or Iqāmah, even so, saying it is desirable and recommended [mustaḥabb].
65. - Which means, hasten towards Salāt: “لوةالص َلع ح” [trans.]
66. - This means, hasten towards salvation: “الفَلاح َلع ح”. [trans.]
67. - That is, hasten towards the best of deeds: “لمرِ العخَي َلع ح”. [trans.]
68. - There is no god but Allah: “هلا اله الا ال”. [trans.]
69. - Verily, Salāt has commenced: “تِ الصلۈةقَدْ قٰام”.
70. - Sūrah Sajdah 32:16.
71. - The holy prophet (ṣ) has stated: “The best of people is one who loves worship, embraces it, and likes it with one’s
whole heart…” (Uṣūl-e Kāfī, vol. 3, p. 131)
72. - For information regarding these issues, see exegeses of the Qur’an, especially mystical exegeses such as Imam
Khomeinī’s interpretation of Sūrah Ḥamd.
73. - This is the direction of the Ka‘bah in Mecca towards which Muslims turn to pray in Ṣalāt. [trans.]
74. - Refer to the discussion “Understanding Divine Attributes” in section two of current chapter.
75. - According to the Qur’an (Sūrah Aḥzāb 33:40), prophet Muḥammad (ṣ) is the Seal of the Prophets. This means that
he is the final prophet or the Seal in the line of divine prophets, which are said to number 124,000. Hence, the teachings of
Islam are God’s final revelation unto humanity. [trans.]
76. - This is the Islamic salutation wishing health and peace. [trans.]

Section Four: Cosmology [jahān shināsī]

In addition to endeavoring to understand our Lord and ourselves, our human curiosity and
inquisitiveness provokes us to attempt to understand the world by studying the phenomena around us
and the laws governing them. Basically, we can regard the inception and development of many human
sciences an effect of the innate human need to understand the universe. In other words, the sphere of
our awareness is not restricted to Allah-awareness and self-awareness. In fact, the perfection of
humanity’s knowledge depends on understanding the third side of the triangle of knowledge, that is,
world-awareness.1

In previous sections, we briefly explained the Islamic perspective about theology and anthropology.
Herein, the question discussed is whether Islam has presented information regarding understanding the
world in addition to these two subjects. In other words, essentially, can one speak of an issue called



Islamic cosmology?

A glance at Islam’s revelational knowledge (i.e. the Holy Qur’an and authentic narrations [riwāyāt al-
mu’tabar]) presents us with an affirmative answer. Yea, Islam has presented many truths regarding the
origin of the universe, natural and metaphysical phenomena, and the laws governing them. There are
innumerable Qur’anic verses and Hadith that speak of cosmological matters. Due to the infallibility of
divine revelation, the intellect requires that all Moslems have faith in the eternal verity of these teachings
and consider them the absolute truth.

Religious and Scientific Cosmology

The existence of cosmological truths in the Qur’an does not make it a cosmogonical, geological, or
biological textbook; rather, there are differences that completely differentiate the Qur’an from texts on
natural sciences. Even disregarding the infallibility of Qur’anic teachings, one of the fundamental
differences is in its objectives. The ultimate mission and aim of the Qur’an is guiding humans toward true
perfection, salvation, and bliss.

Therefore, everything that the Qur’an states about the world is related to and serves this purpose. Even
though the cosmological verses of the Qur’an present us with truths about world phenomena,
understanding these truths is not the ultimate purpose, but a passageway to better understanding God,
His attributes, humanity’s status in existence, and the telos of human creation. In other words,
cosmology is in the service of religious anthropology and theology.

Consequently, the general method of the Qur’an is to introduce natural phenomena according to their
connection and relation with God and humanity. However, understanding phenomena and the laws
governing them is the final purpose in the natural sciences. If there is any other purpose in natural
sciences, it is nothing but human domination and exploitation of nature.

This difference is the basis for various additional differences. For example, because the purpose of
natural sciences is understanding the world, scientists regard themselves obligated to research all
phenomena in connection with their field of study.2

However, since the Qur’an’s ultimate purpose is guiding humanity towards salvation and bliss, it is
selective of natural phenomena and only stresses phenomena that are related to the telos of the Qur’an.
Accordingly, it has only presented cosmological issues that are effective in attaining this purpose. This
distinction has an important consequence; the expectation that the Qur’an should answer all conceivable
questions regarding all the diverse natural sciences (such as physics, chemistry, biology, cosmogony,
etc.) is completely irrelevant.3

Doubtless, presenting a somewhat comprehensive discussion on Islamic cosmology would require the
composition of many books and articles. Here, we shall suffice with several general trends in religious



cosmology. Afterwards, we shall present a short account of Islam’s view regarding several natural and
metaphysical phenomena.

The Invisible [ghayb] and the Manifest [shahādat]

An important principle in Islamic cosmology is differentiating between the Invisible world [‘ālam al-
ghayb] and the Manifest world [‘ālam al-shahādat]. The words “ghayb” and “shahādat” respectively
mean “invisible” and “manifest”. The definition of “ghayb” is that which is outside the sphere of our
perception and awareness; as opposed to “shahādat” which is that which is perceivable. According to
these definitions, it is clear that “ghayb” and “shahādat” are relative. That is, it is possible for a specific
object be “ghayb” with respect to a particular person with distinct sensory faculties and be “shahādat” for
a different person with dissimilar sensory faculties.4

With regard to this explanation, in Islamic cosmology, the Invisible world [‘ālam al-ghayb] is the part of
existence that is imperceptible by human senses and is indiscernible with normal sensory experience.
According to Islamic belief, part of existence is invisible to us humans and thus, we cannot perceive all
truths about the world and external entities using sensory faculties. The Islamic teaching that segregates
“ghayb” from “shahādat” situates Islam in opposition to materialist and secularist schools—which refute
all nonmaterial and imperceptible facts. According to this doctrine, there are truths that human senses
can never understand. The Holy Essence of God, angels, and revelational phenomena are examples of
the Invisible World. The Holy Qur’an regards faith in the Invisible the first characteristic of the pious and
the prerequisite for human guidance:

﴾...ذلكَ التاب لا ريب فيه هدی للمتَّقين. الّذين يؤمنونَ بالغَيبِ﴿

“That is the book wherein there is no doubt [and it is] a guidance to the pious. They who have
faith in the Invisible…”5

Obviously, the invisible part of existence only pertains to beings with limited knowledge and awareness.
This segregation is meaningless regarding God—who is omniscient. This is why the glorious Qur’an
introduces God as the “‘ālim ul-ghaībi wa ash-shahadah”6 (Knower of the Invisible and the Manifest)
and “‘allām ul-qhuyūb”7 (Knower of All Things Hidden).

This distinction signifies that existence is not restricted to the natural world; rather, the world of
perceptions is merely one of the worlds in existence. It is, in fact, the lowliest of worlds. More elevated
worlds exist that cannot be perceived by the senses.8 The Qur’an swears by both these worlds in order
to emphasize the existence of an unseen world beyond the natural world:

﴾فلا اقسم بما تُبصرون. و ما لا تُبصرون﴿



“No [it is not so]! I swear by what you see; and by what you see not.”9

Even though there are fundamental differences between the Invisible and Manifest Worlds, there is a
deep and unbreakable bond between them. Everything in the Manifest World is rooted in the Invisible.
The Qur’an reveals the profound fact that the source of all things is in God’s possession and that all
natural entities are in fact, a relegated form of a truth that resides in the metaphysical world:

﴾و انْ من شء ا عندنا خزآئنُه و ما نُنَزِله إ بقدرٍ معلوم﴿

“And there is naught but that its treasuries are with Us, and We send it down not save in specific
amounts.”10

چرخ با اين اختران نغز و خوش و زيباست

در زير دارد آنچه در بالاست صورت

The heavens full of stars are wonderful, delightful, beautiful;

What is above has an appearance below.

The Justness [haqq madārī] of the World

Another prominent principle in Islamic cosmology is that the world has been founded upon justice and it
revolves in the orbit of equity. The Noble Qur’an speaks of the justness of the world in various verses:

﴾ما خَلَق اله السماوات و الارض و ما بينهمآ ا بالحق و اجل مسم و انَّ كثيراً من النّاسِ بِلقآئِ ربِهِم لَفرونَ﴿

“Allah has not created the heavens and earth and all in between save in justice and an appointed
end, yet surely many people deny the encounter with their Lord.”11

Additionally, the Qur’an retells the state of people of God who after contemplating Creation call upon
their Lord in this manner:

﴿هذا باطلا ربنّا ما خلقت﴾

“O Lord! You have not created this [world] in vain!”12



Due to the extensiveness of the word “justice” [haqq], the justness of the world of creation has a
comprehensive definition with various aspects. One facet of this truth is that the world is ordered and
based on divine laws and traditions. Islamic cosmology verifies that natural and metaphysical laws
govern worldly phenomena and introduces these laws as divine traditions. In other words, divine fate
[taqdīr] requires that the world be organized by specific laws and that worldly phenomena work under
set restrictions. In representation of this truth, the Qur’an declares that the ordered movement of celestial
bodies is divine fate:

﴾و الشّمس تَجرى لمستقر لّهآ، ذلك تقدير العزيزِ الْعليم﴿

“And the sun moves within a set orbit; that is the destiny (or decree) of the Omnipotent, the
Omniscient.” 13

There is an aspect of God’s providence regarding the governing laws of the universe that has a
significant effect on the Islamic worldview: God who has made these governing laws can also violate
them. His will and providence is transcendent to all laws. In other words, God is the “rule-maker” and
“rule-breaker”:

از سبب سازيش من سوداييم

وز سببسوزيش سوفسطاييم

I am lovesick due to His rule-making;

And I am sophist due to His rule-breaking.

God’s hands are not tied by traditions and laws that He Himself has ordained. In fact, whenever divine
wisdom requires, nature’s course is altered and something occurs contrary to the normal order of the
world. Accepting that the Divine Will is not restricted to the framework of natural laws opens the
foundation to understanding and accepting other tenets of faith, such as the concept of miracles.

Finality of Creation

The justness of the world also manifests in the purposefulness or finality [hadafmandī /ghāyatmandī] of
the world of creation. According to Islamic cosmology, the caravan of existence neither travels in a
confused and bewildered way towards an unknown objective nor walks randomly and accidentally
towards some obscure future. In actuality, the Creator guides the world towards a predetermined end.
The term “Ajal im-musammā”14, which has been mentioned earlier, reveals the fact that existence is



advancing towards a determined and set terminus.

It must be said that a person’s belief in the principle of existential finality and non-futility of Creation
serves an important role in one’s life. One who believes in this principle has no room for nihilist thoughts
and does not perceive life and the world as vain and futile. Such persons continually endeavor to
harmonize the music of their lives with the general rhythm of creation synchronizing their life objectives
with their ultimate telos.

Best Possible System

In Islamic cosmology, the pervading order in the world is considered the best of all possible systems. As
we have stated in the discussion on divine wisdom, the sagacity of God requires that He create the best
and most perfect world among all illimitably possible worlds. It seems that the Qur’an indicates this fact
where it states:

﴿خَلَقَه ءش كل الّذي أحسن﴾

“[He is] who has created all things perfect.”15

Naturally, it may seem that because this world contains evils, and a world free of evils is better than one
soiled by them, this world is therefore not the best of all possible worlds. However, by briefly referring to
our concise discussion on the philosophy of evil, the fallaciousness of this idea is revealed because
within each evil various wisdoms are embedded that justify their existence and make them beneficial to
the ideal perfection of the world.

جهان چون چشم و خال و خط و ابروست

كه هر چيزي به جاي خويش نيوست

The world is like eyes and moles and hair and brows;

Everything is beautiful in its appropriate place.

In short, according to Islam, all of creation is virtuous, beautiful, and perfect, and what our superficial
eyes perceive as ugly is, in actuality, a part of the beautiful masterpiece of creation and a building block
in the balanced structure of the cosmos.

Belief in the virtuosity and beauty of the world has a great impact on one’s happiness and bliss. This is
because, believing in essential wickedness of existence and ugliness and imbalance of creation traps



humanity in the snare of pessimistic philosophies and results in nothing but cynicism and despair. Divine
saints always see the world as a manifestation of the absolute beauty of God. They love the world
because they deem it a symbol and display of the perfections of their Beloved; they cry out that, “By the
world I swear, I am exuberant that the world is made exuberant by Him.”16

Intrinsic Consciousness and Universal Praise [tasbīh al-
‘umūmī]

According to materialist schools, material objects do not enjoy consciousness and awareness. However,
Islamic cosmology states that all elements of existence even the lifeless phenomena of the natural world
possess a type of intrinsic consciousness [shu‘ūr al-bāṭinī] relating to their Creator. By virtue of this
consciousness they praise, glorify, and thank their Lord:

“The seven heavens and the earth and all within them extol Him, and there is nothing that does
not proclaim His praise, and yet you do not realize their exaltation.”17

This verse clearly states that all of God’s creations are engaged in veneration and exaltation of the
Divine. Since these actions cannot be executed without awareness and understanding, this verse
reveals a universal consciousness in all components of the world.

Nonetheless, various exegetes believe that this universal praise means nothing more than the fact that
each creation is a symbol of the existence of the Creator and His attributes of beauty and greatness.
Allegorically, it is similar to a work of art that conveys the artistry and proficiency of its creator, and in a
way, praises the perfection of its designer and glorifies Him of fault and inadequacy. However, this
interpretation is incompatible with various evidences regarding this verse. In explanation, this definition
of praise and exaltation is not something we cannot understand because the Qur’an states:

﴾و لن  تفقهونَ تسبيحهم ...﴿

“…and yet, you do not realize their exaltation.” 18

كوه و دريا و درختان، همه در تسبيحاند

نه همه مستمع فهم كند اين اسرار

The mountains, seas, and trees are all praising Him;

Not all listeners can perceive these secrets.19



Thus, according to Islamic belief, even though we cannot perceive this general consciousness and
universal praise with our superficial senses, all constituents of existence are engaged in praising their
Lord.20

God and the Universe

As we have stated at the outset of this section, one of the qualities of Islamic cosmology is that world
phenomena are not regarded separate from their Creator. Islam always considers the relation of the
world with regard to its originating agent and recognizes all beings in light of their connection with God.
All schools that believe in some manner in God as the First Cause depict the connection between God
and the world.

Sometimes He is regarded by other schools as the Prime Mover, who gave the caravan of existence its
initial momentum in the eternal past. At other times, the relationship of God and the universe is reduced
to the relationship of a watchmaker and a watch—a watchmaker who created and refined the world in
the eternal past, after which the inner workings of the watch automatically caused the continuation of
existence!21

However, according to the Islamic perspective, the connection of God and His creation is much more
profound. Not only is God the Creator and Originator of all creatures, He is their Contriver and
Preserver. To state matters differently, in every moment of existence, the entire universe and its
constituents are dependent upon and sustained by God such that if divine grace were to be interrupted
for even a moment, their existence would instantaneously become void. In philosophical terms, the world
not only needs God for its inception, it also needs Him for its perpetuation. Therefore, Islam teaches that
God does not sit by and merely watch the events and incidents occurring in the world; rather, the Divine
Essence, despite being exalted and magnificent, accompanies even the lowliest elements of existence:

﴾و هو معم اين ما كنتُم﴿

“And He is with you wherever you may be.”22

Obviously, this is not spatial accompaniment because God transcends space. This accompaniment
signifies that God is the absolute preserver and upholder of all of existence.23 Therefore, God is the
closest being to His creations—while this proximity does not cause His limitation or incarnation in
mundane objects—and also He is the apogee of sublimity and ascendancy—while this culmination does
not result in His neglect of or remoteness from His creations. In our religious texts, there are profound
interpretations of the relationship of God and His creations. Imam ‘Alī (‘a) has elucidated this connection
in various erudite sermons using varied terms:



.مع كل شء لا بمقارنة و غير كل شء لا بمزايلة

“[God] is with all things without being their partner and is apart from all things without being
distant from them.”24

.عالٍ ف دنوه و دانٍ ف علوه

“[God] is close in His sublimity, and is Sublime in His closeness.”25

Thus, in Islamic cosmology, the transcendence and immanence of God coexist in an appropriate
manner, whereas most other creeds only emphasize one of these two issues and have refrained from
converging them.26

Unity in Action

One of the tenets of Islam, which facilitates understanding the relationship between God and the world,
is the principle of unity in action [Tawhīd al-af‘ālī]. Correct understanding of unity in action can help us
understand the depth of God’s link with creation and the critical presence of the Divine Will on the stage
of existence.

Unity in action means, the only independent agent—whose agency does not rely on any other entity—is
God. Consequently, the agency of all other entities is a token of His agency and cannot be realized
without His explicit permission and providence. Thus, all occurrences in existence are acts of God and
under His influence and will.

Belief in unity in action opens new portals to understanding the world. A person who believes in unity in
action perceives the Divine Will in all places and discerns the effects of His agency in all phenomena
and incidents. The world, in all its vastness and immensity, and with all its colorfulness and diversity, is
the manifestation of a united will. Moreover, all alterations and transformations originate from a
changeless and exclusive fountainhead:

.لا حول و لا قوةَ ا باله

“There is no force or power but Allah.”

Heeding the cosmological tenets of Islam assists us in sketching the general lines of Islamic cosmology.
Additionally, in light of these precepts, we may better understand the theological and anthropological
teachings of Islam. Here, it is appropriate that we explain, in short, various religious standpoints about
world phenomena. As we have already stated, Islamic cosmology is not restricted to deciphering natural



and material phenomena—it also includes supernatural creatures. Accordingly, we shall divide our
discussion into two chief parts: Natural phenomena (the natural world) and paranormal entities (the
supernatural world).

The Natural World

The Qur’an speaks of natural phenomena in many verses. The variety of natural phenomena, the
multitude of Qur’anic verses on this issue, and the limitation of this treatise all compel us to condense
the material and shorten our discussion.

Creation of the Natural World

Various Qur’anic verses state that the world was created in six days.

﴾انَّ ربم اله الّذي خلق السماوات و الارض ف ستَّة ايام ثُم استوى عل العرش﴿

“Surely your Lord is Allah, who created the heavens and earth in six days, then established
Himself atop the Throne.”27

Keeping in mind the fact that in the Qur’an, the term ﴿رضماوات و الاالس﴾ (the heavens and earth) usually
indicates the entire natural world,28 this verse signifies that the process of the natural world’s creation
took six days. However, what does day signify here? Due to the two following facts, we can state that in
this verse, “day” [yaūm] indicates a specific time interval whose exact span is unknown to us. First,
before the formation of our solar system in its current form, there was no such thing as day and night
(according to the common usage of these words). Second, the Qur’an also uses the word “day” [yaūm]
to indicate a specific time span.29 Therefore, we can only accurately state that the creation of the natural
world occurred during six time spans or eras. Other verses indicate that the skies were created in two
eras;30 the earth was created in two eras,31 and finally, the reserves and provisions of the earth were
also created in two eras.32

1. The Heavens and the Earth

Many verses speak of the seven heavens:

﴾اله الّذي خلق سبع سماواتٍ﴿

“It is Allah who created the seven heavens.”33

Additionally, various verses state that in the beginning, there was a homogeneous universe consisted of
a smoky or vaporous substance or aerosol [dukhān], which God later formed into seven skies:



“Next, He proceeded with the sky, which was as aerosol. Then He said to the sky and the earth,
‘Come thou in obedience or by force!’ They said, ‘We come in obedience!’ He subsequently
ordained them as seven skies in two days.”34

In truth, we know very little of the seven skies. What we do know has been extracted from the Qur’an.

These skies are arranged above one another:

﴾الّذي خَلَق سبع سماواتٍ طباقاً﴿

“[Allah is] who created the seven heavens in layers.”35

Additionally, the stars that shine at night exist in the lowest of the seven skies:

﴾انّا زينّا السمآء الدُّنيا بزينة الواكب﴿

“Surely, We have adorned the sky of the world with the ornamentation of stars.”36

In contrast to sky, the Qur’an speaks of the earth as a singular noun.37 In describing the earth, the
Qur’an mostly emphasizes qualities that illustrate the benefits of this telluric haven for humanity and
naturally, it reminds of God’s characteristic of Creativity in all places.38

According to the Qur’an, God has ordained the world for humans as an expansive bed,39 a docile
mount,40 a place of lodging41 and tranquility,42 and a reserve for sustenance.43 Moreover, in various
verses, after indicating that God brought new life to the earth by sending down rain, the Qur’an states
that this phenomenon is an example of resurrection:

“And of His signs is that you see the earth lifeless, and then when We send down water upon it, it
quivers and flourishes. Surely, He who revives it is also reviver of the dead.”44

2. Celestial Bodies

The Qur’an regards celestial bodies submissive to God. It stresses that the movements and effects of
these bodies are according to a plan that the Creator of the World has set for them:

﴾و الشَّمس و القَمر و النُّجوم مسخَّراتٍ بِامرِه﴿

“And [He created] the sun and moon and stars, subservient to His command.”45

Of the benefits of stars, other than that they are the adornments of the sky and make it beautiful,46 is



that we can use them to find our way on land and sea.47 Furthermore, various Qur’anic verses reveal
the fact that celestial bodies move in determined orbits such that they do not collide in normal
circumstances. In Sūrah Yāsīn, after speaking of the movements of the earth and moon, it is stated that
these two celestial bodies never collide, because they float in set orbits:

﴾و كل ف فَلَكٍ يسبحون﴿

“And each drifts in an orbit.”48

ماه و خورشيد به منزل، چو امر تو رسند

يار مهروي مرا نيز به من باز رسان

The sun and moon attain their places at your command;

So also, return to me my pale-faced sweetheart.

3. Terrestrial Phenomena

Many Qur’anic verses speak of natural earthly phenomena. Mountains have been identified as
anchorages [rawāsī] or nails [aūtād] that cause the steadiness and solidification of the earth and
prevent earthquakes49 and they are also convenient refuges for humans.50 Various verses also indicate
that even though mountains seem tenacious and immobile, they move like clouds.51 Moreover, various
verses indicate the effect of rain in generating stationary waters (seas),52 free-flowing springs,53 and
plant growth.54

Additionally, the Qur’an states that God has made the seas obedient to humanity, so that they may both
sail upon it55 and utilize its food reserves and hidden jewels56—such as pearls. Other verses illuminate
the functions of wind and clouds and their advantages to humans.57

4. Plants and Animals

The Qur’an indicates the gendered system (the state of being female or male) of plants and emphasizes
their balance and beauty.58 According to the Qur’an, God causes the germination of seeds and fruiting
of trees by sending down rain and thus provides the sustenance of humans, and wild and domestic
animals.59 Furthermore, the diversity and range of plants are considered signs of God.60

The Qur’an regards the soaring of birds an act of God and thus enumerates this phenomenon as one of
His signs.61 Additionally, several uses of domestic animals are specified in various verses, including



transportation of loads, source of food and clothing, etc.62 The Qur’an also declares that the milk-
making process in animal bodies is a lesson.63

The Qur’an especially favors various specific animals such as the honeybee and regards the structure of
their hives and their honey making industry a sign for the thoughtful.64

Again, we must stress the fact that due to their function of guidance our religious texts regard
phenomena of the natural world from a specific point of view and pursue explicit objectives by presenting
cosmological issues. Some of these objectives are:

Laying the foundation for human contemplation of the order of the world

Familiarity with divine attributes; such as knowledge, wisdom, and power

Presentation of evidence for divine unity, especially unity in action and its various branches such as unity
in lordship and world administration [tadbīr al-‘ālam]

Preparing humans so they may rise above the appearances of the world and realize the truths that lay
beyond worldly veneers and perceive God’s hand above all natural causes

Cultivation of love, passion, and affection towards God

Arousing the feeling of gratitude through enumeration of divine blessings

The Supernatural World

We previously stated that in Islamic cosmology, portions of the world of creation pertain to supernatural
creatures. Here we shall take a glance at Islam’s perspective on immaterial entities.

1. Angels

One of the definite tenets of Islamic cosmology is the existence of entities called angels [malak]. Many
Qur’anic verses and Hadith speak of angels and their qualities, attributes, and actions. Here, we shall
succinctly indicate some of Islam’s teachings regarding these divine creations:

a. The Nature of Angels

The Holy Qur’an does not clearly speak of the nature and essence of angels. It is evident that angels
have a different nature than humans and other intelligent creations, such as jinn.65 However, the reality
of their essence is a controversial issue. Some Muslim scholars believe they are immaterial and
incorporeal entities. Others believe that they have subtle bodies, which are different from non-subtle
bodies, that have three dimensions, weight, and mass and can be perceived by normal senses.
Nevertheless, all agree that angels cannot be perceived by the outward senses of humans.66



b. The Immaculacy and Worship of Angels

The essence of angels is completely intellectual and has no taint of carnality or hedonistic desires. Thus,
they continuously worship and glorify their Lord and never defy or rebel against God. The Qur’an
describes angels thus:

﴾بل عباد مرمون. لايسبِقُونَه بِالقَولِ و هم بِامرِه يعملُون﴿

“Rather, [angels] are noble servants. They do not overtake Him in speech, and they perform as
He commands.”67

In addition, of the angels that guard hell it states:

﴾لا يعصونَ اله مآ امرهم و يفْعلُونَ ما يومرون﴿

“They disobey not Allah in what He commands and perform what they are commanded.”68

c. Divine Mission [risālat al-ilāhī]

Angels have been appointed by God with divine missions:

﴿لاسر ةالملائ نم طَفصي هال...﴾

“Allah appoints of the angels, messengers …”69

With regard to the role of angels in world administration [tadbīr al-‘ālam], we can state that their mission
encompasses two functions. That is, their genetic mission [risālat al-takwīnī], which is administration of
world affairs and performing divine commands, and their legislative mission [risālat al-tashrī‘ī], which is
intermediacy in divine revelation unto prophets.

d. The Occupations of Angels

The Noble Qur’an has enumerated many deeds for angels.70 Transmitting divine revelation to the
prophets,71 administration of world affairs and mediation in imparting divine blessings upon God’s
creatures,72 repentance and intercession on behalf of the faithful,73 aiding the faithful74, damning
unbelievers,75 recording people’s deeds,76 and taking souls at the time of death77 are several divine
commissions that angels undertake. Angels are also present in the world of Barzakh78 and the afterlife;
some reside in heaven,79 and others are the keepers of Gehenna/Hell [jahannam] and its inhabitants.80

In addition, Angels continuously worship, revere, and praise God. They never stop and never do



anything else. According to the Qur’an:

﴾و من عنده لا يستَبِرونَ عن عبادته و لا يستَحسرون. يسبِحون اللَّيل و النّهار لا يفتُرون﴿

“And those who are with Him never wax too proud to serve Him and never grow weary. They
glorify Him night and day without remit.”81

e. The Hierarchy and Order of Angels:

According to the previous discussions, angels are divided into various echelons based on their various
commissions. The fact whether various orders of angels are typically and essentially different or not is
obscure to us. This much can be derived from the Qur’an and traditions that angels do possess various
ranks and echelons and some are subordinate to others. The Qur’an declares that each angel
possesses a determined station and rank:

﴿علومم قامم لَه نّآ اما م و﴾

“And there are none of us (angels) save who has a determined rank.”82

Moreover, various Qur’anic verses reveal that the Angel of Revelation (i.e. Gabriel) has various aides
that are subordinate to him.83 The Angel of Death (i.e. Azrael) also has agents among the angels.84

Various traditions indicate that Gabriel [jibrā’īl], Michael [mīkā’īl], Israfel [isrāfīl], and Azrael [‘izrā’īl]
possess uniquely lofty ranks.

f. Incarnation of Angels

Even though angels are intangible, they can be incarnated in human form. The Qur’an verifies this fact
by relating various historic occurrences. For example, various visits by angles to Abraham (‘a) and Lot
(‘a) and the embodiment of a divine angel as a human to bestow Jesus (‘a) upon Mary (‘a) were some
occurrences of the incarnation of angels in human form.

2. Jinn

The jinn are another of God’s creations that cannot be experienced with the senses under normal
circumstances. The existence of jinn is an unequivocal concept in Islamic cosmology since various
Qur’anic verses and Hadith clearly confirm this truth. The seventy-second Sūrah of the Qur’an is named
Jinn in which a conversation of a group of jinn who had become Muslim has been recorded.

a. The Essence of Jinn:

In contrast to the angels, the Qur’an explicitly speaks of the essence of the jinn’s creation:



﴾و خَلَق الجآنَّ من مارِج من نار﴿

“And He created the jinn of a smokeless fire.”85

However, it is not clear whether the fire that is the essence of the jinn is the result of combustion or if it is
essentially different.86 What is clear is that the fiery nature of the jinn permits them to traverse vast
distances at staggering speeds and perform miraculous deeds that normal humans cannot accomplish
without special tools.87

b. The Creational Antecedence of Jinn over Humans

Another item extracted from the Qur’an is that the jinn have been created before humans. In Sūrah Ḥijr it
is stated:

﴾و الجآنَّ خَلَقْناه من قَبل من نارِ السموم﴿

“And We created the jinn before [humans] of a blazing fire.”88

c. Reason, Free Will, and Responsibility

Jinn possess reason and free will; therefore, they are responsible [mukallaf] just like humans. Some are
believers, righteous, and the elect of God and others shall be condemned to Hell due to their deviation
from the path of righteousness:

“And surely among us, some have submitted [to Allah] and others have deviated. Those who
have submitted seek rectitude. But as for those who have deviated, they shall be firewood for
Hell.”89

Various Qur’anic verses also suggest that God has appointed prophets from among the jinn as well so
as to impart divine signs upon them.90 Another point of correspondence among humans and jinn is that
the purpose of both races is servitude and worship of the One Allah:

﴾و ما خَلَقْت الجِن و الانس ا ليعبدُون﴿

“And I have not created the jinn and humans but that they worship Me.”91

d. Communal Life

Various Hadith and Qur’anic verses indicate that like humans, the jinn live in communities. The Qur’an
states the fact that nations of jinn existed in the past. The word “ummah” (nation) is an explicit indicator
of the social lives of jinn. Furthermore, the system of marriage and reproduction exists among the jinn as



well.

e. The Relationship of Jinn and Humans

Even though the jinn are normally intangible, sometimes a unique liaison is created between various jinn
and humans. According to the Qur’an, various jinn were among the subordinates and soldiers of
Solomon (‘a).92 On the other hand, at various points in time, groups of humans worshiped jinn and on
occasion, some became subservient minions to jinn.93

3. Satan [shaytān]

A third intangible entity who has been named in our religious texts is Satan [shaytān] or Iblis. Shaytān is
sometimes used as a qualifier—meaning wicked and evil. This usage pertains to both humans and jinn:

﴿الجن نسِ والا اً شَياطيندُوع نَب للنا لعكَ جذٰلك و﴾

“And thus We appointed for each prophet an enemy—satans of human and jinn.”94

In addition, sometimes it is used referring to the object of our discussion.95 However, the name Iblis is a
proper noun and thus, it is not used for other entities except metaphorically, allegorically, or innuendo.

a. The Nature of Satan

The Qur’an explicitly states that Satan is of the jinn:

﴿الجِن نكانَ م بليسا َدُوا إجفَس﴾

“Then they [all] bowed save for Iblis who was of the jinn.”96

As a rationale for his transgression against the divine order to bow before Adam (‘a), Satan emphasized
the fact that he was created from fire whereas Adam (‘a) was created from clay. As we have previously
stated, the Qur’an attests to the fact that the essence of jinn is fire.

Nevertheless, religious texts about Satan reveal the fact that before his insurrection, he worshiped God
for a very long time. Due to the exuberance of his worship, he entered the order of angels and as a
result, God’s command to the angels to bow before Adam (‘a) included Satan as well.

b. The History of Satan

Satan has a singularly amazing and edifying history that is indicated in various sections of the Qur’an.
Here is a short version of the Qur’anic story of Satan: At the beginning, due to the profuseness of his
worship, Satan was affiliated with the order of angels. After creating Adam (‘a), God commanded the



angels—including Satan—to prostrate themselves before Adam (‘a). However, Satan was too proud to
prostrate himself and refused.97

In order to vindicate himself of this defiance, Satan resorted to a fallacious argument. Due to his fiery
essence, Satan considered himself superior to Adam (‘a) who was created of clay.98 This was a great
test and Satan failed it in disgrace. Because of this blatant rebellion, Satan fell from his lofty station and
he was cast out of the divine court.99

Thus, Satan was cursed by God until the Day of Judgment.100 Thereupon, Satan professed his enmity
with Adam (‘a) and in order to seduce and corrupt Adam (‘a) and his children, he asked God to respite
him until the Resurrection.101 Consequently, in His divine wisdom, God gave Satan amnesty for a fixed
period—the duration of which is unclear to us.102

c. Satan’s Campaign

Satan employs various methods to corrupt humans. One of these methods is instigating evil whispers
[waswasah] or suggestions within humans. The Qur’an attests that by evil whispers [waswasah], Satan
tempted Adam (‘a) and Eve (‘a) to eat from the forbidden tree and deceived them through perjury.103

Another of his methods is beautifying and glamorizing evil deeds.104 Satan illustrates the pleasures of
sins more ardently than they truly are so as to trap humans in the snare of vices.

Additionally, Satan makes promises to his followers; promises that shall never be realized.105 In order to
prevent benevolence or charity [infāq] he discourages people with the threat of poverty and
destitution.106 He induces humans to forget God.107 In précis, Satan is humanity’s most significant
external motivator of evil and wicked deeds.108

It must be noted that none of the seductive and deceptive methods of Satan can overrule free will. In
fact, ultimately, humans themselves consent to Satan’s dominance over them. They themselves put on
the collar of Satan’s discipleship and say labbayk 109 to his call. The Qur’an depicts a scene from the
Hereafter in which Satan addresses the souls of the damned and says:

﴾و ما كانَ ل علَيم من سلطانٍ ا ان دعوتُم فَاستَجبتُم ل، فَلا تَلُومون و لُوموۤا انفُسم﴿

“And I had no dominance over you except that I called to you and you answered me; so do not
reproach me but reproach yourselves.”110

Hence, the existence of Satan and his schemes and tricks do not contradict our free will or
responsibilities toward ourselves. We are ultimately accountable for our own actions in the end—no
excuses whatsoever.

1. - We must note that by world-awareness or cosmology in the present discourse, especially when used in contrast to
understanding God and humanity, we mean the study of all beings in existence except God and humans. Thus, from this



perspective, cosmology is more specific in meaning than worldview. Naturally, due to the close rapport between God,
humanity, and the world, sometimes cosmology is interwoven with theological and anthropological issues such that
accurately distinguishing between them would be difficult.
2. - One of the positive points of cosmogony—i.e. scientific cosmology—is its unique precision and fastidiousness which is
applied throughout various experiments and calculations. On the other hand, due to its reliance on physical perceptions, it
is unable to explain metaphysical phenomena. Therefore, it is befitting that these sciences remain reticent regarding these
phenomena and refrain from attempts to deny or refute them.
3. - Some scholars believe that all sciences, technology, and knowledge have been expressed in the Holy Qur’an, but we
have yet to find the necessary tools to extract them. Naturally, proving this theory would be extremely difficult and as long
as it is not proven, it shall remain a hypothesis.
4. - For instance, a truth may be “shahādat” for our intellect and be “ghayb” regarding our senses.
5. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:2-3.
6. - Sūrah Tawbah 9:94.
7. - Sūrah Tawbah 9:78.
8. - Islamic thinkers have uniquely depicted the various aspects of existence. According to philosophers, after the essence
of God is the world of pure intelligents [‘ālam-e ‘uqūl], and inferior to that is the world of ideas [‘ālam-e mithāl]. Finally,
there is the natural world which is the lowliest world regarding its existential status. In addition, Sufis divide the main worlds
into five planes: realm of the divinity [lāhūt], realm of omnipotence [jabarūt], angelic realm [malakūt], the realm of
sovereignty [mūlk], and the realm of humanity [nāsūt]. The three first planes are invisible and the other two are manifest.
9. - Sūrah Ḥāqqah 69:38-39.
10. - Sūrah Ḥijr 15:21.
11. - Sūrah Rūm 30:8.
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13. - Sūrah Yāsīn 36:38.
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15. - Sūrah Sajdah 32:7.
16. - That is, “به جهان خرم از آنم كه جهان خرم از اوست”.
17. - Sūrah Isrā’ 17:44.
18. - Ibid.
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the jinn, an afreet [ifrīt], in the service of Solomon (‘a) declared that he could present her throne, before Solomon (‘a) could
rise from his seat. (See: Sūrah Naml 27:38-39)
88. - Sūrah Ḥijr 15:27.
89. - Sūrah Jinn 72:14-15.
90. - Sūrah An‘ām 6:130.
91. - Sūrah Ḍārīāt 51:56.
92. - Sūrah Naml 27:17, 27:39; and Sūrah Saba’ 34:14.
93. - Sūrah Saba’ 34:41; and Sūrah An‘ām 6:100, 6:128.
94. - Sūrah An‘ām 6:112.
95. - In the Qur’an, Shaytān is used both with the definite article “ال”, indicating it as a proper noun and without the definite
article, denoting it as a qualifier.
96. - Sūrah Kahf 18:50.



97. - Sūrah Ḥijr 15:28-31.
98. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:12; and Sūrah Ḥijr 15:33.
99. - Sūrah Ḥijr 15:34.
100. - Sūrah Ḥijr 15:35.
101. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:14; and Sūrah Ḥijr 15:36.
102. - Sūrah Ḥijr 15:37-38. It is self-evident that Satan’s amnesty and means for temptation is a part of God’s tradition of
trialing humans. The existential philosophy of Satan is indicated in Sūrah Saba’:
﴿ٍَش نها فم ون همم ةرخبالا نؤمن يم لَنَعلَم ن سلطانٍ الَيهِم مع ما كانَ لَه و﴾

“And he [Satan] had no sovereignty over them save that We might differentiate those who believe in the Hereafter from
those who doubt it.” (Sūrah Saba’ 34:21)

103. - Sūrah A‘rāf 7:20-22.
104. - Sūrah Ḥijr 15:39.
105. - Sūrah Ibrāhīm 14:22.
106. - Sūrah Baqarah 2:268.
107. - Sūrah An‘ām 6:68.
108. - Sūrah Nūr 24:21.
109. - This means, at your service. [trans.]
110. - Sūrah Ibrāhīm 14:22.
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