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C0
Introduction

HE CENTRAL PURPOSE of authentic religion is to en-

lighten people regarding reality, in a profoundly full on-

tological sense, as well as to guide them on how to live
in the world in accordance with that reality—namely, to know,
love, and worship the abidingly real (God, the exalted) and to
serve His creation with nobility and purpose. In the language
of philosophy, religion’s point of departure is metaphysics—the
science of being and of first principles and the foundation of re-
ligion’s law and virtue ethics, from which emanate its politics.
Unfortunately, the first principles that ground our knowledge of
metaphysics have not fared well in recent intellectual history. In
many ways, Western post-Enlightenment modernity represents a
departure from first principles, while the postmodernity that fol-
lowed is characterized by their very deconstruction. Rather than
first principles, power structures are fundamentally what must
be known and understood to discover reality; accordingly, decon-
struction of their linguistic and political foundations reveals the
subjective biases of what various societies deem real. Thus, ours
is an era that generally deems the notion of universal and abso-
lute truth to be an antiquated idea, a mere relic of the medieval
past, and replaces it with a multiplicity of plastic words and trac-
table truths, each relative to a people’s experience, culture, his-
tory, or worldview. To the chagrin of biology, even gender is not
spared from the deconstructionist onslaught. The understand-
ing of truth as correspondence between ideas or propositions
and objective reality is replaced with coherence or pragmatic
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AN INTRODUCTION TO ISLAMIC THEOLOGY

theories of truth: truth is our integration of beliefs into a coherent
system, or simply whatever works for us as members of a society.
For thoroughgoing postmodernists, truth is whatever consensus
is arrived at by politically influential members of society, whose
social deliberations construct reality. And despite the incoher-
ence of such forms of relativism, in that they are truth claims re-
garding the way the world actually is and therefore need some
level of correspondence to make their arguments, many of their
proponents consider religion a nuisance at best. But for people
genuinely in search of meaning and of guidance, of the ultimate
telos of existence and its ground of being, divinely revealed reli-
gion remains a beacon of hope, a lighthouse in the vast ocean of
philosophical unruliness.

Because modern man often recoils at the notion of absolute
truth, due to a perception of resultant intolerance, it must be
underscored that the doctrinal exclusion entailed by objective
truth does not preclude sociopolitical harmony; both principles
are essential for the human family. The diversity of the human
spectrum is an opportunity for mutual recognition and benefit,
for it is predicated on a shared humanity that demands peace-
ful coexistence and respect for the other! Truth, however, is
but one. Epistemological realism asserts that contrary proposi-
tions cannot be simultaneously true, for the human mind does
not construct reality but discovers it. Thus, far more than just a
code of legal strictures or a set of rituals, authentic religion is an
expression of metaphysics; a recognition of reality as it truly is;
and at bottom, a remembrance of the divine. Through that re-
membrance, human consciousness is imbued with a sense of
the sacred—an illumination that increasingly permeates one’s
very being and enables the individual to discern truth from false-
hood and thereby lead a sincere life of virtue, altruism, empa-
thy, and love. The soul’s illumination also provides self-aware-
ness of one’s faults and shortcomings, which one must contin-
uously struggle to overcome yet which also serve the purpose of






Sample Pages from Text and Translation



AN INTRODUCTION TO ISLAMIC THEOLOGY

“What is your name?” and you answer, “Muhammad.” [The
questioner] intends thereby to ask regarding the act of naming,
as indicated by his usage of the word “What,” which [in Arabic]
is used for inanimate things. But if [a name] is used with the
word “Who,” as in “Who is Muhammad?” and you say, “I am,”
you ascribe it [the name] to the entity [the one named]. You do
not say, “Indeed, Muhammad is my name.” So that proves our
position is correct. And God alone is the One who enables.

ON DIVINE UNIQUENESS AND DISSIMILARITY
FROM CREATION

We have established the attributes of perfection for God, the ex-
alted, as a rebuttal to those who deny them (mu‘attilah), so now
likeness and resemblance must also be negated as a rebuttal to
the anthropomorphists, whereby the upright way and straight
path are elucidated. Both extremes are contemptible, while “the
best of matters are those that are moderate and balanced.”* The
evidence of this position is the Exalted’s statement “There is
nothing whatsoever like unto Him, yet He is all-hearing, all-see-
ing” (42:11). He negates resemblance with His words “There is
nothing whatsoever like unto Him,” yet affirms attributes with
His words “yet He is all-hearing, all-seeing.”

There is a difference of opinion regarding what constitutes re-
semblance. The philosophers, esoterists, and Jahm b. Safwan#
[d. 128/745] state that resemblance [between two things] is en-
tailed in the predication [upon each] of merely the same descrip-
tion or name, to the extent that they refuse to ascribe to God,
the exalted, the names Existent (mawjud), Thing (shay’),#* Living
(hayy), Knowing (“alim), and Able (qadir), so as to negate any like-
ness between God, the exalted, and His creation. This, of course,
is absurd. If resemblance is entailed by [sharing] the [most] gen-
eral quality, linguistic categories would be rendered null,
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AN INTRODUCTION TO ISLAMIC THEOLOGY

such as classifying something as opposite, as contradictory, as a
genus, or as similar. In fact, all things would share resemblance
[given that all are described as “existent”], even incapacity with
power, stillness with movement, and honey [that is, antidote]
with poison. Those who possess intellect consider this meaning-
less.#

The Mu‘tazilites state that resemblance [between two things]
is entailed by [their] sharing the most specific of qualities: [for
example,] our knowledge has three qualities—it is existent, it is
an accident, and it is [specifically] knowledge. “Existence” is the
most general of its qualities, “being an accident” its middle one,
and “being knowledge” its most specific. Therefore [according
to them], knowledge resembles knowledge in its being knowledge,
not in its existence or in its being an accident. Hence, they reject
ascribing knowledge to God, the exalted, so as to negate likeness
between Him and His creation. But this position also is illogical,
for indeed one person’s ability by which he can carry ten loads is
similar in its most specific quality to another’s ability by which
he can carry a hundred loads, yet despite that, the two bear no
resemblance.

According to us, resemblance is entailed only by sharing all
qualities [under consideration], such that if two attributes differ
in even one [relevant] quality, they do not have “resemblance.”+
For example, human knowledge is existent, is an accident, is
knowledge, is originated, is logically possible, and is replicated
[by God] every moment. But when we affirm knowledge as an
attribute of God, the exalted, [what we affirm as real] is existent,
an attribute, knowledge, eternal, logically necessary, and
perpetual from anterior eternity to posterior eternity [that is,
atemporal and timeless]; hence, it does not resemble knowledge
possessed by creation in any real way whatsoever [due to the
categorical difference between what is necessary/eternal and
what is possible/temporal].
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AN INTRODUCTION TO ISLAMIC THEOLOGY

says, “God,” he has made remembrance of other than God, for he
mentioned the name of God, and His name is other than Him.”
(al-Sabani, Al-Kifayah, 18r. [BT])

38 And glorification is suitable only for His entity, not for other than
Him. See al-Sabuni, Al-Kifayah, 18r. [BT]

39 The author states in Al-Kifayah,

If one states: It is narrated about the Prophet £ that he said,
“Verily, God has ninety-nine names. Whoever enumerates [and
comprehends] all of them shall enter paradise.” So were the name
and the named one and the same, the one named would also be
ninety-nine. We would respond: The term name can be used to
mean “naming,” which is ascribed to the one who names, which
by consensus is other than the named. So enumeration, multiplic-
ity, and temporality all return to the naming, not literally to the
name. (al-Sabani, Al-Kifayah, 18v. [BT])

40 This statement is related by Ibn Sam‘ani (d. 562/1167) in the ad-
dendum to Tarikh Baghdad, with a chain of narrators that includes
someone unknown (majhiil), up to the Prophet & through “Ali b.
Abi Talib #; as well as by al-Tabari (d. 310/923) in his exegesis
(tafsir) as a statement of Mutarrif b. ‘Abd Allah (d. g5/714) and
Yazid b. Murrah al-Ja‘f1. Imam al-Bayhaqi (d. 458/1066) also re-
lates it from Mutarrif; while al-Daylami (d. 558/1162) relates it
without a chain of narration, yet through Ibn “‘Abbas & to the
Prophet £, as saying, “The best of actions are those that are
moderate and balanced,” in a hadith that starts with, “Be consis-
tent in performing your obligations.” It is also related that Imam
al-Awza‘1 (d. 157/774) said, “There is nothing God has command-
ed save that the devil opposes it with two tendencies, not car-
ing whichever one he succeeds in inciting: excess (ghuluww) and
shortcoming (tagsir).” Imam al-Sakhawi (d. 9go2/1497) notes that
the principle of moderation is confirmed by the Qur’an, as in
17:29, 17:110, 25:67, and even by allusion in 2:68. See Muhammad
b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi, Al-Magqasid al-hasanah fi bayan

142



41

42

ANNOTATIONS

kathir min al-ahadith al-mushtahirah “ala al-alsinah, ed. “Abd Allah
Muhammad al-Siddiq (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1991), 205-6.

He is Abu Mihraz Jahm b. Safwan from Samarqand, a client
(mawla) of Bani Rasib and head of the sect that would be called
the Jahmiyyah. Imam al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348) calls him “a mis-
guided heretic who died in the time of the young followers (stu-
dents of the Prophet’s companions—tabi‘in). He had planted
seeds of immense evil.” He worked for the army of al-Harith b.
Surayj (d. 128/746), who led a revolt against the Umayyad gover-
nor Nasr b. Sayyar (d. 131/748). Upon the order of the latter, he
was executed in the year 128/745. See al-Zirikli, Al-A‘lam, 2:141.

In classical Islamic theology, the word shay’ refers only to mawjud,
r “that which exists.”

43 Imam al-Lamishi explains their position as follows:

The Qaramitah, many of the philosophers, Jahm b. Safwan, and
others state, “These terms [Existent (mawjiid, shay’), Living (hayy),
Knowing (‘alim), Able (qadir), etc.] may not be ascribed to God,
the exalted; likewise, any name that may be ascribed to other than
God, the exalted, may not be ascribed to Him, the exalted, so as
to avoid affirming resemblance [between God and His creation].”

We [Sunni orthodoxy] respond: This is absurd, for the term
shay’ refers only to “existence,” and there is no equivalence what-
soever between God, the exalted, and other than Him with respect
to existence, for the existence of God, the exalted, is necessary while
the existence of all others is merely possible.

Likewise, there is no equivalence at all between the life of God,
the exalted, and the life of other than Him, for His life is eternal,
not an accident, and its continuity is not impossible; while the
life of all others is temporal and an accident, and its continuity is
impossible. So equivalence between the two is false, and there is
no resemblance without equivalence.

This is the case for all the divine attributes [affirmed by Sunni
orthodoxy], so resemblance between God and His creation is
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not entailed in the affirmation of these names and attributes for
God; thus, our position by no means entails affirmation of resem-
blance. (Kitab al-tamhid, 67—68)

44 The position of the author (and of Imam al-Ash‘ari himself) ap-
pears to affirm resemblance between two things (such as two en-
tities or two attributes) only when all of their qualities are similar.
Yet later theologians (such as Imam Abu al-Mu‘in al-Nasafi) note
that this is logically incoherent, for it entails that no two things
could ever resemble one another, since some quality of each,
however minor or irrevelant, would be unique to it and absent in
the other. For example, two scholars of equivalent knowledge of
jurisprudence would not resemble one another in light of each
scholar’s unique physical traits and personality. Thus, according
to Imam al-Taftazani, Imam al-Farhari, and others, the position
of Imam al-Ash‘art and Imam al-Sabuni is interpreted to mean
that resemblance between two things is affirmed only when all of
their relevant qualities that are under consideration are identical, even
if other qualities (that are irrelevant to what is being considered)
are not shared by both things. See al-Farhari, Al-Nibras, 120—22.

This interpretationis reflected in Imam al-Sabuni’s explanation
in the text. At bottom, the Sunni affirmation of the divine names
and attributes does not entail resemblance of God, the exalted, to
creation due to the absolute and categorical difference (tabayun)
betweenwhatis necessary/eternal (God, the exalted, and His attri-
butes) and what is possible/temporal (creation and its attributes).
And, in light of that categorical difference, some theologians hold
the view that any terms that are used for both God, the exalted,
and His creation (such as existence, life, knowledge, power) are
used as homonyms (ishtirak lafz1). Shaykh Muhammad al-Hashimi
comments,

Realize that the position of Shaykh al-Ash‘ari is that the term
existence [or being (wujiid)], when used for what is eternal and for
what is temporal, is a homonym.... So there is no universal/gen-
eral existence of which eternal existence and temporal existence
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are particulars/types.... Rather, according to [al-Ash‘ari], eternal
existence is categorically different (mubayin) from temporal exis-
tence, as is evident from the categorical difference between their
innumerable respective properties, some of which are as follows:
God’s existence is without beginning or end, while the existence
of all else is preceded by and followed by nonexistence [or nonbe-
ing (‘adam)]; God’s existence is metaphysically necessary and its
negation entails impossibility, based on both reason and scrip-
ture, while the existence of all else is metaphysically possible,
the negation of which entails no impossibility whatsoever; God’s
existence is not bound or conditioned by time and space, for He
is the creator of time and space, while the existence of all else is
necessarily bound by both; God’s existence alone is not depen-
dent whatsoever on anything, while the existence of all else is ever
dependent on His power and will, at its inception as well as for
its continuity (according to the correct view). So were it not for
His largesse and favor upon all things in the cosmos, of granting
them existence (fjad), they would never have existed. And were it
not for His largesse and favor upon them of continually maintain-
ing their existence in every moment (imdad), their being would at
once vanish into nonbeing, for in each moment they are innately
accepting nonbeing. [[jad is the divine act of bringing into exis-
tence, while imdad refers to the continued divine sustainment that
follows fjad.] Ibn “Ata’ Allah [d. 709/13009] states in his aphorisms,
“There are two blessings that no [temporally] existent thing is
without and that everything in the cosmos necessarily needs: the
blessing of God’s [initial] act of granting existence and the bless-
ing of God’s unceasing acts of maintaining in existence”; “He [the
exalted] blessed you initially with [His act of] granting you exis-
tence and subsequently with [His acts of ] unceasingly maintain-
ing you in existence.”

This [reality] is what it means for the existence ofall things oth-
er than God to be preceded by and followed by nonexistence, and
for nonexistence to be possible for them in each of their moments,
which is why they always [without interruption] need the ontic
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support of their Creator’s power. And this is the proper exegesis
of the Qur’anic verse “Every single thing is perished (halik), except
His [God’s] countenance” (28:88)—that is, perished constantly in
all of its moments: actually perished before its current moment of
existence [its past] and after its current moment of existence [its
future], and effectively perished in its present moment of existence
[since were it not for the divine imdad, the thing on its own would
be nonexistent]. And the term thing here is general to encompass
everything in the cosmos....

This is also the proper interpretation of the [rigorously authen-
ticated (sahih)] hadith [related in Sahih al-Bukhari] “The truest
statement a poet ever uttered is the statement of Labid: Verily, ev-
erything other than God is unreal (batil)"—that is, unreal without
interruption ([actually unreal] in its past, [effectively unreal] in its
present, and [actually unreal] in its future), as we just explained
regarding the verse. (Miftah al-jannah, g7—98)

45 Historically, the issue of divine speech was among the most de-
bated in Islamic theology; according to some scholars, this is
why the discipline was given the name kalam. The Sunnis regard-
ed their view as another median position, in this case, between
various misunderstandings over the nature of the Qur’an. The
main tension was over reconciling the revealed temporal word
with the eternality of its revealer: God, the exalted, is timeless,
so His attributes must also be timeless, yet the Qur'an—which
is His speech—is in certain aspects clearly in time, such as its
words and letters, to which we have direct access. The anthropo-
morphist tendency (extreme Hanbalism, or pseudo-Hanbalism)
led to ascribing eternality to the very words and sounds, clearly
a logical absurdity, while the tendency of misplaced rationalism
(Mu‘tazilism) led to affirming temporality and createdness to
God’s speech, in all its aspects, thereby resulting in denial of a
divine attribute (eternal divine speech).

In the eyes of its scholars, Sunnism avoided both extremes by
asserting that the reality of speech is not words or sounds but

146






0

APPENDIX A

The Kalam Cosmological Argument

THE ARGUMENT FOR the existence of God presented in most
texts of classical Islamic theology, including Al-Bidayah, is called
the kalam cosmological argument (KCA). It is an apodeictic proof
(or demonstration, Ar. burhan), meaning both that its premises
are certain, not merely probable or likely, and that its syllogistic
form is valid. Hence, the conclusion follows necessarily from the
premises and is also certain.

Its minor premise is the universe had a beginning. Its major prem-
ise is everything that has a beginning necessarily has an efficient cause. Its
conclusion is therefore the universe necessarily has an efficient cause.
Moreover, the efficient cause of the universe cannot itself be tem-
poral, as based on the above major premise, it too then would
need an efficient cause, leading to either circular reasoning or
an infinite regress of causes, both of which are logically absurd.
Based on this reductio ad absurdum, the final conclusion is the
universe necessarily has an efficient cause that is eternal, or that transcends
space and time. There also exist implications of this argument that
result in the affirmation of certain necessary attributes of this
eternal efficient cause—such as life, knowledge, will, and pow-
er—in light of which it is proven that the eternal entity is in fact
the personal creator of the heavens and earth affirmed by Islamic
scripture.
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Other cosmological arguments have been used in various tra-
ditions but are not dealt with here. While the KCA demonstrates
a creator of the universe ex nihilo [and its sustaining ground of
being], the Thomist cosmological argument (TCA) demonstrates
only its sustaining ground of being: it affirms the current exis-
tence of finite, contingent beings and proceeds to a metaphys-
ically necessary being as the basis for the current existence of
those contingent beings. The argument is based specifically
on the rejection of an infinite regress of concurrent, essentially
ordered causes. The Leibnizian cosmological argument (LCA)
demonstrates a sufficient reason something exists rather than
nothing. It begins with the question “Why is there something
rather than nothing?” and proceeds to the truth of a logically
necessary proposition, “God exists,” based on the principle of
sufficient reason (PSR). Of the three cosmological arguments, it
is uniquely the kalam version that seeks to prove the temporal
finitude of the universe, as the other two allow for an eternal uni-
verse in proving the existence of God.

In addition, the simplicity of the KCA’s premises and conclu-
sion should not lead one to assume this argument is insufficient
in accounting for the complexity of issues raised in theistic/
atheistic arguments or in cosmology in general. A true and val-
id argument may have simple, straightforward premises even if
its proponent must deal with involved issues in defending those
premises. And once those premises are demonstrated as certain,
it follows that subsequent rejection or doubt concerning them
does not alone render them probabilistic. Rather, their certainty
would have to be disproven.

This essay begins with the minor premise, followed by
the major premise and conclusion. Each discussion is inter-
spersed with common objections and rejoinders to those ob-
jections, some classical but many contemporary, at least in
form. Several key considerations for the minor premise, as well
as a few for the major premise and conclusion, are taken from
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