CHAPTER 1

THE ESSENCE OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

I. AL TAWHID AS RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

At the core of religious experience stands God. The shahadah (con-
fession of Islamic faith; the witnessing that there is no god but God and
Muhammad is His Messenger; witness; witnessing) asserts: “There is
no god but God.” The name of God, “Allah,” which simply means “The
God,” occupies the central positton in every Muslim place, every Muslim
action, every Muslim thought. The presence of God fills the Muslim’s
consciousness at all times. With the Muslim, God is indeed a sublime
obsession. What does that mean?

Muslim philosophers and theologians have battled it out among
themselves for centuries, and the issue culminated in the arguments of
al Ghazali and Ibn Sina. For the philosophers, the issue was one of sav-
ing the orderliness of the universe. The world, they argued, is a cosmos
(a realm in which order and law prevail), where things happen by a cause
and causes cannot be without their proper effects. In this stand they were
heirs to the Greek, the Mesopotamian and the ancient Egyptian legacies
of religion and philosophy. Creation itself was these traditions’ passage
from chaos to cosmos. The Muslims entertained the highest ideas of
transcendence and nobility of the divine Being, but they could not con-
ceive of that Being as consistent with a chaotic world.

The theologians, for their part, feared that such an emphasis on the
orderliness of the universe necessarily renders God a deus otiosus; that
it leaves Him little to do once He has created the world and built there-
in the clockwork mechanism necessary to set everything in causal mo-
tion. They were right. For a world in which everything happens accord-
ing to a cause and where causes are all natural—i.e., in and from the
world — is one in which everything happens necessarily and hence is
a world which does not need God. Such a God would never satisfy the
religious feeling. Either He is He by Whom everything is, by Whom
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everything happens, incapable of initiating or controlling it or there is
some other god besides Him, who is the real cause and master of all.
Hence, they rejected the philosophers’ view and invented the doctrine
of “occasionalism.” This is the theory that at every moment of time, God
recreates the world and thus makes happen all that happens therein. They
replaced the necessity of causality with the trust that God, being just
and righteous, will not deceive but will see to it that the right effect
will always follow upon the right cause. The upshot of the matter was
not the establishment of causality, but of divine presence, and of ac-
commodating causality to that presence. The theologians carried a sweep-
ing victory over the philosophers!

Behind the theologians’ position stands the Muslim’s experience, where
God is not merely an absolute, ultimate first cause or principle but a
core of normativeness. It is this aspect of God that suffers most in any
theory where God becomes a deus otiosus, and it is the Muslim’s respon-
siveness to this core of normativeness that the philosopher’s theory throws
out of joint. ;

God as normativeness means that He is the Being Who commands.
His movements, thoughts and deeds are all realities beyond doubt; but
everyone of these, insofar as man conceives of it, is for him a value,
an oughf—to—be, even when, in the case where it is already realized, no
ought-to-do flows from it. Besides being metaphysical, God’s ultimacy
is not, for the Muslim, isolable from or emphasizable at the cost of the
axiological. Were we to allow the Muslim here to use the category of -
“the value of knowledge,” he would say the value of the metaphysical
is that it may exercise its imperativeness, its moving appeal. or
normativeness. '

God is the final end, i.e., the end at which all finalistic nexuses aim -
and come to rest. Everything is sought for another which in turn is sought
for a third and so on, and hence demands the nexus or chain to con-
tinue until a final end is reached which is an end-in-itself.‘God is such
an end, an end for all other ends, a chains of ends. He is the ultimate: -
object of all desire. As such it is He Who makes every other good; for -

! This is evidenced by the poor reputation which “philosophy” (i.e., the tradition of abstract thought -
begun by al Kindi and continued by al Farabi, Ikhwan al $afd, Ibn Sina, and Ibn Rushd) and -
philosophers had enjoyed, by the names by which they were called (e.g., Hilliniyin, Manatiqah, "
Mashsham, Riwagiyiin), and by the treatment the philosophers and their books were given
throughout Muslim history. No doubt this sad fate was due to the philosophers’ distance from the
basic intuition of the wmimah. For an excellent analysis of the Hellenic roots of Muslim “philosophy”
and of its rejection by Islamic thinkers, see: ‘Al Samu al Nashshar. Manahij al Bahth $nd Mufakkirin :
al Istam wa Nagd al Muslimin li al Mantiq al Aristatalist (Cairo: Dar al Fikr al ‘Arabi, 1367/1947), °
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unless the final end is posited, every link in the chain is undone. The
final end is the axiological ground of all chains or nexuses of ends.

It follows from this conception of God as the ultimate, finalistic ter-
minus and axiological ground that He must be unique. Obviously, if
this were not the case, the question would have to be raised again regar-
ding the priority or ultimacy of one to the other. It is of the very nature
of a finalistic end to be unique, just as it is the nature of the ultimate
cause of chain to be unique. Ultimacy precludes the possibility of the
ultimate’s dependence upon another.? It is this uniqueness which the
Muslim affirms in his confession of faith, “There is no god but God.”
In the long history of religions, the Muslin'’s assertion of God’s existence
would have come late. Indeed God had told him in the Quran that “there
is no people unto whom He had not sent a prophet,” and that “no pro-
phet but had been sent to teach the worship and service of God.™ But
the assertion of the uniqueness of God is new. It brought a refreshing
iconoclasm at a time and place where dlialism and trinitarianism were
the higher, and polytheism the lower, state of religious consciousness.
And, in order to purge this consciousness for once and for all, Islam
demanded the utmost care in the use of language and precepts appropriate
to the unique God. “Father,” “intercessor,” “savior,” “son,” etc., were ut-
terly banished from the religious vocabulary; and the uniqueness and
absolute transcendence of the divine Being were stressed that no man
may claim any relation to God which all other men cannot claim. Islam
held as a matter of principle that no man or being is one iota nearer
to God than any other. That all creation is creaturely, that it stands on
this side of the line dividing the transcendent from the natural, is the
necessary presupposition of God’s axiological ultimacy.
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2 Jf there were more than one god...Heaven and earth would have collapsed into disorder and
chaos. Praised be Allah, Lord of the Throne, Transcendent beyond all their descriptions of Him
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We have sent a messenger (16:36)... One after another We sent Qur messengers (o the peoples
of the world, though they were belied and rejected (23:44).
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+ Unto every umimah, We have sent a messenger to teach them that service is due to Allah alone,_
that evil ought to be avoided (16:36). '
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The relevance of this “unicity” of God to the religious life of the per-
son is easier to grasp. Man’s heart always harbors lesser deities than
God, and the human intention is nearly always beclouded with desiderata
of varying orders of rank. The noblest intention is, as Kant had taught,
the purest, i.e., purified from all objectives of ‘Yie Willkur.” And the
purest, Islam after all Willkur objects are removed and banished.

To perceive God as core of normativeness, as an end whose very be-
ing is imperativeness and desirability, is not possible unless there are
beings for whom this normativeness is normative. For normativeness
is a relational concept. For it to be, there must be creatures for whom
the divine command is both perceivable (and hence knowable) as well
as realizable. Relationality is not relativity and should not be understood
as implying that God is dependent upon, or needful of, man and his
world. In Islam, God is self-sufficient; but this self-sufficiency does not
preclude the creation of a world in which men find the imperativeness
and realize its ought-to-bes. At the core of the Islamic religious ex-
perience, therefore, stands God Who is unique and Whose will is the
imperative and guide for all men's lives. The Quran has put it dramatically.
It portrays God as announcing to His angels His intention of creating
the world and placing therein a vicegerent to do His will. The angels
object that such a vicegerent who would kill, do evil and shed blood
is unworthy of being created. They also contrasted such a vicegerent
with themselves, who never swerve from fulfilling the divine will, to
which God answers, “I know something which you do not know?”s Ob-
viously, man would indeed do evil for that is his prerogative as a free
being. But for anyone to fulfill the divine will when it is perfectly in
his power to do otherwise is to fulfill a higher and worthier portion of
the divine will. The angels are ruled out precisely because they have
no freedom to violate the divine imperative. Likewise, in another still
more dramatic Quranic passage, God offered His trust to heaven and
earth, mountains and rivers. These were struck with fear and panic and

(LY

2 A B P H e, FTRIA P TR LA L i it L -
NN A A R4 TIE L0 T el 1S TG 365
- . A - LT R W -

P o T T o I T ro
(P 2 adh oﬂ»\'bﬁl;\gldb«ﬁw;m EEVEF k. ¥
®* When your Lord announced to the angels that He was about to create a vicegerent for Him
on earth, they said: “Would you establish on earth a creature that sheds blood and works evil,

while we do nothing but adore and praise You?” Allah answered: “Yea, I have a purpose (for what
I am about to do) which you do not know” (2:30).
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rejected the truth. But man accepted the trust and assumed its burden.”s
The trust, or divine will, which no heaven-and-earth can realize is the
moral law which demands freedom from the agent. In heaven-and-earth,
the will of God is realized with the necessity of natural law.? It is His
inalterable sunnah or pattern which, implanted in creation, causes crea-
tion to run as it does. Natural law cannot be violated by nature. Its total
fulfillment is all that nature is capable of doing.® But man, who boldly
accepts the trust, is capable of doing as well as not doing the will of
God.? Only he, therefore, of all creatures, satisfies the prerequisites of
moral action, namely freedom. Moral values are more conditioned than
the elemental values of nature since they presuppose them. Equally, they
presuppose the utilitarian or instrumental values and therefore stand higher
than either of these. Evidently, they are the higher part of the divine
will which necessitates the creation of man and his appointment as the
vicegerent of divinity on earth.

Because of this endowment, man stands higher than the angels, for
he can do more than them!® He can act morally, i.e., in freedom, which
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® We offered Our trust (amanah) (o the heavens and the earth and the mountains. They shied
away from it in fear, panic-stricken. But man accepted to carry it (33:72).
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! Everything We have created and prescribed for it its measure, its character and destiny (54:49)...
No creature creeps on earth but Allah provides for it its sustenance. He knows its purpose and
destiny. For it is He Who prescribed them in His eternal order (11:6)... The sun rises and sets,
traversing its orbit exactly as the Almighty has ordained. And the moon passes regularly through
its phases, returning to its original thin crescent form. Neither sun nor moon overtakes the other;
neither night nor day deviates from their preordained courses. Each moves in the orbit Allah has
ordained for it (36:38-40).

3 Ibid.
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* We revealed to you the Book in truth, that you may proclaim it to the world. Whoever decides

to be guided by its guidance does so to his own credit. Whoever rejects its guidance does so to
his own discredit (39:41).
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they cannot. Man equally shares the necessity of natural causation in
his vegetative and animal life, in his physical presence as a thing among
things on earth. But as the being through whom the higher part of God’s
will can be realized, he stands absolutely without peer. His is a cosmic
vocation, a genuine khilafah (vicegerency) of the divine order.

It would indeed be a poor, uncoordinated work on the part of God
if He had created such a cosmic creature as man without enabling him
to know His will; or placing him on earth which is not malleable enough
to receive man’s discharge of his ethical vocation; or one where the do-
ing or not-doing of that will would make no difference.

" To know the divine will, man was gtven revelation, a direct and im-
mediate disclosure of what God wants him to realize on earth. Wherever
the revelation was corrupted, perverted, or forgotten, God has repeated
the performance, taking into consideration the relativities of history, the
changes in space and time, all to the purpose of keeping within man’s
reach a ready knowledge of the moral imperatives. Equally, man is en-
dowed with senses, reason and understanding, intuition, all the perfec-
tion necessary to enable him to discover the divine will unaided. For
that will is imbedded not only in causal nature, but equally in human
feelings and relations. Whereas the former half takes another exercise
of the discipline called natural science to discover it, the second half
takes the exercise of the moral sense and the discipline of ethics. The
discoveries and conclusions are not certain. They are always subject to
trial and error, to further experimentation, further analysis and to cor-
rection by deeper insight. But, all this notwithstanding, the search is
possible, and reason cannot despair of reexamining and correcting its
own previous findings without falling into skepticism and cynicism. Thus,
knowledge of the divine will is possible by reason, certain by revela-
tion. Once perceived, the desirability of its content is a fact of human
consciousness. Indeed, the apprehension of value, the suffering of its
moving appeal and determinative power, is itself the “knowledge” of it.
For to know value is to lose one’s ontological poise or equilibrium and
to roll in the direction of it, that is to say, to suffer change, to begin
the realization of its ought-to-be, to fulfill the ought-to-do which issues
therefrom. As the leading American empiricist, C. I. Lewis, used to
say: “The apprehension of value is an experience and is itself a
‘value-ing’" -

w C.I. Lewis elaborated upo}l this idea in his Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation (La Salle: The
Open Court Publishing Co., 1946), 416-17.
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