CHAPTER 11

THE QUINTESSENCE OF ISLAM

I. THE IMPORTANCE OF AL TAWHID

There can be no doubt that the essence of Islamic civilization is Islam;
or that the essence of Islam is al tawhid, the act of affirming Allah SWT)
io be the One, the absolute, transcendent Creator, the Lord and Master
of all that is.

These two fundamental premises are self-evident, not subject to doubt
by those who belonged to Islamic civilization or participated in it. And
only very recently have missionaries, orientalists and other enemies of
Islam subjected them to doubt. However, it is for us, Muslims, self-
evident. Islam, Islamic culture and Islamic civilization have a knowledge
essence, namely, al tawhid,! which is capable of analysis and descrip-
tion. Analysis of al tawhid as essence, i.e., as the first determining prin-
ciple of Islam, its culture and civilization, is the subject of this chapter.

Al tawhid is that which gives Islamic civilization its identity, which
binds all its constituents together and thus makes of them an integral,
organic body which we call civilization. In binding disparate elements
together, the essence of civilization in this case, al rawhid —impresses
them by its own mould. It recasts them so as to harmonize with and
mutually support other elements. Without necessarily changing their
natures, the essence transforms the elements making up a civilization,
giving them their new character as constitutive of that civilization. The
degree of transformation may vary from slight to radical. It is slight when
it affects their form, and radical when it affects their function; for it
is the latter that constitutes their relevance to the essence. That is why
the Muslims developed the science of #lm al tawhid and subsumed under
it the disciplines of logic, epistemology, metaphysics and ethics.

' Ismail R. al Faruqi, “Jawhar al Hadarah al Islimiyah;” Al Mustim al Mu&sir, vol. 7, no, 27
(1901/1981), 1-27. This article was published along with “Critical Response” and “Response to the
Response” in Al Islam wa al Hadarah (Riyadh: W.A. M.Y. Publications, 1401/1981), vol. 2, 583-668.
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Allah (SWT) has said: “I have not created jinn and mankind except
to serve Me ... And to every people We sent a prophet to convey to
them that they ought to serve Allah and avoid al taghiit ... Your Lord
has decreed that you shall serve none but Him. Serve Allah and do not
associate aught with Him ... Come, let me tell you what your Lord has
forbidden you; namely, that you do not associate aught with him.”?

These verses from the Holy Quran clearly indicate that the very pur-
pose of man’s creation is the service of God alone. Only God is worthy
of worship; only He is worthy of service. His “Face,” i.e., His sake,
should be the end of human desire, of all human action. This is the whole
essence of the message of our Prophet Muhammad (SAAS), which he
could hardly express but in the words of God: “Come, let me tell you
what your Lord has forbidden you; namely, that you do not associate
with Him.” That al tawhid is the highest and most important command-
ment of God is evidenced by the fact of God’s promise to forgive all
sins but the violation of al rawhid. “Allah will not forgive any associating
of other gods with Him; but He will forgive the lesser sins to whom-
soever He wills. Whoever associates aught with Allah, has perpetrated
a very grave sin.™

Obviously, no commandment in Islam would hold without al tawhid.
The whole religion itself, man’s obligation to serve God, to fulfill His
commandments and observe His prohibitions would fall to the ground
the moment al tawhid is violated. For, to violate al rawhid is to doubt
that Allah (SWT) is the One and only God. But to do so means to assume
that other beings may share His divinity. This cannot be done without
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? I have not created the jinn and humankind but to serve Me (51:56)... Unto every people We
have sent a messenger to teach that service is due only to Allah, and that evil ought to be avoided
(16:36)... Your Lord has prescribed that you shall serve none but Him (17:36)... Serve Allah and
do not associate aught with Him (4:36)... Say [0 Muhammad] to the people, “Come now, let me
tell you what your Lord has prohibited; First, that you associate no god with Him” (6:151).
3 (6:151).
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* Allah does not forgive any ascription of associates to Him, but He forgives all other offenses
to whomsoever He wills. Whoever, therefore, ascribes partners to Allah has committed a sin most
heinous indeed (4:48).
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doubting the obligatoriness of Allah’s commandment. For if two or more
gods were possible, it is logically necessary that one should seek an
individual relation with his creation or his dependents; that one should
rise above the other in mutual competition.® Such gods would be of no
avail to men unless one were to destroy or subjugate the others, for only
then could he be the “ultimate” being the definition of “God” requires.
Only an “ultimate” source could stand as the final good, the final authority,
the final principle. Otherwise, the authority of a subservient god, of
a god with whom there may be other gods, would stand always open
to question. That is why Allah (SWT) said in the Quran: “If in them
(heaven and earth) there were other gods than Allah, they would have
fallen into chaos.”¢ Nature cannot obey two masters; it cannot operate
in orderly manner and be the cosmos it is if there are two or more sources
of authority, two or more ultimate movers.

Without al tawhid, therefore, there can be no Islam. Certainly, not
only the sunnah of our Prophet (SAAS) would be subject to doubt, and
its imperatives shaken; the very institution of prophecy would fall to
the ground. The same doubt which pertains to the plural gods would
apply to their messages. To hold on to the principle of al tawhid is
therefore the cornerstone of all piety, of all religiosity, and all virtue.
Naturally, Allah (SWT) and His Prophet (SAAS) have raised observance
of al tawhid to the highest status and made it the cause of the greatest
merit and reward. He said: “Those who believed and mixed not their
Iman (belief, faith) with injustice, to them belong security. They are the
rightly guided,”” Likewise, it was related by ‘Ubadah ibn al Samit that
the Prophet of Allah (SAAS) said: “Whoever witnesses that there is no
god but Allah, alone, without associate, and that Muhammad is His ser-
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> Allah never beget or adopted a son. Never did He have an associate. Otherwise, every god

would have sought exclusive dominion over his part of creation as well as dominion over the others.
But Allah is beyond all their descriptions (23:91).
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¢ If there were other gods beside Allah, heaven and earth would collapse in disorder and chaos.

Praised therefore be Allah, Lord of the Throne, Transcendent beyond all their descriptions of Him

(21:22).
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7 The rightly guided, who believe and do not vitiate their faith by committing injustice, Theirs
is safety and guidance (6:82). '
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vant and apostle, that ‘Isd (Jesus) is the servant of Allah and His apos-
tle, His command unto Mary and of His spirit, that Paradise and Hell
are true, Allah would on that account enter him into Paradise.” This hadith
was reported in both Sahih(s) which also recorded the report of ‘Itban
that the Prophet (SAAS) said: “Allah will not permit to be consigned
to Hell anyone who witnesses "There is no god but God, seeking thereby
nothing but Allah’s face.” The Prophet (SAAS) is also reported by Abu
Said al Khudriy as saying: “When Miisd (Moses) asked Allah to teach
him a prayer to recite whenever he remembered or called upon Him,
Allah answered: “Say, O Misa, there is no god but Allah,” Musa said:
“0O Lord, all your servants say these words” Allah said: “O Musa, if
the seven heavens and all they hold, and the seven earths as well, if all
these were weighed against this word of ‘There is no god but Allah;
the latter would outweigh the former.” It is also reported by al Tirmidhi
that Anas heard the Prophet (SAAS) say: “Allah said: ‘O man! Were you
to come to Me with all the bags of the world full of your sins, but with
the witnessing that you associate naught with Me, I would come to you
with those bags full of mercy and forgiveness. 8

It is no wonder therefore that the Muslim is definable by his adherence
to al tawhid by his profession of its shahadah, by his observance of the
absolute unicity and transcendence of Allah (SWT) as the ultimate prin-
ciple of all creation, of all being and life, of all religion.

I1. DIVINE TRANSCENDENCE IN JUDAISM
AND CHRISTIANITY

Being the youngest world religion and stemming from the same Semitic
roots out of which Judaism and Christianity had previously emerged,
Islam had to relate itself to these religions. It regards them as it did itself.
They and it constitute successive moments of Semitic consciousness in
its long march as the carrier of a divine mission on earth and hence
as the vortex of human history. While it thus identified with Judaism
and Christianity, Islam found fault with them and sought to correct their
historical manifestations. The error most grievous to Semitic con-
sciousness and hence least pardonable in the eye of God (Quran 4:47,
155) Islam identified as that of misconceiving the transcendence of God.

* Quoted by Shaykh Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al Wahhab in his Kirab al Tawhid. See: tr, by this
author under same title (Kuwait: LLES.Q., 1399/1979), 9.
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Judaism and Christianity, it asserted, have made themselves guilty of
it; not their primeval form, in the revelations they received from God,
but in their historical form, in the texts they accepted as scripture and
in their expressions of their faith for the instruction of men.

A. ISLAM’S CRITICISM OF JUDAISM

Islam charged Judaism with speaking of God in the plural Elohim
throughout the Torah; with claiming that the Elohim married the daughters
of men (Genesis 6:2-4); that Jacob and his wife stole “the gods” of Laban
because they cherished them (Genesis 31:32); that God is a ghost whom
Jacob beheld “face to face” and with whom he had wrestled and nearly
defeated (Genesis 33:24-30); that God was the father of Jewish kings
(Psalms 2:7; 89:26; II Samuel 7:14; I Chronicles 17:13, etc.); that God
was father of their nation in a real sense (Hosea 1:10; Isaiah 9:6; 63 :14-16)
which does not become invalid even by their “a-whoring” after other
gods (Hosea 2:2-13). Islam also charged that the relation Judaism claimed
to bind God to “His People” straight-jacketed Him into granting them
favors despite their immorality, their hardship and stiffneckedness
(Deuteronomy 9:5-6). A “bound” god, bound in any sense or degree,
is not the transcendent God of Semitic consciousness.

B. THE OFFENSE OF CHRISTIANITY

The offense of Christianity against transcendence was even greater.
Islam charged Christianity with extending the nontranscendent concept
to God’s “fatherhood of the Jewish kings” to Jesus and giving it, besides
its moral signification of compliance with God’s commandments, the
de-transcendentalizing ontological connotation of unity of substance be-
tween God and Jesus.® Indeed, Christian catholicity defined itself with
terms of this “substantial” identity of Jesus with God, as distinct from
plurality of their “personalities.” characters and consciousness. Obviously,
the source of this new departure from transcendence of the divine being
within the Semitic stream was not the Jewish inheritance of Christiani-
ty. This had given Christianity the concepts, not their connotation. Neither

® H. Bettenson, Documents of the Christian Church (London; Oxford University Press, 1956),
61, 68-69.
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was gnosticism the source of that departure, whose argument “If he suffer,
he was not God; if he was God, he did not suffer” was hurled against
their fellow Christians in defence of transcendence!® The source must
be the non-Semitic influence of the “mystery religions.” It was from this
source that Christianity derived its “suffering God” who saves by dying
and returning to life and whose mana (grace) is imparted to the com-
municant thought sacrament

This anti-transcendence influence on Christianity at its formative stage
was partly responsible for its success among non-Semitic peoples un-
familiar with the notion of God as “totally-other.” It is equally responsi-
ble for the misinterpretation of innocent Hebrew and Aramaic concepts
current among Jesus' contemporaries. Barnash or bar-Adam meant a well-
bred and hence virtuous person. But it acquired in St. Paul a mysterious
metaphysical dimension. Any righteous person could claim what Jesus
did, namely, “I and my father (God) are one,” in the sense of total com-
pliance with God’s will. Christians, however, took this to mean that Jesus
claimed divine status. Whereas Kurie, D. Kurios, Mar Mari and Maran
were among Semites attributable to anyone in authority, Christians took
this attribution to Jesus by his Semitic disciples as their evidence of assum-
ing him to be God. Finally, Christian theologians, taking all these
elements for granted, searched the Hebrew scripture for evidence of plural
divinity. With typical intellectual clumsiness, Augustine, Tertullian and
many others thought they found in the plural pronouns of Genesis, “Let
us create man according to our image” (Genesis: 1:28) the evidence for
three persons in the deity! This has remained a Christian “argument”
to the present day held by such a notable thinker as Karl Barth. Indeed,
Barth shamelessly claimed that maleness and femaleness were intrinsic
to the divine nature because Genesis had reported immediately after the
above-mentioned statement, “Male and female created He them” (Genesis
1:28). Since the former statement ends with the word “image,” he thought,
the latter statement must be an apposition to the term and hence indicating
maleness and femaleness as constitutive of the divine image!'? Chris-
tians have committed themselves to divine non-transcendence so resolute-
ly that it had become with them an idee fixe, enabling Paul Tillich to
declare sub specie eternitatis that the transcendent God is unknown and

10 Couched in this form, the argument is known as “the Arian Syllogism.” See Bettenson, 56.
G, Murray, Five Stages of Greek Religion (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1955), 156-57.

12 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics tr. GW, Bromley and T.F, Torrence (London: T. & T. Clark,
1960), III, part 1, 190ff.
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unknowable unless He is concretized in an object of nature and history!3

Since this was the state of “God’s transcendence” in Christianity, the
language expressing it was equally improper. Although Christians never
ceased to claim that God is transcendent, they spoke of Him as a real
man who walked on earth and did all things men do, including the suf-
fering of the agonies of death. Of course, according to them, Jesus was
both man and God. They never took a consistent position on Jesus’
humanity or divinity with accusation of apostasy and heresy. That is
why their language is always confusing, at best. When pinned down,
every Christian will have to admit that his God is both transcendent and
immanent. But his claim of transcendence is ipso facto devoid of grounds.
To maintain the contrary, one has to give up the laws of logic. But Chris-
tianity was prepared to go to this length too. It raised paradox above
self-evident truth and vested it with the status of an epistemological prin-
ciple. But under such principle, anything can be asserted and discus-
sion becomes idle. The Christian may not claim that the trinity is a way
of talking about God; because if the trinity discloses the nature of God
better than unity, a greater plurality would do the job better. At any rate,
to reduce the “Holy Trinity” to a status of in percipi is heretical as it
denies una substantia as metaphysical doctrine.

III. DIVINE TRANSCENDENCE IN ISLAM

A world of difference separates Islam from Judaism and Christianity
on this question..

Islam declares the transcendence of God to be everybody’s business.
It asserts that God has created all humans capable of knowing Him in
His transcendence. This is an innate endowment, a fitrah (sensus com-
munis, the state of nature in which every man is born) which all humans
share Its nature is that of a faculty with which humans recognize divine
ultimacy, unity and transcendence. Islam thus tolerates no discrimina-
tion a la hindoue between humans who may contemplate the Absolute
in its transcendence and those who may-perceive Him only through other

¥ Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), vol 2, 40.
* Rudolph Otto came close to the Islamic position when he affirmed that all men are endowed
with a faculty—which he names sensus communis, borrowing an expression of Immanuel Kant ~
which enables them to perceive the Holy in His mysterious of numinous existence, as well as in
His might and moving appeal or fascination. See his The Idea of the Holy (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1958), chap. 5.






























