CHAPTER VI

THE PRINCIPLE OF ETHICS

Al tawhid affirms that the unique God created man in the best of forms
to the end of worshipping and serving Him! Obedience to God and fulfill-
ment of His command are therefore man’s raison detre. Al tawhid also
affirms that this purpose consists of man’s vicegerency for God on earth.?
For, according to the Quran, God has invested man with His trust, a
trust which heaven and earth were incapable of carrying and from which
they shied away with terror.?® The divine trust is the fulfillment of the
ethical part of the divine will, whose very nature requires that it be real-
ized in freedom, and man is the only creature capable of doing so.
Whenever the divine will is realized with the necessity of natural law,
the realization is not moral, but elemental or utilitarian. Only man is
capable of realizing it under the possibility of doing or not doing so
at all, or doing the very opposite or anything in between. It is this exer-
cise of human freedom regarding obedience to God’s commandment that
makes fulfillment of the command moral.
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1] have not created the j Jinn and humankind but to serve Me (51:56)... We have created man in
the best of forms (95:4)... We have perfected his (man’s) creation and breathed into him of Qur
spirit. Indeed, Allah has created hearing, your sight and discerning heart. Little do you express
your gratitude (32:9).
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*And when your Lord announced to the angels that He was about to create man and to establish
him on earth as vicegerent for Him, they said: Would You establish on earth a creature that sheds
blood and works evil, while we adore and praise You constantly? Allah answered: I have a pur-
pose Wthh you do not know (2:30).
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*We offered Our trust to the heavens, the earth and the mountains; but they refused to carry it
and were frightened by its burden. However, man accepted (o carry it (33:72).



I. THE HUMANISM OF ISLAM

Al tawhid tells us that God, being beneficent and purposive, did not
create man in sport, or in vain.* He has endowed him with the senses,
with reason and understanding, made him perfect—indeed, breathed into
him of His spirit—to the end of preparing him to perform this great duty.®

Such a great duty is the cause for creation of man. It is the final end
of human existence, man’s definition, and the meaning of his life and
existence on earth. By virtue of it, man assumes a cosmic function of
tremendous importance. The cosmos would not be itself without that
higher part of the divine will which is the object of human moral endeavor.
And no other creature in the cosmos is known who can substitute for
man in this function. If man is said to be “the crown of creation,” it is
certainly on this account, namely, that by his ethical striving and ac-
tion, he is the only cosmic bridge through which the moral —and hence
higher—part of the divine will enters the realm of space-time and becomes
history.

Al taklif (responsibility or obligation) laid down upon man exclusive-
ly knows no bounds, as far as his possible scope and theater of action.
It comprehends the whole universe. All mankind is object of man’s moral
action; all earth and sky are his theater, his materiel. He is responsible
for all that takes place in the universe, in every one of its remotest corners,
for man’s taklif is universal, cosmic. It comes to end only on the Day
of Judgement.

Al taklif is the basis of man’s humanity, its meaning and content. Man's
acceptance of its burden puts him on a higher level than the rest of crea-
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4Does man think that We are unable to resurrect his bones? (75:3)... Does he think he will be

left alone, without reckoning? (75:36)... Do you think, O men, that We have created you in vain?
That your return is not to Us? (23:115)... No! We have not created heaven and earth and all that
is between them in sport (21:16).
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sDoes man think that nobody will watch over him? Have We not created for him his eyes [to
'see]? His tongue and lips [to speak]? Have We not given him his orientation between the path
of righteousness and that of evil? (90:7-10)... And when I perfected man’s creation, I breathed into
him of My spirit (15:29).
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tion, indeed, than the angels, for only he is capable of it. It constitutes
his cosmic significance. A world of difference separates this humanism
of Islam from other humanisms. Greek civilization, for instance,
developed a strong humanism which the West has taken as model since
the Renaissance. Founded upon an exaggerated naturalism, Greek
humanism deified man—as well as his vices. That is why the Greek
was not offended by representing his gods cheating and plotting against
one another, or committing adultery, theft, incest, aggression, jealousy
and revenge, and other acts of brutality. Being part of the stuff of which
human life is made, such acts and passions were claimed to be as natural
as the perfections and virtues. As nature, both were thought to be equally
divine, worthy of contemplation in their esthetic form, of adoration—
and of emulation by man of whom they were the apotheosis.® Chris-
tianity, on the other hand, was in its formative years reacting to this very
Greco-Roman humanism. It went to the opposite extreme of debasing
man through “original sin” and declared him a massa peccata.” The
degrading of man to the level of absolute, universal, innate and necessary
state of sin from which it is impossible for any human ever to pull himself
by his own effort, was the logical prerequisite if God on High was to
incarnate Himself, to suffer and die in atonement for man’s sinfulness.
In other words, if a redemption has to take place by God there must
be a predicament so absolute that only God could pull man out of it.
Thus human sinfulness was absolutized in order to make it- “worthy”
of the crucifixion of God.® Hinduism classified mankind into castes,
and assigned the majority of mankind to the nethermost classes—of “un-
touchables” if they are native to India, or to that of malitcha, the religious-
ly unclean or contaminated of the rest:of the world. For the lowest as.
well as for the others, there is no rise to the superior privileged caste
of Brahmins in this life; such mobility is possibie only afier death through
the transmigration of souls. In this life, man necessarily belongs to the

sMurray, Five Stages... pp. 65-6, 73.

7See: Supra, chap. II, n. 21.

3Their words are full of deadly deceit, wicked lies roll off their tongues, and dangerous threats,
like snake’s poison, from their lips (Romans 3:13)... But by the free gift of God’s grace all are
put right with Him through Christ Jesus, who sets them free. God offered him, so that by his "
sacrificial death he should become the means by which people’s sins are forgiven through their
faith in him. God did this in order to demonstrate that He is righteous. In the past He was patient
and overlooked people’s sins; but in the present time He deals with their sins, in order to demonstrate
His righteousness. In this way God shows that He himself is righteous and that He puts right everyone
who believes in Jesus (Romans 3:24-26)... Law was introduced in order to increase wrongdoing;
but where sin increased, God's grace increased much more. So then, just as sin ruled by means
of death, so also God's grace rules by means of righteousness, leading us to eternal life through
Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 5:20-21).



caste in which he is bomn. Ethical striving is of no consequence whatever
to its subject as long as he is alive in this world. Finally, Buddhism judged
all human and other life in creation as endless suffering and misery.
Existence itself, it held, is evil and man’s only meaningful duty is to
seek release from it through discipline and mental effort.®

The humanism of al rawhid alone is genuine. It alone respects man
and creaturely, without either deification of vilification. It alone defines
the worth of man in terms of his virtues, and begins its assessment of
him with a positive mark for the innate endowment God has given all
men in preparation for their noble task. It alone defines the virtues and
ideals of human life in terms of the very contents of natural life, rather
than denying them, thus making its humanism life-affirmative as well
as moral.

In Islam, ethics are inseparable from religion and are built entirely
upon it. The Islamic mind knows no pair of contraries such as “religious-
secular,” “sacred-profane,” “church-state” and Arabic, the religious
language of Islam, has no words for them in its vocabulary. This first
principle of Islamic knowledge is therefore the unity of truth, just as
the first principle of human life is the unity of the person, and the first
principle of reality is the unity of God. All three unities are aspects of,
and inseparable from, one another. Such unity is the ultimate principle.
The existence of God was not a question for Islam. It has correctly as-
sumed that man was indeed a homo religious, a being whose con-
sciousness has always worked around a pivotal presence of the godhead.
But its call for the unity of God was fresh as most men repeatedly mix-
ed up the godhead with other beings, powers or human wishes, thus
spoiling its unity. However, anxious to save mankind and the whole of
human history from any assumed loss before its advent, it affirmed this
divine unity to have been known to Adam, the first human, and his
descendants, and called its absence wherever divine unity was not in
evidence a human aberration.

The presence of this unity in the mind is what Islam calls religious
experience, Iman or certain conviction. It is not an “act of faith,” a “deci-
sion” which man takes where the evidence is not conclusive. Nor is it
dependent, as it were, on him and his assessment on a case from which
apodeictic certainly is ruled out—not a wager a la Pascal! It is so
crushingly compeliling by its own evidence and reality that man must
acquiesce to it as to the conclusion of a geometrical theorem. Percep-

*Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, p. 443.
64



tion of the divine unity, Islam holds, happens to a man just as the presence
of a “hard datum” enters consciousness. Its “truth” is as rational, as critical,
and as inevitable. The meaning of divine unity is that God alone is God;
that nothing absolutely nothing in creation, is like unto Him in any respect
whatever, and hence absolutely nothing is associable with Him. He is
Creator of all that is, Lord and Master, Sustainer and Provider, Judge
and Executor. His will is the law in nature, and the norm in human con-
duct. It is the summum bonum.

Such awareness on the part of man is at once enchanting to him and
the world around him. It is possessive, its object being both tremendum
and fascinosum. To be sized by it is to live one’s whole life, not excluding
the most personal secret of it, under the all-seeing eye of God, under
the all-relevant norms of His divine will, under the shadow of impend-
ing judgement according to a scale of absolute justice. There can be no
more perfect self-discipline, no more effective self-motivation. In the
perspective of this awareness of divine unity, everything in the universe
is created for a purpose and sustained at every moment of space-time
by the Author of that purpose. No law of nature operates automatically;
for its necessity derives not from blind fate or a clockwork cosmos, but
from the benevolent God Whose will is to provide man with theater and
materials wherein his action is ontologically efficacious. Hence, the doors
of natural and humane science and technology are wide open to the most
thorough-going empiricism possible without the least alienation or separa-
tion from the realm of moral and esthetic value. Fact and value are here
synthesized as one datum proceeding from God and fulfilling His will.
The world is, under this view, animated; for every atom of it moves by
the divine agency, in a divine dependency, for a value that is divine desire.

This, in brief, is the essence of the shariah, of culture and civiliza-
tion. The Muslims have called it al tawhid, meaning the three unities
of God, truth and life. It is at the base of their representation of reality,
of their collective mind, action and hope. The question—what ought man
to do?—is answerable only in its light.

II. PURPOSE OF MAN’S CREATION

Islamic ethics therefore begins with the identification of the divine
purpose in man. What is his raison detre? the purpose of his creation,
of his continued sustenance in life and history?



Using the religious as well as the ancient Semitic terminology, Islam
holds that man was created to serve God. God said in the Quran, the
scripture of Islam, “I have not created men and jinn except to serve Me e
In philosophical terms, this is tantamount to saying that the purpose of
man’s existence is the realization of the summum bonum. Obviously, what
is being asserted here is the purposefulness of human life. Its denial is
the cynical assertion of meaninglessness. It is another matter whether
the meaning of human life is heroism, saintliness or covering the world
with yellow paint. Indeed, this question itself cannot be raised without
assuming a positive answer to the first, namely, that there is meaning
or good in human life. Such meaning or good, which is the purpose
of all creation is, according to Islam, the fulfillment of the divine will.
Whereas this fulfillment takes place involuntarily as in the physiological
and psychic function; and freely, as in the ethical. The ethical functions
realize the moral values and these are the higher occupants of that realm,
the higher imperatives of divine will. The divine will includes imperatives
of a lesser order such as food, growth, shelter, comfort, sex, etc.; for
everything in creation partakes of the divine purposiveness; and in fulfill-
ing them, in the hierarchial order proper to them, man realizes the divine
will. But his vocation lies in the moral realm where fulfiliment of the
divine will can take place only in freedom; that is, under the real possibili-
ty of man’s capacity to do otherwise than he ought. It is in this sense
that he is God’s vicegerent on earth; for only he can realize the ethical —
and hence higher values, and only he can have for an objective the realiza-
tion of the whole reaim in its totality. Hence, he is a sort of cosmic bridge
through which the divine will, in its totality and especially the higher
ethical part of it, can enter space-time and become actual.

In a dramatically eloquent passage of the Quran, God tells us that
He offered His trust to heaven and earth, but these shied away from it;
that man alone accepted it The Quran also tells us in another passage
that the angels objected to God’s plan for creating man, knowing that
man was equaily capable of evil, which they are not. God, however,
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1] have not created the jinn and humankind but to serve Me (51:56). '
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WWe offered Our trust to the heavens, the earth and the mountains; but they refused to carry it
and were frightened by its burden. However, man accepted to carry it (33:72).
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