Human Action within Divine Creation
A Muslim Perspective
MOHSEN KADIVAR

HUMAN ACTION WITHIN divine creation has been the subject of long and
controversial discussions among Muslims since the eighth century, first as the
subject of study and debate in commentaries on the Qur'fin and Hadith and then
continuing as one of the first problems of Islamic theology, The Muslim philoso-
phers and mystics engaged deeply in the subject and entiched its literature from
their specific perspectives, '

We may clagsify the Muslim perspectives on this important sabject under

-esoteric ahd exoterie approaches, The perspective of all mystics such as Ibn al-
‘Arabl and some philosophers such as Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi and Mulla
Sadrd, in some of their works (not all of them), is classified as “esoteric” I will
not mention this approach in this essay,

1 limit myself to the “exoteric approach,” which comprises a wide spectrum
from the uliraliteral interpretation of Zahiris to the maximal rationalism of Mus-
lim philosophers such as Avicenna and Averroes. This spectrum can be seen as
having two subcategories: thought that is best understood as “Islamic theology,”
which is relatively more textual and loss rational, and thought that is more prop-
erly understood as “Muslim phitosophy,” which is mote rational and less textual,

The theological perspective includes elght schools of thought: Ash'ayf, Matu-
ridt, Hanbalf, and.the banned Mu'tazilf fn Sunn Istam; Ja'far?, Zayds, and Isma'{lt
in Shi‘ite Islam; and finally ‘Ibagt. The philosophical perspective includes four
schools of thought: peripatetic, illuminative, transcendent, and independent phi-
losophers such as Muhammad ibn Zakariyya al-R&21, al-Birting, Fakhr ad-Din
ar-Ra&zT, and Abu’l-Barakat al-Baghdady,

Providing a general overview of twelve schools of thought on one of the most
controversial problems in the history of Islam is not easy, I will focus on the key
similarities and differences between those two main perspectives without going
Into the details and the apologetic debates. I will offer imajor verses of the Qur'an
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and a fow hadiths for each perspective as the main evidence—as well as a few
theological or philosophical arguments, My poal is to demonstrate how Muslims,
especiatly at the present time, understand human action within divine creation.

Iniroductory Remarks on the Unity of God

There is consensus among Muslims—regardless of their different schools, sects,
and perspectivos-——that the cornerstone and inssparable master principle of
Istatnic thought 4s the unity of God (fawhid), This master principle has at Jeast
four levels: unity of God’s essence (al-tawlid al-dhdti), unity of His attributes
{al-tawhid al-sifah), unity of His actions (al-tawhid al-'qf @), and unity of wor-
ship (al-tawhid “ibadr). Although there are different understandings in the sec-
ond and third, there is unanimity in the general understanding of the first and the
fourth, Human action within divine creation is a factor at two levels of contro-
versy regarding the unity of God: on “unity of His actions” (for the most parf),
and on “unity of His aitributes” (to a lesser degree). To have a bottor understanding
of the challenge, we nust elaborate on the first level of tawhid——that is, unity of
God's essence and its effect to other levels of this master principle of Islam.!

Deep study of the vigible world (' @am al-shahdda), or natural world, teaches
g that the actions and reactions of all particular beings—regardless of whethar
they be sarthly or heavenly beings—are in intrarelation to each other, and there
is no boing out of this framework. Every action or reaction relates to the whole
universe. From this fact we can infer a kind of unity, a large system designed and
run by one operator. This is the first principle.

This natural, visible world could not be spontaneous. It is contingent and an
effect of God—directly, as some “occasionalist theologians” in the Ash ‘artschool
(such as al-Ghazalr) believed, or indirectly, with the mediation of a chain of ver-
tical, intellectual, immaterial causes (or angels), as all the Muslim philosophers
and some theologians (such as Nasir al-Din al-Tist) believed, According to both
approaches, the ultimate origlnator of the world i all of its parts and aspects is

- o one except God. This is the second principle,

According to the prineiple of cause and effect, the cause of the cause of a thing
~ {s finaily the cause of that thing, and the effect of the offect of a thing is finally
the effect of that thing. When all of the canses lead to the Uliimate Cause—that
is, God—it means that all beings, regardless of what they ave, are His offects.
There is nelther independent existence nor any necessary being in itself except
God, Theie is no originator of existence except God. This principle is clear in
occasionatism too. It s the meaning of unity of Qod-as-Sustainer (al-fawhid /T'1-

Rububipya). No god but God (La ilaha i1 Allah), T

In the other words, God is the complete cause (adaguata causa; al-‘illa al-
tammatt) for all beings as well as thelr agent cause (efficient cause; al-"iMah
al-fa' iliyvah), He is independent in His origination absolutely as well as self-
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subsistent in His exIstence and causality. He is the roal one who effects, There is
no one who effects in existence except God, He is the agent of all things, and all
tho canses are as His agents—subjects and contingent to Him, It is the common
ground of Islamic thought, and all Muslims are unanimoug without any differ-
ences in the master principle of unity of God, .

God’s Creation and His Goal

What‘is God’s goal in creation? Why is there anything at all? Why isn’t there
“nothu}g”? Why doos God create in general? These ave the questions of teleology
and philosophy, I will discuss three issues in this section: God's goal in creation,

- ¢reation of the world, and the immanence or transcendence of Ged in Tslam,

God's Goal in Cregtion

On the primary point of the necessity of a goa! in actions, thete are at least three
approaches to this issue, The first approach is that the goal of action is exclusive
to contingent dependent beings; action should have a goal in order to perfect their
incopletensss. An independent ultimate being—that is, God~does nof have
any godl in His actions, It is the meaning of “God's actions are not justified with
purposes.” Ash‘arite theologians such as al-Taftéizani and al-Jurjani and the phi-
losopher Suhraward? went in this way,?

The second approach, in contrast, contends that there are gozls and benefits in
God’s actions—not for Himself, because He is vich—but for His creations and
servants, The Mu'tazilite and Shi'ite theologians belisved in this way.? The Qur'sin
explicitly denies vain creation: “Did you think We created you in vain, and that
you would not be brought back to Us?” (al-Mu'mintin [23]:115) The goal of the
creation is worship and service of God: “I created jinn and humankind only to
worship Nle” (al-Dhariyat [51]:56). This verse indicates that the creation has a goal,
This goal is the worship of God. In the other verse, just end and recompense are
intraduced as the goal of creation: “God created the heavens and the earth for atrue
purpose; to veward each soul according to its deeds, They will not be wronged”
(al-Jthiyah [45]:22).

The third approach belongs to the mainstream of the Muslim philosophers:
There is no action without a goal.* The goal always refers to the agent and is
always the perfection of the agent. The need of an agent to a goal is necessary
only in the case of a material agent, In incorporeal agents, the goal is the essence
of the agent itself, not something out of it. The inference of this argument is that
the goat of God in His actions, including creation, is His transcendent essence—-
nothing else,. '

The benefit of the creation could not be the essential goal of God in His cre-
ation because the goal should not be lower than the existential level of the agent.
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This kind of goal requires the influence of the other on God’s will, and that is not
accepted in the independent agency of God. There could be no motive in Iis
action except His transcendent essence. The bonefit of the others is the accident
of the divine actions.

Being is good. God is the source and origin of every good. He emanates exis-
tences because their creation is good. Origination of good is God’s habit, aud He
necessitated it to Himself, as “He has taken it upon Himself to be merciful® (al-
An'am [61:12, 54},

God does not need worship, because He 1s perfect, God loves His transcen-
dental essence, Worshipping Him is justified in this way or could be the accident
of creation, According to a hadith commenting on this verse, worship is the
intermediate goal. The ultimate goal is “knowing God” (ma'rifat Allah).5

Creation of the World

. InIslamic understanding, the creation of the wotld was not a one-time action that
. - happened in the past and was finished. creation has been continved, and Godisa
. . permanent creator.” God admired Himself because of the creation of humanity:
- “plory be fo God, the best of creators!” (al-Mu'miniin [23]:14). “We create
humanity in the finest state” {al-Ttn {95]:4), The priority of humanity is because
- -of God's spirit in all human beings, He orders the angels to prostrate to humans
‘because of this spirit in human beings: “When I have fashioned him and breathod
My spirit into him, bow down before him” (al-Hijr [15}:29-30). This spirit in
‘human beings guides them to the straight path if it is not suppressed by carnal
goul or devilish ego, This tendency to the good and knowing God is called pui-
mordial disposition or original nature (fitra): “So as a man of pure faith, stand
firm in your devotion to the religion, This is the natural disposition God instilled
in humanity-—there is no altering God’s creation—and this is the right religion,
though most people do not realize #t” @--Riim [30}:30).

Among the Muslim scholars, two approaches are taken to questions about
the creation of the world, The first approach Is to say that God creates ex nihilo:
the giving of existence out of non-existence. The second approach Is to claim the
gternality of the world because matter, motion, and time are concomitant. That
is, it is impossible to have time but no matter. The incorporeal world is eternal
but is not God. The major distinction between God and His creation is not
eternality but the contingency and dependence to God, All beings, be they
corporeal or incorporeal, are contingent to God and are dependent on Him. The
nesd of temporal being to Him is temporal, and noeed of eternal being to Him Is
eternal, This is the approach of mainstream philosophers and some theologians.
However, most of the theologians believed in the creation®as ex nihilo. The
great Ash'arite theologian al-Ghazill accused the philosophers, including al-
Farabl and Avicenna, of disbelief because of their notions of the eternality of
the world ®
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No verse in the Qur'in says explicitly that God created the world out of noth-
ing ot rion-oxistence, The theologians focus on the lteval meaning of Mhalaga—
the word used most often in the Qur'an’s discourse on greation. For example: “It
is He who created the heavens and the eavth for a true purpose. On the Day when
He says, ‘Be,” it will be; His word is the truth, All control on the Day the Trompet
is blown belongs to Him. He knows the scen and the unseesi: He is the All Wise,
the All Aware” (al-An‘am [61:73).

But khalaga is also used repeatedly in the Qui'an to rofor to the creation from
something such as clay or dust; “In God’s oyes Jesus is just like Adam: He cre-
ated him from dust, said to him, *Be,’ and he was” (A1 ‘Lmran [3]:59). It is obvious
that creation is in harmony with notions both of ex nihilo and out of somsthing,

Philosophers distinguished between “generation” (fbdd’) for incorporeal
Dbeings and “creation” (sun’ or khalg) for corporeal beings.® They prefer the word
“emanation” (fayd) in place of “creation.” In this Qur'an verse, both “generation”
({ibda’y and “creation” (khaly) are uged: “He is far higher than what they ascribe
to Him, the Creator of the heavens and the earth! How could He have children
when Fle has no spouse, when He created all things, and has full knowledge of all
things?” (al-An'3m [6]:100b—101). The only Qui'an verse in which sun’ is used is
this: *You will see the mountains and think they are firmly fixed, but they will
float away like clouds, This fs the handiwork of God who has perfected all things.
He is fully aware of what you do” (@l-Naml [27]:88). In Islam, God Is creator or
originator—not craftsman,

The Inmanence and Transcendence of God in Islam

Islam teaches that God is simultaneousty nearby His creation and far away from
it. Although He is infinitely exalted above all creation (transcendent), He is also
near us, preseiit with us and involved in the world (immanent), However, on the
one hand, a few Muslim schools of thought believed in divine anthropomorphism
becanse of their literal understanding ofthe Qur'an and Sunna; and a few of other
Muslim schools, on the other hand, exaggerated in God's transcendence, denying
any sort of immanence on His part, The Muslim mainsiream believes, first, in the
moderate transcendence and immanence of Gad—Cod's tashbih and tanzih—
but, second, strongly rejects Incarnatlon in human or any other form, and, third,
rejects pantheism or panetithelsm as well.

Thus, the mainstream position is that God is present in His creatures; there is
no place empty of Him; but His presence is a franscendenial presence, This is the
primary principle of perceiving God: “There is nothing like Him” (al-Shara
{425:11), Keeping this primary principle in mind, we may perceive God’s pres-
ence with His creatures, especlally human beings, as these Qur'éin verses attest:

He is the First and the Last; the Outer and the Inner; He has knowledge of ali
things. (al-Had1d [571:3)
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w He is with you wherever you drey: Hﬂ sccsallthat you do” (alHadid [57] 4b)

.":.. "We created man—We kiow what his soul whispers to hlm We are closer' to
‘ _ham than his _}ugular vein, (Qaf [50] 16)

: '_Beheveis 1espond to God and His Messenger when he calls you to that which

" gives you life: Know:that God-comes between a man arnd hxs heart and ‘that -

N you will bo > gathored to Him. (al-Anfsl {8} 24)

o As these verses make clear, from an Isiamic point of view, God is with sach one
R § st creatuws, nearer to them than thelr jugular vein, between them and their

o heartsf nearel to them than they are to themse[ves—-but mIIls g[my and majesty, -

-, and His. transcendence
. - Among the’ vclses in the Qui'dn relatad to Immanence iz ﬂus one -about the
ot b1eaﬂlmg ‘the spirit of God in human: “You Lord said fo the angels, ‘I will create

L7 aman ‘from clay, When have shaped him and breathed My Spirit into him, knoel
L down befors him’” ($ad [38):71-72), “Breathing His spirit” means the origination

of. thie. mcmporeal soul, Human Beings have this ability to follow God and run
towaid I—Ilm Related to this ate several clear hadiths from ‘Ah bin Abr Tﬁlrb g

) He ls w1th eVe1 ythmg, fiot tinough assoclation (nugdr anah n A
: “I-Ia is other than everything, not thlough separ ation (muzayaiah o

.-“To know Hun ig to profess His unity, and pr ofessmg HIS Umt_v isto distin-
L guish Him (tamyiz) ﬁom His oreation.” .

~ont sepan ation {il terms of distance (ualah)”!

:'::‘None of the clasmca[ Mushm theo[ogians and’ phliosopllels peacelved God’s :

“withness™ (ma’ iyyat) and presence as divine immanence: in the sepse of Incar-
- natign.or pantheism of panenthelsm. There is unamm ity olthis pm nt among the
Musllm scholars to this day : .

"’I‘he Dignity and Task of Humankind witllm Gnd’s Creatlon

3 '_,'-'In thas section I discuss three issues: themajoa pemt of d:gmty ofhumanldnd the

.. ‘nature of vicigerency, and the question of whethel v:cegemncy bslongs to the

»:mdlvxdual or to the commumty :
B . C )

. : g I‘he Majo: Poim: af Dignizy of Humankind

‘__'-“W_e have hotiored the children’ of Ada (a[dsnﬁ‘ [17] 70) Humankmd has
dignity because God breathed into him of His spirit and bestowed on him the

“The standmd {hukir): for distinguishing is separation (baynunah) in attr :bute, L

R ey
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primordial disposition or original nature (firred. Humahkmdbecause of this advan-
tage was honotod with the position of stewardship or. " vicegerency (khilgfa), This
vicegeroncy. was not exclusive to Adam but fo the: ohtldren of Adam—that is,
humankind: “your Lotd told the angels, T am putting & vicegerent on earth’”
(al-Baqara {2]:30). This verse is abeut Adam, but acgording to three other
verses—*It is He made you vicegerents: onthe carth” (Fatir [351:39; al-An‘am
[6]:165; Yiinus [10):14)—the term vicegerent is.plural, not. singular, and thus
mcludes all of humanity. All of these four vérsés are talking about the same issue:
vicegerency of humanity on the earth. As the Qut an.gpeaks of it, “earth” is not
exclusive to our specific planet; rather; “eal th" means . @am al-shahdda-—the
visiblé or the material world,

Although the majority of Muslim scholal ;] 1nterpieted the stc1 y of creation in'a
Tactual frame, it seems that.it is symbolic regarding some deep transcendental *

~ facts. The clearest evidence of this symbolic languags is the verse of Trust, which

foeyses on this gxact issue: “We offered the Trust to.the heavens, the earth, and the
mountains, yet they refuiset] to undertake if.and weta afraid of it; humanity under-
took jt—they have always been inept and foolish” (ai-Ahz#b [331:72). It is obvious
that the offer of God to the heavens, the earth, and the mountains was symbolic,
as was this offer fo humankind. What was this. Trust? Thers is no doubt that it was
that vicegerency. Tt means'that humahkind’s vicegerency on the eatth is God's
vast Trust. Ne creature in the visible world except humankind was able to under

- take a Trust of this enormity. _Humanki-ﬁd did not know the magniﬁcénca and
' difﬁcu[ty of this Irost in ‘the bcginning; nevertheless, they undertook jt..

.TheNature of' Vicegerency oL S

Two factors in humaukmd prepared it to undettake this enormous Trust: first,
humankind’s. knowfeclge, and second, his cholee. The first factor.is mentioned in

* thestory of creation; “And He taught Adam the names of all things™ (ai Bagata

[21:31). It is clear that “the names of 4l things” is the symbol of inherent knowl-
edge in humankind's original nature (fitrg). Althongh.all human bemgs have the
ability and potentiality to. actualize the vicegerency (God's vast ’f‘rust), human
beings have choice and free will by which. to acoept or reject ft i in practice.

- Humanity’s free will is meritioned in the Qur'tin repeatedly, .

: “By the souf and how He formed it-and inspited it [to know] its own.lebelhon _
and pietyl The one who purifies.his soul succeeds.and thé one who cotrupts, it
fails” (al-Shams [91); 7-11). Heye. again is mention of God’s breathing of His spirit

* inte humankind and bestowing on humamty its original naturs (/i @), It tgans
- that human beings have the choice to.undettake the Trust and purify their souls

and go in tho right path, which will be the actualization of the vicegerency;.or
they may corrupt their souls, igriore their original nature, and tmn their back to
God. Ttis clear that petsons who make the latter choice are not God's vicegerents
until they repent-and return to Him. “We created man from a drop of mingled
fluid to put him to the test; We gave him hearing and sight; We guided him to the
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right path, whether he was grateful or not” (al-Insin [76]:2-3). The Qur'in
explicitly describes the free will of humankind in the story of creation. God
showed both the straight path and perversion, Those who are grateful and choose
the straight path are actually God's vicegerents, and those who go astray and are
ungrateful are not actually God’s vicegerents until their return and repentance,

God’s purpose in bestowing vicegorency Is the perfection of man in the pro-
cess of creation of the body, breathing the spirit, original nature, knowledge,
guidance, showing the good and evil, testing, and finally human choice. The
perfection will be the achievement of the soul choles, that is, the straight way. It
is the goal of creation in the other verses; [ mean worship or knowledge as in
tradition, In other words, this purpose could be spiritual moeting with God, and
anuihilation (a/-fana’) in His love and pleasure. This is the station (nagam) of
perfectlon.

“[But] you, soul at poace: return to your Lord well pleased and well pleasing;
go In among My servants; and into My Garden” (al-Fajr [89]:27-30). This heaven
is more than a material garden; i is God’s pleasure. This is the supreme felicity:
“God has promised the beliovets, both men and women, Gardens graced with
flowing streams where they will yemain; good, peaceful homes in Gardens of
. lasting bliss; and—groatest of all—God’s good pleasore, That s the supreme
© triumphy” @l-Tawba [97:72),

. - “'There is a tight relationship between creation and vicegerency, on one hand,

und test (al-1bHl4"y and petfection, on the other hand. This world is the time of
- testing, and the other world Is the time of result. Testing is for the purification
and perfection of humanity. It is not for increasing the knowledge of God. He
is omnisciont. Human suffering is bocause of this big test, Life in one of its
meanings is the taking of this test, “Exalted is He who holds all control in His
hands; who liag power over all things; who created death; who ereated life to
test you and reveal which of you performs best—Ile is the Mighty, the Forgiv-
mng" (al-Mulk [67]:1~2), One of God’s goals in the creation of life and death is
4 test, This tost {s for purification and perfection that is tied to human deeds,
Which of you 1s best in deed?

Life in this world is mixed with sufforing, *“We have created humankind for
toil and trial” (al-Balad [90]:4), This world does not have capacity for real happi-
ness. The real happiness is the result of two elements: sound faith and good
deeds. Both are requived for satvation. Neither sound faith without good deeds
nor goed deeds without sound faith would lead to real happiness and salvation,
Human action has a very latge role in vicegerency. “Every soul is held in pledge
for its deeds” (al-Muddaththir {74]:38). The message of this verse is among the
most beautiful of this kind in the Quian: “good words rise up to Him and He lifts
up the righteous deed” (Fatlr [35]:10). “Good words” demonstFate sound faith, in
other words, believing in God and believing in the Hereafter: “The believers, the
Jews, the Christians, and the Sabians-—all those who believe in God and the Last
Day and do good—will have their rewards with their Lord. No fear for them, nor
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will they grieve™ (al-Baujara [2]:62), This phrase “those who belleve and do good”
is used in the Qur'sn repeatedly; for example, “As for those who believe and do
good desds—We do not let the reward of anyone who does a good deed go to
waste” (al-Kahf [181:30),

Vicegerency: Individual or Community?

Undoubtedly individuals and communities are both vesponsible for their deeds in
this world, and both of them will be asked about what they have done in the Day
of Judgment. Vicegerenoy and the responsibility of individuals in general are
clear, Here the Qui'dn mentiong the tesponstbility of individuals in relation to
creation and the Day of Judgment;

[God will sayl, “Now you return to Us, alone, as We first created you! you

have lTeft behind everything We gave you, nor do We see those intercessors of

yours that you claimed were partners of God. All the bonds between you have

been sevored, and those about whom you made such claims have deserted
© you,” (al-An'Em [61:94)

Another clear indication of individual responsibility is this:

Has he not been told what was written In the Scriptures of Moses and Abra-
ham who fulfilled his duty: that no soul shall bear the burden of another; that

- ahuman being will only have what he has worked towards; that his labour will
be seen and that in the end he will be repald in full for it; that the final goai is
your Lord.” (al-Najm [53):36-42)

Each human being is responsible for his or hey deeds mdmdua]}y This individ-
uality will be the main aspect of creation, resurrection, and vicegerency.

'The membership of 2 human being in a family or community does not negate
this individuality and personality. Those memberships will add new responsibjl-

_dties to ong’s major individual responsibility. Pamily is the second lovel of

responsibility: “Believers, guard yourselves and your families against a Fire
fueled by peoplo and stones” (al-TalirTm [66]:62). The third level of responsibility
is to one’s community: “Be a community that ¢alls for what is good, uiges what
is right, and forbids what fs wrong: those who do this are the successful ones” (Al
‘Imran [31:104). We will be asked not only about our deeds but also about our
community in the framework of our abilities: “Beware of discord that harms not
only the wrongdoers among you: know that God is severe in His punishment”
(al-Anfdl [8]:25). In the Day of Judgment both communities and individuals will
be called to account: “You will see every community kneeling. Bvery commu-
nity will be sumimoned to its record: “Today you will be repaid for what you did’”
(al-Jathiyah [457:28),
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- ‘Butls'there any 1e}ationshlp between commumty mspons1b1hty and service as
God’s v1cegerent? Is cach community recognized as.the vicegerent of God on.the
~ earth? Tt is not clear, I aualyze the facts that-we have in this case, On one hand,
e dwemlty of. commumtles is accepted not onlyasa fact bu also as God’s will:

‘ 'People, We oreated you all fmm a single man and a smgle womar, and made .

. you into nations and tribes so that you should get to know one “another. In
.« (God's.eyes, the most honored-of you are the ones most aware of Him: God is
. J«all Imowmg, all aware. (al-Hujurﬁt [M9E13) :

' On the othel hand, the pulpose of thls cominunal plmallsm and.- dwermty is an

" existontlal test:

.-_We have asmgned alawandg path {o each of you. If.Ged had:so w:lled He
~would have made you one c,ommumty, but He wanted jo-test you through that

O which He'has given you, sotace to do good: you will all return to God'and He |

w1ll make clear to you the matters you differed about, (al—M tida-[5}:48Db)

I‘1 oM ﬂle thud perspectwe, the community of bellevels was character ized as a
Bt _]ust[y balanced community: “We have made you into a just community; so-that

“you'may bear witness [to the truth] before others and so that the Messenger may
‘bé-witness [to it] before you” (al-Bagara.[2]: 143a). This characteristic is not only
a s1mple label achieved by confession-or heritance of its members. It is not
athteved except through sound faith and good deeds. The community of believ-

‘:j:.' ,__-',"'eis becatise of the faith and good deeds of its members, will be the witnesses
-over the commiunities, This Is.a spiritual witness and example; nothing clse.

o "Although it is possible to equate this s;nritual witness with service as.God’s
-, vicegerent, there iy no.evidence in the Qur'an or iradition of thig equivalence:

' Maqmrz of spititual witness in the Qur'an. is différent and separate from magam -

. of vicegorency.” The former includes God; the latter s ekolusive to humankind
- mdmdudl]y There is no evidence of community vicegerency in the Qur'an,

=, In-our day and age, the cxetcise 6f vxcegerenoy in a religiously and ideologi-

. cally plural world.is not differént from.the exercise of religion per se. The concept

E -of vicegorency does not depend on the premodem eray thus, it need not be changed

" _inthe modern era. It is & matter of spirituatity and does not deal with this refigion

“er that ideology. It is about truth, not labels. It is about the; real faith of heart and
-dispositions, not the claims of the tongue. Dwmsmes of r ehglons and ideologies

. that oceur in this real démonstrate that-vicegerency is much higher than it Vice-
geréncy and pluralism do not conflict with each other, because they are not on the

. same level. The essence of vicegerency isto bé under stood—a'wasmade clear in
. Strat al-Bagara (2): 62, above—as sound faifh in God and the Last Day, and righ- .

” teous: deeds regardlessof rehgwn and ideology:
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Human Action within the Sovereignty of God

Human action and free choice in relation to God’s omniscience, omnipotence,

_ and omnibenevolence has been a controversial subject In Abrahamic réligions

in general, and in relation to the unity of Diviné acts (al-rawhid al-'af alt) in
Islarnic thought speclfically. There are three subtopics to be considersd here:
elaboration of God’s attributes, notiens of moderate human free choice, and
classification of verses on the doctrine of mediation between determinism and
delegation.

Elaboration of God’s Attributes

Withregard to discussion of God’s atiributes, four key problems must be addressed.
Fitst, if God knows everything that can be known, He knows human acts before
they ocour; this Teads to determinism becanse humans are not able to act outside
Divine providence and omniscience. Second, if God can do everything that is
plavsible, thers would be no role for human choice in the full omnipotence of God.
Any role for human will would mean shortcoming in the sovereignty of God.
Third, if there is no ground for human free choice, human sin and committal of
evil is not consistent with God’s omnibenevolence, Fourth, belfeving in the notion
of unity of Divine acts (al-tawhid al-'af Gli) requires negation of any kind of non-
divine causality, including agency of huinan action. There is no ground for human
free cholee, according to this understanding of the unity of God.

"These problems arose from an anthropomorphic understanding of God's
attributes, weakness in philosophical foundations, and iitaral inferpretation of the
scripture and tradition. However, they are resolved by vecalling that God’s knowl-
edge does not have our restrictions. God does not have mind. His knowledge is not
conceptual or empirical knowledge through imprinted forms. His knowledge is
knowledge by presence (al-'ilm al-hudir?). Theve is nothing absent from Him, His
knowledge is divided into knowledge before and knowledge after the generation
of created things. God is omniscient, But Flis full knowledge does not lead to
determinism. Human existence, what is in the human mind, human cholce, and
action are in God's transcendental presence, God's transcendental knowledge of
human choles and mind does not impose any restriction on human freedom. These
vestrictions are the consequence of our finite knowiedge not God’s transcendental
infinite knowledge:

In whatever matter you may be engaged and whatever part of the Qur'an you
are reciting, whatever work you are doing, We witness you when you are
engaged in it. Not even the weight of a speck of dust in the earth or sky escapes
your Lord, nor anything lesser or greater: it is all written in a clear record.
(Yiinug [10]:61)
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Prodestination and destiny (al-gadd’ wa'l-gadar) do not lead to determmlsm
and hegation of human free cholde, because human free choice Is a part of the
‘human essence according to divine pr odestination and destiny. In other words,
] God designed the human essence with free choice, while Re designéd-other crea-
- -turgs without it, Thls free choice Js inseparable from humen essence: Free will
_and choice are among the existential originators (almabadi al-wyudiyyd) of the
" "human essence in God's decree. Thete is no eseape from His predestination and
destmy “He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth, and when He decrees

' ‘isomethmg, He says only, ‘Be,’ and it is” (al-Bagava [2]: !17)

Deterministic interpretation was a pre-Islamic misunderstanding that the -

. -Qur'sty explained and condernned. “The idolators will say, ‘If God had willed, we-
wouldnot have ascribed partners to Him-—nor wonld owm fathers—or hve declated

anything forbidden’ (al-An'am [6]:1484). 'Iyranmcal rulers Followed, this mlsmter-

" - prefation after Islam to justify their rule.
. Gods _omnipotence does not deny human free choice. Human agency is not
o5 - horizontal and-in competition with God’s. agency. “God is not to be frustrated by
i+ _-anything in the heavens or on the earth: He is all knowmg, all powerful® (Fatir
! [351:44b), Human agency i§ vertical, and God'is in the chain of causes of human
"f’act and: the cause of causes, Human agency includes f:ee choice, . - :

: Modemts Human Free Choice

'mous in_thér affirmation of God’s. omnisciénce, omnipotence, and omnibene-
< yolenge- anid_of the - wnity. of Divine acts (al-tawhid al-'af alf). Vet all Muslim
- “philosophersand the mainstream of Muslim theologlans believe in some kind of
. huinan. free. choice, The prominent Muslim -theologian Muhammad ‘Abduh,
. Egyptsg rand mufti in the eatly twentieth century, commented: “The dootrine of
'-detexmmtsm was the idea of a small; extinct rangey and the doctrine of the medi-
_ ation between determinism and absolute. free choice has predominated among
‘the Mushms”” ‘Abdutt is correct, Two radical tendenciss were marginalized;
.. that of the ultraliteralist determinists and that of the 1'adwal ratiorialist Mu'tazi-
©C7 lites 'who believed tn delegation (a/-fqfwid) or absolute human free, choice, I
.. focus on the doctrine of the mediation between determmism and delegation as
" the mainstredm Muslim approach in jts two vesions of moderate human free
-choice, The first is the theory of acquisttion (kasb), popular in Ash'arismy the
. second i the theory of humai agency as the secondavy cause, populal in the
" school of j Justlce in Tslamic philosephy and Shi‘ism, .
The main point. of‘the theory of acquisition is the impor tanse of dastmguishmg

* betveen two elements in humén action: creation as God’s dtt and acquisition as . |

* - himman act. God- directly creates the power, action, and kasd within the human

" ..subject—which is no more than the receptacle, the place (miahall), a8 gl-Jurjani

: -Mushm phlEosophers and thenloglans, 1egardless of than diversities,. are unani-
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expressed it in his commentary. on’ ‘Adiid. al-Din al-ljiV’s al-Mawdgif ff “ilm- al-
kaldm (Statlons in the Science of Kalam)." Accorfling to al-Ghazilt, the meaning
of acquisition is the creation of 2 human’s actionby God a -the time of the human’s
will and power,. but there is no effect ofithe huiman’s power in the creation of his’

“action.™ The major benefit of this theory is moral responsibility of human as the
. Ash'arite scholars expressed, There s no-vole for the htiiman in his act except

synchuonization (al-mugarana); st the time of genération: of power and will in
the human, God creates human acts. This synchronizationattributes the act to the
human #s acquisition. Although the theory of acquisition was welcomed by the
majority of Asharite theologians, some distinguished Ash 'arite theologians—al-
Juwaini, al-Sha'rani, and Muhammad ‘Abduh among them“mdemed 3t as bemg

- Indistinguishable from determinism.

In support of this position, Ash ‘arites vefer to this Qur'éin passage “How can

. you worghip things you carve with-your own hands, when it is God ‘who-has

created you and all your ‘handwork?” (al-3aff4¢ [37]:95-96). Their argument is.

. based on taking “ma™ in “ma ra'matun as masdariyyah (infinitive), giving the

sense that “God created you and your déeds”—not as mawsula (conjunction),

- giving the sense “God created you and-the dols fhat you-carved” According to
‘the context of the verse, the latter interpretation Js correct.V.

-Another verse, “Poople, remember God’s grice towards.you. [s there an cre~
P g ¥ Y

.ator other than God to give you sustenance from thé heavens and earth?? (Fatir

[35%: 3), denles that thers is & creator mdependent of God, butpagans understood
the exclusiveness of any creator, 1egardiess of whether it is'Independent or con-

" tingent (including huan agency in its acts). The: Qur'an makes cloar that cre-,

ation by human beings is acceptable, with God’s permission: “I have cometo you
with a sign from your Lord: I will- malke a bivd for you out of clay, then breathe
into it and, w1th God’s permission, it will become a'real bird; Twill heal the blind
and the leper, and br ing the dead back to life with God’s permission” (Al ‘Imran

-[3):494), So thereis no pi ob]em with- human apency in buman credtive actmns

taken with peimission of God,

The second theory takees a medidting pos:tlon betWeen detmmmlsm and dele- .
gation (madhib al-amr bain al-amirain), This position is based on several phﬂﬂ- B
saphical pr mmples Tts first plmcxple is'that, aside from God, all beings are

", contingent boings in ali of their affairs and their actions, The relationship between

cause and effect in precise elaboration is the relationiship between creatures that
ate needy (such ag hmnans) and the One who is vich, God. The contingency, or '

o dépendence, ot need is not something added to a creature’s being, Rathe, in its

essencs, this being pm se is needy and is contmgent to its transcendent cause,
This is the deep meaning of this verse; “People, it is you who stand i in need of

- Godeod needs nothmg and is 'wor thy of all praise® (Féf;n [35]:15).

* There is no:doubt about the unity. of Divine acts (al-fawfid al-"af @), but this

- dcas not necessitate occamc,mahsm Although indépendent origination is exclusive
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to God, the causality of contingent belngs Is possible, dependent on God’s pevmis-
sion and providence, Human action is not independent of God, On the one hand, it
is needy and contingent on God in ifs being and essence, and, on the other hand, it
is impossible to deny or neglect the causality of human action. Human action is
atttibuted to God and humans from two considerations. It is not correct to say it is
exclusively God’s act, so there is no effect from the human side except the recepta-
cle, the place (mahall); however, it is not solely human actlon, because both the
human agent and his action arc always needy and contingent on God, Human belngs
are the agent of their acts, and simultaneously their acts ave Godl’s acts. There s nio
conflict befween these two causalities, because they are in the vertical causes—God
is the canse of causes,

The object of God's will is human beings with their free choices, regardlass of
what they choose—not human beings without choice, Bvil human acts do not pose
a problem for this analysis because, first, the wotld is dominated by good; minor
evil, which is not an essential object of God, is required as the consequence of the
matetial world, within the context of prevalence of the good. Second, the whole of
existence as such is goed; evil is relative to specific situations and cannot be
attributed to God, All we know under the name of evil is evil aceidentally, It means
that what is outwardly evil is not evil in its essence, and that essence is attributed
to God, God is omnibenevolent; He is the origin of any good: “Anything good that

“happens to you is from God; anything bad is ultimately from yourself, We have
sefit you as a messenger to peopls; God is sufficient witness” (al-Nisa' [4]:79).

Classtfication of Verses on Doctrine of Mediating Between
Determinism and Delegation

There aro three groups of verses related to the doctrine of mediating between
determinism and delegation that should be read in refation to each other and not
separately,'®

Group One: Verses that indicate that nothing happens except by God's will,
providence, and permission. This group negates the doctrine of delegation (af-
wig), Examplos are “But you will only wish to do so by the will of God, the Lord
of all people” (al-TakwTr [81}:29) and “Say, ‘1 have no contral over benefit or
harm, even to myself, except as God may please” (al-ATaf [71:1884a).

Group Two: Verses that indicate human free choice and negate determinism,
such as

Whoever does good does it for his own soul and whoever does evil does it
against his own soul; your Lord is never unjust to His:creatures (Fussilat
[411:46); '

Say, “Now the truth has come from your Lord: let thoss who wish to believe
in it do so, and let those who wish to reject it do s0” (al-Kahf [18]:29);
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If you ave ungrateful, remember God has no need of you, yet He is not pleased
by ingratitude in His servants; if you ate grateful, He is pleased ffo see] it in
you. No soul will bear another’s butden. You will return to your Lord in the
end and He will inform you of what you have done: He knows well what is in
the depths of [your] hearts (al-Zumar [39]1:7); and

Serve God, be mindful of Him and obey me, (al-Insén [76]:3)

Group Three! Verses that indicate'two attributes to God and to human beings
simultaneously. For example,

It was not you who killed them but God, and when you [Prophet] threw [sand
at thom] it wag not your throw [that defeated them] but God's, to do the believer
a favour: God is all seeing and all knowlng. (al-Anfal [8E17)

Here the Qur'an has attributed a single act (throwing) to God and to a human
being simultaneously. The same thing ocours in other verses: “Fight them: God
will punish them at your hands, He will disgrace them, He will help you to con-
quer them, He will heal the bellevers® feelings and remove the rage from their
hearts” (al-Tawba [9]:14—158). In a third example, the Qur'an attributes the same
issue to God in one verse and to humanity in another: “Bven after that, your
hearts becaine as hard as rocks, or even harder” (al-Bagara [2)74a%); and “But
they broke their pledge, so We distanced them [from Us] and hardened their
hearts” (al-M#'ida [5]:13q), :

A close reading of verses in the first and second groups indicates that the
Qui'iin clearly negates determinism and delegation. Verses in the' third group
illustrate a.core doctrine of the Qur'n—that is, a position of midway between
determinism and delegation (nadhab al-amr bain al-amrain),

To summarize, in mainstream Islamic thought, the lesson of the Qur'sn is that
Iaman action is attributed to God and to the human agent simultaneously. The
human agent has free choice in his acts. Human free cholce and power are based
on God’s power, providence, will, and permission. In their existence and in all
aspects and affairs of their lives, including their acts, human beings are not nde-
pendent of God, '
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On the Possﬂ)ihty of Holy meg_

A C‘hmstzcm Perspectwe -

LUCY GARDNER

I appeai foryol thelefme, b;ethren, by the mercies of God tc- present :
youi bodigs as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to' God, which Is
your spiritual worship; Do not be-conformed fo this woxid but be trans-
formed by the venewal of your mind, that you miay prove what is the -
w1]1 of God what is good and acceptab}e and perfect (Rom 12: 1—2)

‘Faced with a.task that feeis like trying to pack: the wou 1d 1nto a sultcase, I have

deliberately decided fiot to atterfipt-a hurried historical overview of Christtan
disagisemerits-about the nature of our existence~and our freedom, in particular:

" Instead, 1 offer a brief personal theological guide to negotiating the thematic

landscape from one particular Christian point of view. This touches upon Chris-
tlan beliefs about the porson- of Christ (the doctrines of the Tnearnation and the

* Tuipity; in par ticular), which ¢annot be fully explored here; I is, however, my
‘hope that- these reflections will'demonstrate something of the ways in whlch
" these beliefs and doctrines waxk in relation to other themes . .

. Creation: Lenrning to See the Wor ld

n the begmnmg God cieated the heavens and the earth.’, .. God sald
“Let there be , . 7 and there was. . . . And God.gaw that 1t wis good,
God said “Let : - and it was 50. . .- And God saw that it was good
(faom Genesw i: 1«»25‘) o . E

The Chr;stlan doctring of Creatio s about !earnmg to see and under: stand the .

"world (that s, the who!e universe and evelythmg that :s) in the ]tght of ity -
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INTRODUCTION

THIS BOOK PRESENTS the proceedings of the fourteenth annual Building
Bridges Seminar, convened at the Georgetown University School of Foreign
Service in Doha, Qatar, May 3-6, 2015, with university president John J. DeGioia
present as host and participant, Launched in 2002 as an initiative of the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury—and with the stewardship of Georgetown University since
2013, this gathering of scholar-practitioners of Islam and Chuistianity convenes
annually, alternating between Muslim-majority and Christian-majority contexis,
for deep study of selected texts pertaining to a carefully chosen theme, The circle
of participants is always diverse ethnically and geographically, and balanced
evenly in the number of Muslims and Christians—with a substantial number of
women included in each group, and with a few emerging scholars joining the
seasoned experts. Among the Christian scholars—who have always been for the
most part Anglican or Roman Catholic—are usually included Orthodox and
Protestant scholars as well, and this was the case in 2015, Similarly, while the
Muslim participants are predominantly Sunni, Shi ‘ite scholars have always been
included, Since 2013 Danlel Madigan SJ, Jeanette W. and Otto I, Ruesch Family
Associate Professor in Georgetown’s Department of Theology, has served as
chalr of the proceedings. '

Qatar is a familiar venue for the seminar, We were hosted in Doha in 2003 by
the emir of Qatar, and on the Georgetown campus in 2011 and again in 2013, As
has often been the case, the seminar commenced with a pair of evening lectures
at an event open to the public, The three workdays of the seminar—all in closed

~ session—followed & fixed pattern; a morning lecture on the topic for the day, in

preparation for two hour-long small-group text-study sessions; an after-lonch
lecture, fikewise followed by two hour-long small-group text-study sessions; and

late-afternoon summary discussion in plenary. This volume provides the reader

with edited versions.of the eight lectures, arranged here in pafrs,

In part 1, readers will find the 2015 seminar’s public lectares: “Human Action
within Divine Creation: A Mastim Perspective” by Mohsen Kadivar (Duke Uni-
versity) and “On the Possibility of Holy Living; A Christian Perspective” by
Lucy Gardner (University of Oxford). These are overviews, each laying out the
complexity of the seminar’s theme and some divections for deeper study. Kadivar
concentrates on the exdteric approach to the matter, which itself rangss from
ultraliteralist to maximal rationalist, as it plays out in Islamic theological and
philosophical writings. He introduces such topics as God's unity, Immanence,




