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Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on the Question
‘Why Worship God?’
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Introduction

A recurring concern of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 606/1210) in his Qur’anic commentary,
al-Tafsir al-kabir (also known under the title Mafarih al-ghayb), is to present an
intellectual justification for the all-important Islamic doctrine that God alone is
deserving of worship." One reason for al-Razi’s frequent treatment of this question,
unsurprisingly, is that the promulgation of monotheism is one of the Qur’an’s major
concerns, if not its primary one; the many Qur’anic verses concerned with this issue
therefore prompted al-Radzi’s commentary. Yet, it is not only the mere presence of these
verses in the Qur’an that explains why al-Razi frequently presents quite lengthy and
detailed arguments in defence of this doctrine; rather, one has to take into account that
in the Tafsir al-Razi habitually takes Qur’anic verses as an opportunity to introduce a
variety of theological discussions and proofs. He does so in order to make the point that
the mutakallimiin’s rational arguments have their origin in Qur’anic forms of
argumentation, thus seeking to vindicate the discipline of kaldm by arguing that its
roots ultimately lie in the divine text itself. The flipside of this is, in al-Razi’s view, that
the Qur’an itself is essentially a rational text that not only addresses itself to people’s
ability to reason but even calls them to make use of this ability. These two aspects are
emphasised repeatedly by al-Razi in the Tafsir, as for instance when he states that
‘God commanded speculation (al-nazar)’, adducing as evidence verses such as
Q. 4:82, Will they not think about this Qur’an?, and Q. 88:17, Do the disbelievers not
see (yanzuriina) how rain clouds are formed? Al-Razi further stresses: “This proves
that there is no way to knowledge of God except through speculation and reasoning, but
some adherents of the Hashwiyya [i.e. the arch-traditionalists] contest this method and
hold that engaging in this discipline [i.e. kalam] is baleful innovation (bid°a). We,
howevef, can confirm our position through recourse to scripture and reason (wujzh
nagliyya wa-“aqliyya).” In this staternent al-Razi not only makes the point that the use
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 Fakhr al-Din al-Razi and Ibn ‘Arabi on the Ways
to Knowledge of God: Unveiling or Reflection and
Reasoning? ‘

Essays in Honour of David Thomas

Muammer Iskenderoglu

Edited by MADDE YAYEMLANS!.KTA% Whether human beings can know God, and, if so, by which way, is a matter
SONRA GELEN DOKUMA of discussion within the Islamic tradition. Muslim philosophers, theologians

Douglas Pratt and Sufis have had heated discussions on this issue, and fundamentally dif-
Jon Hoover ferent views have been set forth. As a result of these debates, the existence of

] more than one way to such knowledge became apparent, and it proved diffi-

John Davies cult to rule out the validity of any of the various alternatives completely. That
John Chesworth is why we see in the writings of the great figures from the later generations

of the Islamic tradition an attempt to include these different ways into their
respective theories somehow. In this article, I will discuss the approaches of
two leading figures of the Islamic tradition to the nature, sources and limits of
metaphysical knowledge, in particular to knowledge of God. The first figure I
wish to consider is Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1210), one of the leading thinkers not
only within the Asharite school, but also within Muslim theology in general.
His main achievement was to harmonise philosophy, particularly the philos-

Tarkiye Divanet Vakfi ophy of Ibn Sina, with Muslim theology, and produce a kind of philosophical
islam Arastxrxﬁ alan Merkezi theology that exerted significant influence upon later theologians. The second
K itiiphanesi figure is Muhy1 al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240), hailed as the ‘Greatest Master’ in Sufi
Dom. No- | * {}_2 a Z/ { tradition and responsible for a deep and pervasive influence over the intellec-
7T tual life of later generations. For the ose of this article, I will compare their

221 g purp p
"Tas. No: o) ALC approaches using the following three questions. First, is it possible for human

beings to have knowledge of God and does this knowledge include God’s exis-
tence, essence and attributes? Second, can human beings reach certainty in this
area, or do they have to be satisfied with the most appropriate opinion among
the alternatives? Finally, what is the way that leads human beings to knowl-
edge of God? Both Razi and Ibn ‘Arabi state that there are two ways for human
beings to attain the knowledge of God, namely, unveiling and reasoning. I will
discuss how they evaluate these two ways and whether they consider them to
be alternatives or complementary.

Before entering into discussion of Islamic understandings of attaining
knowledge of God, a brief reminder of the classification of the sciences, the
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