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Islam in Three Dimensions

When we talk about “Islam” today, our understanding of the term is shaped 
by a host of historical and social factors. Not least of these is the way in which 
journalists, politicians, and television announcers understand the term. Contem-
porary opinions and ideologies—themselves based on presuppositions that are 

human life. Given our own assumptions about reality, it is not easy to grasp 
how premodern Muslim authors looked upon their religion. They often had an 
idea of Islam very different from that which is met with today—not only in the 

of Islam that is at once faithful to their perspective and comprehensible to the 
contemporary reader. 

Works, Faith, and Perfection

It is self-evident, even in modern terms, that human affairs have different foci. 
Some are centered in bodily activity, some in the life of the mind, and some in 
the heart. One possible means of classifying these domains is to speak of three 
basic dimensions of human existence, such as acting, knowing, and willing, or 
activity, intellectuality, and spirituality. Such a tripartite division is commonly 
encountered in Islamic texts. One of its earliest formulations is found in a famous 
tradition called the “Hadith of Gabriel,” in which the Prophet divides “the reli-
gion” ( ¥ )1—that is, Islam—into three dimensions that I call , and 

.2

In naming these three dimensions, the Prophet employed words that have 
played important roles in Islamic intellectual history: å  (submission), ¥ å  
(faith), and å  (virtue). In order to understand the religion of Islam as a real-
ity possessing these three dimensions, one must grasp some of the implications 
of these words in the Koran, Hadith, and Islamic tradition.

3
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4 / In Search of the Lost Heart

Already in the Koran, the word å  or “submission” has at least four 
senses, all of which have to do with the relationship between God and His crea-
tures. In the broadest sense, å  is used to indicate that every creature, by the 
fact of being God’s handiwork, is controlled by Him: 

 (3:83). 
In a narrower sense, å  means voluntary submission to God’s will by 

following His revealed messages. The Koran mentions among the “Muslims”—
that is, those who have freely submitted to God—Abraham (2:131, 3:67), Joseph 
(12:101), Noah (10:72), Lot and his family (51:36), the apostles of Jesus (5:111), 

¥ 
(d. 638/1240) could stir up a controversy by suggesting that Pharaoh’s Islam 

3

In a third and still narrower meaning, å  designates the religion revealed 
to Muhammad through the Koran. The most obvious Koranic example of this 
usage is the following verse: 

 
(5:3). It is this meaning of the term that I want to clarify and for which I will 
be employing the term “Islam” without italics.

In the fourth and narrowest sense, å  refers to the outward works of 
the religion as distinguished from an inner something that makes the religion 

between å  and ¥ å , submission and faith: 

 (49:14). In this fourth sense, å  corresponds to 

if we are to understand the meaning of å  in the third sense. 
The Hadith of Gabriel differentiates even more clearly than this Koranic 

verse between å  in this fourth sense and ¥ å . It is true that some Koranic 
verses and hadiths use the two terms as synonyms, but this does not prevent the 
texts from drawing distinctions in other contexts. According to this hadith, å  
consists of the “Five Pillars”: saying the double Shahadah or testimony (bearing 
witness that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is His messenger), 
performing the å  or ritual prayer, fasting during the month of Ramadan, 
paying the alms-tax, and making the Hajj if one has the means to do so.

Once the Islamic community moved beyond the earliest period and became 
differentiated into a variety of schools and approaches, å  in the fourth sense 
came to refer to the domain in which the science of jurisprudence ( ) exercises 

and the other activities of the Shariah. If people want to know how to make an 
ablution or draw up a will or a marriage contract, they ask a jurist.

A jurist as jurist can have nothing to say about faith or perfection because 
these belong to other dimensions of the religion. As Ab¨ åmid al-Ghazål¥ (d. 
505/1111) puts it: 
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Islam in Three Dimensions / 5

The jurist speaks about what is correct and corrupt in å  and about 
its preconditions, but in this he pays no attention to anything but the 
tongue. As for the heart, that is outside the jurist’s authority [ å

¥ ].4 

If the jurist also happens to be a theologian, then, as theologian, he can speak 
about faith since faith is one of theology’s concerns. One might object that the 

voice the Shahadah in order to bear witness to submission. Whether or not a 
person believes in or understands the Shahadah—and more importantly,  a 
person understands the Shahadah—are different issues, dealt with in theology 
and other parallel sciences, not in jurisprudence.

The second dimension of Islam is ¥ å . The Koran frequently employs the 
term and various derived words, especially the plural of the active participle, 

¶  (believers, the faithful). Although translators normally render ¥ å  as 
“faith” or “belief,” such translations leave out an important connotation, because 
the word derives from a root that means to be secure, safe, and tranquil. Hence, 
the literal sense of ¥ å  is to render secure, safe, calm, and free from fear. The 
implication is that, through faith in God, one becomes secure from error and 
rooted in the truth. Faith has a cognitive dimension that is a step in the direc-
tion of certainty.

In a number of verses the Koran provides a list of the objects of faith. For 
example, 

 (2:177). In the Hadith of Gabriel, the Prophet gives a formulaic 
¥ å  as “having faith in God, His angels, 

His scriptures, His messengers, the Last Day, and the measuring out [ ] of 
good and evil.”5 -
tion itself, which indicates that here—in contrast to certain other hadiths—the 

 of faith is not at issue, but rather the  of faith. These objects later 
become systematized into the three principles of the religion—declaring God’s 
unity ( ¥ ), Prophecy ( ), and the Return to God ( å , commonly 
translated as “eschatology”). All the objects mentioned in this hadith are studied 
in the Islamic sciences. Muslim scholars did not approach them as articles of 
belief in the modern sense of this term. They did not suppose that these objects 
may or may not be true and real. On the contrary, they accepted them as objec-
tive realities to be found in the nature of things. 

second dimension becomes the object of study of three main groups of schol-
ars—specialists in Kalam or dogmatic theology, the proponents of philosophy, 

cosmology. These three broad schools of thought—each having several branch-
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6 / In Search of the Lost Heart

way to understand their differing approaches is to notice the stress that they 
place on various forms of knowledge.6 By and large, philosophers claim that 
reason ( -
phetic intervention is necessary—at least not for philosophers. The proponents 
of Kalam stress the primacy of revelation, although they interpret it in rational 
terms and hence, on the question of reason’s role, can be placed rather close 
to the philosophers. In contrast to both philosophers and Kalam authorities, 

Kalam specialists that revelation has a primary role to play, but they hold that 
interpretation of the revealed texts by the sole means of reason prevents full 
understanding. Reason must be supplemented by direct knowledge given by 
God. This knowledge is called by many names, including “unveiling” ( ), 
“tasting” ( ), and “insight” ( ¥ ).

In the dimension of faith, divergence of opinion is much more pronounced 
-

ward works, which can be seen with the eye and analyzed in concrete details. But 
the specialists in faith are concerned mainly with invisible realities that require 
the full application of human intelligence, if not direct divine aid, in order to 
be grasped to any extent. Differences of opinion abound, even though there is 
a surprising unanimity on certain fundamental issues. 

The third dimension of Islam is perfection or virtue. The Prophet employed 
the word å
an active form from the root , which connotes beauty and goodness. Hence, 
the word å means to accomplish what is beautiful and good, to do some-
thing well, to do something perfectly, to gain perfect and virtuous qualities. The 
standard by which the good, the beautiful, and the virtuous are judged cannot 
be an individual’s opinion, because at issue here is what the religion teaches. 

å  as serving or worshiping 
God “as if you see Him, because if you do not see Him, He nonetheless sees 
you.” In other words, this third dimension of Islam is concerned with depth, 
or the inner attitudes that accompany activity and thought. One must be aware 
of God’s presence in everything one does—which is to say that one must have 
a state of soul in conformity with works and faith. 

the worth of activity is intimately bound up with the intention that animates 

take religion seriously must ask how to go below the surface and enter into 
the depths. Naturally, there are degrees. Most Muslim thinkers hold that human 
beings will ultimately be differentiated in accordance with the extent to which 
they live up to the standard of perfection in works and faith.7 This is one of 
the meanings of the traditional teaching that both paradise and hell embrace 
many levels. 

the third dimension have scholars and sages who dedicate their lives to explicat-

© 2012 State University of New York Press, Albany



Islam in Three Dimensions / 7

of the ulama known as philosophers or theologians also investigated this dimen-
sion of the religion. And just as the dimension of faith leads to more debate and 
disagreement than does the dimension of works, so also, for analogous reasons, 
is the dimension of perfection more controversial than that of faith.

of works, faith, and perfection. One can classify many of the scholarly disciplines 
that become established in Islam on the basis of the respective emphasis placed 
on one or more of these dimensions. However, there is no need to make a clear 
differentiation. This tripartite division serves simply to provide an overview, not 
a hard and fast rule. Moreover, when Islam’s dimensions are embodied in the 
actuality of being human, they become different aspects of a single whole. The 
more harmoniously the three dimensions are integrated, the closer the person 
approaches to a perfected human personality and to the nature of the Real Itself, 
which is utter harmony and pure oneness. 

Faith and Knowledge

In Islamic texts, faith is discussed from two basic points of view: its subjective 

8 The 
second type addresses the objects of faith—God, the angels, and so on.

The locus of faith is the heart ( ), which is the center or essence of the 
human being.9 The heart is the place of intelligence, understanding, and every pos-
itive human quality. The heart’s deviation and illness lead to ignorance, unbelief, 
and negative character traits. Its faith is inseparable from knowledge and noble 
character traits. Many Koranic verses and hadiths mention the good qualities of 
the faithful or the bad qualities that cannot dwell in the same heart with faith.

Specialists in Kalam were especially interested in the cognitive dimension 
-

cians were most interested in the moral and spiritual dimension of faith, and 
their explanations of the nature of faith in the heart coalesce with the explana-
tions of å  and its near-synonym, å (sincerity).

If both the Koran and the Hadith make it clear that faith is intimately 
related to positive character traits, they also bring out the cognitive dimension 
implicit in the word itself. Some hadiths connect faith with knowledge in a way 

said “Faith is a knowledge [ ] in the heart, a voicing with the tongue, 
and an activity with the limbs.”10 Ab¨ ¥fa (d. 150/767) followed up on this 

[of something, ¥ ] with the mind, and knowing with the heart.”11 Ghazål¥ 

as “recognizing the truth [of something] in the heart, voicing [that truth] with 
the tongue, and acting [on its basis] with the limbs.”12
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8 / In Search of the Lost Heart

Notice that Ghazål¥
and works (i.e., å ) as part of ¥ å . For most authorities, faith includes works, 
but works do not necessarily imply faith. One cannot judge from a person’s 
observance of the Shariah that faith is the motive. No suggestion is made that 
the domains of the Shariah and faith are equal, and a clear distinction is drawn 
between the two. Faith transcends works and includes them, whereas works 
without faith have no value.13

the second, works without faith, but one cannot have faith without works. 

Muhammad Asad has pointed out, the term å  “cannot be simply equated, 
as many Muslim theologians of post-classical times and practically all Western 

restricted sense of one who rejects the system of doctrine and law promulgated 
14 since the term 

is already present in the earliest verses of the Koran to be revealed. The root 
meaning of the term  is “to cover over, to conceal.” By extension, it means 
to cover over something that one knows. In the Koranic sense, it means to cover 
over the truth that God has revealed through the prophets and to conceal the 
blessings that God has given to His creatures. The Koran frequently uses the 
term  as the opposite of  (gratitude). Hence, the å  (plural of å ) 
are at once those who are ungrateful and those who cover over the truth that 
they know. The truth that people cover over is the self-evident reality of God. 
They conceal it while knowing in their hearts that it is true.15 It is only from this 
perspective that 

To come back to the word ¥ å  itself, one of the most common terms 
¥ , which means 

something is true and to acknowledge its truth in word and deed. As Wilfred 
Cantwell Smith has remarked, to say that faith is ¥  means that “Faith is 
the ability to trust, and to act in terms of, what one knows to be true.”16 What 
one knows to be true are the objects of faith—God, the angels, the scriptures, 
and so on.

-
nitive. People think of faith as related to supposition and opinion rather than 
to knowledge and certainty. In contrast, faith in Islam pertains primarily to 
knowledge and the commitments that people make on the basis of knowledge. 
It stands above knowledge, not below it. It adds to knowledge a dimension of 
personal commitment, an engagement with the truth that one knows. As Smith 
puts it, “The object of faith being thought of as pellucid and incontrovertible, 
the issue is, what does one do about what one knows?”17

Most authors who discuss the objects of faith do not discuss the subjective 
side of faith any more than contemporary biologists or astronomers analyze 
the assumption that they are dealing with real things. Muslim scholars were 
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interested in the objects of faith because they knew them to be components of 

us, because it is self-evident, that discussion of God, the angels, or eschatology 
pertains to one of the three principles of faith—principles that, as suggested 
previously, simply classify the objects of faith into convenient categories.

As already mentioned, there are three basic approaches to understand-

the articles of faith on the basis of imitation or following authority ( ¥ ) was 
the business of the common people or the beginners—those who have no real 

brought out what could be known—with various degrees of certainty—about 
faith’s objects. In short, discussion of the three principles of faith and their rami-

That the discussion of the contents of faith occupies the philosophers may 
be less obvious than in the case of Kalam. Indeed, many contemporary scholars, 
having applauded the philosophers’ open-mindedness, might object to the use 
of the word “faith.” But this is to fall into the trap of understanding faith in 
our terms, in which it has little cognitive content. In Islamic terms, the contents 
of faith are objects of real knowledge, and the philosophers analyze the same 

study is ¶  (which we can translate here as “existence” or “being”), and 
¶  is the underlying stuff of reality. For most philosophers, it is ultimately 

the Real Itself—God—while it is also present in some mode through the things 
of experience. In effect, by studying ¶
of the three principles of faith: ¥ , or the relationship of the many (which 
they like to call “possible things,” å ) to the One (the “Necessary Being,” 
wå ¶ ). Most philosophers also discuss prophecy and eschatology.

No one is claiming that the philosophers always come to the same conclu-

realities, and they have faith in them, which is to say that they know them to 
be objectively true and attempt to live their lives accordingly.

relatively late date in Islamic history. There were detailed books on Kalam and 
-

cal—rather than the practical and applied—dimensions of their science. Almost 

nature of the various human qualities that can be achieved through imitating 

prefer enigmatic or gnomic language.
In all sophisticated studies of faith’s principles, epistemology is a central 

issue. How do we know what we know? What can we know for certain? In 
what sense can we know God? In what sense can we know anything other than 
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10 / In Search of the Lost Heart

The authorities in all these sciences differentiate between the common 
people ( å ) and the elect ( å
follow authority ( ¥ ), while the second verify the truth of what they know 
( ¥

understand is beyond the understanding of the common people. This “elitism” 

supplies the principle in the verse, 
 (12:76). No one objects when Muslim grammarians or mathematicians talk 

about the elect and the common people, meaning thereby those who know their 
science and those who do not. Ghazål¥ points out that all scholars consider their 
own domain as God’s chosen realm (and this seems to be no less true today). 
He says that each of more than twenty schools of thought claims that its own 
science is what the Prophet meant when he said that the search for knowledge 
is incumbent on every Muslim.18 

as “Islamic esoterism.” One cannot object to this expression, so long as it is kept 

relatively hidden because the majority were either uninterested or incapable of 
understanding. In this respect, grammar and mathematics are also esoteric. What 

works, and it is contrasted with an exoterism that relates to the same domain. 

the majority of people—the “common people” as opposed to the “elect”—had no 

terms. They do not want subtleties and complications, nor do they like to be told 
that they are not good people and that they should try to change themselves.

of knowledge of the mysteries, the unseen things, the occult, the mysterious, 

as a valid source of knowledge. 

I÷sån, Ikhlåƒ, and Taqwå

å , Islam’s third dimension, 
as worshipping God “as if you see Him, because if you do not see Him, He 
nonetheless sees you.” The Koran employs the word å and its active parti-
ciple,  (the person who has å ), more than seventy times. Sometimes, 
the subject of the verb is God, and  is usually found in the lists of the 
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divine names. As a human quality, å is always praiseworthy. Verses such as 
the following illustrate that human å is closely connected to divine å : 

? 
(4:125); ån. ån (2:195); 

 (7:56);  (29:69).
Literally, å means putting the good and the beautiful into practice. The 

Koranic usage makes it clear that this is not only an external and ethical good, 
but also an internal, moral, and spiritual good. Hence, “virtue” may suggest 

-

and spiritual dimensions of å are, in any case, obvious.
-

sions of å is that the Book describes God’s own qualities with the superlative 
adjective from the same root. In four verses it speaks of God’s “most beautiful 
names” ( å å
belongs essentially to God, and accidentally—if at all—to the creatures. “There 
is no god but God” means that all the qualities denoted by the most beautiful 
names belong to God in a true sense, and to other things in some other sense. It 
follows logically that “There is no good but the divine good,” “There is no mercy 
but the divine mercy,” and ultimately, “There is nothing truly real but the Real.” 

å , putting the good and the beautiful into practice, implies bringing God’s 
goodness and beauty—real goodness and beauty—into the soul and the world.

One of the many ways of describing the process of achieving human perfec-
tion is to say that it involves “assuming the character traits of God” (

å å ), an expression based on a hadith that we will encounter in Chap-
ter 20. God’s character traits are identical with His most beautiful names. The 
prophetic saying (which has a biblical equivalent), “God created Adam in His 
own form ( ¶ ),” was interpreted to mean that the innate disposition ( ) of 
human beings embraces all the qualities designated by God’s names.

To become perfect is to bring the latent divine qualities within oneself into 
full actuality. It is to act, know, and be as God would act, know, and be, were 
He to assume human form.

The acting is the easiest because it can be described and delineated in exact 
terms. Hence, everyone is told to act. This is the Shariah, incumbent upon all. 

is incumbent on every Muslim,” the extent to which a person seeks and actual-

relatively few people attempt to achieve it.
On the level of seeking knowledge, a person might take any of sever-

al routes. The minimum knowledge that is incumbent on every Muslim, as 
Ghazål¥ points out, is what allows a person to know the creed and perform 
the required practices.19 People who feel themselves drawn to a broader and 
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12 / In Search of the Lost Heart

deeper  knowledge of the religion will not follow the same paths. Some will 
become experts in jurisprudence, others in Kalam or philosophy, and still oth-

have described the possibilities of human knowledge and awareness in terms 
that make it clear that these are unlimited since the ultimate degree of knowing 

It needs to be kept in mind that this seeking of knowledge—to the extent 
that it pertains to knowledge of the objects of faith—helps in the deepening and 
perfecting of faith. One cannot have faith in something about which one has no 
knowledge. In the same way, the more knowledge one gains of the nature of 
things—that is, the things dealt with under the heading of Islam’s three prin-

The process of deepening one’s knowledge is inseparable from that of 
knowing the most beautiful names of God, which are the archetypes of all that 
exists. To the extent that one knows these names and their implications, one 
becomes committed to and engaged in the human goodness and beauty that 
they demand. To “worship God as if you see Him” is to serve Him through 
becoming His vicegerent ( ¥ ) and manifesting His qualities within oneself 
and the world.

å
and are used in similar senses in the literature. Two are of particular interest: 

å  and å.
å  derives from a root having to do with purity, cleanliness, and freedom 

from the admixture of extraneous elements or factors. The Koran employs the 
verb in the sentence, ¶ ¥ å , 

, or  (4:146). Koran translators have ren-
dered this sentence in a variety of ways:  
(Palmer);  (Pickthall); 

 (Arberry);  (Dawood); 
 (Asad); 

 (Irving). In eleven more verses, the Koran speaks approvingly of “  
¨n  ikhlå  .”

The hadith literature employs the term å  in suggestive ways, such as 
“purifying works for God” and “purifying the heart for faith.” Hadiths sometimes 
mention the “sentence of å
mind and heart away from everything other than God. å  is often taken as the 
antonym for  (associating others with God), which is the only unforgivable 
sin, and as a synonym for ¥
112 of the Koran, which begins, ,” is called both the “Sura of 

¥ ” and the “Sura of å .” In short, the hadith literature makes explicit what 
the Koran implies—sincerity is a deepening of works and faith such that one’s 
only motive in acting and thinking is God. If ¥  can be understood to mean 
the voicing of the sentence, “There is no god but God,” å  implies that ¥  
is internalized so that it becomes the determining factor in thought and action.
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The word å and related terms from the same root are employed far 
more frequently in the Koran than either å  or å  and their derivatives. 

chosen “God-wariness.”
The root of the word å has two interwoven senses: to fear and to 

protect oneself. The basic meaning in the Koranic context is to stand in awe of 
God, to fear the consequences of acting against His will, and to do everything 
in one’s power to protect oneself from these consequences. The term implies 
observing the religion meticulously, sincerely, and with full presence of mind. 
In the verbal form of å, the word often takes God as object, and I trans-
late it as “to be wary of God.” That å is a human quality established in 
relation to God is clear in any case, whether or not God is mentioned in the 
immediate context. 

The Koran always mentions the God-wary in positive terms. They have 
taken God’s message to heart, have put it into practice completely, and will go to 
paradise. In contrast, both those who have submitted ( ¶ ) and those who 
have faith ( ¶ ) are sometimes criticized, whether explicitly or implicitly. 
Most of the Koran’s commandments are addressed to those who have faith—that 
is, those who have recognized the truth of the message and are attempting to 
put it into practice. The Koran frequently tells the faithful that they must have 

å, so it is a goal toward which they should be striving. Several verses say 
that the God-wary are the ones whom God loves and has guided. In effect, it is 
they who have perfected their works and faith.20 The hadith literature employs 
the term å (the sentence of God-wariness) as a synonym for the 
sentence of å  or ¥

The Koran provides a great deal of evidence for suggesting that å 
expresses in a single word the sum total of all good and beautiful human attri-
butes, or the perfect human embodiment of Islam in its deepest sense. This is 
particularly clear in the verse, 

 taqwå (49:13). Translators have tried in various ways to bring 

 (Palmer); 
 (Muhammad Ali); 

 (Pickthall); 
 (Arberry); 

 (Habib); 
 (Dawood); 

 (Asad); 
(Irving). 

Understanding å as “God-wariness,” on the other hand, makes å’s 
orientation toward God explicit, brings out the implication of being aware and 
mindful, and avoids the negative and sentimental undertones of words such as 
“piety,” “dutifulness,” and “righteousness.”
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Felicity

The goal of observing Islam’s three dimensions is to gain salvation. The term 
most commonly employed for salvation in Islamic texts is å , which means 
happiness. I translate it with the Latinate word “felicity” in order to remind 
the reader that this happiness pertains fundamentally to life after death. The 
opposite of felicity is “wretchedness” ( å ).

The tradition locates felicity in paradise and wretchedness in hell, even 
¥  and å . In 

their view, perfecting works and faith involves relating all things back to God 
as well as purifying activity, thought, and will from service to anything other 
than God. If a person worships God with the intention of avoiding hell and 
gaining paradise, an ulterior motive has crept in, a concern for oneself rather 
than God. Since a god is anything that one serves, some authorities maintain 
that this is a subtle form of associating other gods with God ( ¥), and 
hence it prevents complete å .

and rejecting paradise. Many Muslim authors divide human beings into three 
major groups on the basis of Sura 56. The “Companions of the Left” will inhabit 
hell. The “Companions of the Right” will live in paradise, and “those brought 
near to God” ( ¶ ) actualize full ¥  and å
members of this last group have erased both paradise and hell from their vision.

To reach felicity is to dwell in paradise or to live with God. But felicity 
-

est felicity is the encounter ( å ) with God, an encounter that entails a vision 
( ) of God. Theological debates about the nature of this vision—and whether 
it was attainable in this world—were common. If a distinction can be drawn here 

that one could encounter God already in this world, whereas the theologians 
maintained that the encounter will not occur until after death. 

many—if not most—give an ambiguous answer to the question of actually see-
ing Him, whether here or in paradise. They usually maintain that God  
cannot be seen, although He can be seen in the form in which He chooses to 
disclose Himself. Moreover, He discloses Himself in keeping with the receptacle. 
From here it is only one step to the position that God discloses Himself to all 
things—in this world as well as the next—in keeping with their capacities or 
preparednesses ( å ). God is never absent from His creatures. God is nearer 

 (50:16) and  (57:4). However, people 
are absent from God. He is there to be seen, but seeing Him takes a special kind 
of eye. Gaining that eye depends on actualizing ¥  and å .

To encounter God is to encounter the object of one’s faith. Here again, 
the importance of faith’s cognitive dimension comes to the forefront. If Islam’s 
third dimension stresses the deepening of faith, this implies that the object of 
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¥ 
among others insists that the “god of belief” is always distinct from God in Him-

21 But the knowledge 
achieved through deepened faith is far beyond that which depends on rational 
arguments and conclusions. Through God-wariness, faith can be transmuted into 
unveiling or the direct vision of the realities of things.

Unveiling allows people to “see God,” since their faith and knowledge are 
transmuted into witnessing God’s self-disclosures. The vision of God brings us 
back to å
point out, the highest degree of å  is to worship God without the “as if”—that 
is, while actually seeing and recognizing Him through His self-disclosures. This 
is how many of them interpret the saying of the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law 

¥ (d. 40/661), “I would not worship a God whom I do not see.”

works and faith. There can be works without faith, but no faith without works. 
In the same way, there can be faith without perfection, but no perfection without 
faith and the works that are a part of faith.

jurisprudence is able to differentiate. This explains the debates over issues such 

a person also has to observe the other pillars.

their beliefs are correct. This is the domain in which theologians set up their 
catechisms and creeds.

worth are discussed. On every level, there is a different understanding as to 
what “Islam” implies. Different schools of thought offer different interpretations. 

they consider all three dimensions worthy of attention, but also that they view 

Priorities

-
damental truth in terms of which all other things must be understood. Hence 

centeredness more clearly than do, let us say, texts on jurisprudence, Kalam, or 
philosophy.

The jurists soon ignore God by devoting all their attention to the details 
of the Shariah. The proponents of Kalam are interested in God, but primarily 
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as an object of rational thought and cold analysis. They keep Him at arm’s 
length, stressing His inaccessibility and incomparability. God becomes largely 
an abstraction—an “It”—of interest only inasmuch as He reveals certain laws 
and principles through the prophets. The philosophers usually put the religious 
language of Islam into the background, and they often seem careful to avoid 
mentioning the Koranic names of God. They prefer an approach that today we 
would call “objective” and “academic.” Hence, they like to refer to God with 
terms such as “Necessary Being” or “First Principle.”

they add that, just as He is ever-absent, so also is He ever-present. Inasmuch as 

the center of their concerns is the God whom people want to have around, not 
the God who instills terror in their hearts and plays a dominant role in jurispru-
dence and Kalam. Awareness of God’s presence gives birth to joy and delight. 

found in writings from other branches of religious learning. It also suggests why 

Scholars have often pointed out that “post-axial” religions are concerned 
mainly with salvation, and Islam is no exception. Although the religion is all 
about God, it is also totally anthropocentric, because knowledge of God is ori-
ented toward the ultimate concern of every human being—one’s personal des-
tiny. The Koran and the Hadith focus all of their attention, directly or indirectly, 
on the question of what the reality of God implies for human beings.

is implied in the aforementioned saying of the Prophet, “God created Adam in 
His own form.” The human being is a form ( ¶ ), and every form demands an 
inner reality, a “meaning” ( å). In some mysterious fashion, this inner real-
ity is God Himself. Understanding this, and fully experiencing and living all 
its consequences, is the ultimate goal of ¥ . Through å —the perfection 
of what is good and beautiful in human beings—people come to embody and 
manifest the most beautiful names of God, or the reality of God Himself. Then 
they become worthy of the honor that God accords to Adam in the Koran, that 
of being God’s vicegerent on earth.

). The Prophet said, “I seek refuge in 

that leads people to felicity. Any knowledge that does not pertain directly to 

concerned only with works, the contents of faith, and perfection, it is because 
they see these alone as immediately relevant to felicity. 

The accent on achieving felicity demands a strict hierarchy of values. This 

those that come directly from God, such as the Koran and the Prophet. Third-
level values—such as the Hadith and the Shariah—come from God through the 
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intermediary of the second-level values. In this hierarchical way of looking at 
things, what is nearer to God is better. What brings about nearness to God ( , 
a term that is practically synonymous with felicity) is better than what brings 
about separation from Him. Any knowledge that helps bring about nearness is 

should be avoided. That is why Ghazål¥ can write, alluding to the saying of the 
Prophet just cited:

-
ity to see your own faults, and your knowledge of how to serve your 
Lord. It decreases your desire for this world and increases your desire 
for the next. It opens your eyes to the defects of your own works so 
that you guard against these defects.22

To the extent that the Islamic sciences are oriented toward goals other than 

pertain to Islam but to what Marshall Hodgson calls “Islamdom.” Of course, I 
am speaking in relatives, not absolutes. I would not remove from the category of 

subjective than objective. For some people, knowledge of the natural world may 
be a barrier to faith in the unseen reality of God, for others it may be a necessity 
for the same faith. The differing perceptions of the soteriological relevance of the 
sciences helps explain the differing opinions of the Muslim intellectuals—such 
as jurists and philosophers—on what sort of knowledge needs to be acquired.

Unveiling and Practice

The ulama often divide religious knowledge into two types: the sciences of 
unveiling and those of practice. Ghazål¥, for example, goes to great lengths in 

å ¶ ¥  (“The Revival of the Religious Sciences”) 
to explain the nature of knowledge in general, and of these two types of knowl-
edge in particular. His major point is that the knowledge incumbent on every 
Muslim is the science of practice.

Note the distinction between the word , which I translate as “works,” 
and å  (practice), which is the third-form  from the same root. 

 means working, doing or making something, something done, an activ-
ity, a work. å , on the other hand, implies interaction. Hence, “practice” 
is a work that keeps God in view, whereas works do not necessarily involve 
God. However, they —and this is precisely the point. One can perform 
works that do not follow the Shariah, or works that observe its rules but are 
contradicted by the intention or the attitude. Ghazål¥ repeatedly reminds his 
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readers that the competence of the jurists extends only to activity—the works 
themselves—not to the intention behind the activity. Their jurisdiction is the 
Shariah alone. As he remarks about the å :

The jurist rules that a person’s å is correct if it exhibits the form 
of the acts along with the outward preconditions, even if the per-
son is negligent throughout the whole å , from its beginning to its 
end, thinking instead about the calculation of his transactions in the 
market.23

For Ghazål¥, in short, the science of practice deals with the deepening of 
works. In contrast, the science of unveiling pertains to the deepening of faith. 

å  (unveiling) is a third-form  from 
 and å  interchangeably. If there is a difference in nuance, it has to 

do with the interpersonality implied by the third-form . Unveiling is not 
one-sided since it pertains to a relationship between the human being and God.

It should be kept in mind that although the knowledge gained through 
unveiling is different from that gained through reason, it is not irrational. Rather, 
unveiling is suprarational in the sense that it is inaccessible to reason without 
God’s direct help.

One of the classic tales told to illustrate the difference between rational 
¨ ¥d ibn Ab¥’l-Khayr 

(d. 440/1049) and the great philosopher Avicenna (428/1037). The story, of 
-

son. It is noteworthy that no contradiction is seen between the two types of 
knowledge, because it is recognized that they have the same objects. I tell the 
story as I remember it, without reference to a source. In any case, the point of 
the story does not lie in its historical accuracy.

Avicenna went to Maymana with his train of students to visit Ab¨ ¥d, 
who lived there surrounded by many disciples. The two immediately took a lik-
ing to each other, and Ab¨ ¥d led Avicenna into his private chamber, where 
they sat together for three days and three nights. No one interrupted them, 
except to take in food and refreshments. After three days, Avicenna mounted 
his horse and rode off, his students following. After a respectful lapse of time, 

Ab¨ ¥d? His disciples make extravagant claims about him.” Avicenna replied, 
“Well, everything I know, he sees.”

Back in Maymana, one of Ab¨ ¥d’s close disciples was delegated by 
the others to inquire about this philosopher, whose disciples were so cocksure 
about his knowledge of everything under the sun. Ab¨ ¥d replied, “It’s true. 

rational knowledge by calling one of them  (gnosis) and the other  
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(knowledge or learning). One of my favorite aphorisms is cited anonymously 
by Ab¨’l-Qåsim al-Qushayr¥ (d. 465/1072): “The gnostic [ å ] is above what he 
says, but the possessor of learning [ å ] is below what he says.”24

The ulama are below what they say because they understand only the 
surface implications of the words that they quote from the Koran, the Sunnah, 

is because their words express only dimly the realities that they have seen and 

of knowledge gained through unveiling and gnosis since it cannot be expressed 

shaykhs do not necessarily conceal their knowledge, but people who have not 

Ghazål¥ points out that all Muslims have the obligation to deepen their 
works through understanding the sciences of practice, but he stresses that the sci-

about practice in order to be able to establish a correct relationship with God. But 
Ghazål¥ makes clear that unveiling, by its very nature, pertains to an elect—those 
whose hearts have been opened up to knowledge by God. Hence Ghazål¥ makes 
no attempt to explain the sciences of unveiling in the å  a book that, he tells 

Unveiling is knowledge of the nonmanifest domain [ å ] and 
the goal of all the sciences. One of the gnostics said, “I fear that if a 
person has no share in this knowledge, he will come to an evil end.” 
The least share of it is that you acknowledge its truth and concede 
its existence in those who are worthy of it.

Another gnostic said, “If a person has two traits—innovation 
[ ] and pride [ ]—nothing of this knowledge will be opened 
up to him.”

It has been said that whoever loves this world and insists on fol-
lowing caprice [ å] will never reach the reality of this science, even 
though he may reach the reality of the other sciences. . . . 

The science of unveiling is the knowledge of the sincere devotees 
[ ¶ ] and those brought near to God [ ¶ ]. It consists 
of a light that becomes manifest within the heart when the heart is 

the names of these things and imagining vague and unclear meanings. 

-
fect and subsistent attributes, His acts, His wisdom in creating this 
world and the next world, and the manner in which He makes the 
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next world the consequence of this world; the true knowledge of the 
meaning of prophecy and the prophets, the meaning of revelation, the 
meaning of Satan, the meaning of the words “angels” and “satans,” 
how the satans have enmity toward human beings, how the angel 
becomes manifest to the prophets, and how revelation reaches them; 
the true knowledge of the heart and how the hosts of the angels and 
the satans confront each other within it; the true knowledge of the dif-
ference between the suggestion of the angel and the suggestion of the 
satan; the true knowledge of the next world, the Garden, the Fire, the 
chastisement of the grave, the Path, the Scales, and the Accounting25; 
the meaning of God’s words, 

 [17:14]; the meaning of His words, 
 [29:64]; the 

meaning of the encounter with God and looking upon His generous 
face; the meaning of nearness to Him and alighting in His neighbor-
hood; the meaning of achieving felicity through the companionship 
of the Higher Plenum and connection to the angels and the prophets; 
the meaning of the disparity of degrees of the people of the Gardens, 
such that some of them see others as if they were shining stars in the 
middle of heaven; and so on.26

Ghazål¥ pays much more attention to practice and the inner attitudes that 
should accompany it than he does to the actual contents of faith. In contrast, 

-
¥, of course, is the major mile-

stone here, since no one before him (or after him) discussed the contents of faith 
in such exhaustive detail.

Practically every scholar who has written in broad terms about the his-

theories have been proposed as to what took place.27 Let me simply suggest here 
that one of the many reasons for this shift has to do with a principle expressed 

¨ ¨shanj¥ 

B¨shanj¥ is alluding was the full actualization of Islam on all three dimensions 
of works, faith, and perfection. By B¨shanj¥’s time, the transformative power 
present in the initial period was already being lost. What had been the living 
reality of sincerity and God-wariness was turning into a topic for academic 
discussion or a means to deceive the simple-minded. Given that the essentials 
of Islam were becoming more and more inaccessible with the passage of time, 

that people needed more detailed explanation in order to understand what was 
at issue in being human.
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Ghazål¥ represents a widespread opinion when he says that it is incumbent 
on people to learn as much as the science of faith as is necessary to keep their 

28 When their faith starts to waver, they have need of greater expla-

seventh/thirteenth centuries—a period that witnessed among other things the 
serious decline of the caliphate—provided people with reasons to question their 
presuppositions about the meaning of life. It is perhaps a sign of our times that 
many people today recognize a greater need than ever before for the elucidation 
of the internal logic of religious worldviews.
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