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Chapter 1

| ntr oduction

1. General Introduction

“What does Islam say about the fate of * Others,” or those who do not believein
the Islamic declaration of faith: Thereisno god but God; Muhammad is His Messenger?”
Thisis an oft-asked question that has frequently evoked one-dimensional responses. Itis
not uncommon to encounter works that present the matter in black and white, the typical
response being, according to Islam, non-Muslims are to suffer eternal damnation.* On the
other hand, another response, which isless frequent but growing in popularity, is that
Islam in its true form advocates soteriological religious pluralism, that is, pluralismin
which Islam is only one among a number of religions that, by their very essence, lead to
salvation.”

In this context, what is one to do when asked to describe ‘Islam’s position’ ?

Further complicating mattersis the fact that thereisalacunain the field of Islamic

! Asabasic example, in The Doctrine of Islam and Christian Belief, Johannes Stéckle writes, “ The impure
who are not purified by Islam shall be in hell-fire...Hell will be punishment without end.” See Johannes
Stdckle, The Doctrine of ISam and Christian Belief: Common Ground and Differences (Disputationes
religionum orbis Series O: Orient et Occident Vol. 2) (Bonn: Verlag fur Kultur und Wissenschaft, 1997),
48-9.

2 This view is common among perennialists, such as those belonging to the Sophia Perennis school of
thought. As an example, see Frithjof Schuon, Islam and the Perennial Philosophy, trans. J. Peter Hobson,
preface by Seyyed Hossein Nasr ([London]: World of Islam Festival Publishing Company, 1976).



studies when it comes to Islamic soteriology. And yet soteriology (from the Greek
soterion [deliverance, salvation] and logos [discourse, reasoning], denoting theological
discussions and doctrines on salvation) has always been atopic Muslim scholars have
taken seriously. And rightfully so: salvation is arguably the major theme of the Qur’ an.

In point of fact, thisis no simpleissue. Despite the general agreement among
Muslim scholars that some will enjoy alifein Heaven while others will suffer in Hell,
there has been a significant amount of discussion and debate anong them with regard to
who exactly will be included in each group, as well as the duration and nature of both
reward and punishment.

In the present study, | isolate afew case studies of some of the most prominent
medieval and modern Muslim scholars, and examine their writings on this ever-
controversial issue, demonstrating, inter alia, just how multifarious these discussions can
be. The five scholars I have selected for my analysis are Abt Hamid al-Ghazal1 (d.
505/1111), Muhyt al-Din Ibn al-* Arabi (d. 638/1240), Tagiyaddin Ibn Taymiyyah (d.
728/1328), Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (d. 751/1350), and Muhammad Rashid Rida (d.
1935) — well-known scholars whose names and |egacies are familiar to any student of
Islamic studies and who continue to be quite influential within their respective schools of
thought.

Before proceeding, however, it isimportant that we first examine the major
themes that serve as a backdrop to this study, namely, the issue of salvation and the

notion of Heaven and Hell.

2. A Brief History of Salvation and the Afterlife: From Originsto Islam



Sigmund Freud once described religious doctrines and beliefs of an afterlife as
‘illusions.’® As Daniel L. Pals explains, unlike a“delusion, which is something [we] may
want to be true but which everyone else knows is not, and perhaps never could be so,” an
‘illusion’ for Freud is simply “abelief whose main characteristic is that we very much
want it to be true.”* As such, Freud describes such religious teachings as being the
“fulfillments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind. The secret of

their strength liesin the strength of those wishes.””

Accordingly, it should come as no
surprise that the conception of an afterlife is an ancient one. The pyramids of Gizaare a
living testament to this fact. Even so, it isanotion that has evolved throughout the ages,
often being intimately related to the notion of salvation.

According to Max Weber, there exist avariety of salvations: those that depend on
supernatural assistance (e.g. Abrahamic faiths), those that do not (e.g. ancient Buddhism);
those that require pure faith, those that maintain ethical requirements; those based on a
rejection of thisworld, those based on an affirmation of this world; those that require
‘contemplative’ religious practices, those that require ‘active’ religious practices, and so
on. Ultimately, however, the purpose of al these salvations, according to Weber, isto
solve, or be liberated from, the ‘ problem’ of thisworld.® Such liberation is certainly

demonstrable in any examination of the historical evolution of the two famous afterlife

abodes, Heaven and Hell.

% See Sigmund Freud, The Future of an lllusion, in Sandard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works
of Sgmund Freud, Vol. 21, ed. James Strachey with Anna Freud (London: Hogarth Press, 1961), 33.

* See Daniel L. Pals, Eight Theories of Religion, 2™ Ed. (New Y ork; Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2006), 70.

® Freud, Future, 21:30.

® See Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fischoff (New Y ork: Beacon Press, 1963),
184-206. Cf. Kenneth Surin, “Liberation,” Critical Terms for Religious Sudies, ed. Mark C. Taylor
(Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 175-7.



Moving beyond the belief that human souls continue to inhabit this world after
death, ancient Egyptian religion came to teach that in the afterlife, certain individuals
would enjoy alife far superior to the present one. This paradise of sorts was conceived of
in various ways, some seeing it as along-lasting transient rgyuvenation of the soul, others

"7 And while an

seeing it asthe Field of Reeds, i.e. an “unendingly fertile paradise.
eternally blissful afterlife was generally considered the fate of nobles only during the Old
Kingdom, it was during the First Intermediate Period that we observe “the

democratization of immortality,”®

which eventually gave rise to the notion that both rich
and poor could attain a successful afterlife. Asfor the wretched, they would find
themselves in the chaos surrounding the ordered world, which meant either annihilation
or eterna torment. This alternative fate was a precursor to the notion of Hell that would
later develop, and it could be avoided by worshiping Osiris, living one’ s life according to
ma' at (the Egyptian principle of order), and magical spells.® As Norman Cohn explains:
[A] person had to face atrial, with judges (commonly Osiris himself, with some
forty-two assistant judges), counsel for the prosecution and the defence,
witnesses, even a clerk of the court (commonly the god Thoth). In aroom which
was often called the chamber of the double ma'at, i.e. the ma‘at of life and death,
the heart of the deceased was weighed against afeather, representing ma' at, to
establish how far his conduct had been in accord with the divinely appointed
order.’°
While alight heart could have indicated the attainment of salvation in ancient
Egypt, it would have meant very little to many of the world’s prophets who have since

articulated their own conceptions of salvation. Indeed, ‘ prophetic religions' have tended

" See Norman Cohn, Cosmos, Chaos, and the World to Come (New Haven; London: Yale University Press,
1993), 28.

®bid., 27-8.

° 1bid., 28-30.

©pid., 29.



to develop into ‘salvation religions' (a notable exception being Confucianism).™* And
while conceptions of an afterlife of reincarnations would gain currency among ‘ eastern’
religions, ‘western’ religions would generally come to maintain doctrines of resurrection
and the soul’ simmortality.*? According to the ancient Persian prophet Zoroaster, each
individual would have hig’her fate decided at a bridge. While the *privileged few’ would
be able to successfully crossit, the rest would fall into a netherworld. Success would be
determined by the weighing of one' s thoughts, words, and deeds (from the age of fifteen
onwards). The successful ones would be those who were morally upright, and they would
be granted admission into ‘the luminous mansions of the sky,” where they would remain
in the presence of Ahura Mazda and the Holy Immortals. As for the others whose evil
thoughts, words, and deeds weighed more heavily, they would find themselvesin the
presence of AngraMainyu, in, as Cohn putsit, “aplace of punishment where, in
darkness, amidst cries of woe, with the foulest food for nourishment, the souls of the
damned are tormented.”*® It would appear that it was indeed Zoroaster who first
articulated such anotion of Hell.*

Thisisto be contrasted with pre-exilic Judaism, which seems not to have had
such adeveloped notion of the afterlife. Indeed, early Judaism maintained that the
problem of evil “will be solved...within thisworld at some future time when justice at
last will triumph.”*> As such, early Jewish visions of the afterlife appear to have entailed

the belief that

1 pgls, Eight Theories, 170.
21pid., 27.

13 Cohn, Cosmos, 96.
“hid.

> pgls, Eight Theories, 171.



[t]he common fate of all alike, rich and poor, righteous and unrighteous, was to go
down to Sheol, the netherworld, ‘the pit’, never to return. Sheol was thought of as
deep down under the earth, ‘in dark places, in the depths . Some sort of existence
continued there and, as in other Near Eastern societies, the descendants of the
dead could ameliorate it by offerings of food and drink. Nevertheless, Sheol was

‘the land of oblivion’. The righteous man might console himself with the thought

that he would leave behind him a good reputation, perhaps aso that his name

would survive in his sons. Beyond that the future held little promise for even the
most righteous Israelite.’®

This, however, stands in stark contrast to the picture portrayed by post-exilic
Judaism. In the Book of Daniel, which, it is worth noting, was written during a period of
persecution, one finds references to the future kingdom of God, a kingdom void of the
suffering experienced in this life. This everlasting empire of the saints would be the
abode of *al the faithful Jews who would be judged as such after having been
resurrected (bodily), as Daniel 12 seemsto indicate. Others, however, would suffer in —
as the common trandation hasit —‘eternal abhorrence.” All in al, however, “the very
notion of anew, eternal world, lying beyond time and history, is,” according to Cohn,
“foreign to the Hebrew Bible,” and its adoption by later Jews can be traced to
Zoroastrianism.*

While Christianity would adopt various Zoroastrian-inspired Jewish notions of
salvation and the afterlife, it nevertheless developed a“wholly new” vision: On Judgment
Day, eternal bliss would be granted to whoever truly accepted Jesus as his’her personal
savior, for “Jesus’ death on the cross was a redemptive act, by which God offered

mankind the possibility of salvation from the consequences of sin.”*® This form of

salvation is often described as God's “ unmerited gift.”*° Thus, while salvation in Judaism

16 Cohn, Cosmos, 140.

7 |bid., 221.

18 |bid., 226.

19 pgls, Eight Theories, 174.



has often been perceived as God maintaining “a particular religio-ethnic group in
existence, when the operation of normal political and socia factors might have been
expected to result in its extermination,” in Christian writingsit is generaly “the saving of
the individual soul from destruction or damnation by sin.”?° An illustrative description of
the connection between salvation and the Christian afterlifeisto be found in 2
Thessalonians:

[IIndeed God deems it just to repay with affliction those who afflict you, and to
grant rest with us to you who are afflicted, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from
heaven with his mighty angelsin flaming fire, inflicting vengeance upon those
who do not know God and upon those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord
Jesus. They shall suffer the punishment of eternal destruction® and exclusion
from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might, when he comes on
that day to be glorified in his saints, and to be marveled at in all who have
believed, because our testimony to you was believed (Revised Standard Version,
2 Thessalonians 1:6-10).

Similarly, the apocalyptic Book of Revelation states that, unlike those who are
cast into the fires of Hell to suffer continuously, those who are saved will be cast into the
‘realm of bliss,” which is described by the following vision:

Then | saw anew heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth
had passed away, and the sea was no more. And | saw the holy city, new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for
her husband; and | heard aloud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the
dwelling of God iswith men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his
people, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe away every tear from
their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying
nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away. And he who sat upon
the throne said, “Behold, | make all things new” (Revelation 21:1-5).

% See H. W. F. Saggs, The Encounter with the Divine in Mesopotamia and Israel (London: Athlone Press,
1978), 65-6.

2| must stress that thisis simply acommon translation of 2 Thessalonians. Surely those who do not
conceive of the Christian Hell as being eternal would probably opt for a different trandation (such that a
Greek word like aion would not be translated as the Latin aeternam). As such, one would do well to
consider aternative trandations when thinking of these texts.



The vision of Heaven and Hell would be modified yet again with the coming of
Islam. There were, to be sure, fundamental characteristics of the Zoroastrian-inspired
Judeo-Christian afterlife that would be preserved in Islamic scripture (with an obvious
exception being the notion of the Kingdom of God). The sameis true of salvation in
genera (with an obvious exception being the role of Jesus as a savior who died for
humanity’s sins). The Qur’ an repeatedly speaks of salvation in both thisworld (al-
Dunya) and the next (al-4khirah), with an emphasis on the latter.? It also has much to
say about the Day of Judgment, which isreferred to as, inter alia, the Last Day (al-Yawm
al-Akhir),?® the Hour (al-Sa*ah),?* the Day of Resurrection (Yawm al-Qiyamah),® and the
Day of Reckoning (Yawm al-Hisab).? It is on that Day that humans will be judged
according to their faith and deeds, and, as in Zoroastrianism, they will be required to
cross abridge.?” Heaven, or Paradise, is referred to as the Garden (al-Jannah),?® and its
plural, Gardens (Jannat),?® and is described as the reward of those who ‘believed’ and

» 30

were ‘righteous.’* Hell is described by names such as Gehenna (Jahannam),* the Fire®

(al-Nar),* and the Blazing Fire (al-Jahim),* and it awaits ‘ Unbelievers * and

% Cf. Muhammad Abul Quasem, Salvation of the Soul and Islamic Devotions (Bangi: Quasem, 1981;
London: Kegan Paul, 1983), 19-20. Indeed, this notion of salvation in both this life and the next — with the
emphasis being on the latter — is perhaps best illustrated by the well-known prayer in Q. 2:201: “Our Lord
grant us good in this world, and in the Hereafter, and protect us from the torment of the Fire.”

“Eg. Q. 2:8, 3:114, 4:38-9, 5:69, 9:18-9, 24:2, 29:36, 33:21, 58:22, 60:6, 65:2.

*E0.Q. 6:31, 40, 7:187, 12:107, 15:85, 16:77, 42:17-8, 43:66, 45:27, 47:18, 54:1, 79:42.

®E.g. Q. 2:85, 3:55, 5:14, 7:32, 10:60, 11:60, 16:25, 17:13, 19:95, 20:100-1, 21:47.

% Eg. Q. 38:16, 26, 53, 40:27.

# This notion of abridgeis arguably implied by Q. 19:71-2, and is explicitly referred to in hadith literature
as al-Sirat.

BEg.Q.2:214, 3:142, 4:124, 7:50, 41:30, 47:6, 68:17, 79:41, 81:13.

P E 0. Q. 4:13,5:65, 9:72, 14:23, 22:14, 23, 56, 42:22, 44:52, 47:12, 51:15, 61:12, 64:9, 74:40.

0 E 0. Q. 2:25, 14:23, 22:14, 23, 56, 29:58, 42:22, 47:12, 64:9.

31 E 0. Q. 2:206, 3:12, 197, 4:55, 169, 7:41, 8:36, 35:36, 38:56, 50:30, 85:10, 89:23, 98:6.

| should note that | elsewhere translate this as ‘ Hellfire.”

¥ Eg.Q.2:39, 3:185, 7:44, 50, 10:27, 14:30, 27:90, 32:20, 38:59, 50:24, 59:20, 74:31.

¥ E.g. Q. 2:119, 5:10, 86, 9:113, 22:51, 26:91, 37:163, 44:47, 52:18, 57:19, 69:31, 81:12.

¥ E.g. Q. 5:10, 86, 8:36, 9:73, 35:36, 39:71, 57:19, 98:6.



‘sinners.”*® The Qur’ an depicts both abodesin great detail in demonstrating the outcomes
of decisions madein thislife. (As Sachiko Murata and William C. Chittick would haveit,
“No scripture devotes as much attention as the Koran to describing the torments of hell
and the delights of paradise’).*” Indeed, the Qur’ anic emphasis on beliefs and actions
having measurabl e consequences is, not unlike the Zoroastrian emphasis, perhaps best
demonstrated by statements such as: “On that Day, people will come forward in separate
groups to be shown their deeds: whoever has done an atom’s weight of good shall seeit,
and whoever has done an atom’ s weight of evil shall seeit” (Q. 99:6-8).% (In light of a
comprehensive reading of the Qur’an, one can only wonder why Weber would declare
that, in the fina analysis, “1slam was never really areligion of salvation; the ethical
concept of salvation was actually alien to Islam...An essentially political character
marked all the chief ordinances of Islam... There was nothing in ancient Islam like an
individual quest for salvation”).*

Despite such similarities we also observe certain characteristics representative of
the Arabian environment in which the religion arose. This arguably includes Qur’ anic
descriptions of Heaven being a place where the blessed will find shade, rivers, an endless

supply of fruits, rich gardens, green cushions, and superb rugs.*

¥ E.g. Q. 14:49-50, 19:86, 38:55, 43:74, 78:21-2. (These include references to *transgressors).

3" See Sachiko Murata and William C. Chittick, The Vision of ISam (New Y ork: Paragon House, 1994),
211.

% |n trandlating Qur’ anic passages, | have found it useful to make use of translations by M.A.S. Abdel
Haleem (The Qur’an: A New Translation [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005]) and Magjid Fakhry (An
Interpretation of the Qur’an: English Trandation of the Meanings: A Bilingual Edition [New Y ork: New
York University Press, 2004]).

¥ Weber, Sociology, 263-4.

“0 While the notion of the houris (hir al-‘ayn) is not to be found in Biblical texts, it appearsto haveits
originsin Zoroastrianism. See W. St. Clair-Tisdall, The Sources of ISam: A Persian Treatise, trans. and
abridged by Sir William Muir (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1901), 82-3. In light of contemporary
discussions, it is perhaps unsurprising that such non-Biblical aspects of the Muslim afterlife seem to have
attracted much of the attention of numerous pre-modern Western travelers to the Muslim world. See Jane .
Smith, “Old French Travel Accounts of Muslim Beliefs Concerning the Afterlife,” Christian-Muslim



| should pause to note, however, that when analyzing Qur’ anic references to
Heaven and Hell, it is perhaps helpful to keep in mind Michael Sells’ warning that such
references (as found in Meccan sirahs in particular)

are placed in an elusive literary frame that gives them a depth far beyond any

simple-minded notion of heavenly reward and hellish punishment. Indeed, the

references to the day of reckoning are filled with key syntactical ambiguities that
trangators and commentators often remove, thus simplifying and freezing the
text. When those ambiguities are respected, the day of reckoning passages
become centered on akind of questioning — a questioning that combines a sense
of awe with a sense of intimacy.**

Despite such considerations, it is precisely the exercise of going beyond the text
and determining who will be given the privilege of enjoying the pleasures of Heaven and
who will have to endure the toils of Hell that has consumed Muslim scholars engaged in
Islamic soteriologica discourse — a discourse that has much from Islamic scripture to
work with.

Beginning with the Qur’an’s very first sirah, al-Fatihah (The Opening), one can
observe the significance of salvation in Islam. The sizrah, which takes the form of a
seven-versed prayer, highlights the role of God as “Master of the Day of Judgment” (1:4)
who guides to “the straight path, the path of those [He has] blessed, those who incur no
anger and who have not gone astray” (1:6-7).

That the opening chapter of the Mushaf'would emphasi ze salvation should come

as no surprise, for the Qur’ an (as well as the hadith literature) is replete with such

references. In fact, its transmitter, Muhammad (as well as the Messengers before him), is

Encounters, Eds. Yvonne Y. Haddad and Wadi Z. Haddad (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1995),
227-30. As John Esposito explains, the Qur’ anic depiction of Heaven “stands in sharp contrast to the
Christian tendency to compartmentalize life into the sacred and the profane, body and soul, sensual and
spiritual.” See John L. Esposito, Islam: The Sraight Path, 3 Ed. (New Y ork; Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998 [1% edition published in 1988]), 31.

“ See Michael Sells, Approaching the Qur’an: The Early Revelations (Ashland, Oregon: White Cloud
Press, 1999), 24.

10



frequently portrayed as a ‘bearer of glad tidings' (bashir, mubashshir) and ‘awarner’
(nadhir, mundhir)* to those whom he commands to “worship God and shun false gods”
(Q. 16:36). In fact, Muhammad, in his presumed role as a Messenger of God, is often
described as being only a ‘bearer of glad tidings' and ‘awarner.”* Q. 33:45 and 48:8 add
that — presumably related to his other two functions—heisalso a‘witness' (shahid).
(Accordingly, the Qur’ an states that Muhammad is not a ‘keeper’ [hafiz],** * guardian’
[wakil],*® or ‘tyrant’ [jabbar]* over the Unbelievers or Believers, over whom he has ‘no

control’ %’

). And, as the Qur’ an makes abundantly clear, Muhammad’s ‘glad tidings’ are
given to righteous Believers (Mu’ minazn/s. Mu’' min) of a continuous life in Heaven, while
‘warning’ is given to disobedient Unbelievers (Kafirin or Kuffar/s. Kafir) of a continuous
lifein Hell,*® whereby both outcomes come to fruition only by way of God'swill. (I am
here carefully using the word continuous, as opposed to eternal, for reasons that will be
made apparent below). Indeed, the dichotomy between salvation and damnation is closely
associated with the line between obedience and disobedience, and what Toshihiko 1zutsu
describes as the Qur’ an’s “basic dualism of believer and unbeliever,” aswell asits

“essential opposition of belief and unbelief.”*

(And, as David Marshall argues, given
“how the Qur’ an distinguishes radically between belief and unbelief, believer and

unbeliever, it isimportant not to exaggerate the significance” of the ‘undeniable,’

2E.g. Q. 2:119, 2:213, 4:165, 5:19, 6:48, 11:2, 15:89, 22:49, 25:7, 28:46, 32:3, 34:44, 35:24, 35:42, 38:4,
50:2, 51:50-1.

®E.g. Q. 7:184, 7:188, 11:12, 17:105, 18:56, 25:56, 26:115, 27:92, 29:50, 34:28, 34:46, 35:23, 38:65,
67:26.

“ E.g. 4:80, 6:107, 42:6, 48.

®Eg. Q. 6:107, 42:6.

“° E.g. Q. 50:45.

“"Eg. Q. 88:22.

“8 ‘Warning' is also given to disobedient Believers; however, it has long been an issue of debate asto the
extent of the punishment that grave-sinning Believers would have to endure.

“9 See Toshihiko |zutsu, Ethico-Religious Conceptsin the Qur’an (Montreal: McGill University Press,
1966), 105-7.
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‘complex’ “range of human types’ presented in the Qur’ an and encountered by
Muhammad).>
As such, the role of Messengers, according to the Qur’ an, is perhaps best captured
by Moses' address to his people, where the significance and consequence of both faith
and deeds are indicated, and the only instance in the Qur’ an in which the word al-najah
(salvation) is mentioned (although there are numerous instances in which alternative
forms of the word are used, e.g. the verb nunajjz [19:72]):
My people, follow me! | will guide you to the right path. My people, the life of
thisworld isonly afleeting pleasure, but the Hereafter is the abode of
permanence. Whoever does an evil deed will only be rewarded itslike; but
whoever does arighteous deed and believes, be it aman or awoman, will enter
Paradise and be provided for without measure. My people, why do | call you to
salvation (al-najah) when you call meto the Fire? You call meto disbelievein
God and to associate with Him things of which | have no knowledge; | call you to
the Mighty, the Forgiving One. There is no doubt that what you call meto serveis
not fit to be invoked either in thisworld or the Hereafter: our return isto God
alone, and it will be the rebels who will inhabit the Fire. [One Day] you will
remember what | am saying to you now, so | commit my case to God: God iswell
aware of His servants. (Q. 40:38-44)
And while the Qur’ an declares that God “ guides whomever He will” and “leads
astray whomever He will” (e.g. 35:8), it also states that those who disregarded God' s
Message “have lost their own souls” (7:53) and that their punishment is *on account of
what [they] stored up for [themselves] with [their] own hands, and God is hever unjust to
His servants’ (3:182).>! It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that Muslim scholars have long
debated the role of human agency in terms of both beliefs and deeds. Without attempting

to resolve the matter, | will simply note that multitudes upon multitudes of Muslim

scholars have affirmed in various degrees at |least some form of human moral

* See David Marshall, God, Muhammad, and the Unbelievers: A Qur’anic Study (Surrey, Eng.: Curzon
Press, 1999), 24-5.
°LCf. Q. 8:51.
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responsibility, and that the ‘warnings and ‘glad tidings of Messengers are generally
presumed to induce some sort of moral response.>

Moreover, according to the Qur’ an, “every community has been sent awarner”
(35:24). Muhammad’s significance, however, is to be found in the claim that he was the
“sedl (khatim) of the Prophets’ (Q. 33:40) sent “asamercy...to al people’ (Q. 21:107).
And though heis portrayed as a universal prophet, the Qur’ an nevertheless states, “ Say
[O Muhammad], ‘I am nothing new among God’s Messengers. I do not know what will
be done with me or you; | only follow what is revealed to me. | only warn plainly” (Q.
46:9). It isworth noting at this point that while the Qur’ an does speak of the fate of
certain figures (e.g. Satan [Ibl7s], Pharaoh [Firawn], and Abti Lahab and his wife), the
fact that the warnings are relatively general in nature is what allows for the range of
viewpoints regarding the fate of non-Muslims.

And while the Messengers warn of impending doom for the unrighteous, one
issue of debate among scholars has been whether it is their warning that actually warrants
punishment in the first place. After al, the Qur’ an declares, “We do not punish until We
send aMessenger” (Q. 17:15). And it is because of the coming of the Messengers that
“humanity will have no pleaagainst God” (Q. 4:169). That Muslim scholars would
interpret such verses very differently is ostensibly the result of the Qur’an’s ambiguity as

to whether these references are to punishment in thislife or the next.*®

*2 See Vincent Cornell, “Fruit of the Tree of Knowledge: The Relationship between Faith and Practice in
Islam,” The Oxford History of Islam, ed. John L. Esposito (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 1999), 71,
Majid Fakhry, “Philosophy and Theology: From the Eighth Century C.E. to the Present,” The Oxford
History of Islam, ed. John L. Esposito (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 1999), 277-9, 281; Muhammad
ibn *Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani, al-Milal wa al-niha/, ed. ‘Abd al-* Aziz al-Wakil (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr,
n.d), 85-6.
%3 As Sells explains with regard to early Meccan sirahs,
Much of [their effect] is due to what is not said, to the way in which a promise or warning is given
but not fixed into atemporally or spatially located heaven or hell. The result is an openness as to

13



Indeed, Islamic scripture seems to alow for awide variety of readings. For
example, soteriological religious pluralists, who have employed arguments similar to
those of evangelical Christian-turned-pluralist John Hick, will often cite verses such as Q.
2:62 and 5:69, which appear to speak of righteous Christians, Jews, and * Sabians > (i.e.
the * People of the Book’ [Ahl al-Kitab]) being rewarded in the afterlife. But then the
guestion becomes, Are these references to those living in a post-Muhammadan world
who choose to regject the final Message while maintaining their respective faiths? As
Mahmoud M. Ayoub would haveit, Q. 2:62 “is one of many general statementsin the
Qur’'aninwhich faith is raised above any religious or ethnic identity.” Nevertheless, he
goes on to note that exegetes have

sought to limit its universal application in several ways. Four main approaches

may be distinguished. The first was to declare the verse abrogated and hence

inapplicable. The second was to limit the application of the verse by assigning the
reason for its revelation to a specific group of people. The third approach has been
to limit the verse to a strictly legalistic interpretation, and the fourth has been to
accept the universality of the verse until the coming of Islam, but thereafter to
limit its applicability only to those who hold the faith of Islam.>

Soteriological religious exclusivists, on the other hand, tend to look to Qur’ anic

critiques of the ‘ People of the Book,’

verses which strongly condemn the ‘ unforgivable
sin of Shirk (associating partners with God),>” and verses such as Q. 3:19 and 3:85, which
speak of ‘islam’ being the only acceptable path. But, one may wonder, are critiques of

non-Muslims particular (e.g. to Muhammad’s context) or generalized? Moreover, what

what the warning or promise actually means— an openness that invites each hearer or reader to
meditate upon that moment in which hisor her life, in its perspective of acts of justice or injustice,
generosity or meanness, is unfolded. (Sells, Approaching the Qur’an, 57)

> Aswe shall seein Chapter 5, Qur’ anic referencesto * Sabians' (al-Sabi’iin) have been interpreted in

different ways.

** See Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur’an and its Interpreters, Vol. 1 (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1984),

110.

®E.g.2:96, 5:17, 72-3, 9:29-33.

" E.g. 4:116, 5:72, 10:106.
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exactly ismeant by ‘isdam’ (which could refer to the literal meaning of ‘ submission,” or
Islam the religion, i.e. reified Islam)? And what of those who have not been exposed to
Muhammad’s Message in the first place? As we shall see, some of the scholars examined
here make it a point to tackle the issues raised by these versesin ways that are meant to
be both meaningful and consistent. And while none of them may be classified as
Hickean-like, soteriological religious pluralists (despite some popular misconceptions
regarding some of them), one especially contentious issue of debate has been whether
adhering to the Message of Muhammad in particular is absolutely necessary for salvation.
This debate tends to revolve around the question, What does Islamic scripture indicate
about the fate of those who have not been ‘properly’ exposed to the Message of the
Messengers? (Even if “every community has been sent awarner” [Q. 35:24], this need
not mean either that every individual has received a Message or that each community has
preserved its original Message). And what of those who are ‘sincere’ yet choose to reject
the Message because they do not find it convincing? What role do Divine justice and
mercy play in all of this?

In any case, the mercy-justice tension typically found in such adebateis carried
over into another dispute regarding the fate of Hell’ sinhabitants. Are those described as
being ‘Hell’ sinhabitants’ doomed to live an eternity in Hellfire— even if their deeds were
temporal, and even if they eventually reform themselves? Here too we find a variety of
responses, as this had certainly become a controversia issue, with theological discussions
on the eternality of Hell (and Heaven) beginning to proliferate from around the 2"%/g"

century.>®

%8 See Binyamin Abrahamov, “The Creation and Duration of Paradise and Hell in Islamic Theology,” Der
Islam 79 (2002), 87.
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It is perhaps only fitting to restate at this point that discussions on salvation in
Islam have generally been plagued with oversimplifications, and thisis true of both
theological and academic works.

One view — often deemed the ‘standard’ view — held by many is that while some
Believers may be punished in Hell for alimited period of time, anyone who dies as an
Unbeliever will suffer afate of eternal damnation. This view is often presented in Muslim
theological and legal manuals as being in accordance with the unanimous consensus
(ijma') of the scholars.®® This view of an eternal Hell for Unbelievers — particularly the
eternal aspect —is aso considered standard in many foundational Western academic
works when describing either Muslim scholarly views or the Qur’ an itself. The following
examples serve to illustrate this point:

1. InIslam: The Straight Path, John Esposito describes the Qur’ anic afterlife, stating that
the Last Judgment, with its eternal reward and punishment, remains a constant
reminder of the ultimate consequences of each life. It underscores the Quran’s
strong and repeated emphasis on the ultimate moral responsibility and
accountability of each believer...In sharp contrast [to Heaven’ s inhabitants], the
damned will be banished to hell, forever separated from God.*

2. In Major Themes of the Qur’ an, the late Muslim scholar and Western academic Fazlur

Rahman (d. 1988) affirms that “unbelievers and evil personswill earn [God' 5|

displeasure and alienation (sakht) as their greatest punishment.”®* He goes on to state that

the

central endeavor of the Qur’an isfor man to develop... keen sight’ here and now,

when there is opportunity for action and progress, for at the Hour of Judgment it
will betoo late to remedy the state of affairs; there one will be reaping, not

% For example, see Taqf al-Din al-Subki, Shifa* al-Sagam f7 ziyara khayr al-anam (Cairo: AH 1315), 163.
% Esposito, Islam, 30-1.

¢! See Fazlur Rahman, Major Themes of the Qur’an, 2™ Ed. (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1994 [1%
edition published in 1980]), 113.
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sowing or nurturing. Hence one can speak there only of eternal success or failure,
of everlasting Fire or Garden—that is to say, for the fate of the individual.” %

3. In Approaching the Qur’an: The Early Revelations, Michael Sells describes the Day of
Judgment as being one in which “[w]hat seems secure and solid turns out to be
ephemeral, and what seems small or insignificant is revealed as one's eternal reality and
destiny.”®® Elsewhere, he translates Q. 98:6 in such away that the deniers of faith are
described as having an “eternal” stay in Hellfire.®

Indeed, the playing field of trandlation can be atheological battleground. Aswe
shall see, one of the magjor debates revolves around Qur’ anic descriptions of the stay in
Hell (and, to alesser extent, Heaven). The two most common word-types cited in these
debates are those that have the root ’-b-d (e.g. abad) and kh-1-d (e.g. khuld). As such, an
expression like “khalidina fiha abadan” can be trandlated as either “they will remainin it
forever” or “they will remain in for along time”; “khalidina ftha” can be trandated as
either “they will remaininit forever” or, simply, “they will remaininit.”

In any case, if one were to take into consideration the spectrum of viewpoints
maintained by avariety of prominent Muslim scholars, including those examined here,
the result would be that the baseline assumptions noted above would be deemed
guestionable. While some would maintain that salvation is available only to Muslims,
others would include non-Muslims who were ‘earnest.” And among those scholars who
discuss the punishment of Unbelieversin Hell, some did not conceive of such punishment
as being eternal. Indeed, certain Sufi philosophers argued that while some will always

remain in Hell, Hell will eventually transform from a place of torment to one of pleasure

62 Rahman, Major Themes, 120.
3 Sells, Approaching, 199.
* Ibid., 106.
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because of the transformation of the very nature of Hell’s inhabitants.®® And with certain
Scriptural statements seeming to place relatively greater emphasis on both an eternal life
in Heaven and God'’ s ability to do as He pleases, some scholars seemed to argue that no
one will remain in Hell eternally — aview to be sharply contrasted with those scholars,
particularly Rationalists (e.g. the Mu'tazilite al-Zamakhshar [d. 538/1144 CE]), who
made it a point to emphasize the correl ation between justice and the eternality of
punishment in Hell, as they often included grave-sinning Believers among Hell’ s eternal
inhabitants.®® Others would argue that Hell’ s inhabitants would eventually perish.®” And
guite rare was the view attributed to Jahm ibn Safwan (d. 128/745 CE) and others that
both Heaven and Hell are finite.”®

Given such complexities, what follows is an examination of the various academic

attempts to untangle this soteriological web.

3. Present Sate of Research

Despite salvation’s primacy in Islamic scripture and Muslim thought, asimple
search for detailed, critical, au courant studies dedicated solely to Islamic soteriological
discourse — especially regarding the topic of non-Muslims — certainly leaves much to be
desired. Nevertheless, there are a number of works, most of which are cited in the present

study, which make useful referencesto various relevant issues. Aswill become apparent,

® See Chapter 3.
8 Al-Shahrastani, al-Milal, 45.
%7 See Chapter 5.
8 Al-Shahrastani, al-Milal, 87.
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these works tend to involve more direct analyses of 1slamic scripture and less
examinations of Muslim scholarly discourse on salvation.

Looking to works written by contemporary Islamicists, we find relevant
discussions on whether 1slamic scripture can be understood in a manner that allowsfor a
meaningful defense of soteriological religious pluralism. Besides the works of well-
known perennialists of the Sophia Perennis school of thought (e.g., Frithjof Schuon, Rene
Guenon, Martin Lings, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, William C. Chittick, Charles Le Gai Eaton,
Titus Burckhardt, and Huston Smith), one particularly well-known argument for
pluralismisto be found in Qur’ an, Liberation, and Pluralism: An Islamic Perspective of
Interreligious Solidarity Against Oppression (1997) by South African scholar Farid
Esack. Here, Esack cites the exegetical writings of medieval and modern scholars, as well
as the works of Algerian thinker Mohammed Arkoun® and Fazlur Rahman,” in making a
Qur’ anic argument for soteriological religious pluralism — even though many of his
sources are not necessarily accommodating to such pluralism.”™ Also looking to the
works of Rahman, as well as Iranian mullah Sayyid Mahmid Talegani (d. 1979), Ayoub
also makes a case for pluralismin his article “Nearest in Amity: Christiansin the Qur’an

and Contemporary Exegetical Tradition” (Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 8

% These include the following: The Concept of Revelation: From the People of the Book to the Societies of
the Book (Claremont, CA: Claremont Graduate School, 1987); Rethinking Islam Today (Washington:
Centre for Contemporary Arab Studies, 1987); and “The Concept of Authority in Islamic Thought: ‘La
Hukmaillali-llah,” 1am, State and Society, Eds. K. Ferdinand and M. Mozaffer (London: Curzon Press,
1988), 53-73.

" These include the following: Prophecy in Islam: Philosophy and Orthodoxy (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1958); Islam (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1966); Islam and Moder nity:
Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); and
“Interpreting the Qur’an,” Inquiry (May 1986), 45-9.

™ See Farid Esack, Qur’an Liberation and Pluralism: An Islamic Perspective of Interreligious Solidarity
Against Oppression (Oxford: Oneworld, 1997).
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[1997]).” Such conclusions, however, are to be sharply contrasted with Jane McAuliffe's
conclusion (after having examined medieval and modern exegetical works) in Qur’anic
Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis (1991): “In no way, then, does
biblical Christianity remain afully valid ‘way of salvation’ after the advent of
Muhammad.””® Supporting thisis Francis Peters’ article“Alius or Alter: The Qur'anic
Definition of Christians and Christianity” (Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 8
[1997]), which argues that Qur’ anic criticisms of Judaism and Christianity were revea ed
during the last years of Muhammad’s life (and thus reflect the ‘final say’ on the matter).”*
Another relevant rebuttal isto be found in T. Winter’s article “The Last Trump Card:
Islam and the Supersession of Other Faiths’ (Studiesin Interreligious Dialogue 9
[1999]). Here, Winter briefly examines the Islamic view on salvation, and critiques
contemporary Muslim arguments for religious pluralism.” The same critique, albeit in a
different form (with more of an emphasis on Shi*ite sources and John Hick’s pluralistic
arguments) isto be found in Muhammad Legenhausen’ s article “1slam and Religious
Pluralism” (Al-Tawhid: A Quarterly Journal of Islamic Thought and Culture 14
[1997]).7

Mention should be made of those works that attempt to analyze directly the

Qur’ anic notion of salvation. Some early 20" century Western works are somewhat

2 See Mahmoud Ayoub, “Nearest in Amity: Christians in the Qur’an and Contemporary Exegetical
Tradition,” Idam and Christian-Muslim Relations 8 (1997), 145-64.

3 See Jane McAuliffe, Qur’anic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis (New Y ork:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 290.

™ According to Peters, the Qur’ an went from being a “ meditation upon Christianity” to being “an argument
with” it. See Francis Peters, “Alius or Alter: The Qur’anic Definition of Christians and Christianity,” Islam
and Christian-Muslim Relations 8 (1997), 165.

® See T. Winter, “The Last Trump Card: |slam and the Supersession of Other Faiths,” Sudiesin
Interreligious Dialogue 9 (1999) 2, 133-55.

6 See Muhammad Legenhausen, “Islam and Religious Pluralism,” Al-Tawhid: A Quarterly Journal of
Islamic Thought and Culture 14 (1997), 115-54.
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useful, and include monographs such asW. R. W. Gardner’s The Qur’ anic Doctrine of
Salvation (1914)”" and H. U. Weitbrecht Stanton’s The Teaching of the Qur’an (1919)."
Besides being outdated, however, such works are also often geared towards a primarily
Christian audience. As such, we find certain assumptions not shared by many
contemporary Islamicists.”® The same s true of W. Knietschke's article “The Koran
Doctrine of Redemption” (The Moslem World 2 [1912]), in which the Qur’anic God is
described as “an Absolute Despot” whose “holinessis swallowed up in Hisjustice...He
allows no wrong to go unpunished, no good deed...to go unrewarded...justice prevails
over holiness].]”®® Also noteworthy, though quite different and more recent, is
Muhammad Abul Quasem’ s Salvation of the Soul and Islamic Devotions (1981). Abul
Quasem maintains aversion of the ‘standard’ position and argues that “entry into Islam”
(and thus the belief in God' s oneness, Muhammad’s prophethood, and the Last Day)
“fulfills the most basic requirement of salvation.”®! Moreover, on the basis of certain
hadiths he states, “Those who will fall down into Hell are the damned eternally or for a
period of time, and their number will be 999 out of every [1000] people.”® He also
maintains that “salvation after damnation” is possible for grave-sinning Believers, and

that “only infidels will be suffering in Hell forever.”®

" See W. R. W. Gardner, The Qur’anic Doctrine of Salvation (Madras: Christian Literature Society, 1914).
8 See H. U. Weitbrecht Stanton, The Teaching of the Qur’ an: with an account of its growth and a subject
index (New Y ork: Biblo and Tannen, 1969 [Originally published in 1919 in London by the Central Board
of Missions and Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge]).

™ For example, unlike the New Testament, which is the implicit standard, Stanton describes Qur’ anic
portrayals of Biblical narratives as being reflective of certain “confusions.” Moreover, the Qur'anis
described as having “eliminated” Jesus priestly character and setting aside “the idea of Atonement
wrought by Him.” (Ibid., 72)

8 See W. Knietschke, “The Koran Doctrine of Redemption,” The Moslem World 2 (1912) 1, 62-3. After
discussing the role of religion (and its notions of salvation) in developing personality, Knietschke
concludes by declaring that “1slam not only stands till but retrogresses.” (Ibid., 65).

& Abul Quasem, Salvation, 31-5.

% Ibid., 25.

¥ Ibid., 26.
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Dated yet notable neverthelessis J. Robson’s article “Is the Moslem Hell
Eterna?’ (The Moslem World 28 [1938]). Robson’ s study appears to be the first English
academic attempt to focus exclusively on the issue of the temporality/eternality of the
Islamic Hell. Robson’s article is brief and is essentially a response to the Ahmadi scholar
Maulana Muhammad “Al1 (d. 1951) based on Robson’s own analysis of Islamic scripture.
Robson concludes that the Islamic Hell is an eternal one. (Chapter 4 looks at this debate
between * Ali and Robson). Unfortunately, not much has been written on this topic since
1938 (besides those instances in which an eternal Hell is presented as a given).®* An
interesting exception is Jane Smith and Y vonne Haddad' s monograph The Islamic
Understanding of Death and Resurrection (1981). In this study, Smith and Haddad
discuss Muslim conceptions of the ‘end of times,” beginning with the ‘signs’ of the Day
of Judgment and concluding with the fate of the inhabitants of Heaven and Hell.
Unfortunately, there is only brief (albeit valuable) mention made of Muslim scholarly
discussions on salvation and the eternality/temporality of Heaven and Hell. According to
Smith and Haddad, “In general it can be said that the non-eternity of the Fire has
prevailed as the understanding of the Muslim community.”® Also relevant but brief is
Binyamin Abrahamov’s article “The Creation and Duration of Paradise and Hell in
Islamic Theology” (Der Isslam 79 [2002]). Among other things, Abrahamov briefly
discusses the views of prominent Muslim scholars regarding the debate over whether Hell

is eternal. Abrahamov, who never refers to Smith and Haddad' s discussion, argues that

8 For example, see Thomas O’ Shaughnessy, Muhammad' s Thoughts on Death: A Thematic Study of the
Qur’anic Data (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969), 68.

% See Jane Smith and Y vonne Haddad, The |slamic Understanding of Death and Resurrection (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002 [originally published in 1981 in Albany, NY, by SUNY Press]), 95.
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the *orthodox’ position assumed by most traditionalist Muslim scholars has been that Hell
isindeed eternal.® (1 attempt to resolve this discrepancy below).

Also relevant are those works that examine the Qur’ anic depiction of God's
relationship with His servants. In God of Justice: a Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the
Qur’ an (1960), Daud Rahbar examines the nature of God according to the Qur’an, and its
implications for the fate of humanity. He argues that the Qur’ an’s “ central notion is
God' s strict justice” and that “[a]ll themes are subservient to this central theme,” which,
he argues on the basis of statistical analysis, is constantly reaffirmed in reference to the
Day of Judgment.®” Moreover, he states:

God' s forgiveness, mercy and love are strictly for those who believe in Him and

act aright. Wherever thereis an alusion to God’'s mercy or forgivenessin the

Qur’ an, we find that within an inch there is also an allusion to the torment He has

prepared for the evil-doers.®

In his 1977 monograph Gott und Mensch im Koran, Johan Bouman states that
while heis not completely satisfied with Rahbar’ s study, and notes the presence of
significant Qur’ anic references to Divine mercy, he ultimately agrees with Rahbar that
Divine justice trumps all other characteristics in the Qur anic universe.° On the other
hand, in Major Themes of the Qur’an (1980), Fazlur Rahman speaks of God’ s “merciful
justice” and states:

The immediate impression from a cursory reading of the Qur’an is that of the

infinite majesty of God and His equally infinite mercy, athough many a Western

scholar (through a combination of ignorance and prejudice) has depicted the

Qur’ anic God as a concentrate of pure power, even as brute power—indeed, asa
capricious tyrant. The Qur’an, of course, speaks of God in so many different

& Abrahamov, “Creation,” 94-5.

8 See Daud Rahbar, God of Justice: a Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Qur’ an (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1960), 223-5.

% Rahbar, God, 226.

8 See Johan Bouman, Gott und Mensch im Koran: eine Srukturform Religidser Anthropologie anhand des
Beispiels Allah und Muhammad (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1977), 173, 178-9.
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contexts and so frequently that unless all the statements are interiorized into a
total mental picture-without, as far as possible, the interference of any subjective
and wishful thinking—t would be extremely difficult, if not outright impossible, to
do justice to the Qur’ anic concept of God.*

In God, Muhammad, and the Unbelievers. A Qur’anic Study (1999), David
Marshall, among other things, defends Rahbar and Bouman, and attempts to argue that
Rahman’s emphasis on Divine mercy isafunction of what J. M. S. Baljon describes as a
modern hermeneutic strategy that features both a* blurring out of terrifying traits of the
Godhead” and “the accentuation of affable aspectsin Allah.”** Also in agreement with
Rahbar, Marshall argues that the Qur’an’s position is that, once this life ends,
Unbelievers “will be utterly excluded from any experience of God’'s mercy.”%

Also germane is Marshall’s main focus, the Qur’ an’s description of Muhammad’s
relationship to ‘ Others,” with emphasis on the * punishment-narratives' regarding
Unbelievers. Relevant for our purposes is his examination of what he considers to be the
sometimes blurred distinction between Divine threats of punishments in this world and
those of ‘eschatological’ punishments. He makes the insightful observation that “the
concept of temporal punishment does not have significance only in and of itself, but also

as a pointer to the eschatological punishment.” %

% Rahman, Major Themes, 1-2.
% Marshall, God, 80-2; see J. M. S. Baljon, Modern Muslim Koran Interpretation (1880-1960) (Leiden: E.
J. Brill, 1961), 58. | should note that Marshall neverthel ess recognizes that, unlike the common
misconception, the Qur’an “repeatedly refers to God’s mercy and its many manifestations.” (Marshall,
God, 78)
%2 Marshall, God, 83. Marshall goes on to note that Abraham’ s statement in Q. 14:36 that God is “forgiving
and merciful” with those who ‘rebel’
isprecisely not expressive of God's attitude to unbelievers; the wider Qur’ anic context shows that
God will lead Abraham away from such a disposition[.] So this verse does not provide a basis for
an argument against Rahbar’ s thesis; we should still conclude with him that despite the Qur’anic
references to a universal divine mercy, the unbeliever in his present reality, isinvariably spoken of
as the object of the divine wrath. (Ibid., 83-4)
% |bid., 64. This point was also recognized by Tor Andrae in Mohammed: the Man and His Faith. Even so,
Marshall takes issue with Andrag’s claim that it was only in Muhammad’s “last days in Mecca” that the
Qur’an went from making purely eschatological threats to making threats of punishmentsin this world. See
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Beyond these are a number of monographs on Islamic theology that make various
references to Islamic sotoriological discourse. Theseinclude, inter alia, A. S. Tritton's
Muslim Theology (1947),%* J. W. Sweetman’s Islam and Christian Theology: A Study of
the Interpretation of Theological Ideas in the Two Religions (1955),% A. J. Wensinck’s
The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development (1965),% Dirk Baker's Man
in the Qur’an (1965),”” Louis Gardet’s Dieu et la Destinée de |’ Homme (1967),%8 W.
Montgomery Watt’s The Formative Period of Islamic Thought (1973),* A. Kevin
Reinhart’s Before Revelation (1995) ,*®and Tilman Nagel’s The History of Islamic
Theology (2000).1°* Unfortunately, however, most of these works (particularly the first
six) are dated and not reflective of recent scholarship.

Finally, besides the works noted above, there are additional studies that are
helpful insomuch as they touch on the soteriological discussions of some of the scholars
examined here. These include Sherman A. Jackson’s On the Boundaries of Theological

Tolerancein Islam: Abu Hamid al-Ghazali’s Faysal al-Tafriga (2002),"% and William C.

Tor Andrae, Mohammed: the Man and His Faith, trans. Theophil Menzel (New Y ork: Harper and Row,
1960), 54. As Marshall would have it, “as early as the middle Meccan period there is evidence, direct and
indirect, of expectation of atemporal punishment.” (Marshall, God, 64-5)

% See Tritton, A. S., Muslim Theology (London: Luzac and Co., 1947).

% See J. W. Sweetman's Islam and Christian Theology: A Study of the Interpretation of Theological Ideas
in the Two Religions (London: Lutterworth, 1955).

% See A. J. Wensinck, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development (London: Frank Cass,
1965).

9" See Dirk Bakker, Man in the Qur’ an (Amsterdam: Drukkerij Holland, 1965).

% See Louis Gardet, Dieu et la Destinée de |’ Homme (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1967).

% See W. Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 1973).

100 see A. Kevin Reinhart, Before Revelation: the boundaries of Muslim moral thought (Albany, N.Y .:
State University of New Y ork Press, 1995). | should note that even though | am here considering Reinhart’s
monograph as a study on theology, the subject matter he examines (al-tahsin wa al-tagbih) was often
discussed in usil al-figh texts.

101 See Tilman Nagel, The History of Isamic Theology: From Muhammad to the Present, trans. Thomas
Thornton (Princeton, N.J.: Markus Wiener, 2000).

102 5ee Sherman A. Jackson, On the Boundaries of Theological Tolerance in Islam: Abi Hamid al-
Ghazalt’s Faysal al-Tafriqa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).
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Chittick’ sworks on Ibn al-* Arabi, particularly Ibn ‘ Arabi: Heir to the Prophets (2005)**

and Imaginal Worlds: 1bn al-* Arabr and the Problem of Religious Diversity (1994).'%
Despite all of the above, and given its historical salience, thereisyet a

considerable void in the studies of Islamic soteriology, particularly with regard to Muslim

scholarly discussions on the fate of ‘others.” It is my hope that the present study will

demonstrate the benefits of studying this oft-neglected yet critical subdiscipline of

Islamic studies. Indeed, such an examination allows for areassessment of the Muslim

scholarsinvolved, aswell as Islamic scripture itself.

4. Objectives and Method of Approach

The present study is a preliminary excursion into the landscape of Muslim
soteriological discourse on the fate of non-Muslims. It is also an attempt to reread Islamic
scriptureitself by utilizing an assortment of lenses. As such, | isolate afew case studies
of some of the most prominent medieval and modern Muslim scholars and engage in
literary analysisin order to arrive at a better understanding of how these particul ar
scholars perceived the fate of their non-Muslim counterparts, and the different
methodol ogies that they employed in arriving at their conclusions, which, as we shall see,
areradically different — this, despite the popular notion that these are issues that have
already been settled viaijma'.

In examining the various methodologies, | will attempt to identify those Qur’anic

verses and hadiths that are employed, and examine how they are understood. | will also

103 See William C. Chittick, 1bn ‘ Arabi: Heir to the Prophets (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005).
104 See William C. Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-* Arabr and the Problem of Religious Diversity
(Albany, N.Y.: State University of New Y ork Press, 1994).
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attempt to pinpoint references to sources that are ostensibly extra-Scriptural.
Furthermore, | will attempt to observe how these particular discussions are placed in
dialogue with the larger hegemony of Muslim theological discourse on salvation. How
are divergences from the ‘standard’ view justified? Moreover, by examining both
theologica and exegetical discourse, | will attempt to show how these ideas would come
to be perceived by later scholars (including some modern ones).

As noted, the central figures of this study are al-Ghazali, 1bn al-* Arabi, 1bn
Taymiyyah, Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah, and Muhammad Rashid Rida. Although quite
diverse, this sampling is by no means comprehensive and inclusive of all the major
schools of Muslim thought, such as the Shi*ite, Maturidite, and Mu‘ tazilite schools. Nor
iSit even representative of the diversity of viewpoints within the schools of thought
represented. And as far as milieus are concerned, my selections demonstrate a bias
towards Middle Eastern, Muslim majoritarian contexts. Nevertheless, one could arguably
make the case for any one of these scholars as having ultimately attracted a broader
audience than any one Sht’ ite, Maturidite, or Mu'‘tazilite scholar, and al have
undoubtedly become hallmark figures within their respective schools of thought, earning
them extensive followings throughout the Muslim world. If the reader decides not to
accept this assessment, then it is perhaps fitting that | pause to note that my main hopeis
that the present work, as apreliminary analysis, will be later supplemented by further
studies of this nature.

For each of the five scholars covered here, | examine the relevant aspects of their
lives, times, and writings. In analyzing their writings, | attempt to deduce their general

views on salvation, the fate of non-Muslims on the Day of Judgment, and the fate of
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Hell’ sinhabitants. | should note that, in light of the differencesin emphasis, these
discussions tend to be uneven. For example, while al-Ghazal1 has much to say about the
salvation of non-Muslims after the Resurrection, Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-
Jawziyyah allot considerable space to the issue of Hell’ s duration.

Asthe scholars | have selected have historically been quite influential, and given
the benefits of comparative analysis as ameans of evaluating their conclusions, | have
found it helpful to provide supplementary excursuses. These include examinations of
debatable issues that arise from particular discussions, and instances of convergence and
divergence among later scholars. And while these are not intended to be comprehensive
analyses of all the potential issues that stem from these writings, they allow for
reassessments of the impact of and views held by the main scholars, while presenting
points of departure for future research.

The central figures of this study are covered in four chapters. Chapter 2 focuses
on Abt Hamid al-Ghazal1, and includes an excursus that examines the possibility that the
12"/18™ century Indian thinker Shah Wal1 Allah independently arrived at unique
conclusions that are nevertheless similar; Chapter 3 spotlights Ibn al-* Arabi’ s unique
positions;’® Chapter 4 examines Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah, the
controversy surrounding their arguments for a non-eternal Hell, aresponse by the 8"/14™
century Ash'arite Tagf al-Din al-Subki, and a strikingly similar debate between Maulana
Muhammad ‘Alf and Western scholar J. Robson; Chapter 5 features Muhammad Rashid
Rida (and, to a lesser extent, his master Muhammad ‘Abduh [d. 1905]), assesses the

manner in which his writings have been employed in contemporary debates on religious

195 Although Chapter 3 does not include additional case studies, further analyses of 1bn al-* Arabi’s writings
are found in Chapters 4 and 5.
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pluralism (particularly the debate between Farid Esack and T. Winter), and includes an
excursus that examines the extent to which the famous neo-revivalist Sayyid Qutb (d.
1966) diverged from Rida.

| should note that in choosing to place Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah and 1bn
Taymiyyah in the same chapter, | am in no way claming that their approaches are
identical (their teacher-student relationships notwithstanding). Neverthel ess, as we shall
see, regarding the topic at hand, such an arrangement is certainly justifiable, as Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyyah works with and devel ops a number of the arguments put forth by
his teacher.

Asfor my inclusion of the Andalusian mystic Ibn a-* Arabi, this may seem out of
placein light of his unique esoteric approach. In explaining why he chose to focus only
on exoteric discussions on salvation, one contemporary scholar states:

Islamic mysticism has been excluded, not because it isless normatively Islamic

than the [formal exoteric theology] but because of the difficulties posed by the

elusiveinformality of much Sufi discourse, with itstropical and hyperbolic
features of poetic license whose aim is typically to interpret or arouse
transformative affective states rather than to chart fixed dogmatic positions.'*

Nevertheless, he rightfully implies in afootnote that were one to accept this
challenge of examining the esoteric, Ibn al-* Arabi would be alogical selection. To my
mind, given his widespread influence, the inclusion of hiswritings (as well as an esoteric
perspective) in this study only serves to provide a much-needed depth.

| should make it clear that my focus here is the discourse regarding the fate of

sane adults who do not believe in Islam, particularly the content of its declaration of faith,

the Shahadah, which affirms both the existence and oneness of God, as well asthe

198 Winter, “Trump Card,” 134.
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M essengership of the Arabian prophet Muhammad ibn ‘ Abd-Allah (d. 11/632).%” Where
relevant, however, | will make references to discussions on the line between Belief
(z7man) and Unbelief (kufr), aswell asthe fate of those individuals who lived before the
eraof Muhammad, during the ‘gaps’ between Messengers, and who were thus not
exposed to God’'s Message (at least in what is considered its ‘true,” *unadulterated’ form)
—agroup often referred to simply as the * People of the Gap’ (Ahl al-Fatrah). (These
latter discussions are particularly relevant in analyzing soteriological assessments of
individuasliving in a post-Muhammadan world who have not been exposed to
Muhammad’s Message). And since my focus is on life beginning with the Day of
Judgment, | will not be examining specific discussions on the nature of the period that
immediately follows death and precedes the Day of Judgment, i.e. the period of the
barzakh.

| will show that despite the fact that the main scholars examined here belong to
different schools of thought, and respond very differently to the questions raised above
regarding the fate of non-Muslims, they all seem to emphasize the same two themes: 1.
the superiority of Muhammad’s Message, which is often related to the notion of Divine
justice and the idea that the way God deals with His servantsis related to either their
acceptance or rejection of His Message, and 2. the notion of Divine mercy (rahmah),
which is often related to the notion of Divine omnipotence and the idea that God is not
bound to punish those who may technically ‘deserve’ it. It is precisely these two themes

that seem to dominate over al othersin these discussions.

197 As such, and for the sake of focus, | will generally not be addressing — at least in any thorough way —
discussions on the intricacies of intercession (shafa‘ ah), the ‘free will/predestination’ debate, theodicy,
gender-specific issues (e.g. the ratio of malesto females in either Heaven or Hell); specific features of
Heaven, Hell, and the Day of Judgment; or the fate of grave-sinning Muslims, those who pass away as
children, animals, etc.
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To my mind, it is significant that the five scholars examined here would tend to
emphasi ze the relationship between Divine mercy and omnipotence, as the latter is often
associated with Divine wrath. (Thisis certainly not to say that these scholars never made
this connection, which they certainly did, al-Ghazali being an obvious example). Indeed,
the very nature of God is certainly relevant to any discussion on salvation, particularly in
examining the oft-perceived tension between Divine mercy on one hand, and Divine
justice and wrath on the other. And the fact that a number of the case studies explicitly
describe mercy as being the Qur’ anic God’ s dominant attribute seemsto challenge the
conclusions of scholars such as Rahbar, Bouman, and Marshall, who instead reserve that
description for God's ‘strict’ justice. It also seems to challenge the notion that the
emphasis on mercy — including those instances in which Divine mercy is simply deemed
to be equal to Divine justice — is a modern hermeneutic phenomenon —even if one
chooses to maintain that the emphasis on mercy is nevertheless made more apparent in
modern times. (Although, it should be noted that, based on the present study, modernity
appears to have produced conflicting trends: | hope to show that while someone like Rida
may emphasize Divine mercy more than his medieval predecessors, the same certainly
cannot be said of someone like Qutb).

On the other hand, so long as one deems Divine mercy and justice as not being
mutually exclusive, then an explicit Qur’ anic emphasis on the latter may not be deemed a
challenge to those seeking to accentuate mercy. For example, while arguments for a non-
eternal Hell tend to emphasize mercy, they a so often invoke the notion that it would be

unjust for God to punish people in aeternum. As such, justiceis seen as areason for the

31



cessation of punishment. Conversely, some have seen Divine mercy as being an
explanation for why God punishesin thefirst place. As Gardner explains,
The proffered mercy of God istwofold in its effects on mankind. It leads some, it
hardens and thus misleads others. When accepted, it leads to light and truth and
happiness; when rejected, it becomes the means of searing the conscience, of
hardening the heart, of blinding the spiritual insight, and of causing to err. God
does not act in one way with some, and in another way with others. The same
‘act’ of God leads some and causes others to err.'*®
| also hope to demonstrate that most of the main case studies maintained — or, at
the very least, leaned towards the view — that Hell’ s punishment will not be eternal, and
that itsinhabitants will eventualy live alife of contentment once they have completely
submitted themselves to God. This position is significant since it represents an attempt to
challenge the common assumption that, according to the Qur’ an, Divine mercy will never
be granted to Unbelieversin the afterlife. | suspect that it was such high profile cases
(e.g. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah) and their alleged connection to prominent contemporary
movements (e.g. Salafism) that partly led Smith and Haddad to view Hell’ s non-eternality
as being the dominant view. One additional factor that certainly contributed to this
conclusion was Smith and Haddad’ s erroneous ascription of the view that punishment is
of limited duration to the major Sunni theologians al-Ash'art (d. 324/935), al-Tahawi (d.
321/933), and al-Nasafi (d. 508/1114).* (In point of fact, their discussions on God
pardoning Hell’ s inhabitants were strictly in reference to grave-sinning Believers, and
should be thought of as responses to the position maintained by various Mu'tazilites and

Kharijites of the eternal damnation of all grave sinners, Muslims or otherwise). In fact, |

hope to show that, in light of the apol ogetics employed by those in favor of a non-eternal

1% Gardner, Qur’ anic Doctrine, 4. To illustrate this, Gardner goes on to cite Q. 5:68, 9:124-5, 2:26, 41:44,
and 7:155. (Ibid., 4-5)
199 5mijith and Haddad, 1slamic Understanding, 95, 220 (f.n. 98). Cf. Wensinck, Muslim Creed, 129-31.
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Hell, we find support for Abrahamov’ s assessment that the dominant position among
traditional scholars has been Hell’ s eternality. My only contention would be that, given
the influence that the scholars examined here have continued to have, they serve as
challenges to the assumption made by Abrahamov and others that the eternal Hell
position represents ‘ orthodoxy.” To my mind, one would be justified to think of the
matter as having been ultimately unresolved. It is anything but trivia that while most
traditional scholars have been eternaists, the proportion of those who were not appears to
increase among those who were most prominent.

In any case, because this discourse allows for both further insightsinto the
mindset of influential scholars and arereading of I1slamic scripture itself, the implications
are therefore potentially significant, especially for those of usin academiawho seek to be
conscious of the spectrum of readings.

Asthereis yet much more to be explored of Islamic soteriological discourse, |
hope that the near future holds a place for further investigation so that other perspectives
may be incorporated, and so that a more comprehensive understanding of Islamic thought
(and perhaps even scripture) may be obtained.

Ammg ba'd...
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Chapter 2

Abu Hamid al-Ghazalt

1. The Life and Times of Abu Hamid al-Ghazalt

Abt Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Ghazal1 (d.
505/1111), aso known as ‘Hujjat al-1slam’ (*the Proof of 1slam’), was born in north-east
Iran and grew up as an orphan. In his pursuit of knowledge, he studied in various cities,
finally settling in Nishapur, where he was trained by Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni (d.
478/1085), the well-known Ash' arite theol ogian and Shafi‘1 jurist. Al-Ghazal1 was an
intellectual genius who worked his way up the madrasah system, finally landing an
endowed chair in 484/1091 at the famous Nizamiyyah college in Baghdad.™° Four years
later, and after a reassessment of his intentions, al-Ghazali experienced a nervous
breakdown, and believed he was bound for Hell. So he left everything behind and
traveled for approximately ten years throughout the Muslim world as a mendicant Sufi.**

He had spent so much time and effort establishing himself in a scholarly culture obsessed

with reputation that he finally came to realize the limits of human reason and the

10 See ‘ Abd al-Hamid A. ‘ Arwant, “al-lmim al-Ghazal7,” Kitab al-arba ‘in fi usil al-dm (Damascus. Dar
al-Qalam, 2003), viii-x (I should note that the text itself uses Arabic [rather than Roman] numeralsin
numbering the pages of the editor’ s introductory remarks).

11 gee Abti Hamid al-Ghazali, al-Mungidh min al-da/al, ed. Mahmid Bijii (Damascus: Dar al-Taqwa,
1992), 64-71.



importance of Sufism, inits relatively ‘sober’ form.**? He then returned to academic
work as alecturer at the Nizamiyyah college in Nishapur, and finally retired and moved
back to the very city in which he was born, Tas.*

Al-Ghazali wrote on avariety of topics, including law, philosophy, logic, Sufism,
dogmatic theology, and his own intellectual evolution. From among the well-known
works that may be safely ascribed to him, the most relevant for our purposes are the
following: his magnum opus lhya' ‘ulam al-din, Faysa/ al-tafrigah bayna al-Islamwa al-
zandagah, al-Iqtisad fr al-i*tigad, al-Mungidh min al-dalal, Mishkat al-anwar, Kimiya-i
sa‘adat, al-Mustasfa min ‘ilm al-usil, and al-Maqsad al-asna fi sharh asma’ Allah al-
husna.

Aswill be made apparent, in his attempt to be at once ecumenical (both within
and, to a certain extent, without I1slam) and conscious of both God’'s omnipotence and the
significance of His Message, al-Ghazalt employs a methodol ogy in which competing
considerations lead to avariety of conclusions that do not always appear to bein
complete harmony with one another. In the final analysis, however, a-Ghazali maintains
that Islam is, in principle, the only path to salvation, and that God’ s mercy will

neverthel ess be granted to multitudes of non-Muslims not ‘ properly’ exposed to the

M essage.

2. Analyzing Relevant Aspects of al-Ghazal i’ s Writings

2.1. The Nature of Belief and Unbelief and the Hierarchy of Humanity

12 See Sherman A. Jackson, On the Boundaries of Theological Tolerance in Islam: Abi Hamid al-
Ghazalt’s Faysal al-Tafriqa, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 36.
13+ Arwani, “al-Imam al-Ghazalz,” xi.
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Why have numerous people chosen to reject belief in ISlam? This was a question
which initially troubled al-Ghazali. Following a period of deep thought, his conclusion
would ultimately be that the adoption of any belief other than Islam — once one has been
‘properly’ exposed to the faith — is the result of the corruption of the natural disposition
(al-fitrah).

His evolution of thought on thisissueis best illustrated in the introduction to his

14 \which was

“autobiography’ al-Mungidh min al-dalal (Deliverer from Error),
composed during his later years (501-2/1108-9).™ In it, al-Ghazalt explains how early in
his life his desire for knowledge was piqued by his observation that Christian children
tended to remain Christian as they grew older, Jews tended to remain Jewish, and
Muslims tended to remain Muslim.*® As he pondered the purported words of the Prophet
that “[e]ach person is born with a (pure) natural disposition (fitrak), and it is hisher
parents who make him/her Jewish, Christian, or Magian,” " al-Ghazali cameto
appreciate the extent to which people typically endow their parents and instructors with
authority. These considerations also led him to seek a deeper understanding of the natural
disposition (al-fitrah) endowed by God to humanity.

The fruits of his meditations on this issue may be found in inter alia his Persian

work Kimiya-i sa‘ adat (The Alchemy of Happiness), which was composed several years

14 See Abi Hamid al-Ghazali, al-Mungidh min al-dalal, ed. Mahmad Biji (Damascus: Dar al-Taqwa,
1992), 29-32.

15 See “ Abd al-Karim al- Uthman, Sirat al-Ghazal7 wa agwal al-mutagaddimin fih (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr,
[1960]), 205.

116 3-Ghazali, al-Mungidh, 29-32.

17 sghih Bukhari 1292, 1293, and 1319; Sahih Muslim 2658 (narrated by Abi Hurayrah) (Cited in al-
Ghazali, al-Mungidh, 31).
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earlier (sometime between 490 and 495/1097 and 1102).**® Here, he states that all
humans have affirmed in the depths of their consciousness their belief in God because of
their natural disposition. Nevertheless, just as mirrors may become rusty and dirty,

rendering them useless in providing accurate reflections, so too are the hearts of certain

people.**®

As al-Ghazal1 explains further in Ihya' ‘ulam al-din (Revivification of the
Religious Sciences) (in Kitab al-*ilm)*™;

Every human (adami) has been endowed with faith in God the Exalted...
Humanity then split into groups: those who renounced and forgot (that faith), i.e.
the Unbelievers (al-Kuffar), and those who pondered and remembered, similar to
one who has atestimony (shahadah) which he/she forgets due to negligence, and
then remembersiit. For this reason the Exalted states, “ So that they may
remember” (Q. 2:221), “ So that those possessed of understanding may remember”
(Q. 38:29), “And remember God' s grace upon you and His covenant with which
He bound you” (Q. 5:7), and “And We have made the Qur’ an easy to remember;
isthere, then, anyone who will remember?” (Q. 54:17, 22, 32, 40). [And]
remembrance is of two sorts: oneisto recall an image which once existed in one’s
heart (galb) but then disappeared; the other isto remember an image which was
ingrained in (one's self) by way of the natural disposition (al-fitrak). And these
truths are quite apparent to those who contemplate, but are disagreeabl e to those
[used] to following authority (taglzd), rather than investigating and observing (on
their own).'?

As such, athough humans have been granted the potentia to achieve
righteousness, they fail when they cloud their natural disposition by endowing ‘false’

guides with authority and rejecting those sent by God as ‘true’ guides. Consequently, it is

18 A|-*Uthman, Srat al-Ghazalz, 204.
119 See Abii Hamid al-Ghazali, Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, ed. Muhammad ‘ Abbasi ([Tehran]: Tula* va Zarrin,
[1982]), 61-2. This example of the mirror reappears elsewhere in al-Ghazalt' s writings. For example, itis
found in lhya' in Kitab sharh ‘aja’ib al-qalb. See Abii Hamid al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ‘uliam al-din (Cairo: Dar al-
Bayan al-* Arabi, [1990]), 3:13ff.
120 The entire Ihya’ was completed sometime between 489 and 495/1096 and 1102. Al-*Uthman, Srrat al-
Ghazilz, 203.
121 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:80-1. “Hence,” al-Ghazali continues,
you will find the latter stumbling over such (Qur’anic) verses [cited above], and haphazard in
various ways regarding the interpretation of remembrance (al-tadhakkur) and the acknowledgment
of the souls. And (such individuals) imagine that (Prophetic) traditions and (Qur’anic) verses
contain various kinds of contradictions. (Ibid.)
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perhaps not surprising that in al-Ghazalt s theological treatise al-Iqgtisad f7 al-i‘tigad (The
Middle Path in Belief), he states point-blank that whoever denies (the prophethood and
messengership of) Muhammad is an Unbeliever (Kafir) and will remain (mukhallad) in
Hell ‘forever’ (‘ala al-ta’ bid). (Incidentally, it is worth noting that al-Ghazalt' s
understanding of what constitutes belief is by no meansrigid, asit need not entail afull
comprehension of its object).'?? He goes on to state that “the Jews, Christians, and the
followers of all the religions, whether Zoroastrians, idol-worshippers or others, are all to
be considered Unbelievers asis specified in the Qur’ an and agreed upon (mujma’ ‘alayh)
by the Muslim community (al-ummah).”*?® Moreover, he argues that Unbelief (Kufr) is
taken quite far by Hindus (al-Barahimah) and especially atheists (al-Dahriyyah) since
both groups deny prophethood, and the latter deny the Creator.'?*

Even though al-1qtisad is the oldest of his works examined here (having been
composed in 488 or 9/1095 or 6),** al-GhazalT never waivers on his stance towards non-
Muslims, and, if anything, elaborates on his position further in later works. For example,
in attempting to explain the ontological status of those who deny Islam, a-Ghazalt would
argue that a relationship exists between true Unbelief and being veiled from God. This
notion is developed in Mishkat al-anwar (The Niche of Lights). Written shortly before
500/1107,'% it is essentially an esoteric commentary on the Qur’ an’s famous * light verse

(24:35), and it provides awindow into al-Ghazalt' s thought during hislater years as a

e

the Prophet, and accept his existence, the reality (hagigah) of Prophethood is nevertheless only known to
the Prophet.” (Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 3:9)

123 See Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad f7 al-i‘tiqad, ed. Muhammad Mustafa Aba al-*I1a (Cairo:
Maktabat al-Jindi, 1972), 207-9. Also see T. Winter, “The Last Trump Card: 1slam and the Supersession of
Other Faiths,” Studiesin Interreligious Dialogue 9 (1999) 2, 135.

124 Al-Ghazali, al-qtisad, 209.

125 Al-*Uthman, Srrat al-Ghazalz, 203.

126 Al-*Uthman, Srrat al-Ghazal7, 205.
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Sufi. Here al-GhazalT' s categorizes people who are veiled from God in various ways.**’
At bottom are those veiled by ‘pure darkness.” Al-Ghazalt includes here ‘the atheists
“who believe not in God, nor the Last Day” (Q. 4:37), and “who love this present life
more than that which isto come’ (Q. 14:3). These are further subdivided into two groups:
those who deem Nature (as opposed to God) as being the cause of the Universe; and
those who are consumed with themselves, “living the life of beasts.”*?® Al-Ghazali
further subdivides this last group into four groups: those for whom “sensual delight (al-
ladhdhah) is their god”;** those who believe that the objective of lifeis“victory,
conquest, killing, and taking captives’ — a paradigm that a-Ghazalt ascribes to “the

Bedouins (al-‘arab), Kurds, and many fools’**: those whose main goal isto acquire

“much wealth and affluence” **!; and those who suppose that happiness comes from the
elevation of one's standing in society and the growth of his’her following and influence.
Al-Ghazal1 notes that those who publicly declare themselves to be Muslim but do not
have true faith may be included among these groups. As such, what matters most
according to this framework is the private belief of the individual and not his/her public
associations.

Above all these are al-Ghazal1' s second category of people, those ‘veiled by a
mixture of light and darkness.” These are subdivided into three groups: First are those

veiled by the *darkness of the senses.” According to al-Ghazali, these are people who

have gone beyond the ‘ self-absorption’ characteristics of the first category, since they

127 See Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Mishkat al-anwar, ed. Aba al-*Ala * Afifi (Cairo: al-Dar al-Qawmiyyah li-I-
Tiba'ah wa al-Nashr, 1964), 84-93.

128 | bid., 85.

129 bid., 85.

130 1hid., 85.

31 1hid., 86.
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deify that which is other than the self. These include: ‘idolaters’; animists, particularly
some of the remote Turks who worship as gods those things which are beautiful,
including humans, trees, and horses; ‘fire-worshippers’ (Magians); ‘ star-worshippers
engaged in astrology; ‘ sun-worshippers’; and dualistic ‘ light-worshippers.” Second are
those veiled by the ‘ darkness of the imagination.” These include: corporedlists;
Karramites, and those who claim that God can have no accident except in terms of
direction. Third are those veiled by the “darkness of the intellect’s false appraisals,” such
as ‘anthropomorphists.’ **

Even higher are a-Ghazal1' s third category of people, those who are ‘veiled by
purelight.” Although not at the level of the major prophets, these are individuals who
nevertheless properly comprehend the nature of God' s attributes (even if, for example,

133

they avoid denoting God by those attributes atogether).” And even higher are those

who are completely unveiled, such as the prophets Abraham and Muhammad, whose
comprehension of God and His nature is strongest of all.***

Thus, to the mind of a-Ghazali, Unbelief is the result of the corruption of the
natural disposition and is correlated to being velled (and thus disconnected) from God.
Thisis significant because, as he notes in Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, the Qur’ an makes it clear that

only those who come to God ‘with a pure heart’ will be saved (Q. 26:89).2* Also

significant isthe fact that Unbelief is also associated with the vell of excessive love of

32 | pid., 87-90. Gairdner makes the insightful observation that Jews and Christians are never mentioned or
explicitly referred to in this discussion. See W. H. T. Gairdner, Al-Ghazzali’ s Mishkat al-Anwar (“ The
Niche for Lights’) (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1952), 14.

133 According to Gairdner, this group includes “al-Hasan al-Basri, al-Shafi‘i, and others of the bila kaifa
[sic] school,” Sufi philosophers, including al-Ghazali himself, and possibly al-Farabi. (1bid., 12-3). To my
mind, Gairdner’sinclusion of the faylasif (‘1slamic philosopher’) al-Farabi in this category is highly
guestionable, as will be demonstrated below.

3 Al-Ghazali, Mishkat al-Anwar, 90-3.

135 Al-Ghazali, Kimiya-7 Sa' adat, 89.
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thisworld, as a-Ghazali states el sewhere in Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat that all punishment in the
afterlifeis ultimately due to precisely that.**®

Even so, a-Ghazali is careful to notein al-Iqtisad that, in society, the designation
of Unbelief (Kufr) made by humansis generaly apurely legal one. Indeed, he argues, it
is possible for one designated by Islamic law as an Unbeliever to enter Heaven if he/she
is unaware of his’her Unbelief.”*” Moreover, he states that the designation of Unbeliever
is determined by way of Revelation (and presumed according to unmediated judgments
based on Revelation [al-ijtihad]), and that there is no room here for proofs of the intellect
(al-*agl) (which are not based on Revelation).*® Similarly, he statesin hya’ in Kitab
gawa'id al-‘aga’id, the designation of Belief (iman) made by humansis also a purely
legal one, and need not reflect ontological redlity, asis the case of one who professes the
declaration of faith (shahadah) but completely rejectsit in his’her heart.**

The notion of one being an Unbeliever according to the law but not according to
ontological reality (which is ultimately known only to God) — a distinction that may at
times seem overlooked in much of contemporary Muslim scholarly discourse — is made
clearer in a-Ghazalt's ‘ecumenical’ treatise Faysa/ al-tafrigah (The Decisive Criterion),
which was composed relatively late in hislife (in 497/1104).** It was written during a
period of intense intra-Muslim debates over what constitutes orthodoxy and what
constitutes Unbelief. Ash‘arites such as* Abd a-Qahir al-Baghdadi (d. 429/1037) would
argue that, among Muslims, only certain Ash'arites would be saved in the afterlife, and

that al other Muslims were actually Unbelievers. In response, al-Ghazalt would argue the

136 | bid., 112-3.

137 Al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad, 207-8.

138 | bid., 207-8.

19 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:107-8.

140 Al-*Uthman, Srat al-Ghazalz, 204.
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following: Trueinfidelity, or Unbelief, was in rejecting either afundamental 1slamic
belief (i.e., belief in one God, the Prophet, and the Hereafter) or a secondary issue derived
from ether unanimous consensus (ijma‘) or mutawatir (diffuse and congruent) sources,
or deeming the Prophet to have lied, as the falasifah (‘ Islamic philosophers’) were said to
have done.*** According to this standard, Shi‘ites, Traditionalists'*?, and Rationalists**®
(mutakallimzn) could al be considered true Muslims, whereas the * 1slamic philosophers
were to be assessed on a case-by-case basis.'*

Thus, we can see al-Ghazal1' s desire to be as inclusive as possible with regard to
who qualifiesasa‘Muslim.” In following the footsteps of other Ash' arites, al-Ghazali
surely held the common belief that all Muslims — Crypto-infidels not included — will
eventually go to Heaven, even if some haveto suffer in Hell temporarily. And though a-
Ghazal1 could accept Shi‘ites, he could not tolerate some of the more prominent Islamic
philosophers. Deeming the Prophet to have lied was, as far as al-Ghazali was concerned,
simply going too far. Al-Ghazali' s obsession with thisissue led him to claim that even if
some believed that the Prophet was righteous, meant well, and only lied for the sake of
some (putative) common good (maslahah), they would ultimately perish and would not

be included among those who were punished in Hell for only alimited period of time.

141 Of course from the perspective of the falasifah, we may say that, generally-speaking, they did not
believe that the Prophet actually lied due to any ill-will on his part. Instead, many philosophers would
argue, the Prophet made statements that were not entirely true ontologically since he simply sought to
speak to hisfollowers at an intellectual level that they could both understand and appreciate.

%2 By ‘Traditionalists’ | mean theologians of the Hanbalite school of thought who did not formally partake
in kalam (speculative theology).

3 By *Rationalists’ | mean speculative theologians, and therefore scholars of kalam.

144 Jackson, Boundaries, 5-7, 39-42, and 46-59. Incidentally, Ibn Rushd (d. 1198 CE), the philosopher who
composed Tahafut al- tahafut as a response to al-Ghazal1' s critique of the philosophers (in Tahafut al-
falasifah), argued that being a Muslim entailed that one believe in the existence of God, prophethood, and
resurrection — standards that appear more flexible than those of al-Ghazali, especially given the absence of
ijma‘. See Ahmed Fouad EI-Ehwany, “Ibn Rushd,” A History of Muslim Philosophy with short accounts of
other disciplines and the modern renaissance in Muslim lands, Val. 1, ed. M. M. Sharif, (Wiesbaden,
Harrassowitz: Pakistan Philosophical Congress, 1963-66), 546-7.
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(And as we observe in Mishkat al-anwar, as far as al-Ghazalt is concerned, ssmply calling
one's self aMuslim is meaninglessin and of itself).

That al-Ghazalt takes issue with the conscious rejection of the truthfulness of the
Prophet is an aspect of his soteriological vision that also figures prominently in his
discussion on the fate of non-Muslims. With regard to the latter, a-Ghazalt argues that
most Byzantine Christians and Turks “whose lands lie far beyond the lands of Islam,”
and who have not been exposed to the Message of Islam will be covered by God's
mercy.™* In other words, such people may be Unbelievers according to the law, but not
according to redlity. Thus, in general, al-Ghazal1 argues, non-Muslims may be classified
as belonging to one of the following three categories. first, those who never even heard
the name ‘Muhammad’; second, ‘Blasphemous Unbelievers’ who lived near the lands of
Islam and thus had contact with Muslims and knew of Muhammad’s true character; and
third, Those who fall in between the first two groups:

These people knew the name ‘ Muhammad,”*** but nothing of his character and

attributes. Instead, all they heard since childhood was that some arch-liar carrying

the name ‘Muhammad’ claimed to be a prophet, just as our children heard that an
arch-liar and deceiver called a-Mugaffa **' falsely claimed that God sent him (as
aprophet) and then challenged people to disprove his claim.*®

According to al-Ghazali, this third group is on equal footing with the first group

since they were not provided with “enough incentive to compel them to investigate”

145 See Aba Hamid al-Ghazali, On the Boundaries of Theological Tolerance in Islam: Abi Hamid al-
Ghazalt’s Faysal al-Tafriga, trans. Sherman A. Jackson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 126-8.
146 A sterisks here represent the panegyric, ‘ God’ s blessings and sal utations be upon him (saZla Allahu
‘alayhi wa sallama).’

7 Thisisareference to ‘ Abd-Allah ibn al-Mugaffa’ (d. ca 139/756), a Persian literary genius who rose to
power under the Umayyads and was executed by an * Abbasid governor, is said to have criticized the
Prophet and Islamic Scripture, and claimed to have produced a scripture that could compete with the

Qur’ an. (Jackson, Boundaries, 140). Regarding the latter, see J. Van Ess, “Some Fragments of the

Mu ‘aradat al-Qur’ an Attributed to Ibn al-Mugaffa’,” Sudia Arabica et ISlamica: Festschrift for |hsan
Abbas on his Sixtieth Birthday, ed. W. al-Qadi (Beirut: American University in Beirut Press, 1981), 151-63.
%8 Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 126.
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Muhammad’s true status. As such, both the first and third groups will be forgiven due to
God's mercy. Otherwise, if someone hears through diffuse and congruent reports (al-
tawatur)** about

the Prophet, his advent, his character, his miracles that defied the laws of nature —

such as his splitting the moon, his causing pebbles to celebrate the praises of God,

the springing forth of water from his fingers, and the inimitable Qur’an with
which he challenged the masters of eloguence, all of whom failed to match it —
whoever hears all of this and then turns away from it, ignoresit, failsto

investigate it, refuses to ponder it, and takes no initiative to confirm it, such a

person isacynical (self-) deceiver (kadhib).*

Such a person, according to a-Ghazali, is atrue Unbeliever (Kafir), and either
lacks the motivation or istoo careless to investigate the reality of the Prophet’ s Message.
Otherwise, argues al-Ghazal1, so long as one (of any religious community) believesin
God and the Last Day and is earnestly motivated to investigate the Prophet’ s Message
after receiving knowledge of it, he/she will receive God's mercy and be forgiven, even if
death overtakes him/her *before being able to confirm [the reality of ISlam].” And thisis
because of God's vast, ‘all-encompassing mercy.’** It is one thing to be well aware of
the Prophet’ s nature and to claim that he lied, as some Islamic philosophers had done; it
is quite another to claim that the Prophet lied on the basis of misinformation — the kind of
misinformation that dissuades even the most sincere from further investigation. In other
words, the rejection of Muhammad’s Message occurs for various reasons, and God will

judge each case on the basis of the information available to each rejecter and hig/her

degree of sincerity.

9|t is worth noting that diffuse and congruent reports (al-tawatur), along with sensations (al-hissiyat), the
intellect (al-*aql), analogy (giyas), Revelation (al-sam'iyyat), and deductions (mu'‘ tagadat al-khagm), all
play integral rolesin al-GhazalT s epistemology. (Al-Ghazali, al-Igtisad, 25-7)

150 Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 128. Incidentally, the miracles listed here are the same ones listed by al-
Ghazalt' s predecessor * Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi as being ‘evidentiary signs’ of Muhammad’s
prophethood. (Winter, “The Last Trump Card,” 149; cf. ‘ Abd a-Qahir a-Baghdadi, Usil al-din [Istanbul:
1928], 161-2).

151 Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 128.



All in al, what is most unique about al-Ghazalt' s discussion here, which | would
characterize as being notably confident in tone, is his specific criterion for determining
which non-Muslims are candidates for God's mercy — a criterion that, taken asawhole, is

not explicitly supported by either the Qur’an or Sunnah.

2.2. The Basis for Belief in the Prophet

Despite his views of Divine mercy, it isan undeniable fact that a-Ghazal1 posited
a strong connection between salvation and prophethood. As he states in Kitab gawa'id al-
‘aga’id of lhya’, it is not unguided reason which leads to salvation but rather the
following of prophets whose authenticity is confirmed by way of miracles.*®* He also
asserts (in al-Iqtisad) that it is part of the nature of the intellect (al-*aqgl) to accept the
Message of God’s Messengers once it comes to know the supernatural elements
associated with them by way of diffuse and congruent reports (al-akhbar al-

153

mutawatirah).” As he explains,

The reason why miracles attest to the veracity of Messengersis because whatever
is beyond human capabilities can only be the doing of God the Exalted. So
whatever is associated with the Prophetic challenge is equivalent to that
(regarding) which God (confirms by saying), “Y ou are correct.”*>*

As a-Ghazal1 notes in Kimiya-i sa' adat, however, the realization of the

truthfulness of the Prophet is predicated on the incorruption of the soul. In fact, he states,

152 A|-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:103.

153 Al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad, 12.

154 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:104. This argument is found elsewhere, including al-Mustasf min ‘ilmal-usil. See
Abti Hamid al-Ghazali, al-Mustagfa min ‘ilm al-usil, ed. Muhammad Sulayman al-Ashqar (Beirut:

Mu’ assasat al-Risalah, 1997), 1:121-3. As a-Ghazali further explains (in al-1qtisad), it is precisely miracles
that differentiate the feats performed by prophets and magicians, as the latter can never perform them. (Al-
Ghazali, al-Iqtisad f7 al-itigad, 167
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if the soul is pure enough, it has the ability to see the truth in the Prophet’s Message
without the aid of miracles. ™

Moreover, continues a-Ghazal1 (in Kitab gawa'id al-*‘aga’id of 1hya’), to deny
the Prophet’ s Message after having been * properly’ exposed to it and the miracles
associated with the Prophet would be comparable to one who is told that thereisawild
lion standing right behind him/her, and that his/her only means of survival isto flee. If at
this point he/she insists on not fleeing until the presence of the lion can be ascertained,
then he/she would be making a foolish mistake, and could expect to be devoured.** In
other words, because of the presence of miracles, Prophetic warnings must be taken
seriously — even if only for practical considerations.

Even so, a-Ghazali articulates what he believes to be are logical proofs for
Muhammad’s prophethood.™” And in recognizing that there are non-Muslims who have
been exposed to the Message of Islam and have heard of the Prophet’ s miracles who
nevertheless rgect it on the grounds of logical arguments, al-Ghazali responds by putting

forth counterargumentsin al-lqtisad.™®

155 Al-Ghazali, Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, 792.

1% Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:103.

57 Al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad, 172ff.

158 For example, al-GhazalT examines an argument put forth by some Christians (al-* zsawiyyah) that
Muhammad was a prophet sent to Arabs only. Al-Ghazal1 respondsto this by arguing that, since they
confess that Muhammad is a true prophet, and since prophets never lie, they would have to accept himasa
universal prophet as he himself claimed to be a messenger to both humans and jinn (al-thagalayn); he sent
messengers to Khosraw (Kisra) of Persia, Caesar (Qaysar) of Byzantium, and other non-Arab kingdoms.
(Ibid., 172)

Al-Ghazali then looks at two arguments put forth by some Jews, namely that abrogation of God's
law isimpossible (since that would imply the alteration of God' s perfect law), and that Moses declared
himself to be the seal (khatam) of the prophets. (This presumably assumes a specific understanding of
prophethood, as there were many well-known Biblical prophets after Moses; however, it was only Moses
who presented the I sraelite community with God’ s commandments). After first stating that the miracle of
the Qur’ an suffices as a counterargument, al-Ghazali responds by arguing that abrogation is not
problematic precisely because times and contexts do change. Hence, what is best for humanity also
changes. (Of course, one could make the same argument against the universality of Islam, but al-Ghazali
certainly believed that I1slam could be sustained as a source of law for all contexts for the rest of human
existence). Al-Ghazali then argues that whatever led people to believe in Moses (i.e. his miracles) should
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On the surface, it would be perplexing if a-Ghazalt indeed intended for these
counterarguments to be addressed to the very people arguing against Muhammad' s
prophethood. After all, based on his own criterion, they would probably be considered
Unbelievers destined for Hell eternally since they had presumably met the requirement of
having been ‘properly’ exposed to the Message and the miracles associated with the
Prophet. Thus, to my mind, we are left with four possible explanations for a-Ghazali' s
decision to engage in this discussion: he intended this and similar discussions to assist
Believers who might have their own doubts; he assumed it was his religious duty to argue
for Islam’ s legitimacy, even if he perceived his particular audience to be Hell-bound; he
assumed that his non-Muslim audience included ‘sincere’ individuals who were still
unsure about their own beliefs; or he sincerely believed that logical arguments could

convince true Unbelievers. If the latter is true, a-Ghazalt' s designation of miracles as

lead people to believe in the prophethood of Jesus and Muhammad as well, and that whoever transmitted
the statement attributed to Moses of him being the seal of the prophets must have lied. Moreover, he notes,
the Jews of the Prophet’ s age never made this argument while he was amongst them. And the Prophet
himself recognized the place of Moses, and judged the Jews according to the Torah. (Ibid., 172-4) (That
this could actually be used as an argument against the claim that Muhammad was meant to be a universal
prophet is something that al-Ghazalt does not address).

Al-Ghazal1 goes on to challenge the arguments put forth by those who may accept the possibility
of abrogation but deny Muhammad’s prophethood since they deny the miracle of the Qur’an and/or the
establishment of prophethood by way of miracles. To this al-Ghazali responds by first arguing that, as
noted, miracles demonstrate (to the intellect) association with the Divine since they are, by definition,
beyond the capabilities of creation, and stand as a challenge that cannot be met. Moreover, he argues, they
succeeded in convincing the Arabs, whose belief in Muhammad was firm to the point where they were
willing to defend his prophethood with their own lives and all that they possessed. And as for those who
claim that the Qur’an is not a miracle, al-Ghazali responds by claiming that its miracle isto be found in its
“purity (of style) and eloquence, with [its] wondrous arrangement and style, which isforeign to the
manners of speech of the Arabs.” Furthermore, he argues, “the combination of this arrangement and this
purity is a miracle that is beyond human capability[.]” (Ibid., 175)

Al-Ghazal1 goes on to address those who deny the reports of the Prophet’ s other miracles, such as
the splitting of the moon and the springing forth of water from his fingers, etc., on the basis that these
reports are not known by way of diffuse congruence (tawatur). According to al-Ghazali, certainty can be
attained regarding the Prophet’ s performance of miracles if one simultaneously considers the numerous
isolated (ahad) reports of such events. And, he continues, if Christians argue otherwise, then on what basis
can they claim to have knowledge of Jesus’ miracles, which are reported by way of transmissions that are
no more reliable? (Ibid., 174-7)
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being the basis upon which Belief or Unbelief is definitively determined appears to be
placed into question.™
The best possible explanation may lie in astatement found in Ihya' (in Kitab
gawa'‘id al-‘aqa’id):
The Qur’ an, from beginning to end, is an argument with the Unbelievers...And
the Messenger* did not cease to dispute and debate with the deniers. God states,
“Debate with them in the best manner” (Q. 16:125). So the Companions (may
God be pleased with them) also used to dispute the deniers and debate (with
them), but only when there was aneed (for it). And the need for it was small
during their era....[Disputation] has only one benefit: to protect the [Islamic
creed] for the common people and to guard it from the confusions of innovators
by various kinds of argumentation, for the common person is weak and is agitated
by the argument of the innovator, even if it is unsound.'®
Thus, if the Prophet’s main miracleisitself “an argument with the Unbelievers,”
and if the Prophet “did not cease to dispute and debate” with them, then to put forth
arguments as al-Ghazalt does may be interpreted as an extension of the miracle of the
Qur’ an, adherence to the Prophet’s normative example, and/or the preservation of the
Islamic creed among the ‘ common people.” As such, al-Ghazalt s writings appear to be at

least partly geared towards assisting fellow Believersin their quest for salvation, and

possibly guiding ‘sincere’ non-Muslims who are not true Unbelievers.

2.3. The Sgnificance of Faith in God and the Last Day

139 Of course, if one believesin the Message without the aid of miracles, then that would be irrelevant here,
as al-GhazalT’s criterion designates Unbelief only after one comes to know of Muhammad’s miracles and
failsto sincerely investigate the matter.

180 A|-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:88-90. Al-Ghazili goes on to say that when a‘common person’ adopts the belief in
a certain innovation, he/she should be “called (back) to the truth with friendliness, not with fanaticism, and
with pleasant speech which is convincing to the soul and moving to the heart, whose manner of proofsis
similar to that utilized by the Qur’an and the hadith corpus, and which is mixed with the art of admonition
and warning.” (Ibid., 1:90)
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As noted, to the mind of al-Ghazali, there are potentially many non-Muslims who
are‘sincere,’ contain apure natural disposition, and are relatively unveiled from the light
of God (even if they are veiled from what al-Ghazalt would deem to be true knowledge
of God s Message). It is noteworthy that al-Ghazal1 includes a very important restriction
when discussing the potential for non-Muslims to be included as candidates for God's
mercy: They must believe in God and the Last Day. Thus, at least on the surface, a-
Ghazalt s criterion is not meant to be inclusive of all non-Muslims who have not heard of
the true nature of the Prophet. Moreover, as far al-Ghazal1 was concerned, regardless of
whether belief in one God and the afterlife is to be reached by way of the independent
intellect or some other non-Revelatory means, it must be adopted.

According to al-Ghazali, belief in one God could be established on the basis of
several considerations. In Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, he states that the intellect (‘agl) has the
capability to contemplate God and, by extension, His existence.'® In fact, al-Ghazali was
a strong advocate of the cosmologica argument for God' s existence.'®* Al-Ghazalt also
employs teleological arguments.*®® Beyond these considerations, al-Ghazali states that

God may also be known (and thus the object of belief) by way of supernatural means that

161 A|-Ghazal1, Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, 58.

162 Al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad, 29ff. Al-Ghazali puts forth cosmological arguments elsewhere, including Ihya
(in Kitab qawa'id al-'aqa’id). (Al-Ghazali, lhya', 1:97) Hisversion of the cosmological argument is what
Western philosophers today commonly refer to as the kalam cosmological argument.

183 |n Kimiya-7 sa' adat, he states that knowledge of God may be attained through meditation on the nature
of our bodies and soul, with emphasis on the latter. A simple consideration of each individua’s lowly
origins and evolution would suffice. After al, al-Ghazalt argues, no human is able to create a single thread
of hair, and even if the wisest of the wise all collaborated, they would be unable to make asingle
improvement to the human body. To the mind of al-Ghazali, atheists, including those who are physicists
and astronomers, are so deep in error that they are akin to those who come across a well-written letter and
deem it to have either always existed or to have produced itself — an interesting precursor to the ‘Paley’s
watch’ argument. He also argues that the nature of the soul cannot be explained away by way of
materialism. It must be the product of the Divine. Both Kitab gawa'id al-‘aga’id and Kitab al-mahabbah
wa al-shawq of lhya' present alternative yet ultimately similar versions of this teleological argument. (Al-
Ghazali, lhya’', 1:96-7; 4:294-5)
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are simply unexplainable.*** And should one argue that there could be more than one god,
al-Ghazalt argues (in al-Iqgtisazd) that thisisillogical, for God must necessarily be
indivisible, perfect, and unique.*®

With regard to belief in the Last Day and the afterlife more generally, a-Ghazali
argues (in Kimiya-1 sa‘ adat) that among those who deny it are those who are controlled
by their corporeal desires, and who deem Hell to simply be the concoction of theologians.
Such individuals, he continues, should be asked if they sincerely believe that they are
right, and that 124,000 prophets and numerous saints were wrong.'® If, however, they
persist in disbelieving — and according to a-Ghazalt the probability that they will
reconsider their belief islow —they are to be ignored (and the Muslim has done all that
he/she is expected to do in conveying the Message). If, however, they reach a state where
they are ssmply unsure of thereality of the Last Day, al-Ghazal1 puts forth a practical
argument against them — an argument that bears an uncanny resemblance to ‘ Pascal’ s
wager’ **”: Given what is at stake and the magnitude of the punishment of Hell, it isin the
best interest of al individualsto believein the Last Day. After all, al-Ghazalt argues, if
one is about to enjoy a hearty meal and is then informed that poisonous snake venom isin
it, it isto be expected that he/she will abstain from eating. Moreover, it is quite common,
he notes, to find people embarking on hazardous voyages at seafor the sake of profit that

isnot promised. Thus, he argues, what isto be lost if one were to make small sacrificesin

164 A|-Ghazal1, Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, 68-88.

165 Al-Ghazali, al-qtisad, 69-74.

186 Moreover, according to al-Ghazali, the world will never be devoid of the ‘people of God,’ for it is
through them that God “ preserves the proofs of His existence.” (Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:68)

187 Thisis a reference to the philosophical argument put forth by the famous French philosopher and
mathematician Blaise Pascal (d. 1662), namely, that believing in God is, in light of the consequences of
unbelief should God exist, the most prudent option.
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this life in the hopes of attaining eternal blissin the afterlife?'®® Furthermore, al-Ghazali
argues (in Kitab gawa‘id al-‘aqa’id of 1hya’) that belief in the Last Day “is obligatory
because it is possible according to the intellect (al-*aql)”; “restoring life after death” is
within the abilities of God, as was the “first creation.”*® In other words, if God was able
to create the first time, then what could possibly hinder a second creation? Thus, both
reason and practical considerations are presumed to be reasons for which belief in the

Last Day isto be expected of the ‘sincere’

2.4. Heaven as the More Popular Destination

To the mind of al-Ghazali, atheists, deniers of the Last Day, and those who either
rgject or fail to investigate the Message of Islam after being ‘properly’ exposed to it are,
as we shall see more clearly below, small in number in relation to those who may be
deemed sincere and worthy of God’s mercy, and who will thus find their way to Heaven
at some point or other. At first blush, it would appear that al-Ghazali is presenting an
overly optimistic view of the afterlife which is unwarranted on the basis of certain
hadiths, such as the one which states: [ The Prophet] said, “ God says to Adam on the Day
of Judgment, ‘O Adam, send forth from your progeny the party of the Hellfire.” To this
Adam replies, *How many, my Lord? God responds, ‘ Nine hundred and ninety-nine out
of every one thousand.””*™

In responding to his would-be interlocutor, al-Ghazal1 states (in Faysa/ al-

tafrigah) that while this hadith is authentic, it should not be understood to refer to

168 A|-Ghazal1, Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, 126-7.
169 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:104.
170 A|-Ghazali, Boundaries, 125.
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“Unbelievers who will abide (mukhalladizn) in Hell (forever).”*™ Instead, it refers to
those who will enter Hell and will be punished according to the magnitude of their sins.
In other words, thereis only one in athousand who will be Divinely protected from
committing sinsin the first place. Thisargument is supported by the following Qur’ anic
statement: “Every one of you will arrivein [Hell]” (19:71)*"? Furthermore, according to

173 refers to “those who

al-Ghazali, the expression “party of the Hellfire” (ba'th al-nar)
deserve to be placed in [Hell]” because of their sins. Nevertheless, he continues, it is
possible that, due to the well-attested “ magnitude of God’'s mercy,” these individuals will
be “diverted from the path to Hell by an act of intercession,” as a number of hadiths
indicate.*”

One apparent problem with this argument is that the very verse that al-Ghazali
cites, Q. 19:71, states that every (kull) individual —and not simply the majority — will
arrivein Hell. As such, al-Ghazal1' s claim that one out of every one thousand will be
gpared thisis dependent upon alinguistically possible interpretation of the word kull that
does not include every single individual. Further complicating matters, however, is his
statement (in Kitab gawa'id al-‘aqga’id of Ihya’ in response to the Murji’ ite position that
Believers will never enter Hell) that Q. 19:71 is“amost explicit” in declaring that
punishment is “ definitely” the fate of “all, since no Believer has never committed a

sin” 175

1 gee Abii Hamid Al-Ghazali, Faysal al-tafrigah bayna al-Islam wa al-zandagah, ed. Sulayman Dunya
(Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-* Arabiyyah, 1961), 205. Whereas Jackson translates this as: “Unbelievers
who will abide forever in Hell” (Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 125), | treat the eternality of the stay in Hell as
being implied.

72 The next verse states, “Then, We shall deliver the righteous and |eave the wrongdoers therein on their
knees’ (19:72).

1% Al-Ghazali, Faysal al-tafrigah, 205.

7 Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 125.

% Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:108.

52



Al-Ghazal1 continues his discussion in Faysal al-tafrigah by citing a hadith
narrated by ‘ A’ishawhich states:

One night | noticed that the Prophet* was missing. So | searched for him and
found him in avestibule, praying. Upon his head | saw three lights. When he
completed his prayer he said, “Who'sthere?” | replied, “‘ A’isha, O messenger of
God.” “Did you see the three lights?,” he asked. “Y es, messenger of God.”
Thereupon he said, “A visitor came to me from my Lord bearing the good news
that God will cause seventy thousand people from my community to enter
Paradise with no account of their deeds being taken and no punishment exacted
from them. Then another visitor came in the second light and informed me that
for every one of this seventy thousand God will cause seventy thousand from my
community to enter Paradise with no account of their deeds being taken and no
punishment exacted from them. Then another visitor from my Lord came in the
third light and informed me that for every one of this seventy thousand God will
cause another seventy thousand from my community to enter Paradise with no
account of their deeds being taken and no punishment exacted from them.” To
this | replied, “O messenger of God, your community will not reach this number.”
To this he answered, “1t will be reached by including bedouin who neither fasted
nor prayed.” 1"

While these reports are in reference to ‘ the community of Muhammad,’ according
to a-Ghazali, “ God’s mercy will encompass many bygone communities aswell, even if
most of them may be briefly exposed to the Hellfire for a second or an hour or some
period of time, by virtue of which they earn the title, ‘party of the Hellfire’.”*”” (One can
only wonder if the Qur’an truly intended for the expression ‘the party of the Hellfire' to
include individuals whose stay in Hell is extremely short — unless, of course, one makes
the plausible assumption that Hell is so dreadful that even an instant spent initis
significant enough).

In adifferent section of the treatise, al-Ghazalt also refers to the hadith which

states that the Prophet’ s “ community will divide into seventy-odd sects, only one of

176 Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 125-6. As Jackson notes, slightly different versions of this hadith do exist,
several of which do not include the phrase ‘ bedouin who neither fasted nor prayed.” (Jackson, Boundaries,
140, f.n. 63)

7 Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 126.
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which will be saved.”*"® According to al-Ghazali, what is meant by ‘saved’ is that they
will never encounter Hell and will not require intercession. Furthermore, as al-Ghazali
notes, there are different, less popular versions of this hadith, one of which states that
“only one of them will perish.” Another one states that “all of them are in Paradise except
the Crypto-infidels (al-zanadigah),” which a-Ghazali identifies as being a sect within the
Muslim community. Thus, if all of these reports are sound, this would mean that ‘those
who perish’ (al-halikah) refers to those who will dwell in Hell. On the other hand, those
considered ‘saved’ are those who will enter Heaven without being taken to account for
their deeds and who will not require intercession. For if one was taken to account for
his’her deeds, or required intercession, then that person could not be considered entirely
‘saved’ due to the punishment and/or humiliation experienced.!™

Furthermore, according to al-Ghazal1 there are innumerable examples that could
be cited regarding God’ s mercy, as revealed to “the people of spiritual insight through
various means and illustrations.” Thus, he argues, it is because of God’s mercy that one
will likely™ receive ‘unconditional salvation’ if he/she combines faith with good deeds.
If both these elements are absent, however, then he/she will likely have ‘unmitigated
perdition.” Between these two are those who have conviction of faith in the ‘basic tenets
of faith’ but err in their interpretations, have doubts regarding either the *basic tenets' or

the correct interpretations, or “combine good deeds with evil ones.” This middle group

178 See A, J. Wensinck, al-Mu‘jam al-mufahras i alfaz al-hadith al-nabawi (Concordance et Indices de la
Tradition Musulmane), (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1988), 5:135-6.

9 Al-Ghazali, Boundaries, 127.

180 The use of the word “likely” here appears to be areflection of al-Ghazalt's Ash‘ arite position that God
is not bound to punish or reward. This cautious attitude, however, is, as we shall see below, absent
elsewhere in his discussion in Faysal al-tafrigah.



stands between being saved by way of intercession and being punished for a set period of
timein Hell.***

Thus, according to al-Ghazali, for everyone else who is between the two extremes
of perishing and being saved, some will only be punished by being taken to account for
their deeds, some will be brought towards the Fire before being saved by intercession,
and some will spend time in Hell proportionate to the “extent of the erroneousness of
their beliefs and unsanctioned innovations, as well as the plentitude or paucity of their
sins.” On the other hand, those who will perish are those who deemed the Prophet to be a
liar “and affirm[ed] the possibility that he may lie in pursuit of some (putative) common
good (maslahah).”** (In making this declaration, al-Ghazal has the ‘1slamic
philosophers’ [the falasifah] in mind).

In assessing the breadth of God’ s compassion, al-Ghazal1 states that one should
not use ‘formal reasoning’ in trying to conceptualize these Divine issues. And given how
the afterlifeis “ever so closeto thisworld,” as noted in Q. 31:28 (“Both the creation and
the resurrection of all of you are as that of asingle soul”), a-Ghazalt states the following:

Just as most people in the world enjoy health and material well-being or livein

enviable circumstances, inasmuch as, given the choice, they would choose life

over death and annihilation, and just asit is rare for even atormented person to
wish for death, so too will it be rare for one to dwell in the Hellfire[,] compared to

(the number of) those who will be saved outright and those who will ultimately be

taken out of the Hellfire. And none of this, it should be noted, is afunction of

God' s attribute of mercy having changed in any way due to changesin our

circumstances. It is simply the fact of our being in thisworld or in the Hereafter

that changes.'®

Al-Ghazal1 goes on to cite the hadith which states: “The first thing God inscribed

in the First Book was, ‘1 am God. Thereis no god but Me. My mercy outstrips my wrath.

181 |bid., 129.
182 |bid., 127-8.
18 |pid., 129.
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Thus, whoever says, “There is no god but God and Muhammad is His servant and

messenger,” for him is Heaven.'” %

2.5. Critically Reassessing al-Ghazali’ s Arguments

Al-Ghazalt' s scriptural argument for most of humanity attaining salvation,
directly by way of intercession and indirectly by way of God' s mercy, isarelatively
strong one, though it is not without its faults. In analyzing the hadith about the Muslim
community dividing into over seventy sects, al-Ghazali must take into account ostensibly
contradictory versions of the report (including less popular versions), al of which he
clams to be authentic, in order to support his claims regarding God' s mercy towards all
but the Crypto-infidels. One can imagine al-GhazalT' s exclusivist opponents not finding
this strategy to be particularly convincing, especially when the ostensibly more
‘authentic’ version seems to support their vision.

Another apparent problem is related to al-Ghazali’ s ostensibly unwavering
confidence in the salvation of ‘sincere’ non-Muslims and the means by which thisis said
to occur. Al-GhazalT s assurance is seemingly unwarranted in light of his other views. For
example, in his attempts to emphasi ze God’ s omni potence, he makes a common Ash' arite
argument in lhya' and al-Iqgtisad that God is not bound to reward His obedient servants
and punish those who are disobedient.’® Accordingly, one would be unable to make any
sort of confident assessment regarding God' s decisions on the Day of Judgment.

Nevertheless, given what we know of al-Ghazal1, it may be safe to assume that he did not

% 1pid., 129.
18 Al-Ghazali, al-Iqgtisad, 157-9; al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:96.
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necessarily believe that God would actually punish His obedient servants. (On the other
hand, the rewarding of the disobedient would not be problematic, given a-Ghazalt's
belief in intercession). Perhaps, then, al-Ghazalt s statements in Faysa/ al-tafrigah may
be read as an example of what Claud Field describes as being one of his distinguishing
characteristics: “[H]e expounds the religious argument from probability.” **® In other
words, athough al-Ghazal1 recognizes that the possibilities are endless with regard to
what God may do, we can think of his confidence as stemming from his belief that it is at
least probable that God will grant salvation to numerous non-Muslims.

Another question that arises from al-Ghazalt' s discussion is, Why did God not
simply guide ‘sincere’ non-Muslims to the Message in the first place? In other words, Is
not the very fact that such individuals were not ‘ properly’ guided an indication of their
position with God? Such a question becomes all the more complicated when we take into
consideration al-Ghazal1' s statements elsewhere. These include: his declarationin al-
Igtisad that it is because of God’ s will that people disobey Him (and, by extension, are
not guided to the Message)'®’; his statementsin Ihya’ about God granting religious
knowledge and guidance to those whom He loves,*®® and how one can only attain eternal
bliss through “knowledge and good deeds,” the former being the only means of
recognizing the proper manner of performing the latter®; and his discussion in Kimiya-i
sa’ adat of how those who are ignorant of God in thislife will be miserable in the

hereafter, and how those who are “blind in thislife will be blind in the hereafter, and will

186 See Claud Field, “Preface,” The Alchemy of Happiness (London: J. Murray, 1909), xiii-xiv (I should
note that the text itself uses Arabic [rather than Roman] numeralsin numbering the pages of the editor’s
introductory remarks).

187 Al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad, 27.

188 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:10ff.

®1bid., 1:16-7.
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stray even more from the right path” (Q. 17:72).**® And finally, unresolved is the
guestion, How would such non-Muslims be tested and judged, if at all, without a
Messenger and a Message in the picture?

Resolving these particular dilemmas would involve making the assumption that
God did not intend for the Message — at least in its ‘pure,” ‘unadulterated’ form —to reach
al who may be considered righteous,*** and that those who are ‘sincere’ but not exposed
to the Message are nevertheless deemed to be aware of God to some extent as aresult of
their natural dispositions. Both assumptions, however, are not without their problems. In
both cases, the question that is then raised is, What exactly is the significance of the
Message? In other words, for all of al-Ghazalt's emphasis on the importance of following
the Prophet, and of maintaining correct belief and a conception of God's nature that is
unproblematic according to Islamic Scripture, his vision of the fate of ‘sincere’ non-
Muslims demonstrates what appears to be atension in his Weltanschauung: The Message
isat once significant and insignificant.

In any case, it is significant that al-Ghazalt’ s ecumenical spirit stems largely from
his emphasis on Divine mercy, as opposed to a pluralistic rereading of 1slamic Scripture.
Absent from hiswritings is the employment of Qur’ anic verses such as the following:
“The Believers, the Jews, the Christians, and the Sabians —whoever believesin God and
the Last Day and does what is good, shall receive their reward from their Lord. They
shall have nothing to fear and they shall not grieve” (2:62). Moreover, his declaration that

all who follow any religion other than Islam are Unbelievers signifies that heis

19 A|-Ghazali, Kimiya-7 sa‘ adat, 106.

191 | nterestingly, such an assumption would appear to be at least somewhat consistent with al-Ghazalt's
statement in the introduction to Ihya': “Traveling along the path to the afterlife is tiresome and
troublesome, with (its) numerous calamities, and with neither guidebook nor companion (to assist you).”
(Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 8)
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advocating anything but perenniaism.'*? Instead, he is essentially interpreting what he
considersto be the only true faith of Islam asislam (submission) so asto beinclusive of
those who, if given the right opportunity, would willfully take the initiative in accepting
the Message brought forth by the Prophet. Otherwise, as he explainsin lhya' (in Kitab
gawa'id al-‘aga’id):

[God] sent the unlettered (ummi) Qurayshite prophet Muhammad with His
Message to al Arabs and non-Arabs, to Jinn and humans. And by his law
(shar*ah), He abrogated all other laws except for whatever He confirmed from
among them. And He preferred [Muhammad] over all other prophets and made
him master of humanity. And He made faith in the attestation (shahadah) of the
Unity of God (Tawhid) (and it is the statement ‘there is no god but God’)
imperfect (if) the attestation of the Messenger (and it is [the] statement
‘Muhammad is the Messenger of God”) is not conjoined to it. And He obligated
humanity to believein al that (the Messenger) related regarding matters of this
world and the Hereafter.” 1%

| should pause here to note that there is nothing unique about the notion that those
not exposed to the Message will be forgiven for not believing init. The *high’ view of

Revelation adopted by many Ash'arites entailed the belief that such individuals were

192 Thus, it should come as no surprise that at the very conclusion of Ihya’, al-Ghazil cites and
demonstrates hisimplicit approval of the following hadith: “Whenever a Muslim male dies, God the
Exalted consigns a Jew or a Christian to Hell in hisplace.” (Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 4:498)
Interestingly, such statements did not stop early 20" century Western authors from presenting al-
Ghazalt as a pseudo-Christian. For example, the American missionary Samuel M. Zwemer statesin his
monograph A Moslem Seeker after God: Showing Islam at Its Best in the Life and Teaching of al-Ghazalr,
Mystic and Theologian of the Eleventh Century:
Thereisarea sense in which al-Ghazalt may be used as a schoolmaster to lead Mosdems to
Christ. His books were full of references to the teaching of Christ. He was a true seeker after
God...No one can read the story of al-GhazalT s life, so near and yet so far from the Kingdom of
God, eager to enter and yet always groping for the doorway, without fervently wishing that al-
Ghazalt could have met atrue ambassador of Christ. Then surely this great champion of the
Moslem faith would have become an apostle of Christianity in his own day and generation. By
striving to understand al-Ghazalt we may at least better fit ourselvesto help those who, like him,
are earnest seekers after God amid the twilight shadows of 1slam. See Samuel M. Zwemer, A
Moslem Seeker after God (New Y ork: Fleming H. Revell, 1920), 12-3 (quoted in Ebrahim Moosa,
Ghazalr and the Poetics of Imagination [Chapel Hill and London: The University of North
Carolina Press, 2005]), 17.
198 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:84-5.
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candidates for salvation because of the fact that they were under no obligation to know
God's law.™*

At any rate, it is significant that he only explicitly mentions Byzantine Christians
and Turks residing outside Muslim lands (during his time) as being recipients of Divine
mercy as adispensation for not being ‘ properly’ exposed to the Message. One can only
wonder, might al-Ghazal1 have somehow had a meaningful encounter with a Byzantine
Christian monk, for example, during his travels? And which Turks did he have in mind?
Is he including here the remote Turkish tribes who, as noted, worship “animate objects of
physical beauty” and who arethus ‘veiled’ from God by ‘mixed light and darkness’ ?

More importantly, the implication of the above is that, at least to the mind of a-
Ghazali, non-Muslims living in the Muslim world must have been adequately exposed to
the ‘true’ nature of the Prophet.

One can only wonder how accurate such an assessment would be, given what one
would expect of the intensity of polemical discourse produced by a non-Muslim minority
community directed against the Muslim majority. Whileit is certain that many non-
Muslims living in predominately Muslim lands must have qualified as having been
‘properly’ exposed to the Message, it is not inconceivable that others never were. It is
certainly possible that non-Muslims residing in relatively isolated communities within

these regions habitually heard that the Prophet was an arch-liar, hence the unlikelihood of

19 Winter, “The Last Trump Card,” 149. Thus, in referring to the position maintained by ‘ Abd al-Qahir al-

Baghdadi (d. 429/1037), an Ash'arite contemporary of al-Juwayni, Winter describes the logical conclusion

of this being that those
who infer the unity and justice of God but are ignorant of revealed law ‘have the status of
Musglims' and can achieve success in the next world. Those who die in a condition of unbelief
(kufr) because of afailure to make this deduction may expect neither reward nor punishment,
although God may admit them to Paradise ‘through His sheer grace, not asareward,’ just as[He]
does for children who die before maturity. (Winter, “The Last Trump Card,” 148; cf. ‘Abd al-
Qahir al-Baghdadi, Usil al-dm, 263).
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being exposed in any meaningful way to Muslim claims of the Prophet’s miracles. As
Albert Hourani explains:

However easy and close relations between Muslims, Jews, and Christians might

be, there remained a gulf of ignorance and prejudice between them. They

worshipped separately and had their own high places of worship and pilgrimage:

Jerusalem for the Jews, another Jerusalem for Christians, and local shrines of

saints.'*®

Nevertheless, al-Ghazal1 |eads us to assume that non-Muslims * properly’ exposed
to the Message must be significantly worse in the eyes of God than most other non-
Muslims — an inference that would certainly be difficult for anyone to demonstrate.

Moreover, al-Ghazal1' s framework appears to contain a problematic double
standard. As noted, al-Ghazal criticizes non-Muslims who reject the Message due to
their blind adherence to authority (taglid). Nevertheless, in Ihya’ (in Kitab gawa'id al-
‘aga’id), he seems to contradict this sentiment by stating that if onewereraised in a
household which adhered to the Message, and if he/she simply adhered to this belief
without any investigation or contemplation (because of blind adherence to authority),
then he/she would be saved in the Hereafter, for “the Law (al-shar’) did not obligate the
uncivilized Bedouins (to do) anything more than maintain firm faith in the literal
meaning of [the articles of faith].”**® Later in Ihy@ (in Kitab sharh ‘aja’ib al-qalb), al-
Ghazal1 states:

The hearts of Jews and Christians are aso assured by what they hear from their

fathers and mothers; however, they believe in that which is erroneous (simply)
because error was presented to them. Muslims (on the other hand) believe in that

195 See Albert Hourani, A History of the Arab Peoples (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard

University Press, 1991), 188. Hourani goes on to note that the
differences may have been greater in the cities than in the countryside, however. Communities
dwelling close to each other, in particular in regions where the hand of the urban government was
not felt directly, might live in a close symbiosis based upon mutual need, or common obedience
and loyalty to alocal lord. (Ibid.)

1% Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:87.
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which istrue, not because of their examination (into the matter), but because the
true word was presented to them.**’

That al-Ghazalt s paradigm leads to the conclusion that ssmply being raised in a
non-Muslim household is therefore, practically-speaking, disadvantageous is something
that is not thoroughly addressed.*® One could argue that God' s guidance or misguidance
is manifested through the religious orientations of parents and households. But what does
that tell us about ‘sincere’ non-Muslims? We therefore find ourselves asking afamiliar
guestion: Why did God not simply guide all ‘sincere’ non-Muslims to the Message in the
first place?

Confusion also arises when we compare al-GhazalT' s analysis of non-Muslim
motivations to embrace, regject, or ponder belief in God, and the Last Day, with his
response to the Mu' tazilite doctrine of al-husn wa al-qubh al-*agliyan, or the intellect’s
ability to comprehend the goodness or detestability of a particular act, independent of
Reveation. Thisisfound in his voluminous work al-Mustasfa min ‘ilmal-usil (The
Essentials of Lega Theory).’® Here, al-Ghazal1 states that all moral judgments that are
not based on Scripture are affected by subjective biases and preferences. Moreover,

following in the footsteps of a-Juwayni*® and other Ash‘ arites,?™ he argues that there

97 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 3:16.

1% Also disadvantageous according to this model would simply be being raised speaking Hebrew, for
example, instead of Arabic.

199 This work was composed relatively late in al-Ghazali’s life (in 503/1109). (Al-* Uthman, Srat al-
Ghazilz, 205)

20 See |mam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni, Kitab al-irshad ila gawati al-adillah fi usil al-i'tiqad, Eds.
Muhammad Yusuf Masa and *AlT A. *Abd al-Hamid (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1950), 258ff. This point
is also noted by Jackson. See Sherman A. Jackson, “The Alchemy of Domination? Some Ash‘arite
Responses to Mu'tazilite Ethics,” International Journal of Middle East Studies (31) 1999, 190, 199.

2% According to A. Kevin Reinhart, the idea that no moral assessment can be made in the absence of
Revelation was maintained by, among others, al-Ash'art (d. 324/935) himself, al-Baqillant (d. 403/1013),
and Aba Nasr al-Qushayri (d. 514/1120). See A. Kevin Reinhart, Before Revelation: the boundaries of
Muslim moral thought (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New Y ork Press, 1995), 25-6.
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areno intelligible moral essences as the Baghdadi Mu* tazilites had argued.?** For
example, if one argues that killing isinherently evil, then would it not be problematic to
justify execution as a consequence for certain crimes? If one argues that lying is
inherently evil, how could one justify alie that saved the Prophet’ s life? Furthermore, the
argument that humans have a priori knowledge of good and evil isweak, he argues,
given the widespread disagreement that exists among intellectuals over numerous moral
issues. Even in the case of those issues for which there is widespread agreement, it can
hardly be said that there is only one explanation for this agreement, as moral convictions
are based on considerations that vary significantly from person to person. In the final
anaysis, al-Ghazali states that there are two explanations for moral action: religious
devotion (al-tadayyun bi al-shara’i‘) and self-interest (al-aghrad).?®® As Sherman
Jackson observes, a-Ghazalt' s ‘ seminal contribution” was his redirection of “ethical
discourse away from ontology toward psychology” such that later Ash' arites would
conceive of the appetitive self (al-tab ‘), rather than the intellect (al-‘aql), as being “the
instrument of moral judgment.”?**

While this discussion may help usto understand al-Ghazalt' s linking of
punishment with the denial of the Message of Islam once it has been conveyed, a problem
arises when one considers the case of a non-Muslim not exposed to the Message who
denies the existence of God and/or the Last Day: Based on al-Ghazalt' s dismissal of the
intellect as a source of moral truths, he appears at first glance to be inconsistent in his

insistence that all must —as amora matter — believe in God and the Last Day. Despite al-

22 | nterestingly, while al-GhazalT composes an entire chapter (in Ihya') on thanking God, he also argues
that the act of thanking God “is not an absolute good.” (Reinhart, Before Revelation, 119)

23 A|-Ghazali, al-Mustas/a, 1:112-19; Jackson, “The Alchemy of Domination?,” 187ff.

204 Jackson, “The Alchemy of Domination?,” 190-1.
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Ghazalt' s emphasis on psychology (as demonstrated in al-Mustagfa), and his
observations on the manner in which humans tend to adopt the very core beliefs with
which they are raised (as found in al-Mungidh min al-dal/al), according to al-Ghazali's
framework, theintellect is still expected to play an important rolein arriving at a baseline
belief. Thisisto be contrasted with al-GhazalT s declaration el sewhere that, in the
absence of Revelation, one should not be expected to either truly know God or thank
Him.?*® One could admittedly argue that it is precisely because of an emphasis on
psychology that al-Ghazali expected belief in God and the Last Day to be a bare
minimum. Nevertheless, it is aso precisely because of this emphasis that one could
potentially argue that thanking God should also be expected (which the Mu*tazilites are
known for having argued, but for different reasons).
This apparent dilemma can be at |east partially resolved by recalling al-Ghazalt' s
view of the natural disposition (al-fitrah). As he elaboratesin Ihya’ (in Kitab al-‘ilm):
God states, “And [remember] when your Lord brought forth from the loins of the
Children of Adam their posterity and made them testify against themselves. [God
said]: ‘Am | not your Lord? They said: ‘Yes (Q. 7:172). [And] God states, “1f
you ask them who created them, they will say God” (Q. 43: 87). This means that
if they consider their state, their souls and their inner selves they will testify
regarding ‘the natural disposition according to which God fashioned humankind.’
(Q. 30:30). That isto say that every human (adami) is endowed (futira) with faith
in God the Exalted.”®
Thus, to the mind of al-Ghazali, belief in God is a serious matter that defines the
very nature of humanity. This helpsto explain why, as noted, al-Ghazali views atheists as
being the lowest of the low, being veiled from God by ‘ pure darkness' due to their

naturalist and/or egoistic worldview. And even though al-Ghazal1 puts forth various

arguments for God’ s existence, after al is said and done, no proofs are necessary, he

25 A|-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad, 157-8; Al-Ghazali, al-Mustagf/a, 1:120.
26 A|-Ghazali, hya’, 1:80.



argues, given the reality described by Qur’ anic statements such as those quoted in the
preceding paragraph.”®’

Unresolved, then, is the question, What about belief in the Last Day? Is that too
an intrinsic part of humanity? Why should humanity be expected to believeinit? It is not
inconceivable that al-Ghazalt would assume that all of humanity must have at some point
heard about the Last Day in some way or another. Thus, given the psychological
motivations described above, a-Ghazalt believed that the cautious would choose to
preparefor it. This, however, does not fully explain why anyone would be motivated to
believe sincerely in it. Further complicating mattersis a-Ghazalt' s statement in lhya' that
anew Muslim who has not yet been informed about the afterlife should be told about it
so that he/she may believein it.2®® How, then, could all those who have never been
exposed to the Message in the first place be expected to believe in the Last Day?

Another apparent problem arises when we consider that, according to al-Ghazali
(in Kitab al-‘ilmof Ihya’), the Trinitarianism adopted by Christians does not qualify as

Tawhid.?®

Thus, if Trinitarianism does not constitute an ‘adequate’ belief in one God, is
not al-Ghazal1 being inconsistent in speaking of the salvation of the overwhelming
majority of Christians not exposed to the Message, particularly those of Byzantium and
other lands that “lie far beyond the lands of Islam”?

That al-Ghazalt s writings appear at times to be disharmonious is to be at least
partially expected on account of the fact that he was writing to different audiences and

had to negotiate between a variety of competing notions. This observation is perhaps best

captured by T. J. Gianotti, who states:

27 pid., 1:97.
28 1pjd., 1:19.
29 1pjd., 1:35.
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[A] basic problem that every student of a-Ghazalt must ultimately face [is] the
characteristically varied and sometimes conflicting content one findsin al-
Ghazalt swritings. Thisis further complicated by al-Ghazali’ s employment of a
wide variety of genres and techniques, from dogmatic explications and allegorical
representations (intended for the generality of believers) to brief flashings of
mystical disclosure (intended for a more restricted, more advanced audience).

210
Leaving aside such considerations, one can only wonder how different al-
Ghazal1’ s discussion would be were he alive today, especially in light of his assertion that
most of humanity is Heaven-bound. For example, in stating that one would be taken to
account if he/she heard about the Prophet and his miracles, and then turned away fromit,
ignored it, failed to investigate it, refused to ponder it, and took no initiative to confirmit,
al-Ghazali makes his medieval context quite apparent. For, in a post-Enlightenment
secular society, it may be argued that a general apathy with regard to religion has
become, at |least for many, the norm rather than the exception. And what of the many who
have no faith in God given the popul arization of theories that challenge some of the very
arguments put forth by al-Ghazal1? For example, Darwinian evolution has stood as a
formidable challenge to the teleological argument, and Western philosophers have
produced popular counter-arguments to ‘ Pascal’s Wager.’ ! Moreover, as we proceed

through the ‘information age’ we find that more and more people now have the potential

to be ‘properly’ exposed to the Message (without necessarily being exposed to the

210 gee Timothy J. Gianotti, Al-Ghazil ' s Unspeakable Doctrine of the Soul: Unveiling the Esoteric
Psychology and Eschatology of the Ihya' (Leiden; Boston; Koln: Brill, 2001), 19-20. As Gianotti notes, that
al-Ghazalt' s writings considered collectively are not uniform is something that was recognized by medieval
Muslim scholars, including the Andalusians Ibn Rushd (d. 1198 CE) and Ibn Tufayl (d. 1185 CE) (Ibid.,
19-20).

Ebrahim Moosa interprets al-Ghazalt' s apparent inconsistencies more optimistically, stating that
al-Ghazalt was working “within a maelstrom” and was thus “forced to negotiate multiple antithetical
positions. And if he appears tentative and undecided from time to time, it suggests that he did not entirely
subscribe to a totalitarian epistemology, but one that was partly open to reconstruction.” (Moosa, Ghazalr,
140)

21 For example, thereisthe  Atheist’s Wager,” arelatively popular philosophical argument which
maintains that if God truly is benevolent, the most prudent decision one could make would beto livea
meaningful and virtuous life without necessarily worrying about God's existence, for God could not then
punish one who was morally upright.
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cultural and political dominance of Islam). Y et, Islam remains a minority religion.
Accordingly, most of humanity would be Hell-bound based on a-Ghazalt’ s medieval
criterion.

Perhaps because al-Ghazali was living in atime in which Islam had succeeded in
converting the majority of the population living in the ‘ Abode of Islam,” he failed to
either appreciate or articulate the true extent to which the dominant culture, aswell as
political power and authority, influence the phenomena of religious conversion and belief
formation. (As Emile Durkheim once observed, “Religion is an eminently social
thing”).?*? Otherwise, according to al-GhazalT' s framework, simple knowledge of the

M essage becomes potentially dangerous.*

2.7. The Purpose(s) and Duration of Punishment in Hell

So much for salvation on the Last Day. What then can be said of Hell’s
inhabitants? What is the purpose and duration of their punishment? Do they have any
hope of eventually attaining salvation? Interestingly, in at least one of hisworks, the
treatise al-Maqsad al-asna fi sharh asma’ Allah al-husna (The Noblest Aimin
Explaining the Ninety-Nine Most Beautiful Names of God),?** al-Ghazali makes

statements which, at first blush, seem to point towards the eventual salvation of all.

%12 See Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields (New York: The
Free Press, 1995), 9.

23 The notion that some forms of knowledge are potentially dangerousis, in point of fact, explicitly
espoused by al-Ghazali in the context of Mudlim scholars: “Knowledge. .. either destroys [its possessor]
eternally or grants him/her eternal life. For this reason, the Prophet* said, ‘ The person who will be most
severely punished on the Day of Resurrection will be alearned person whose knowledge God has not made
useful.”” (Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, 1:47)

24 This work was composed sometime from 490-5/1097-1102. (Al-* Uthman, Srat al-Ghazal7, 204)
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In his explanation of the Divine names al-Rahman (the Compassionate) and al-
Rahim (the Caring), we find arelevant discussion on the purpose of Divine punishment —
adiscussion incidentally not found in his teacher a-Juwayni’ s discussion of those same
names.”* Al-GhazalT' s approach is to say that compassion and punishment may be
reconciled if we think of asmall child who isill: Though hisher mother may prohibit
him/her from being cupped due to her apparent compassion, it is actually the father’s
decision to have the child cupped that is more prudent and thus most compassionate.
Similarly, God is most caring and seeks what is best for those upon whom He bestows
mercy. And “thereis no evil (sharr) in existence but that it has good (khayr) within it” —
even if that good is not apparent. For example, he states, the amputation of a corroded
hand appearsto be an evil act, but isin reality extremely beneficia for the well-being of
the body. Otherwise, the whole body would become ruined.**®

Thus, according to al-Ghazal1, one must not confuse objectives: In the above
example, the preservation of the well-being of the body is the essential concern, while the
amputation itself is ssimply the means of achieving that end. It isin this context that al-
Ghazal1 quotes the hadith which states, “My mercy outstrips my wrath.” As a-Ghazalt
explains, God' swrath is Hiswill (iradah) for evil (sharr), while His compassion is His
will for good (khayr). Nevertheless, while He wills good for the sake of good, He wills
evil for the sake of the good within it. In thislight, thereis nothing in that which is either
good or evil that negates the reality of God's compassion.

But what if one does not see the good within an evil act? Moreover, oneis

tempted to ask the classic philosophica question, Could not al good have been

25 Al-Juwayni, Kitab al-Irshad, 145.
418 See al-Ghazali, al-Maqsad al-asna fi sharh asma’ Allah al-husna, ed. Muhammad ‘Uthman al-K hosht
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Qur’an, 1985), 62.
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obtainable without the presence of evil? Asfor the first question, al-Ghazal1 states that
such istheresult of the intellect’s limitations. These same limitations lead a child to see
cupping as evil, and lead an ignoramus to see retaliatory execution (al-gatl qisasan) as
‘pure evil,” whereasin redlity, both are ‘pure good.” Thus, the intellect often fails to
recognize the general good associated with a specific evil. Asfor the second question, al-
Ghazal1 implores the holder of such aview not to think that all that is concelvableis
indeed actually possible, and not to doubt God’ s compassion.?*’

While a-Ghazali makesit clear that God’ s wrath is actually full of compassion,
and that it serves as a ‘treatment,’ the question becomes, What if Hell’ sinhabitants are
completely ‘treated’ and ‘cleansed’ of al their personal ills? What if they are no longer
evil in any way? Why should they continue to suffer? Where is the compassion in that?
Thus, to my mind, there are at |east three possible explanations that would help oneto
make sense of a-GhazalT' s statements in al-Maqgsad: he believed that al would
eventualy be relieved of their punishment somehow (even if some remained in Hell,
albeit without punishment); he thought that Hell’ s inhabitants would perish and cease to
exist after their treatment was compl ete; or he held that those among Hell’ s inhabitants
who would remain in Hell to be punished forever were beyond repair (with no ‘treatment’
possible), and that the notion of God’s mercy outweighing His wrath is not absolute and
inclusive of al of God'’s creation (as indeed the hadith cited above from which this notion
isderived could be read in reference to Believers only). In light of the available evidence,
it isthe latter that appears to be the most logica possibility, as we would expect a-
Ghazal1 to present hisjustification for either one of the first two possibilities were he to

go against the popular Ash'arite belief of an eternal Hell and punishment. Furthermore,

A7 Al-Ghazali, al-Magsad, 62-3.
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he frequently refers to Unbelievers remaining in Hell ‘forever’ (‘ala al-ta’ bid), and since
al-Ghazal1 gives no indication otherwise, we have no reason to assume that expressions
such as*ala al-ta’ bid mean anything other than ‘forever,” which is the more common
understanding in Muslim theological discourse.

Confirmation of this supposition isto befound in lhya’ in Kitab al-tawbah,*®
where al-Ghazalt speaks of four groups of peoplein the afterlife: “those who will perish”
(al-halikizn); “those who will be punished” (al-mu‘adhdhabizn); “those who will attain
salvation” (al-najan); and “those who will [not only attain salvation but will also] have
accomplished (true) success’ (al-fa’izin). Relevant for our purposes are the first two
groups. According to al-Ghazali, the first group, i.e. “those who will perish,” will be
forever deprived of God’ s compassion, and will be unhappy, since “happinessin the
afterlifeis (the result of) nearness to God.” % They include “Unbelievers (al-jahidiin) and
those who have turned away (from faith) (al-mu’ ridizn) and devoted themselves to this
life, disbelieving in God, His Prophets, and His Books.”*® According to al-Ghazali, the
pieces of evidence from the Qur’ an and Sunnah regarding their destruction are too
numerous to cite. Thus, ontological Unbelief (Kufr) is seen as only leading to destruction,
despite the fact that al-Ghazalt himself recognizes the existence of different levels of
Unbelief.?* Furthermore, al-GhazalT statesin Faysal al-tafrigah that destruction awaits

the Unbelievers “whom there is no hope of reforming. For no good can be expected of

218 A|-Ghazali, lhya', 4:22-9.

29 hid., 4:24. A similar statement may be found in Kimiya-7 sa adat. (Al-Ghazali, Kimiya-7 Sa‘ adat, 791-
2)

20 Al-Ghazali, lhya', 4:24.

21 Al-Ghazali, al-Mustasfa, 1:171-4. As he notes, for example, there is a difference between an Unbeliever
(kafir) who kills prophets and saints and fornicates and one who simply lives an uneventful, day-to-day life.
(Ibid., 171-3)
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[them] after [they perish].”??* Asfor the second group, “those who will be punished,”
they include transgressors with aminimal level of faith. They will eventually be taken out
of Hellfire after spending a certain amount of time there.”® As al-Ghazali explains
elsawhere (in lhya' in Kitab gawa‘id al-‘aqga’id), one should believe that “ (true)
monotheists (al-muwahiidin) will be taken out of Hellfire after vengeance has been
obtained, until, by the grace of God the Exalted, no (true) monotheist will remain in Hell
(Jahannam).” %4

Given a-GhazalT s distinction between those who will remain eternally in Hell
and those whose stay istemporal, it may be safe to assume that his discussion in al-
Magqsad of punishment being a correctiveis only in reference to “those who will be
punished” (al-mu’‘ adhdhabizn). “Those who will perish” (al-halikizn), on the other hand,
have, by al-Ghazalt' s standard, forever disqualified themselves from benefiting from
Divine compassion.?”®> Accordingly, the greater good inherent in eternal punishment isto

be found in establishing God' s justice and omnipotence, as opposed to benefiting the

recipient of that punishment.

3. Excursus. Beyond al-Ghazali: Shah Wali Allah as an Example of Convergent
Evolution?

222 \|-Ghazali, Boundaries, 127.

23 According to al-Ghazali, this could last between a single moment and 7,000 years. (Al-Ghazali, Ihya’,
4:26)

24 Al-Ghazali, Ihya', 1:86. A variation of this quote may be found elsewhere, including Kitab al-tawbah.
(Ibid., 4:28)

2 In light of the confusion associated with this discussion on punishment, one is reminded of al-Ghazalt's
wordsin al-lqtisad: “[Most mistakes] are the result of errors derived in the quest for the meanings of
phrases.” (Al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad, 24)
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A critical analysis of a-Ghazal1' s soteriological views may lead one to probe
further to seeif prominent theologians not directly influenced by al-Ghazal1 (at |east
regarding the issue at hand), living in significantly different contexts arrived at similar
conclusions. If so, then this may serve as indirect support for al-Ghazalt s reading of
Scripture. We now examine the case of one prominent scholar who, seemingly
independently, arrived at conclusions that are to some extent comparable to those of al-
Ghazali.

Qutb al-Din Ahmad Abt al-Fayyad, more commonly known as Shah Wal1 Allah
al-Dihlawi (d. 1176/1762), was a prominent Indian reformer, theologian, and traditionist,
and iswidely considered the founder of Indian Islamic modernism. He was trained in the
traditional and rational Islamic sciences by his father, and succeeded the latter as
principle of the Madrasah Rahimiyyah at Delhi. Besides trandlating the Qur’ an into
Persian, he authored over 40 works and was known for his conciliatory doctrine, which
was applied to various tensions, including that between dogmatic theology and Sufism.
His magnum opus was Hujjat Allah al-balighah (The Conclusive Argument from
God)?®, which deals with the ‘ secrets of religion’ (asrar al-din), metaphysics, politics,
finance, and political economy, and which promulgates his theory of “fakk kull nizam
(down with all systems!).”?*” Relevant for our purposes is awork written later in his ife,
his treatise al-Budiir al-bazighah (Full Moon Appearing on the Horizon)?®. Thisisa

work on ‘ilm al-asrar, which deals with the realities and secrets of Sufism (tasawwuy).

6 Thisis the translation adopted by M. K. Hermansen in The Conclusive Argument from God: Shah Wal7
Allah of Delhi’ s Hujjat Allah al-Baligha (Leiden; New York: E. J. Brill, 1996).

27 see A, S. Bazmee Ansari, “a-Dihlawi, Shah Walt Allah,” The Encyclopedia of Islam: New Edition, Vol.
2 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1965), 254.

28 Thisis the translation adopted by J. M. S. Baljon. See Shah Walt Allaha-Dihlawi, Full Moon
Appearing on the Horizon (al-Budir al-bazighah), trans. J. M. S. Baljon (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf,
1990).
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Both al-Ghazali and Shah Wal1 Allah reached conclusions that are somewhat
similar regarding the fate of those non-Muslims who were not ‘ adequately’ exposed to
the Message of Islam — a fact that has been recognized by other scholars.??® This, despite
the fact that Shah Wal1 Allah neither cites nor sponsors al-Ghazali’ s opinion in presenting
his own soteriological views, and despite the significant differences in both scholars
backgrounds and hermeneutic strategies. And while Shah Walt Allah is also associated

230 the differences between the two

with the ever-broad Ash' arite school of thought,
regarding the issue at hand are significant enough for us to rule out any direct influence
by a-Ghazali. As such, to my mind, both seem to represent an example of convergent,
rather than divergent, evolution.

Briefly surveying Shah Walt Allah’s discussion in al-Budir, we find that, in
discussing the fate of humanity, Shah Wali Allah categorizes people into three groups:
‘Companions of the Right’ (sa@hib al-yamin), ‘ Companions of the Limbo’ (sakib al-
a‘raf), " and * Companions of the Left’ (szkib al-shimal). While the ‘ Companions of the
Right’ include Believers of various degrees who will ultimately find their way to Heaven,
the * Companions of the Left’ include Unbelievers and Hypocrites (mundafigin) who will
be eternally damned to Hell.?*?> And in between are the * Companions of the Limbo.’

The notion of the Limbo is based on a Qur’ anic reference to the *Heights':

Between [the people of Heaven and the people of Hell] isaveil, and on the

Heights (al-a'raf) [separating Heaven and Hell] are men who know everyone by

his mark. And they will call out to the people of Paradise: “ Peace be upon you.”
That is before they enter it, though they hope to do so. And when their eyes are

29 \\inter, “The Last Trump Card,” 150-1.

20 Thisis articulated by Shah Walt Allah himself in hiswork al-Khayr al-kathir. See Hafiz A. Ghaffar
Khan, “Shah Wali Allah,” Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, (London; New Y ork: Routledge, 1998),
8:734.

21| jterally, al-a‘raf meansthe ‘heights.’

%2 Baljon translates munafigin (or, to be exact, munafiq) as ‘ People of little faith’ — ajustified transation
given Shah Wal1 Allah’s full description of them. (Shah Walt Allah, Full Moon, 196)
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turned towards the people of the Fire, they will say: “Lord, do not place us among
the wrongdoing people. (7:46-7)

According to Shah Walt Allah, these are:

(a) people of awicked disposition, ignorant, performing their good deeds aways
perfunctorily, not purposefully; (b) people of a strong disposition, but who did not
receive the opportunity either to devote themselves to God or to the present world,
overcome as they were with [the sleep of] heedl essness (ghaflah).?*®

As Shah Wal1 Allah later elaborates, this group includes people of ‘limited
intelligence,” such as young children, the insane, farmers, and slaves. It also includes

people who have not received the message of Islam at all as, for instance, dwellers
of high and inaccessible mountains. They do not attribute associates to their Lord,
nor do they deny Him or believe in Him. They are like animals who do not
concentrate their being upon God...[T]hey are merely interested in things by
which profit isgained. And if they receive the message of Islam, they do not
derive benefit from it on account of their stupidity. They are like people who
neither understand the language nor the argument of 1slam. Or they grow up
without paying attention to reflection [upon religious values]. They only learn that
Muslims are people whose turbans are like this and whose shirts are like that, who
eat these things and consider those forbidden [food]. Still, if these people attack
us to capture our country, we have to fight them, notwithstanding the fact that
they do not associate anyone with God. They behave like animals, though they
have a sound mental disposition.?*

In light of their ‘earnestness,” aswell as God's mercy and justice, Shah Wal1
Allah asserts (without further elaboration) that these people will al be admitted into
Heaven.”

In comparing Shah Walt Allah and al-Ghazali, it is obvious that both were aware
that the environment in which oneis raised affects the probability that he/she will ever
embrace ISlam. And even though there is good reason to believe that both were deriving
conclusions based on their reading of Scripture (even though both selectively cite from it

to support their specific suppositions), there is a certain extent to which one imagines that

238 ghah Wal1 Allah, Full Moon, 193-6.
24 1pid., 203.
25 1bid., 203ff.
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their own environments played a crucia rolein their thinking. (Thisis besides the fact
that it isarguably a natural human inclination to find it difficult to believe that God would
punish ‘sincere’ non-coreligionists eternally, especially in those circumstances in which
conversion to the ‘right’ path is ostensibly unrealistic). Indeed, an examination of their
differences seems to bear this out.

For example, Shah Wal1 Allah’s criterion for admission into Heaven does not
require belief in one God and the Last Day. Might this ultimately stem from the fact that
while the communities surrounding al-Ghazali were mostly monotheistic, those
surrounding Shah Wal1 Allah were quite varied (and were more likely to include
polytheistic Hindus, Zoroastrian dualists, and Buddhist polytheists and atheists)? Another
significant differenceis that while al-Ghazali cites Byzantine Christians and Turks living
beyond the lands of Islam as potential candidates for receiving God's mercy, Shah Walt
Allah refersto the “dwellers of high and inaccessible mountains.” Thus, for Shah Wal1
Allah, who lived under Muslim rule but among a Hindu majority, smply residing in the
lands of Islam does not suffice for being taken to account. Finally, another significant
difference isthat while for al-Ghazal1 one cannot be lazy in seeking the truth once he/she
has been adequately exposed to the Message, Shah Wal1 Allah argues that even when one
is exposed to the Message, he/she may be justified in not pursuing the matter further on
account of hig’her ‘stupidity.’

As an aside, one can only wonder why al-Ghazali never refers to the notion of a
limbo in his discussion of the fate of those not ‘ properly’ exposed to the Message.

Indeed, it would seem to resolve the question of how such non-Muslims would be judged

in the afterlife vis-a-vis those ‘ properly’ exposed. It may be that al-Ghazali simply found
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no need to discuss the details, asit were. Or it may be that he did not believe in such a
notion to begin with. (I should note that while the ‘Heights appear to represent alimbo
of sorts, scholars did not reach a consensus on how exactly to interpret these verses).?*®
Thus, we find interesting similarities and differences between two very different
scholarsliving in very different contexts. Both emphasize God’ s compassion towards
certain non-Muslims, yet their respective milieus inform their vision of how such
compassion will actually be demonstrated in the afterlife. Nevertheless, the very fact that

we find corroboration for this kind of Divine compassion despite hermeneutic and

background differences seems only to support al-Ghazali' s general reading of Scripture.

4. Conclusion

In sum, we find that al-GhazalT' s various theologica paradigms, such as Divine
mercy and omnipotence, lead to surface contradictions that are not always easily
resolvable. And even though he rehashes various Ash' arite viewpoints, and speaks of the
kind of Divine compassion that would be recognized by scholars of radically different
backgrounds living in radically different contexts (e.g. Shah Wal1 Allah), it would appear
that al-Ghazal1' s real contribution is most evident in his specific categorization of non-
Muslims, including those not ‘ properly’ exposed to the Message. Finaly, | will conclude

by once again noting that al-Ghazalt discourages the use of ‘formal reasoning’ in trying

%6 \Winter, “The Last Trump Card,” 150. Those in favor of the Limbo interpretation, which would come to
be considered a *legitimate interpretation,” tended to ascribe this view to the Companion Hudhayfah ibn al-
Yaman. The famous exegete al-Tabari stated the following in his commentary on Q. 7:46-7: “ Some say
they are a group of Adam'’ s descendents whose good and evil actions are equivalent, so that they are set in
that place until God decides their fate as He will, and then brings them into Paradise by His goodness and
grace.” (Ibid.)
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to conceptualize issues that are ultimately of the Divine. Aswill become apparent in the

next chapter, that is something that 1bn al-* Arabi would take very serioudly.
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Chapter 3

Ibn al-* Arabi

1. The Life and Times of Ibn al-* Arabi

Abiti Bakr Muhammad ibn ‘Alf ibn al-Hatimi al-Ta’1 al-Andalusi, also know as
Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-* Arabi,?’ or al-Shaykh al-Akbar (d. 638/1240) was one of, if not the,
most prominent Sufi figures of all time. Born in 560/1165 in Spain,>® he was raised in
Seville from the age of eight, and would move throughout Spain and North Africa during
his early life. He enjoyed the company of prominent religious, political, and
philosophical figures, including the philosopher and gadr (judge) 1bn Rushd (d.
595/1198).

At ayoung age, he claimed to have experienced a vision during an illness that
changed hislife and brought him ma'‘rifah (gnosis). He later traveled to Mecca and was
greatly affected by his experience a the Ka'ba. It would be there that in 598/1202 he
would begin to write one of his masterpieces, al-Futithat al-makkiyyah (The Meccan

Revelations), which contains an extensive explanation of his Sufi doctrine. After moving

%7 1n order to avoid confusing him with another Ibn al-* Arabi (Aba Bakr 1bn a-* Arabi), he is often simply
referred to as simply Ibn ‘ Arabi. Nevertheless, his kunya is sometimes given as Aba Bakr, and he refersto
himself as Abt ‘ Abd-Allah.

28 See Muhammad M. al-K hawli, “Mugaddimah,” Muhddarat al-Abrar wa musimarat al-akhyar, ed.
Muhammad M. al-Khawli (Cairo: Dar a-Kitab al-Jadid, 1972), 1:z.
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about, he finally settled in Damascus, where he completed and revised al-Futizhat, and
where he composed his most influential work Fusiis al-hikam (The Seals of Wisdom)®*®
in 630/1232-3, before passing away in 638/1240.2° The latter text is composed of
twenty-eight chapters, twenty-seven of which claim to discern the wisdom in the
teachings of prophets, beginning with Adam and concluding with Muhammad.*** 1bn al-
‘ Arabt makes the claim that this book was dictated to him by the last Prophet in a
dream.?*

Ibn a-* Arabi was, as A. Ates observes, “certainly the most prolific of al Sifi
writers,” with at least 239 works ascribed to him.?*® (There are additional spurious works
ascribed to him, including Tafsir al-Shaykh al-Akbar).?** And though he wrote on a
variety of topics, it ismainly his Sufi writings that have survived — writings that were,
and continue to be, controversial among various orthodox scholars.

Before proceeding to the matter of salvation, | should (briefly) make reference to
Ibn a-* Arabt’ s epistemol ogy and ontology. According to Ibn a-*Arabi, there are three
ways of attaining knowledge: Reason (al-‘agl), Revelation (al-shar‘), and ‘ unveiling’
(kashf), which signifies direct access to the Divine. Each of these threeisto be
considered on its own terms. Thus, in explaining the relationship between the three, he

writes:

%9 Thisis the translation adopted by ‘ Aisha‘ Abd al-Rahman at-Tarjumanain The Seals of Wisdom
(Norwich, England: Diwan Press, 1980).

#0 gee A Ates, “Ibn al-* Arabi,” The Encyclopedia of ISam: New Edition, Vol. 3 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1971),
707-9.

21 Interestingly, Ibn al-* Arabi includes as a prophet Khalid ibn Sinan, who passed away shortly before the
era of Muhammad.

#2 See |bn al- Arabi, Fusis al-hikam, ed. Aba a-* Ala * Afifi (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-* Arabi, 1946), 47.
23 Ates, “Ibn al-* Arabi,” 708. Ates notes here that he probably authored approximately 400 works. Al-
Khawl1 has the number at approximately 289. (Al-Khawl1, “Mugaddimah,” 1:)

24 |t appears that the tafsir was actually the work of * Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashanti, a student of Ibn al-
*ArabT s student al-Qunawi. See Pierre Lory, Les Commentaires Esotériques du Coran d aprés ‘ Abd al-
Razzaq Qashani (Paris. Les Deux Océans, 1980).

79



Revealed religion has a power whose reality does not allow it to be overstepped,
just as reason has such a power...1 live with the present moment. With reason |
deny what reason denies, since then my present moment is reason, but | do not
deny it by unveiling or revealed religion. With revealed religion | deny what
revealed religion denies, since my present moment is revealed religion, but | do
not deny it by unveiling or reason. Asfor unveiling, it denies nothing. On the
contrary, it establishes everything in its proper level .2*

To the mind of Ibn al-* Arabi, humans progress by way of three mgor ‘journeys
(asfar): 1. the *journey’ away from God (al-sayr min Allah), and this occurs when oneis
born into thisworld; 2. the ‘journey’ towards God (al-sayr ila Allah), which occurs under
the supervision of aguide; and 3. the ‘journey’ ‘in’ God (al-sayr 7 Allah) —the only one
of the three journeys which is eternal. Perhaps the most controversial notion derived from
Ibn a-* Arabt’ s teachings was his apparent monism which would come to be called the
doctrine of wahdar al-wujiid (* Oneness of Being').%* It has been argued, however, that
even though Ibn al-* Arabt was claiming that God is‘all,’ thiswas never meant to be
understood in a“pantheistic sense, because God’ s incomparability demands that He
remain infinitely beyond every limitation that defines the things.” %’

In any case, 1bn al-* Arabt would maintain that the path towards understanding
God is most successful when one reflects on His attributes and names, as each nameis
said to have an effect (athar) or property (hukm) which can be perceived within existence
(at least by those endowed with understanding and intuition). And it is precisely this
attempt to analyze all the properties of the Divine names that defines al-Futihat. (And it

can only be an attempt given God's unlimited nature).?*®

#5 See |bn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat al-makkiyyah (Beirut, Dar Sadir, [1968]), 2:605. Also see William C.
Chittick, Imaginal Worlds: Ibn al-* Arabi and the Problem of Religious Diversity (Albany, N.Y.: State
University of New Y ork Press, 1994), 10.

2 Ates, “lbn al-* Arabi,” 710-1.

247 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 169.

28 | bn al-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 4:3. Also see William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-

‘ Arabi’ s Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany, N.Y .: State University of New Y ork Press, 1989), 8ff. As
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What followsis an analysis of Ibn al-‘ Arabi’ s relevant views on salvation, as
deduced from al-Futihat and Fusiis al-hikam. As will become apparent, while Ibn al-
‘ Arabi asserts the superiority of Muhammad’s Message, because of his emphasis on
Divine mercy and nobility, and because of the notion that all paths lead to God, he
attemptsto portray all of humanity, Muslim or otherwise, as ultimately moving towards
happiness, such that even those who are ‘insincere’ may experience at least some level of

contentment while still remaining in Hellfire.

2. Relevant Aspects of 1bn al-* Arabi’ s Writings

2.1. The *Sraight Path’ to God

In relation to the other case studies, Ibn al-* Arabt’ s view of the fate of non-
Muslims has been the most discussed among Western scholars, the most prominent of
whom is William C. Chittick. What has made Ibn al-* Arabt’ s discussion on thisissue
particularly interesting is its uniqueness, which has simultaneously led to admiration and
denigration by other Muslim scholars. As Chittick observes,

[Ibn al-* Arabi] has been perceived with hostility by many Muslim theologians and
jurists...Hethreatens al the easy certainties. Theologians love to establish their
catechisms and creeds, which offer in seemingly unambiguous language a firm
ground on which believers can stand. [Ibn a-* Arabi], in contrast, launches a
massive assault on straightforward assertions.

[Ibn al-* Arabi] does not deny the relative validity and usefulness of
dogma, and he often reaffirms the standard formulations...But, the moment he
begins to meditate on the meanings explicit and implicit in the sources of the
tradition, he destabilizes unreflective minds. All the stark black and white

Chittick observes, “the divine names are the single most important concept to be found in Ibn al-* Arabt’'s
works. Everything divine or cosmic, isrelated back to them.” (Ibid., 10)
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distinctions that are the stock-in-trade of dogma— not to mention ideology — are
shown to beillusory shadows.?*

Ibn a-* Arabt’ s writings were considered radical because of his atypical
conclusions, and yet presumed by many to be in-line with the basic 1slamic message of
the Unity of God (Tawhid). Thisis because of hiswell-known belief that all that is other
than God, including ideas derived from human reason that appear to be on solid ground,
are to be discarded because of their limitations.*° Accordingly, Ibn al-* Arabr statesin
Fusiis al-hikam, " Neither your heart nor your eye ever witnesses anything but the form of
your own belief concerning God.”?** This corroborates his statement in al-Fuzihat that
“[c]reated beings are bound to worship only what they believe regarding the Truth [i.e.
God], so they only worship that which is created.”?>* After al, he notes, “God is the
greatest” and is thus beyond our conceptualizations of Him.?*® These observations lead
Ibn al-* Arabi to boldly proclaim that everyoneis an “idol-worshiper.”** (As will be
made apparent, however, Ibn al-* Arabi isin no way speaking of the same kind of *idol-
worshippers that most have in mind).

In light of these declarations, and in an attempt to demonstrate God’ s mercy, Ibn
al-' Arabi states:

If God were to take people to account for error, He would take every possessor of

abelief to account. Every believer has delimited his Lord with his reason and

consideration and has thereby restricted Him. But nothing is worthy of God
except nondelimitation. “In His hand is the dominion of each thing” (Q. 23:88), so

29 gee William C. Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi: Heir to the Prophets (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 111.

0 pid., 111-2.

%1 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 150; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, Fusiis al-hikam, 121. Thisis notably similar to Ibn al-
‘Arabt’ s statement in al-Futizhat that “ no one has (ever) seen anything except his’her own belief.” (Ibn al-
‘Arabi, al-Futithat, 3:132)

%21 pn al-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 4:386.

>3 I pid., 4:386.

**Ipid., 4:386.
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He delimits, but He does not become delimited. Nevertheless, God pardons
everyone.®®

How, then, does one reach God? The *straight path’ of Isslam? Are there multiple
routes? According to Ibn a-* Arabi, everything ultimately leads to God. Thisincludes all
Divinely revealed religions, aswell as all products of the mind.**® As such, both the
dejected and the fortunate tread on the path to God,?*’ who is ultimately “the only true
and real actor.”?*® This assessment is presumed to be fully in line with the Qur’ anic
declaration that “We belong to God and to Him we shall return” (2:156), as well as
numerous Qur’ anic and Hadith references to God as the Creator of al and the Oneto
whom all matters will return. But even if al paths to God are to be deemed ‘rea’ or
‘true,’ this certainly need not mean that all paths are equally virtuous, lead to what is best
for theindividual, and allow for the attainment of excellence.

As such, 1bn al-* Arabi argues that achieving perfection can only be obtained by
way of theideal ‘Path of Muhammad,” which is derivable from the Qur’anic guidance
given specifically to the Prophet. One step below that isthe ‘straight path’ taught by all
the Prophets. Certainly not included in this category are those followers who follow a
path quite different from the ‘origina’ Message taught by the Prophets. Although Ibn al-
‘Arabi is often portrayed as a soteriological religious pluralist, T. Winter is absolutely
correct when stating that claims of pluralism “need to be tempered by a survey of hisless

[i]renic statements.” %> After all, Ibn al-* Arabt elsewhere deems Christians to be

%5 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 153; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futithat, 3:309.

2% | pn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 3:410.

7 | pid., 3:410.

%8 See Alexander Knysh, “The Realms of Responsibility in Ibn ‘ Arabi’s al-Futuhat al-makkiya,” Journal
of the Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi Society 31 (2002) 93.

%9 gee T. Winter, “The Last Trump Card: Islam and the Supersession of Other Faiths,” Sudiesin
Interreligious Dialogue 9 (1999) 2, 134.
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polytheists (mushrikizn).?®® Indeed, 1bn al-* Arabi was not apluralist, at least in the John
Hick sense. To his mind, even though all paths and mental stateslead to God, it isonly
the way determined by Revelation that may be characterized as felicitous.®*
Accordingly, Ibn a-* Arabi states:

Among the pathsis the path of blessings. It isreferred to in God' swords: “To
every one of you Messengers We have appointed aright way and arevealed law”
(Q. 5:48). The Muhammadan leader chooses the path of Muhammad and leaves
aside the other paths, even though he acknowledges them and has faith in them.
However, he does not make himself a servant except through the path of
Muhammad, nor does he have his followers make themselves servants except
through it. He traces the attributes of all paths back to it, because Muhammad’s
revealed religion is al-inclusive. Hence the property of al the revealed religions
has been transferred to his revealed religion. His revealed religion embraces them,
but they do not embrace it.%%?

In further emphasizing the Prophet’ s significance, he states el sewhere:

God givesto His servants from Himself, and also on the hands of His Messengers.
Asfor what comes to you on the hand of the Messenger, take it without
employing any scale. But as for what comes to you from the hand of God, take it
with ascale. For God isidentical to every giver, but He has forbidden you from
taking every gift. Thus He says, “Whatever the Messenger gives you, take;
whatever he forbids you, forgo” (Q. 59:7). Thus your taking from the Messenger
ismore profitable for you and better able to actualize your felicity.

Y our taking from the Messenger is nondelimited, but your taking from
God is delimited. The Messenger himself is delimited, but taking from him is
nondelimited. God is not delimited by any delimitation, but taking from Him is
delimited. So consider how wonderful this affair is!*®

As such, even though one must look only to God, one must make a distinction
between God’ s ontological will and His deontological will, which can only be determined
by way of Revelation. And even though Islam does not abrogate the truth of the previous

Messengers and revealed religions, it arrives as the supreme faith, and abrogates rulings

20 |hid., 134; cf. 1bn al-* Arabi , Muhddarat al-abrar wa-musamarat al-akhyar fi’l-adabiyat wa’ l-nawadir
wa'’ I-akhbar, 11 (1906), 284; Tadhkirat al-khawass, trans. by Roger Deladriére as Ibn * Arabi: La Profession
de Foi (Tadhkirat al-khawécc wa' agidat ahl al-ikhticac) (Paris: 1978), 274.

L1 pn al-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 2:148.

%2 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 145-6; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futihdat, 3:410.

%63 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 146; cf. |bn a-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 4:186.
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of the previous religious laws,”" thus becoming the path to salvation and perfection for

those who recognizeit for what it is. And if following the Messenger of God leads to

265

perfection, abandoning his path leads to the lowest prospects.”™ (Interestingly, it would

seem that the famous Sufi poet Jalaluddin al-Din Rami [d. 672/1273] adopted the same
line of reasoning — despite John Hick’s portrayal of Rami as areligious pluralist).?° In
fact, Ibn al-* Arabt argues, it is only because Revelation exists in the first place that we
find disbelief in God leading to dejection.?®” Elsewhere, he states, “ Prescription alone

makes the entity of evil manifest from Satan.”*®

2.2. Salvation on the Day of Judgment

%4 1bn al-* Arabi, al-Futithat, 3:153. Ibn al-* Arabi states here that all revealed religions are like lights.

While Idamislikethelight of the sun, all other faiths are like the lights of the stars. As such, with the

appearance of the sun, the lights of the (other) stars disappear, and their lights, if anything, only contribute

to the light of the sun. (Ibid.)

%5 A5 Chittick notes, this imperfection is presumed to develop from the inability of the human to attain the

‘proper balance’ of Divine attributes found in his’/her natural disposition, where mercy reigns supreme over

wrath. (Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 148)

%6 See Muhammad Legenhausen, “Islam and Religious Pluralism,” Al-Tawhid: A Quarterly Journal of

Islamic Thought and Culture, 14, 134ff. Legenhausen goes on to note an incident in which a Christian

named al-Jarrah attempts to justify his adherence to Christianity, only to be rebuked by Rami, who

precedes his declaration of the superiority of following Muhammad by stating:
That is not the action or the words of an intelligent man possessed of sound senses. God gave you
an intelligence of your own other than your father’ sintelligence, a sight of your own other than
your father’s sight, a discrimination of your own. Why do you nullify your sight and your
intelligence, following an intelligence which will destroy you and not guide you? (1bid.; cf.
Jalaluddin al-Din Rami, Discourses of Rumi, trans. Arthur J. Arberry [Richmond: Curzon, 1993],
135ff.)

%7 | bn al-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 2:248. In explaining and assessing the multiplicity of religions and

worldviews, |bn al-* Arabi states:
God entrusts His affair to them in speech. Hence their utterances about Him become diverse. Then
God explains to them His actual situation on the tongue of His [M]essengers so that He will have
an argument against those who contradict His speech and who say about Him things that oppose
what He has said about Himself. Once the utterances are diverse, He discloses Himself to the
possessor of each utterance in accordance with or in the form of his utterance. The reason for this
isthat He has entrusted His affair to them, for He has bestowed upon them rational faculties and
powers of reflection. (Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 150; cf. 1bn al-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 4:100)

%% |on al-* Arabt, al-Futiihat, 4:223.
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The next question becomes, How does al this relate to the salvation of those who
do not adhere to Muhammad’s Message? Ibn al-* Arabi certainly does speak of
responsibility and consequences, i.e. Heaven and Hell, whereby the former is the abode
of righteous Believers (i.e. al-mukallafin, or “those burdened with Divine Command or
those for whom the Divine Law is prescribed” ), and the latter is the destination of
those who turn their backs on God’s Message. But what of those who do not recognize
the very best of what God provides, i.e. His Message, as such? And what of those who
are simply not convinced of the proofs provided by His Messengers? Like al-Ghazali, 1bn
al-* Arabt does not conceive of the supremacy of Muhammad’s Message as being a
justification for the eternal damnation of ‘sincere’ non-Muslims. Thus, invoking atheme
that is oft-repeated in his discussion on salvation, namely mercy, he states.

God says, “We do not punish until We send aMessenger” (Q. 17:15). Note that

He did not say, “until We send forth a person.” Hence the Message of the one

who is sent must be established for the one to whom it is directed. There must be

clear and manifest proofs established for each person to whom the Messenger is
sent, for many asign [ayah] has within it obscurity or equivocality such that some
people do not perceive what it proves. The clarity of the proof must be such that it
establishes the person’s Messengerhood for each person to whom heis sent. Only
then, if the person refuses it, will he be taken to account. Hence, this verse has
within it atremendous mercy, because of the diversity of human dispositions that
lead to adiversity of views. He who knows the all-inclusiveness of the Divine
mercy, which God reports, “encompasses al things’ (Q. 7:156), knows that God

did this only because of mercy toward His servants.*"

As such, those who can recognize that Muhammad was indeed a Messenger of
God, and yet choose to reject his Message, will be punished, while those who sincerely

do not find Muhammad’s Message convincing may still be considered among those who

submit to God. This perhaps helps to explain why in referring to the Qur’ anic statement,

29 K nysh, “Realms,” 87.
210 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 156-7; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 3:469.
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“The [trug] religion (al-din) with God is‘Idlam’ (al-islam)” (3:19), Ibn al-* Arabi states
that what is meant by islamis the general notion of ‘submission’ (ingiyad).?"*

The notion that ‘earnest’ individuals who are not convinced by the ‘ proofs’ of the
Messengers will be spared from God’ s chastisement atogether is not without its
problems. For example, one question that naturally arisesis, Does thisindicate a
weakness in such individuals or aweaknessin the ‘ proofs ? Moreover, as noted, 1bn al-
‘Arabi justifies this position by citing Q. 17:15, which speaks of God only punishing
those who have received a Messenger —which, in light of the Arabic phrasing,?”> many
have argued to be areference to punishment in thislife—, and Q. 7:156, which speaks of
God' s mercy encompassing al things. With such limited Qur’ anic references, 1bn al-
‘Arabi, like a-Ghazal1, appears to engage in hermeneutics in a manner that demonstrates
an independent component, and is thus unlikely to convince the skeptic — unless one
accepts Ibn al-* Arabt’ s presumed special connection to the Divine.

Ibn a-* Arabi is on firmer Scriptural ground when discussing the fate of those who
lived during the ‘gaps’ between Prophets, children, and the insane. Ibn a-* Arabi states
that, in light of what is reported in the Hadith literature, they will be distinguished from
the rest of humanity, and will be assigned a Messenger (on the * Day of Resurrection’)
who will test them by commanding them to enter afire. Thistest will be a confirmation

of God' sjusticeto His creation. Those who obey will find the fire to be coal, just as

Abraham found his fire to be cool, and they will be sent to Heaven. Those who disobey

2™ 1pn al-* Arabi, Fusis al-hikam, 95.
22 «\We do not punish” (wa ma kunna mu‘ adhdhibin) could also be translated as “We did not punish.”
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will enter Hellfire.”™” (This notion of the Messenger-of-Resurrection is examined in the

next chapter in light of 1bn Taymiyyah's writings on the matter).

2.3. The Fate of Hedll’' s Inhabitants

Asfor those who are ‘insincere’ and completely fail either the test of thislife or
that of the Resurrection, make no mistake, Ibn al-* Arabt sHell isan eternal Hell —even if
not everyone who entersit will remain in it eternaly. And the four groups of sinners
(mujrimin) who will forever remain in Hell (and are thus considered the * People of the
Hellfire who areits [true] inhabitants’ [ahl al-nar alladhina hum ahluha]) are: the
arrogant (al-mutakabbirizn), polytheists (al-mushrikizn), atheists (al-mu* attilah), and
hypocrites (al-munafigiin). 2"

And though these four groups are presumed to be guilty of having committed
grave errors, Ibn al-* Arabi argues that Divine mercy will be granted even to them. As
Chittick notes, Ibn al-* Arabt’ s most oft-cited “ proof text for [God' 5| all-pervasive mercy”
is the statement found in Q. 7:156: “My mercy encompasses al things.”?”® In Ibn al-
‘Arabt’ swords:. “How could there be everlasting wretchedness? Far be it from God that
His wrath should take precedence over His mercy...or that He should make the embrace
of His mercy specific after He had called it general!”?"® As such, if God is as the Qur’an
states, ‘the Most Merciful of merciful beings (Arham al-rahimin)’ (7:151, 12:64, 12:92,

and 21.:83), then we should expect Him to be more compassionate and caring than any

23 | bn al-* Arabi, Fusis al-hikam, 137.

2" | bn al-* Arabr, al-Futizhat, 1:301-4.

275 Chittick, Ibn ‘ Arabi, 130.

276 Chittick, Ibn * Arabi, 137; cf. 1bn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 3:466.
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created being.?”” But what about God' s other names, particularly those that indicate
“subjugation, domination, and severity” " These, Ibn al-* Arabi argues, are to be
considered together with al of God’ s names that indicate “mercy, forgiveness, clemency,
and pardon,” and after that, what remains are the names ‘the Compassionate (al-
Rahman), the Caring (al-Rahim)’ (Q. 12:64).%”° Moreover, he argues, the Divine threats
mentioned in each surah should be considered aongside the basmalah formula (“In the
name of God, the Compassionate, the Caring”)?*° that begins all but one siarah.?®* And
this mercy isto be found in God’s creation, 1bn a-* Arabi argues, meaning that “the

Universe is the same as mercy, and nothing else.” %2

Accordingly, Ibn al-* Arabi states, “the (final) outcome will be at mercy.” %%
Redlity, therefore, may be described as a circle: The beginning of the circle was the result
of mercy, and the end of the circle meets up with its beginning. Asfor wrath, it issimply
an ephemeral accident.?®* And because God's wrath is a thing, His mercy encompassesiit,
limitsit, and dominatesit. “ Therefore,” he states, “wrath disposes itself only through
mercy’ s ruling property. Mercy sends out wrath asit will.” %%

And lest one think that thisis all impossible because the ‘ People of Hellfire’ can
never attain God’'s mercy, especialy in light of the notion of Divine justice, Ibn a-* Arabi

refersto the following Qur’ anic statement: “O My servants who have been excessive

2" |bn al-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 3:25.

%8 | pid., 3:9.

9 |pid., 3:9.

%0 | have here chosen to look to Michael Sells' translation of the basmalah. See Michael Sells,
Approaching the Qur’an: The Early Revelations (Ashland, Oregon: White Cloud Press, 1999), 20-1.
%L | bn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 3:147.

%52 | bid., 2:437.

%53 | bid., 4:405.

%% |bid., 4:405. Elsewhere he states, “Good-pleasure is the unfolding of mercy without end, but wrath will
be cut off.” (Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 113; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 3:382)

25 Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi, 132; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 3:9.
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against themselves: Do not despair of God’s mercy; God surely forgives al sins’ (Q. 39:
53). He then states:
[God] brought forgiveness and mercy for the repentant and those who do good
deeds, and He also brought it for those who are “immoderate,” those who do not
repent. The latter He forbids to despair, and He confirms the point with His word
‘al.” Nothing could be greater in Divine eloquence concerning the final issue of
the servants at mercy.”®
The most noticeable problem with this interpretation is that the very next verse
(39:54) seemsto indicate that Q. 39:53 isin reference to one who actually seeks
forgivenessin thislife, asit states: “ Turn to your Lord. Submit to Him before the
punishment overtakes you and you can no longer be helped.” In support of Ibn al-* Arabi,
however, one could argue that Q. 39:53 could be read as a general statement, whereby the
forgiveness described will be granted to the unrepentant ‘immoderates only after having
been punished for their sins. Another apparent problem with 1bn al-* Arabt’ s reading here
isthat it seems to contradict the Qur’ anic declaration that God does not forgive Shirk
(associating partners with God) (4:48, 4:116). Ibn a-* Arabi, however, was well-aware of
this pronouncement, and ultimately does not deem it to be a threat to his vision of
compassion being granted to those eternally bound to remain in Hell, for their eternal stay
in Hell is, at least in the case of some, precisely the result of their polytheism.?®’
Thelogica conclusion of 1bn al-‘ Arabt’ s argument for Divine mercy being
granted to Hell’ sinhabitants is that their punishment will eventually come to an end:
| have found in myself —who am among those whom God has innately disposed
toward mercy —that | have mercy toward all God's servants, even if God has
decreed in His creating them that the attribute of chastisement will remain forever

with them in the cosmos. Thisis because the ruling property of mercy has taken
possession of my heart.

26 Chittick, Ibn ‘Arabi, 137; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 3:353.
27 1pn al-* Arabr, al-Futithat, 3:382.
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The possessors of this attribute are | and my peers, and we are creatures,

possessors of fancy and personal desire. God has said about Himself that Heis

“the most Merciful of the merciful,” and we have no doubt that He is more

merciful than we are toward His creatures. Y et we have known from ourselves

this extravagant mercy. How could chastisement be everlasting for them, when

He has this attribute of all-pervading mercy? God is more noble than that! %8

Ibn a-*Arabt’ s vision of aforgiving God is based on the conception of God as
both the * Necessary Being (wujizd)’ and the Compassionate (al-Rahman). Considered
together, they are intimately related to the notion of Divine nobility. As Chittick aptly
observes, nobility (karam) is arecurring themein lbn a-* Arabt’ s discussion of Hell, and
God’ s nobility isto be found in His ability to forgive those dependent on Him.
Consequently, it is to be expected that He will do what is best for His creation.?

Accordingly, and considering God’ s nobility, Ibn al-* Arabi maintains that God's
mercy should be expected to encompass all of His creatures, all of whom are ultimately
weak.” In this regard, he cites the Qur’ anic declaration that the “the blind, the lame, and
the sick will not be blamed” (48:17). Ibn al-* Arabi considers this to be a declaration of
God' s genera kindness to the weak (and not simply a declaration of concessions made by
Shari*ah). And since everything in the Universeis ultimately ‘blind, lame, and sick,” he
declares that the last stage of the Universe will be one of mercy, “even if (those stricken
with adisease) occupy Hellfire and are among its people.”**

Elsewherein al-Futizhat, 1bn a-* Arabi cites a hadith which states that God’ s right
(hagqq) over His servantsis the belief in God’ s oneness (Tawhid), while the servants

right is to be rewarded with Heaven if they maintain God’ s right. He then cites Q. 42:40,

which states: “ The reward of evil isan evil likeit, but he who pardons and makes

288 Chittick, Ibn ‘ Arabi, 128-9; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 3:25.
29 Chittick, Ibn ‘ Arabi, 129-30.

20 | bn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 3:255.

21 |bid., 4:434-5.
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amends, hiswage iswith God.” And in light of God' s superiority over His creation, Ibn
al-‘ Arabi argues that God “will pardon, show forebearance, and make things well. Hence
the final issue will be at God’'s mercy in the two abodes. Mercy will embrace them
wherever they may be.”** Accordingly, one should expect that Divine threats would be
overruled by forgiveness.

And because al that is disconnected from God (the ‘Necessary Being') isan
ephemeral ‘deviation,” occurring as an accident, everything that is not connected to God's
entity must necessarily “dwindle and become nonexistent.” Thus, Ibn al-* Arabi argues,
we should expect that “falsehood, Unbelief, and ignorance” will eventually disappear,
while “faith, truth, and knowledge” will continue to exist eternally.?** Why, then, would
sinners be granted eternal life? According to Ibn al-* Arabi, as beings with essences, they
will continue to exist because of their connection with the existence, or ‘Being’ (wujid),
of the Divine.?®* Their evil accidents, on the other hand, must accordingly cometo an
ignominious end.

Thisisin some way related to another justification for God's mercy towards
Hell’ sinhabitants: The injunction to worship God, against which Hell’ s inhabitants
rebelled, isitself an accident. Ibn al-* Arabi classifies this as “worship based on
commands’ (‘ibadat al-amr), that is, worship based on the precepts presented by
Prophets. In the Afterlife, Ibn al-* Arabi argues, because “ every accident comesto an
end,” the ‘wretched’ will lose their freedom to rgject all accidents related to worship.
Hence, the ‘wretched,” (along with Heaven’ s inhabitants) will have no choice but to

engage in nothing other than the very worship they had always been doing, consciously

292 Chittick, Ibn ‘ Arabi, 129-30; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 3:478.
23 1pn al-* Arabr, al-Futizhat, 3:418.
24 pid., 1:312.
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or unconscioudly: “worship based on essences’ (al-‘ibadah al-dhatiyyah).“™ And because

humans have always been under God' s control to begin with, Ibn al-* Arabi argues that

this explains why God would be merciful to all of His servantsin the end.?®

(We are thus
left with the theodicean question of why God would allow for evil [and the punishment
that it warrants] in the first place).

Elaborating further on why “the (final) outcome for the wretched will be at
mercy,” Ibn a-* Arabi notes that because the *essential’ is superior to the ‘accidenta,’
which will eventually disappear, ‘ essential worship’ must be superior to ‘ accidental
wretchedness, ?*” Given the ‘accidental’ nature of sin, this discussion of a non-eternal
punishment is ultimately an attempted resol ution to the problem encountered in the
previous chapter of assessing whether it would be justified for God to punish His servants
eternally for having committed temporal sins. Ibn a-* Arabi does not seem to find his
vision to be at odds with either Divine justice or Divine omnipotence. (If anything, the
latter is referenced as a means of demonstrating God' s nobility, as He forgives those not
endowed with power). Moreover, given God' s ultimate control over the will of His
creatures, 1bn al-* Arabi later states. “ Since the excuse of the world is accepted in actual
fact — because they are compelled in their free choice — God placed the final issue of
everything at mercy.” %%

Support for 1bn al-* Arabi’ s emphasis on Divine mercy being granted to Hell’s

inhabitantsisto be found in Q. 11:106-8: The ‘blessed’ are described asremainingin

Paradise forever, as “agift, uninterrupted (‘ ata’ an ghayr majdhizdh).” Asfor the

25 | pid., 3:402.
26 | pid., 3:433.
27 | bid., 3:402.
28 Chittick, Ibn ‘ Arabi, 135; cf. 1bn al-* Arabr, al-Futizhat, 3:433.
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‘wretched,” they will remain in Hell forever, though “the state within which they will
dwell” is not explicitly described as being ‘ uninterrupted.” The difference in these
descriptions, Ibn al-* Arabi explains, is aresult of God' s mercy. “For wujid [existence] is
mercy for all existent things, even if some of them suffer chastisement through others.” **
(Aswe shall seein the next chapter, these very verses would be heavily relied upon by
Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah in making a seemingly more radical
argument regarding the duration of not simply punishment in Hell, but Hell itself).

So what then about Qur’ anic statements, such as: “Those who annoy God and His
Messenger, God has cursed them in this life and the life to come and has prepared for
them a demeaning punishment” (33: 57)? According to Ibn al-* Arabi, God is described in
the Qur’an as being patient (Szbiir) because it isonly in the Afterlife that He will take
disobedient servantsto task. Nevertheless, with the cessation of this life comes the
cessation of God' s annoyance (adha), as well as the property of related Divine names,
such as the Avenger (al-Muntagim) and the Strict in Punishment (Shadid al-‘1gab). In his
words: “One of the causes of punishment is annoyance, but annoyance has disappeared,
so there is no escape from mercy and the removal of wrath. Inescapably, mercy will
include everything, through God'’ s bounty, God willing.”**®

Even so, Ibn a-* Arabi argues that Hell has to exist in order to manifest the Divine
attribute of wrath.*** How then does Ibn al-* Arabi rationalize this while maintaining that

wrath will eventually come to an end? In hiswords:

No chastisement will remain in the Fire except imaginal chastisement within the
presence of imagination, in order that the properties of the Divine names may

29 Chittick, 1bn ‘ Arabi, 131-2; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 2:281.

3% Chittick, 1bn ‘ Arabi, 138-9; cf. 1bn al-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 2:206.

%01 As Chittick notes, Divine wrath is not pure wrath, which does not exist. (Chittick, Imaginal Worlds,
112)
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subsist. A name necessitates only the manifestation of the property that its reality

demands. It does not specify the presence nor the individual ... Hence, whenever

the property of the Avenger becomes manifest within an imaginal body or a

corporeal body or in anything else, its rights are fulfilled through the

manifestation of its property and effectivity. So the Divine names continue to
exercise effectivity and determine properties for al eternity in the two abodes,
and the inhabitants of the two abodes never leave them.3*

As such, “[t]he property of mutual contradictoriness [of God’ s hames] remains
forever in the names, but not in us.”** The question then becomes, When will God cease
to be wrathful towards His servantsin Hell? To the mind of I1bn al-* Arabi, thiswill occur
at the conclusion of the * Day of Resurrection,” which will likely last fifty thousand
years.®™ After that, Divine mercy will completely manifest itself, inits full glory. And
since Divine mercy requires both a subject and an object, it is most appreciated when the
latter can recognizeit.

With that in mind, 1bn al-* Arabi refers to the natural disposition (al-fitrah) of
humans, as well as the primordia covenant taken by God, asindicated by Q. 7:172:

And [remember] when your Lord brought forth from the loins of the Children of

Adam their posterity and made them testify against themselves. [He said]: “Am |

not your Lord?’ They said: “Yes, wetestify.” [This] lest you should say on the

Day of Resurrection: “We were in fact unaware of this.”

Accordingly, Ibn a-*Arabi states, “Every infant is simply born in the state of the
natural disposition (al-fitrak), and the natural disposition is acknowledged by God the
Exalted through servitude. It is an obedience upon an obedience.”**® Therefore, he

argues, the ‘ People of Hellfire’ will suffer until they finally recognize that they are

servants of God. For, in thefirst place, the chastisement of the ‘wretched’ results only

%02 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 115; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futithat, 3:119.

303 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 116; cf. 1bn al-* Arabi, al-Futithat, 3:346.

%% 1bn al-* Arabi, al-Futithat, 3:346. Fifty thousand years is also the duration of the ‘Day’ (yawm) referred
toin Q. 70:4 in reference to of the journey of angels and the Spirit to God.

%% I bid., 4:296.
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from themselves as they protest and inquire about the reasons for God's actions.>®
Eventually, however, their ‘wretchedness' (shaqga’) will cease because they will end their
discord (shiqaq) and deviation from God.**” Thus, he states:

They will pluck the fruit of their words [at the primordial covenant], “Yes, [we

bear witness]” [Q. 7: 172]. They will be like those who submit to God after

apostasy. The authority of “Yes’ will rule over everything and finally giveriseto
their felicity, after the wretchedness that had touched them in the measure in
which they had made claims. The property of “Yes” will never leave them from
its own moment ad infinitum — in thisworld, in the isthmus, and in the
afterworld.>*®

Moreover, because of God' s justice, Hell’ s inhabitants will come to appreciate
thelir situation because it is God Himself who determined where they would reside. In the
final analysis, what comes to matter is not in which abode one resides, but rather, “what
is accepted by the constitution and desired by the soul. [ Thus, wherever] agreeableness of
nature and attainment of desire are found, that is the person’s bliss.” %%

As further support for this assertion, Ibn a-* Arabi looks to the Qur’ an’s reference
to Hell’s ‘bitter cold’ (zamharir), asit points to God' s wisdom of bringing about
equilibrium in the ‘ constitutions' of Hell’ s inhabitants:

So, wisdom is not inoperative, for God keeps the bitter cold of Gehenna

[Jahannam] for those with hot constitutions and the fire for those with cold

constitutions. They enjoy themselvesin Gehenna. If they were to enter the Garden

with the congtitutions that they have, they would suffer chastisement, because of
the Garden’s equilibrium.3*

On the other hand, 1bn al-* Arabt notes that that Heaven' s inhabitants will gain

pleasure by climbing awall separating Heaven and Hell, gazing at the latter, and

3% The ‘wretched’ ask, “Why did such and such happen?,” and claim, “If such and such had been, it would
have been better and more appropriate.” (Chittick, Ibn *Arabi, 141; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 2:447)

7| pn al-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 2:447.

%% Chittick, Ibn * Arabi, 135-6; cf. Ibn a-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 2:213.

%99 Chittick, Ibn * Arabi, 140; cf. Ibn a-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 3:387.

319 Chittick, Ibn * Arabi, 140; cf. Ibn a-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 2:207.
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appreciating their own abode’ s peace and security, which are taken for granted.®!*
Interestingly, that very wall is described by 1bn al- Arabi as being yet another indication
of chastisement’ s non-eternality, on the basis of its description in the Qur’ an:

On the same Day, the hypocrites, both men and women, will say to the Believers,

“Wait for us! Let us have some of your light!” They will betold, “Go back and

look for alight.” A wall with adoor will be erected between them: insideit lies

mercy, outside lies torment (57:13).

According to Ibn a-* Arabi, the very presence of mercy on theinside of the wall
indicates that punishment cannot be eternal. After al, he argues, mercy is the essence of
thewall, and since that which isinside (al-batin) must conquer that which is on the
outside (al-zzhir), mercy must eventually conquer chastisement in the very wall that is
accessible to Hell’ sinhabitants.®"

Moreover, God’'s mercy will encompass Hell’ s inhabitants because everyone in
the Afterlife will be obedient to God and submit to Him through only ‘ essentia worship’
(without the distractions of ‘accidental worship’). Thus, God will be pleased with
everyone.*"

Accordingly, Ibn a-* Arabi interprets the Qur’ anic statement, “God is pleased with
them, and they with Him” (5:119, 58:22, 98:8), as referring to al, and not simply
Heaven'sinhabitants. This state of pleasure, however, is not obtained until after the
‘People of Hellfire’ and the * People of Heaven’ assume their place of permanent

residence. Only at that time will God make them pleased with what they have been given,

and their respective abodes, which they will prefer over the other.3*

31 |bn al-* Arabr, al-Futizhat, 4:14.
312 |pid., 4:14.

313 | bid., 3:495.

314 |bid., 2:244.
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Interestingly, and in light of hiswell-known belief that each Qur’ anic statement
can have multiple valid interpretations, Ibn al-* Arabi asserts that one additional hint of
God' s mercy towards the ‘wretched' in the afterlife isto be found in the most oft-cited
Qur’ anic word for chastisement, ‘adhab. 1bn al-* Arabi defines ‘adhab as “the absence of
mercy.”3* (Incidentally, thisis notably different from al-GhazalT' s declaration that all
evil [sharr] has mercy within it). Even so, the root of thisword (*-dh-b) actually connotes
sweetness, pleasantness, and agreeableness. As such, he states in Fusizs al-hikam, “[Héell]
is called a chastisement (‘adhab) due to the sweetness (‘ udhizbah) of its food.”*'® As he
elaboratesin al-Futithat, “ That which causes pain is named ‘ chastisement’ as a good
news from God: Inescapably, you will find that everything through which you suffer is
sweet when mercy envelops you in the Fire.”*'” According to Ibn a-* Arabi, this
transformation from ‘ chastisement’ to ‘ sweetness' will begin to occur when the
‘wretched’ resign themselvesto their fate, and surrender any hope of leaving Hell. At that
point, the fire will become cool (asit was cooled for Abraham), and they will become
happy. After thisfirst bliss, their pains will vanish, and they will begin to find their
perpetual chastisement to be sweet and pleasant.®'® And this enjoyment will become
“tremendous... Thereis no surpriseif roses are found in rose gardens. The surprise comes
when roses grow up in the pit of the Fire.”3*

In interpreting Q. 20:74 (“For him who comesto his Lord, as awicked sinner, is
Hell, where he neither dies nor lives’), Ibn al-* Arabi states that the * People of Hellfire'

will not die since they will “find relief through the removal of pain,” and they will not

315 | bn al-* Arabi, Fusis al-hikam, 211.

316 | pid., 94.

317 |bn al-* Arabt, al-Futizhat, 2:207.

318 | bid., 3:463.

319 Chittick, Ibn ‘ Arabi, 141; cf. 1bn al-* Arabr, al-Futizhat, 4:307.
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live since they will not enjoy the same bliss enjoyed by the * People of Heaven' —“abliss
that would be something in addition to the fact that He has relieved them in the abode of
wretchedness.” % Thus, Ibn al-* Arabi interprets the Qur’ anic statement “each party [of
idolaters] rejoicing in what istheirs’ (30:32) asreferring to the next life. Thisis because
such rejoicing is “not known in thislife, or rather, it occurs for many but not all.”3*
Therefore, according to Ibn al-* Arabi, because the Qur’an is never explicit
regarding threats of eternal suffering in Hell, eternal chastisement would be an unjust

requital for sin that is non-eternal ,*#

and God is most noble (and should thus not be
expected to actually follow through with His threats),

[t]he ultimate end of the affair will be that “with God is the most beautiful place

of return” (Q. 3: 14). God does not explicitly link any ugliness whatsoever to the

place of returning to Him. Things of that sort that have come to us play the role of
threats in the first understanding...For His mercy is al-embracing, and His
blessing is abundant and all-comprehensive|.]**

Despite the uniqueness of 1bn al-* Arabt’ s discussion overall, he was not the first
to articulate the viewpoint that the * People of Hellfire’ will not be eternally punished. For
example, according to the well-known Ash'arite heresiographer Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-
Karim al-Shahrastani (d. 548/1153), this was also the view of the famous Mu‘tazilite Aba
‘Uthman ibn Bahr al-Jahiz (d. 255 or 6/868 or 9), who is said to have argued that the

‘People of Hellfire’ will eventually become transformed so that their nature will become

fire-like such that they will enjoy their encounters with Hell’s Fire.*** Whether or not al-

%20 Chittick, Ibn * Arabi, 140; cf. Ibn a-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 3:245.

%L |bn al- Arabi, al-Futihat, 3:471.

%2 ps Chittick observes, Ibn al-* Arabi makes this argument by employing Qur’ anic verses like 78:26 (“a
fitting requital”). (Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 113)

%23 Chittick, Ibn * Arabi, 143-4; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futithat, 3:390.

%4 See Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastant, al-Milal wa al-niha, ed. ‘Abd al-* Aziz al-Wakil
(Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d.), 75.
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Jahiz actually held this view is an issue of debate,** but this reference in atext that dates
to before Ibn al-* Arabt was born is one indication that, at the very least, this position was,
in some form or another, in circulation early on. To my mind, however, it would be safe
to assume that Ibn a-* Arabt’ s particular elucidation of this position was all his own.

Ibn al-* Arabi himself confesses that he knows of no other person who has ever
portrayed God' s contentment with His creation in such a positive light. Even if 1bn al-

‘ Arabt had been exposed to the view of Hell ascribed to a-Jahiz, the former’s version
seems to place more emphasis on the state of happiness attained by Hell’ s inhabitants,
such that not only will they be spared of punishment, but they will also attain Divine
approval. Explaining the significance of thisvision, Ibn al-‘ Arabi states, “| have called
attention to it here only because mercy has overcome me at this moment. Those who
understand will be felicitous, and those who do not understand will not be wretched
because of their lack of understanding, even if they are deprived.” %%

And lest he be criticized for maintaining an overly optimistic, unwarranted
position — a problem that, as we shall see in the next two chapters, all advocates for a
non-eternal punishment have to both recognize and confront — I1bn al-* Arabi defends his
position by stating:

[When you reach this understanding] you will come to know the difference

between him who desires the spreading of God’ s mercy among His servants —

whether they be obedient or disobedient — and him who desires to take God's
mercy away from some of His servants. This second person is the one who
prohibits the mercy of God that embraces al things, but he does not prohibit it to

himself. Were it not for the fact that God’'s mercy takes precedence over His
wrath, the possessor of this attribute would never attain to God's mercy.**’

25 See Sa‘id H. Mansir, The World-View of al-Jahiz in Kitab al-Hayawan (Alexandria: Dar el-Maareff,
1977), 123ff.

326 Chittick, Ibn * Arabi, 138; cf. |bn al-* Arabi, al-Futihat, 2:244.

%7 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 114-5; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, al-Futihdat, 3:370.
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A gquestion remains: What exactly istherole of Divinejusticein all this? In other
words, what will specifically distinguish the life enjoyed by the * People of Heaven' from
that enjoyed by the ‘ People of Hellfire’? According to of 1bn al- Arabi, the key difference
isthat while the former will be given avision (ru’yah) of God, the latter will continue to
be veiled (mahyjib) from Him.*?® This veil is represented by a mysterious ‘ eighth gate’ of
Hell that is always closed.** But even in this veil we find mercy:

Were God to disclose Himself to them in the Fire, given their precedent evildoing
and their worthiness for punishment, that benevolent self-disclosure would yield nothing
but shame before God for what they had done, and shame is chastisement — but
chastisement’ s period has come to an end. Hence they will not know the joy of
witnessing and vision, so they will have bliss while being veiled. The goal isbliss, and it
has been achieved with the veil — but for whom? How can the bliss of the vision of God
be compared to bliss with the veil? “ For on that day they are veiled from their Lord” (Q.

83:15).%%

2.4. Critically Reassessing |bn al-* Arabi’ s Writings on the Fate of ‘ Others

All in al, if thereis one word to describe Ibn al-* Arabt’ s discussion on salvation,
itis‘mercy’ (rahmah). Indeed, it is precisely Ibn al-* Arabt’ s vision of amerciful God
that leads him to think optimistically of the fate of all hisfellow human beings — even

those who are most rebellious against God Himself. Thisis a conclusion that arguably

%% | pn a-* Arabi, al-Futizhat, 2:335.

39 |pid., 1:299. The customary image is of Heaven's eight gates and Hell’s seven. (Chittick, Imaginal
Worlds, 117)

30 Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 117; cf. Ibn a-* Arabi, al-Futiihat, 3:119.
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arises naturally from the belief that God is the cause of everything, that is, every
inclination, every thought, etc. But to maintain that Ibn a-* Arabt’ s conclusions are
‘natural’ isatough sell, especialy in light of his esoteric analyses.

In that vein, it isworth noting that one problem associated with analyzing any
esoteric analysis critically is attempting to understand the reasoning behind the apparent
selectivity of the evidence utilized. For example, in arguing that Hell’ s inhabitants will be
veiled from God in the afterlife, Ibn al-* Arabi cites the Qur’ anic statement “ For on that
Day they are veiled from their Lord” (83:15). And even though the verse explicitly states
that the velling will exist ‘on that Day,” Ibn al-* Arabi stretches the meaning to include all
of eternity. But with regard to the chastisement in the afterlife, he notes that the Qur'anis
not explicit with regard to its duration. Again, however, by considering the esoteric
nature of the discussion, it isto be expected that some conclusions will be deemed
selective.

Ibn a-* Arabt’ s esotericism is perhaps most obviousin both hisradical re-
interpretation of certain Qur’ anic verses (e.g. 5:119, 58:22, 98:8, and 30:32), aswell as
his play on words, such as those containing the root ‘-dh-b. This latter tactic, which
appearsin both al-Futihat and Fusiis al-hikam, appears at times to play amore
prominent rolein Ibn al-* Arabt’ s discussion than do certain Qur’ anic statements taken at
face value — this, despite the fact that his arguments generally employ numerous
references to the Qur’ an.

Ibn a-* Arabi himself declares that any interpretation that differs from the ‘litera
meaning’ of Scriptureisa“most wondrous’ error. Thisis because thereis no justification

in one overlooking God' s authority in order to “follow the authority of his[own]
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reflection and consideration, whereas these are temporally originated things like himself,
faculties created by God within him.”3** Given Ibn al-* Arabi’ s unique interpretations, it
would not be surprising to find the same accusation leveled against him. To the mind of
Ibn a-* Arabi, however, his conclusions are justified as being approximations of Divine
intent, precisely because of the insights he could acquire through his ‘unveiling’ (kashf).
It istrue that 1bn al-* Arabi does not appear to incorporate outside systems of
thought into his discussion, as was the way of the ‘ Islamic philosophers’ (faylasif) and
specul ative theologians (al-mutakal limizn) before and after him. Nevertheless, the claim
made by Chittick that he “places himself squarely in the mainstream of Islam by basing
all his teachings upon the Koran and the Hadith”*** must either be qualified or interpreted

so asto take into account his personal esoteric considerations.

3. Conclusion

In sum, we find that, like al-Ghazal1, Ibn al-* Arabi is concerned with the low
estimations made by many scholars regarding the extent of God’s mercy. Also like al-
Ghazali, Ibn a-* Arabi does not conceive of salvation as being attainable only by those
who call themselves ‘Mudlims' in thislife. (Asfor the proportion of humanity that will
constitute the inhabitants of both afterlife abodes, 1bn a-* Arabi is not as clear here asis
al-Ghazali, although given their similar views on Divine mercy and the salvation of the
‘sincere,” it would not be unreasonabl e to assume that the former deems most of

humanity as being ultimately Heaven-bounded). Unlike a-Ghazali, or at least what we

3L Chittick, Imaginal Worlds, 118-9; Ibn al-* Araby, al-Futihat, 1:288.
332 Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, xv.
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know of him, Ibn a-* Arabi iswilling to conceive of God’s mercy as being inclusive of
Hell’s eternal inhabitants. (Thisis particularly interesting if one considers that al-Ghazali,
who speaks of the eternal damnation of a select group, views ‘evils' such as chastisement
in arelatively more positive light, as being depositories of mercy, as opposed to “the
absence of mercy”). As such, while all will eventually attain felicity asthey proceed on
the ‘path of God,’ it isthey who follow the ‘ Path of Muhammad’ and attain perfection
who will not have to deal with the “deserts, perils, hostile predators, and harmful
serpents’ found along the way.3*

One noteworthy criticism of Ibn al-* Arabt’ s conclusions, particularly with regard
to the fate of Hell’ sinhabitants, comes from the Traditionalist Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah,

whose views, along with those of 1bn Taymiyyah, are considered in the next chapter.

333 |bn al-* Arabr, al-Futithat, 3:418.
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Chapter 4

lbn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah

1. The Life and Times of Ibn Taymiyyah

Tagiyaddin Ahmad Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728/1328) would be remembered as
history’s most prominent representative of Hanbalism,*** a madhhab that serves asboth a
theological and juridical school of thought. Its eponym, the great jurist Ahmad Ibn
Hanbal (d. 241/855), went to great lengths to oppose the Mu' tazilites, even if it meant
being persecuted, as was the case during the era of the infamous Mihna. He eventually
declared his disapproval of all speculative theology (kalam) since he considered it to be a
distortion of what was perfectly expressed in the Book of God.>*

Nevertheless, while it has often been assumed that the Hanbalites were opposed to
the use of reason, they actually engaged in it quite a bit, and it should come as no surprise
336 In

that they frequently espoused doctrines very similar to those of the Mu'tazilites.

fact, anumber of Hanbalites engaged in some of the same rationalist discourse found

%4 |n the words of Henri Laoust, 1bn Taymiyyah was Hanbalism’s “most celebrated representative.” See
Henri Laoust, “Hanabila,” Encyclopedia of Islam, 2™ Ed. (CD-ROM) (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990).

3% See George F. Hourani, Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1985), 7.

3% Reinhart notes that this was the case between Baghdadi Mu‘tazilites and central Hanbalite figures, such
asAbi Ya'la. See A. Kevin Reinhart, Before Revelation: The Boundaries of Muslim Moral Thought
(Albany, N.Y.: State University of New Y ork Press, 1995), 34.
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among Mu'‘tazilites.**” And there were perhaps few scholars as skilled in the use of
reason as lbn Taymiyyah. As A.J. Arberry put it, “[He] displaysin his polemical

broadsides a superb mastery of the methods of dialectical reasoning.”3*®

(A perfect

example of thisisto be found in the account of histrial in Damascus, where Ibn

Taymiyyah appears to outsmart the leading rationalist of his day, Saff al-Din al-Hindi).>*
Born in Harran in 661/1263, 1bn Taymiyyah and his family would abandon the

city seven years later due to the onslaught of invading Mongol s**°

— an episode that
would be etched in the memory of the young Ibn Taymiyyah. He was raised into afamily
of scholars,*** and was quite the student of the Islamic sciences. And even though he
engaged in the study of kalam, as a Hanbalite jurist and theologian, he earned a
reputation of being a reviver of Traditionalism.**? A producer of numerous works, 1bn
Taymiyyah (and his ‘ conservative’ Traditionalist ideology) was championed by both
Hanbalites and ‘reformed’ Ash‘arites because of a perceived need for “a more aggressive
ideological attitude” in response to the Mongol invasion of the Mamluk state, as well as

the Mongol-Christian Crusader alliance.>* Indeed, 1bn Taymiyyah was quite the

polemicist, writing treatises that openly criticized various groups, including Christians,

%7 This was the case in the Hanbalite Usil al-Din discourse. (Jackson, “Alchemy ,” 218) As Jackson
argues elsewhere, what separates the Mu'tazilites and other “Rationalists’ from Traditionalistsis that the
latter “use reason — even aspects of Aristotelian reason — but they do not recognize the tradition of
Aristotelian reason as an ultimate authority.” See Sherman A. Jackson, On the Boundaries of Theological
Tolerance in Islam: Abii Hamid al-Ghazali’s Faysal al-Tafriga, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002),
19-20.

338 See A. J. Arberry, Revelation and Reason in Islam (London: George Allen & Unwin. Ltd, 1957), 18.
339 See Sherman A. Jackson, “Ibn Taymiyyah on Trial in Damascus’ (Journal of Semitic Studies 39/1,
Spring 1994: pp. 41-85), 47.

0 See * Abd al-Mun‘im al-Hashimi, Ibn Taymiyyah: al-‘alim al-jari’ (Damascus, Beirut: Dar |bn Kathir,
1993), 12.

#1 Al-Hashimi, Ibn Taymiyyah, 13.

%2 See Richard C. Martin and Mark R. Woodward, Defenders of Reason in Islam: Mu tazilism from
Medieval School to Modern Symbol (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1997), 123-6.

38 See Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in
Baghdad and Early ‘ Abbasid Society (London; New Y ork: Routledge, 1998), 170-1.
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Isma‘1lis, Mongol Muslims, and Ibn al-* Arabi-inspired Sufi monists (al-Ittihadiyyah).>**
He was also frequently persecuted and imprisoned,* and passed away while incarcerated
in the Citadel of Damascus.>*

Ibn Taymiyyah’s works, including his well-known and extensive Fatawa
(Fatwas), cover awide array of topics. Asa Traditionalist, Ibn Taymiyyah was vocal
about the primacy of Revelation. As Binyamin Abrahamov aptly putsit, when it comes to
the tension between Reason and Revelation, Ibn Taymiyyah believed that

since revelation is true and is expressed through both traditional and rational

arguments, it cannot be contradicted by true reason. In the case of contradiction of

reason and revelation, either atradition is weak or apocryphal or arational
argument isfalse...His general law isthat the basis of reason is revelation, and
that hence there can be no disagreement between the two elements.®’

What follows is an examination of 1bn Taymiyyah's views regarding salvation
and the fate of ‘others,” as can be deduced from his two most relevant works, Fatawa and
al-Radd ‘ala man gala bi-fana’ al-jannah wa al-nar (The Rejoinder to those who
Maintain the Annihilation of Both Heaven and Hell).**® We shall see that while Ibn
Taymiyyah views the ‘ proper’ acceptance of the Prophetic Message as being the main

path to salvation, reports of God’s unlimited mercy (rahmah) (and the presence of

Scriptural ‘loopholes’, asit were) lead him to seriously consider — while remaining within

34 See Ronald L. Netter, “I1bn Taymiyah,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, Vol. 2,
ed. John L. Esposito (New Y ork; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 165-6.

¥° | aoust, “Hanabila.”

38 Al-Hashim, Ibn Taymiyyah, 116-7. Also see Henri Laoust, “Ibn Taymiyya,” Encyclopedia of Islam, 2™
Ed. (CD-ROM) (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990).

#7 See Binyamin Abrahamov, “lbn Taymiyya on the Agreement of Reason with Tradition,” The Muslim
World LXXXII (1992) 3-4, 271-2.

8 |t is worth noting that the title of this work has been an issue of debate, and that both opponents and
defenders of the work emphasize the discussion on the ‘annihilation of Hell’: Whereas the former seeit asa
defense, the latter see it asarebuttal. See Muhammad ibn ‘Abd-Allah al-Simhari, “ Tasmiyat al-Kitab” al-
Radd ‘ala man gala bi-fana’ al-Jannah wa al-Nar, ed. Muhammad ibn ‘Abd-Allah a-Simhar1 (Riyadh:
1995), ix-xi (I should note that the text itself uses Arabic [rather than Roman] numerals in numbering the
pages of the editor’s introductory remarks).
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his Traditionalist framework — the possibility (and likelihood) that all will eventualy be

saved.

2. Analyzing Relevant Aspects of Ibn Taymiyyah’s Writings

2.1. Messengers and Salvation

Asnoted, Muhammad’s Message figures prominently in Ibn Taymiyyah’s
discourse on salvation. In his Fatawa, he states:

God the Exalted sent the Messengers and revealed the Books, so that religion (al-
din) can be entirely for God...God sent Muhammad*. He does not accept (a
religion) from anyone whom the invitation (to Islam) (al-da’'wah) has reached,
except the religion with which He sent (Muhammad), for his invitation s, in
generd, for all created beings...So it isupon al of creation to follow
Muhammad* 3*°

Elsewhere he states:

It is obligatory upon every human to know that God the Exalted sent

Muhammad* to all...humans and jinn. And He made obligatory belief in

(Muhammad) and what he brought, and obedience to him. [And] for all for whom

proof (al-hujjah) in Muhammad’s* Messengership has been established, from

among humans and jinn, and (who) do not believe in him, they deserve the

punishment of God the Exalted[.]**°

Indeed, Ibn Taymiyyah was of the opinion that disbelieving in Muhammad is a
transgression that disgqualifies one from: a. receiving intercession on the Day of Judgment

(apossihility only for Believers),®* b. being forgiven,®? and c. being admitted into

9 See Tagiyaddin Ahmad Ibn Taymiyyah, Majmiz* fatawa Shaykh al-Isiam Ahmad ibn Taymiyya (Cairo:
al-Shurafa’ li-al-Tiba‘ah wa Tagwir al-Mustanadat, 1399/1979), 11:522-3.
350 | i .
Ibid., 19:9.
*11bid., 1:149.
%2 bid., 4:325.
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Heaven.™” (Even so, it is worth noting that he does not consider all Unbelieversto be

equal: Unbelievers who committed numerous sins, such as Abi Lahab, are said to receive
a greater punishment than Unbelievers such as Abii Talib).>*

As such, Ibn Taymiyyah was not a soteriological religious pluralist. Asfar as he
was concerned, Muhammad’s prophethood was recognizable to anyone who is COMpos
mentis (‘aqil). He even goes so far asto claim that those who are compos mentis among
the Jews and the Christians “admit that the religion of Muslimsis authentic,” and that it is

“superior to their religion.”*>

(Like a-Ghazali, Ibn Taymiyyah goes on to argue against
Jews and Christians who argue that Muhammad was sent as a Messenger to the Arabs
alone, and that the different religions simply represent different schools of thought
[madhahib]).3>*® To the mind of 1bn Taymiyyah, the veracity of the claims made by the
Messengers may be known by the intellect (al-‘aql), and by reflecting upon the
genuineness of the Messengers, the content of their Messages, and their miracles, which
are known via diffuse and congruent reports (al-tawatur).>*’

At any rate, from the statements above, we find Ibn Taymiyyah making one
noteworthy yet unsurprising qualification in describing the necessity of following
Muhammad: Before being taken to task, the ‘invitation” (da‘wah) to the faith of

Muhammad must have reached the individual. What, then, can be said of the status of

those not exposed to the ‘invitation’?

%3 | bid., 4:305.

%4 bid., 4:305-6.

%5 bid., 4:208.

%% bid., 4:203-8.

%7 |bid., 4:210-5. Incidentally, in relation to al-Ghazali, Ibn Taymiyyah appears to be somewhat lessintent
on focusing on the role played by miraclesin establishing Prophetic truth claims.
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To the mind of 1bn Taymiyyah, such individuals cannot be punished until the
M essage somehow reaches them. This position is made clear in arelevant discussion in
the Fatawa where Ibn Taymiyyah discusses the case of a sinful act being committed in a
state of ignorance, i.e., when the actor is unaware of the detestable (qabih) nature of the
act, when a Messenger has not arrived, and/or before any proof can be used against the
actor.®® The question raised is essentially the following: What exactly warrants
punishment? To this, Ibn Taymiyyah cites the Qur’ anic statement, “We do not punish
until We send a messenger” (17:15). He then cites two popular opinions regarding
whether God can punish someone who had never received a messenger: a. the doctrine
commonly attributed to the Mu*tazilites which states that God can indeed punish an actor
for committing actions known to be detestable by the intellect (*agl) before having
received a messenger; and b. the doctrine commonly attributed to the Ash* arites which
states that, because of His omnipotence, God can punish as He wills, i.e., with or without
sinasabasis. Thus, a child could conceivably be punished in aeternum without having
committed asingle sin. In response, the Mu‘tazilites generally maintained that such a
scenario would never occur because that would violate God' s characteristic of being just.
While noting the strengths of both arguments, in the final analysis, Ibn Taymiyyah argues
that both sides seem to ignore Revelation itself, specifically the Qur’ anic verse mentioned
above (17:15).%° “Indeed,” he states, “no one will be punished until (the Message of) a

Messenger comes to him/her, even if areligious leader (imam) or someone similar had

%8 Aswas the case with Abi Ya'la, this focus on the actor may have been the product of a general
Hanbalite trend. As Reinhart puts it, “non-Mu'tazil[ite]s and especially the Hanbal[ite]s urged that
assessments [be] applied not to the thing, but to the activity associated with it, not to the act, but the actor”).
(Reinhart, Before Revelation, 172)

%9 |bn Taymiyyah, Fatawa, 11: 675-6. It is noteworthy that |bn Taymiyyah chooses to interpret the
Qur’anic verse (17:15) as being inclusive of punishment after death.
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(already) come to him/her.”*® Unlike Ibn al-* Arabi, however, Ibn Taymiyyah is not
willing to argue that this verse also entails the absol ution of those who do not find the
Message convincing (since he deemsit to be inherently compelling in the first place).

To support his position, 1bn Taymiyyah notes the example of the Salaf (* Pious
Ancestors’) who claimed that by engaging in polytheism (Shirk) before the arrival of the
Messenger, they were engaging in an act that was detestable. Nevertheless, it was
understood that none were liable for punishment until after the arrival of the Messenger.
As such, from that point on, detestable acts acquired the additional characteristic of being
punishable. All in all, according to Ibn Taymiyyah's framework, punishment is
predicated on the following conditions: the actor has received (the Message of) a
Messenger, is mukallaf (made-responsible), and is aware of the evil nature of his/her
act.361

On the other hand, the view of many Mu'tazilites was that even if (the Message
of) aMessenger has not arrived, the detestable nature of various acts can be known by
way of Reason (al-‘aql), and that such knowledge justifies punishment for transgressions
in the Hereafter.*** As such, the Messenger merely informs people of religion’s particular
stipulations. Asfar as Ibn Taymiyyah was concerned, however, the human intellect does
have the potential to independently know what is good and detestable according to
Revelation (al-Shar*),*® and it is even possible to describe as detestable an act made by

an actor who has not yet received Revelation. For example, the Qur’ an states that

Pharaoh had “ exceeded the proper bounds’ (innahu tagha) (79:17) before the arrival of

%0 | bid., 19:68.

%L |bid., 11: 675ff.

%2 |bid., 11: 676-7.

%3 He also affirms that those acts which Shari* ah deems to be good are actually beneficial for the actor,
while those deemed detestable are actually detrimental. (1bid., 8:90).
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Moses, and that the people of Salih, Thamiid, were told to repent for actions that were
apparently committed before having received the Divine threat (wa'id) (11:61-5). Ibn
Taymiyyah concludesthat it is only following the arrival of a Messenger that the
detestable deeds that took place prior to that time are deemed to be potentially
punishable, and so the failure to repent at that point would, in essence, be aform of
acceptance of those detestable actsin their now potentially punishable state. As for those
who never come to know of the detestable nature of their evil deeds, there would be no
obligation upon them to seek forgiveness. To support this relatively nuanced position, Ibn
Taymiyyah cites the statement attributed to al-Thawri that “innovation is more beloved to
Iblis than disobedience.” Whereas the | atter is normally recognized as requiring
repentance, the former is not (assuming, of course, that the innovator is unaware of the
detestable nature of his/her innovation).®**

Ibn Taymiyyah’s position is an ostensibly strong one. By recognizing Reason’s
ability to independently recognize a general category of good and evil, Ibn Taymiyyah is
able to avoid the problematic claims made by various critics of the Mu'tazilites, including
many Ash*arites. Otherwise, our confidence in the intellect’s moral compass would be
terribly shaken. On the other hand, by ultimately privileging Revelation’ s statement that

punishment comes only after the arrival of a Messenger, 1bn Taymiyyah is able to avoid

%% |bn Taymiyya, Fatawa, 11:684. Needless to say, Ibn Taymiyyah was clearly no supporter of the
Mu'tazilite notion of moral essentialism, which he believed led to problematic conclusions. For example, if
acts have essential attributes that are unalterable, asthe Baghdadi Mu'tazilites would have it, then that
seems to go against the omnipotence of God, as He would then be bound to follow certain acts and avoid
othersif He were to be deemed just — a classic example of making God to resemble His creation. (Ibid.,
8:431) Tothe mind of Ibn Taymiyyah it is only God who dictates what is good and detestable, and once
He commands something, it acquires the characteristic (sifah) of being good, and when He proscribes
something, it acquires the characteristic of being detestable. (Ibid., 8:435-6) Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyyah
asserts that the general acts that God engages in are based on both a‘ general sense’ of wisdom and a
general sense of mercy. (Ibid., 8:91) (Thisemphasison mercy will become significant when we examine
Ibn Taymiyyah's views on Hell’ s duration). Accordingly, Ibn Taymiyyah argues that those who claim that
God could command and engage in wickedness (fahsia’) are opposing Revelation, particularly Scriptural
statements such as. “Verily God does not command wickedness (fahsza’)” [Q. 7:28]. (Ibid., 8:433)
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the perceived weaknesses of the Mu'tazilite position. (And if Divinejusticeis perceived
to have some sense of consistency, then even if the punishments addressed in Q. 17:15
are interpreted as pertaining primarily to thislife, Ibn Taymiyyah's argument would
remain aformidable one).3*®

Asfor those who do not receive (the Message of) a Messenger in thislife, 1bn
Taymiyyah cites certain reports (athar) that state that such individuals will receive onein
the afterlife, in the “courtyards of the Resurrection” (‘arasat al-giyamah).**® As such,
God will have sent a Messenger to everyone as a means of differentiating the righteous
from the disobedient. (One problem with this position, however, isthat it does not seem
to be consistent with those reports that speak of Muhammad’s parents being in Hellfire —
reports that 1bn Taymiyyah acknowledges and defends.**’ The apparent tension is
somewhat resolved, however, if one somehow interprets the reports as merely being
indications of Muhammad’s parents’ future status as disbelievers in the Messenger-0f-
Resurrection).

At any rate, such a Messenger-of-Resurrection solution, which, as noted in the
previous chapter, was similarly adopted by Ibn al-* Arabi, would seem to fill the gaps | eft
by al-Ghazal1' s discussion on those non-Muslims not ‘ properly’ exposed to the Message
—even if the modus operandi of such atest is somewhat difficult to conceptualize. After

all, one of the major tasks of the Messengers was to convince their peoples of the reality

%5 Furthermore, the position of 1bn Taymiyyah (and the Hanbalites in general) is sophisticated for one final
reason: Unlike others engaged in the discourse of al-tahsin wa-al-tagbih [i.e. determining what is good and
detestable], 1bn Taymiyyah chose to focus the application of moral assessments on actors as opposed to
actions, which seems quite logical when one notes that it is only a mukallaf (one-made-responsible) whose
acts are deemed good or detestable. Thus, A. Kevin Reinhart makes the insightful observation that this
approach appears to be “more consistent with the kerygmatic tone of the Qur’an.” (Reinhart, Before
Revelation, 172)

%6 | bn Taymiyyah, Fatawa, 11:686; 17:308-10.

%7 1pid., 4:324-7.
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of Resurrection, and the significance of being among the righteous during this life, before
itistoo late. The test described by Ibn al-* Arabi and many others (based on the hadith
literature) isrelatively intense yet brief: the Messenger-of-Resurrection will simply
command people to enter afire. (Despite the differences, such acommand would at |east
be symbolically similar to the commands of the other Messengers). In any case, Ibn
Taymiyyah affirms that, before entering either Heaven or Hell, people will continue to
experience tests and tribulations, and will continue to be assigned responsibility (taklif)
(as evidenced by the tests of the grave, for example).*® This, however, in no way
signifies that bona fide Unbelievers will be given a second chance, as, he notes, the
Qur’an makes it clear that repentance when death is foreseeable is not accepted.®® (As
we shall see, however, this need not entail eternal damnation).

Who then may qualify as having been either exposed or unexposed to the
Messengers? Ibn Taymiyyah speaks of three kinds of people: followers of the Prophets,
i.e. Believing Muslims; deniers of the Prophets, i.e. the *people of error’ (ahl al-dalal);
and the * people of ignorance’ (ahl al-jahiliyyah).>® And while the latter is a common
referenceto pre-1slamic Arabians, in light of this categorization, as well as his claim that
only those who are aware of the evil nature of their acts will be punished, Ibn Taymiyyah
is aso referring to anyone living in a post-Muhammadan world who has never heard of
Muhammad (as these could not be considered ‘deniers’ of someone of whom they have
never heard). Thus, unlike al-GhazalT' s detailed classification of non-Muslims, 1bn
Taymiyyah does not elaborate on and differentiate between the various types of exposure

to Muhammad’s Message.

38 1bid., 17:308-10.
39 1bid., 4:325.
37 1bid., 17:308.
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One may then ask, Is not the arrival of a Messenger detrimental inasmuch as it
provides a means for human punishment? Ibn Taymiyyah responds to his would-be
interlocutor by arguing that just as rain may lead to destruction, it aso provides benefits,
and indeed the arrival of a Messenger brings with it much that is beneficial sinceit
indicates exactly what is good and what is detestable, thus leading the one who submits
to live a greater, more fulfilling life that isin line with God’ s will >

In comparing Ibn Taymiyyah's vision with that of a-Ghazali, we observe that the
notion of a Messenger-of-Resurrection would seem to make concerns of maintaining a
baseline belief in God and the Last Day if not ‘ properly’ exposed to the Message in this
life effectively superfluous, as the state of one’s faith would become established with
certainty following the arrival of the Messenger(s) of the Resurrection.

Even so, it isworth noting that Ibn Taymiyyah believed that the existence of God
is‘self-evident,” and that knowledge of His existence (and oneness) can be deduced by
those who possess a sound natural disposition (fitra/), without resorting to reasoning®? —
even if Reason (including the rational arguments found in the Qur’ an) can also lead to

such knowledge.®”® Moreover, Ibn Taymiyyah states that God' s lordship is established

for all to confirm by way of Prophetic miracles that ascertain the veracity of the

31 | bid., 8: 93-4. This emphasis on the role played by the Messenger leads Ibn Taymiyyah to consider the

ostensibly mystifying philosophical question of why an all-powerful God would command and proscribe to
begin with. The purpose of it al, Ibn Taymiyyah argues, is smply to test humans to seeif they will be
obedient or disobedient. Thus, if one were to disregard this aspect of examination, there is nothing in the
actionsin and of themselves ontologically that would entail that humans must engage in some and avoid
others. To support this argument, he cites the story of Abraham who was commanded to kill his son. Once
it was clear that Abraham was being obedient to God’ s will, the action itself was no longer necessary.
(Ibid., 8:436)

%2 1bid., 1: 47-9, 2: 6, 15-7, 19, 39, 5: 62-5, 6: 68, 72-3, 479, 7: 282-5, 528-9, 10: 134-5, 14: 108-14, 16:
324, 334, 345-8, 445, 22: 608-9. Also see Wael B. Hallag, “1bn Taymiyya on the Existence of God,” Acta
Orientalia (Copenhagen) 52 (1991), 49.

33 |bn Taymiyya, Fatawa, 1: 46-9, 2: 2, 9-12, 18, 3: 8-9, 5: 307, 356-9, 9: 141-3, 147, 13: 151, 16: 324,
339-40, 597, 18: 236-7,
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Messengers and the One sending the M essages.>™ As for atheism, Ibn Taymiyyah

declaresit the greatest of sins.>”

2.2. The Fate of Hell’' s Inhabitants

Having noted Ibn Taymiyyah's general views on salvation — views that are
seemingly stricter in comparison to that of either al-Ghazali or Ibn al-* Arabi — we turn to
Ibn Taymiyyah’s discourse on the fate of Hell’ s inhabitants and the duration and purpose
of Hell. Aswill become apparent, it is with regard to this aspect of salvation that 1bn
Taymiyyah's relative stringency becomes less apparent.

At first glance, however, Ibn Taymiyyah seems to proceed aong the same path. In
his Fatawa, for example, he states that, unlike grave-sinning Believers, Unbelievers
(including Muhammad’s parents) will not leave Hellfire.*”® The latter, he argues, will
endure ‘ unrestricted burning’ (al-sa/f al-mutlaq) as a continual form of punishment.®”’
Elsewhere, he states that the Salaf, the leaders (&' immah/s. imam) of the Ummah (Muslim
community), and the rest of the Sunnis (Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama’‘ ah), are in agreement
that Heaven and Hell — “taken as awhole” (bi-al-kulliyyah) —will not perish, and that it is
only agroup of innovative Rationalists (mutakallimin), such as Jahm ibn Safwan (d.

128/745 CE) and some Mu'tazilites, who have argued that all of creation will perish. He

immediately follows this by stating that the Salaf and the leaders of the Ummah arein

¥*pid., 11: 377-80.

3% |bid., 8: 218-29, 14: 323. As for the presumed pantheism of al-Ittihadiyyah, represented by inter alios
Ibn al-* Arabi, Ibn Taymiyyah declares it to be aform of Unbelief that is worse than that of Jews, Christian,
and even idolaters. (Ibid., 2:172-3, 11: 129-30, 227)

% Ipid., 4:326.

¥"pid., 16:197.
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unanimous consensus (ijma*) that Heaven and its inhabitants, as well as “ other than that”
will never cease to exist.>”® As| demonstrate below, Ibn Taymiyyah’swording is
intentional .

If the preceding were all that 1bn Taymiyyah wrote on the matter, then his
soteriological Weltanschauung would have probably been significantly misconstrued.
Indeed, there is much more to be said on the matter in al-Radd. (As noted below, the
guestion of whether Ibn Taymiyyah actually authored this treatise is a matter of debate,
although not necessarily for good reason).

Thistreatiseis, as the title suggests, aresponse to those who maintain the eventual
annihilation (fana’) of both Heaven and Hell. Even so, according to Ibn Qayyam al-
Jawziyyah, it would appear that the reason why Ibn Taymiyyah wrote al-Radd in the first
place was because the former had presented the latter with the tafsir of * Abd ibn Hamid,
which contains reports (some of which are noted below) that seem to point to Hell’s
eventual demise (and Heaven's continuity).>* In any case, Ibn Taymiyyah begins by
noting that there are three different camps regarding the duration both afterlife abodes:
those who maintain the annihilation of both Heaven and Hell, those who maintain the
annihilation of Hell and the eternality of Heaven, and those who maintain the eternality

of both Heaven and Hell.*** As the uniqueness of 1bn Taymiyyah's thoughts on salvation

is perhaps most apparent in this particular discussion, and since this text remains obscure

% | pid., 18:307.

3 Inthisregard, it is noteworthy that this discussion isin the context of 1bn Taymiyyah's denial of a
hadith that quotes Muhammad as stating that “Hell and its inhabitants” will never perish.

%0 The details of thisreport are to be found in Ibn al-Qayyim’'s Shifa’ al-‘alil. As Ibn al-Qayyim notes, 1bn
Taymiyyah initially did not give a response when asked about Hell’ s duration. However, after coming
across ' Abd ibn Hamid' s tafsir, 1bn al-Qayyim brought it to the attention of his teacher, who then
composed histreatise on the matter. (Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Shifa’ al-*alil, 2:245)

% See |bn Taymiyyah, al-Radd ‘ala man gala bi-fang’ al-Jannah wa al-Nar, ed. Muhammad ibn ‘Abd-
Allah al-Simhart (Riyadh: 1995), 41.
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to most Islamicists, | will here summarize and analyze his treatment of these three
viewpoints.
1. Those who maintain the annihilation of both Heaven and Hell

Ibn Taymiyyah takes issue with thisfirst position precisely because of the claim
that Heaven is not eternal. He begins by noting that this view was never maintained by
anyone from among the Salaf, the Companions (al-Szkabah), or the Successors (al-
Tabi‘an). Instead, this was the doctrine of Jahm ibn Safwan and his followers, the
Jahmites (al-Jahmiyyah). And, Ibn Taymiyyah notes, not only was this doctrine
disavowed by the leaders of Islam, it was used as grounds for takfir. And this charge of
Unbelief (Kufr) is made on the basis of at least four Qur’ anic statements: 1. “[Heaven's)
produce is permanent (akluha da’im)” (13:35); 2. “This[Heaven and its rewards| is Our
provision which will not end (ma lahu min nafad)” (38:54); 3. “[Heaven’'s provisions will
be] neither withheld nor forbidden (la magqtii ‘atin wa la mamnii ‘ah)” (56:33); 4.
“[Paradise will be] agift, uninterrupted (‘ata’ an ghayr majdhidh)” (11:108).%%

To the mind of 1bn Taymiyyah, these four Scriptural expressions are
unambiguous indicators of Heaven's eternality. As he explains, Jahm’s position is based
on the notion that since Heaven and Hell are both accidents (hawadith) that have a
beginning, they must have an end. 1bn Taymiyyah then notes the position of one
Mu'tazilite founding father, Aba al-Hudhayl (d. 226/840), who adopted a similar
position, namely, that all movements (harakat) would eventually cease, meaning that all

of Heaven and Hell’ s inhabitants would eventually be unable to move.** According to

382 | i

Ibid., 41-4.
383 According to J. Van Ess, this conception ultimately developed from a similar notion found among
certain Christians (e.g. Gnostics). See J. Van Ess, “Das Begrenzte Paradies,” Mélanges D’ ISamologie,
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Ibn Taymiyyah, this viewpoint is simply untenable on the basis of both Revelation (al-
nagl) and Reason (al-*aqgl). Moreover, he maintains that there is no reason why
something that had a beginning must have an end. Just as God is unlimited in His words
(kalimat),®* so too is He unlimited in His abilities. Thus, for the afterlifeto last eternally,
the only consideration should be God’ s will %

Having ruled out Jahm'’s opinion, as well as the possibility that Heaven is not
eternal, we are left with the issue of Hell’s eternality. And it is here where observe a
changein tone. Ibn Taymiyyah notes that, unlike the issue of Heaven's duration,
differences of opinion may be found amongst both the Salaf and the Khalaf (‘ Later
Generations') regarding Hell’ s duration.*®
2. Those who maintain the annihilation of Hell and the eternality of Heaven

This view, which Ibn Taymiyyah goesto great lengths to support, entails that the
punishment in Hell will eventually cease to exist, and that everyone will leave it at some
point. This, it isargued, is aviewpoint that has been conveyed on the authority of
Companions such as ‘Umar ibn a-Khattab, Ibn Mas' td, Aba Hurayrah, Abt Sa'1d al-
Khudri, and others. For example, according to one reliable report, ‘Umar is quoted as
saying, “If the ‘People of the Fire’ (Ahl al-Nar) were to remain [in the Fire] to the extent
of (the number of) stones in a mountain, then theirs would be a day in which they would
leaveit.” " This particular report, which has more than one isnad (support; chain of

authority), isfound in the tafsir of * Abd ibn Hamid (d. 249/823), in his discussion of Q.

Volume dédié a la mémoire de Armand Abel par ses collégues, ses éléves et ses amis, ed. Pierre Salmon
(Leiden: 1974), 121.

%% Thisis according to Qur’ anic passages such as 31:27 and 18:109.

%3 | bn Taymiyyah, al-Radd, 44-52. Ibn Taymiyyah states that such heretical opinions are to be expected
from those who denied God' s attributes and argued that the Qur’ an was created. (Ibid.)

% Ipid., 52.

%7 Ipid., 53.
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78:23, averse that speaks of the ‘transgressors’ (al-taghin) “tarrying in [Gehenna] for
ages (ahgaban).” As such, Ibn Taymiyyah maintains that this and other reports indicate
that there was indeed no unanimous consensus that punishment in Hell will be eternal,
and that this was an issue of debate among leading figures, and not something innovative
like the doctrines of the K harijites, Mu‘ tazilites, Murji’ites, and Jahmites.*®®

Ibn Taymiyyah is careful to note the response by his would-be interlocutor:
‘Umar’ s statement should not be interpreted to refer to all of Hell’ sinhabitants, rather, it
islimited only to those who will actually leaveit, i.e. Ahl al-Tawhid (Those who profess
God' s Unity). Such a position, so goes the argument, would be in harmony with what one
finds in other hadith reports, such as those in Suhih Bukhari and Sahih Muslim. To this,
Ibn Taymiyyah responds by arguing that the expression * People of the Fire’ (Ahl al-Nar)
could not refer to those who profess the Unity of God (al-Muwah#iidin), rather, it refers
to those who were opposed to them. In support of this assertion, he cites a hadith in
which the Prophet states, “ As for the * People of the Fire’ (Ahl al-Nar) who are its (true)
inhabitants (alladhina hum ahluha), they will neither diein it nor will they live.” Having
established the link between the * People of the Fire’ and Unbelievers, ‘Umar’ s statement
is thus taken to mean that once Hell (and its punishment) ceases to exist, only then will
the ‘ People of the Fire’ leave it, which is unlike the case of grave-sinning Believers who
will leave before that time. And since Gehenna (Jahannam) will be located in this earth,
and since the earth will transform from one state to another, we find a precedent for Hell:

While earth’sinhabitants will perish,®® they will not cease to exist. Similarly, Hell’s

%5 | bid., 53-5.
39 |bn Taymiyyah here cites two Qur’ anic passages from 55:26 and 16:96 that speak of the cessation of life
inthisworld.
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inhabitants will simply transform from one state to another following the cessation of
Hell.*°

According to Ibn Taymiyyah, further support for Hell’ s annihilation may be found
by looking to the exegetical reports associated with Q. 6:128 — a verse that concludes
with, “[God] will say: ‘The Fireis your resting-place, abiding therein (khalidina fiha),
except as God wills (illa ma sha’a Allah). Your Lord istruly wise, al-knowing.”” Ibn
Taymiyyah goes on to cite areport found in the tafsir of Ali ibn Abi Talhah al-Walibi (d.
143/626) in reference to this verse. It quotes Ibn * Abbas as saying that it is improper for
any human to pass a judgment on behalf of God, and that no one can determine who the
inhabitants of either Heaven or Hell will be. Ibn Taymiyyah then puts forth the argument
that the Divine threat and exception (“except as God wills”) found in Q. 6:128 refers not
to the * People of the Qibla,” since the beginning of the verse seemsto indicate that itisin
reference to both the jinn who “misled a great many men” and “their supporters
(awliya’ uhum) among men” who “profited much from each other.” The latter, it iSsthus
argued, must certainly include the Unbelievers, as thisiswhat isindicated by Qur anic
statements such as, “[K]ill the supporters of Satan” (4:76), and “We have made the devils
supporters (awliya’) of those who do not believe” (7:27).%%

Once again anticipating a response by his would-be interlocutor, Ibn Taymiyyah
then notes al-Husayn ibn Mas‘td a-Baghawt' s (d. 516/1122) view that 6:128 should be
interpreted as referring to the ‘ People of Faith’ (Ahl al-/man), asis stated in a report
attributed to the Companion Ibn * Abbas. Ibn Taymiyyah, however, dismisses the report

because of the deficiency of itsisnad, asits narrators are not listed. Moreover, 1bn

30 | pn Taymiyyah, al-Radd, 55-7.
¥ | bid., 57-60. Other Qur’ anic verses supporting this link to Unbelieversinclude 6:121, 7:201-2, 16:99-
100, 18:50, and 58:19.
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Taymiyyah cites a statement attributed to Ibn Mas'td that states that there will come a
time in which no one will remain in Hell, and that that will take place after its inhabitants
will haveremained init for ‘ages’ (ahgaban) (as Q. 78:23 indicates). After having noted
that thereisasimilar report transmitted on the authority of Aba Hurayrah, 1bn
Taymiyyah cites a-Baghawt’ s view that, according to Sunnis (Ahl al-Sunnah), even these
two reports should be interpreted so as to refer to the * People of Faith.” To the mind of
Ibn Taymiyyah, however, the problem with al-Baghawt s opinion isthat it does not take
into account the fact that verses 21-8 of Sirat al-Naba’ (78) demonstrate that the
punishment described in verse 23 is in reference to Unbelievers™:

Gehenna (Jahannam) is, indeed, lying in ambush; arefuge for the Transgressors

(al-Taghmn); Tarrying therein for ages (ahgaban); wherein, they do not taste any

coolness or fresh drinks, except for boiling water and freezing hail; as an

appropriate reward. Indeed, they did not expect any reckoning; and denounced

Our signs aslies.

And lest one think that the term *ages’ (ahgab) is areference to eternity, I1bn
Taymiyyah notes that, according to a number of the Salaf, each ‘age’ (hugb) is of limited
duration, though how long exactly is an issue of debate. According to different
perspectives, it could last forty, eighty, seventy, or seventy thousand years — with some or
possibly al of these referring to years “wherein each day islike one thousand years’ —, or
an amount known only to God.**® But if what is meant by ‘ages’ is not eternity, why did
the Qur’ an not simply provide a stated limit, e.g. 10 ‘ages 7°** To this, Ibn Taymiyyah

responds by arguing that, even if the precise duration is not stated, there must be a

l[imitation because of the very limitation of ‘ages themselves. Asfor the view that after

%2 | pn Taymiyyah, al-Radd, 60-2.

%3 As such, 1bn Taymiyyah states that the statement attributed to al-Hasan al-BagiT that the length of Hell's
duration “does not have an amount except for permanence” istrue so long as Hell exists. (1bid., 63)

39 This was the argument made by 1bn Qutaybah and others.
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the ‘ages have passed, Hell’ sinhabitants will be punished not with boiling water, but
with other forms of punishment, Ibn Taymiyyah asserts the baseless nature of such an
assertion, asthe reference to ‘ages’ isin connection to ‘tarrying’ in Gehennaand not a
specific punishment. And, Ibn Taymiyyah keenly notes, even if one were to follow that
line of reasoning, it might very well be that if Hell’ s inhabitants were to “taste coolness
and fresh drinks’ (after having consumed boiling water for *ages’), that would be a
blessing, not a punishment.**

To the mind of 1bn Taymiyyah, one of the strongest arguments for Hell’ s non-
eternality isto befound in Q. 11:107-8. Asfor Q. 11:107, he notes its ambiguity
regarding God s will: “[The wretched shall be] abiding [in Hell] (khalidina fiha), so long
as the heavens and earth endure, except as your Lord pleases (illa ma sha’ a rabbuka);
Your Lord does indeed what He wants.” 1bn Taymiyyah cites the view attributed to
various Companions that the qualification of this verse (“except as your Lord pleases’) is
to be applied to every Divine threat (wa'id) in the Qur’ an. Interestingly, unlike Ibn al-
‘Arabi, Ibn Taymiyyah considers the qualification to be areference to the stay in Hellfire,
and not simply the state of Hell’ s inhabitants. Q. 11:108, on the other hand, is seemingly
less ambiguous in referring to the stay in Heaven: “[The blessed shall be] abiding [in
Heaven] (khalidina fiha) as long as the heavens and the earth shall endure; except as your
Lord pleases (illa ma sha’a rabbuka), a gift, uninterrupted (‘ ata’ an ghayr majdhizdh).”
That the qualificationin Q. 11:108 (“except as your Lord pleases’) isto be applied
similarly to every promise (wa'd) in the Qur’an is surprisingly not seriously considered

by Ibn Taymiyyah. But there is something different about Q. 11:108: it concludes with

5 | bn Taymiyyah, al-Radd, 62-6. Ibn Taymiyyah also cites the opinion of ‘ Abd al-Haggq ibn * Atiyyah (d.
541/1147) that Q. 78:23 is not abrogated by verse 30 of that same surah (“ So taste. We will only increase
your punishment™) so long as the notion of abrogation is limited to matters of law. (Ibid., 64)
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the expression “a gift, uninterrupted,” which ultimately confirms Heaven's eterndlity. Ibn
Taymiyyah highlights this difference, arguing that the ending of Q. 11:107 (“Your Lord
does indeed what He wants’) does not confirm Hell’ s eternality, rather, it leaves the
matter unresolved.*®

Ibn Taymiyyah goes on to cite more reports that seem to bolster the argument for
atemporal Hell. The Companion ‘Abd-Allah ibn *Umar, for example, is quoted as saying
that “there will come atime upon Hell in which its gates will be shut, and no one will
remain init.”*%" The Successor al-Sha'bi (d. 103/721) is quoted as saying that “Hell isthe
fastest of the two abodes (i.e. Heaven and Hell) in being inhabited, and the fastest in
becoming desolate.” **®

And even though Ibn Taymiyyah presents evidence for the eventual salvation of
al (e.g. ‘Umar’ s statement), one of his main goalsin this section of al-Radd is smply to
establish the non-eternality of punishment in Hell. As such, he also cites areport from al-
Tabart’' s (d. 310/923) tafsir that states that Q. 11:107 refersto a period in which God will
command Hell to consume its inhabitants.*°

In examining Ibn Taymiyyah’'s analysis of the more widely recognized opinion,
i.e. the eternality of both Heaven and Hell, one can readily discern even more signs for
his preference for anon-eterna Hell.
3. Those who maintain the eternality of both Heaven and Hell.

According to Ibn Taymiyyah, those who maintain the eternality of Hell have four

central arguments: First, it is something agreed upon by unanimous consensus among the

3% 1bid., 66-8.
397 1bid., 69.
3% 1hid., 69.
39 1hid., 68.
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Salaf, and any opposing, innovative viewpoint was devel oped only among later
generations. Second, the numerous Qur’ anic indications of an eternal Hell are clear and
definitive (gat 7). Third, the Sunnah, which is quite extensive, indicates that those with an
atom’sweight of faith will be taken out of Hell, whereas the Unbelievers will never
leave. Fourth, it is what the Messenger taught, and it is something that is known by
necessity — with or without a particular report as support, asit isin accordance with
Reason.*®

Ibn Taymiyyah then presents two responses to these arguments: First, that there
was unanimous consensus regarding this issue is something unknown. And, he reiterates,
while we know of the different viewpoints among the Companions, not one is known to
have ever explicitly stated that Hell will never perish. The ideathat there was unanimous
consensus is merely presumed by those who are unfamiliar with this old dispute. Second,
the Qur’an and hadith literature do not state that Hell will never perish; instead, both
indicate that Hell’ sinhabitants will remain init ‘continually’ (abadan), receiving its
decreed punishments, with no way out, as indicated by numerous Qur’ anic verses and
authentic hadiths.*™ And such passages simply refer to the inability of Unbelieversto
leave Hell while Hell exists, which is unlike the situation of those in Hell who uphold the
‘Unity of God’ (Tawhid), who will be able to leave Hell during that time by way of
intercession (shafa* ah).**

Ibn Taymiyyah then proceeds with a discussion on the distinction between the
eternality (baga’) of Heaven and that of Hell. The existence of such adistinction, itis

argued, is supported by both Revelation (al-Shar‘) and Reason (al-aqgl). 1bn Taymiyyah

0 |hid,, 71.
“LE g. Q. 2:161-2, 6:27-8, 23:107-8, 35:36-7, 40:49-50, 43:74-8, 69:25-7.
“92 | bn Taymiyyah, al-Radd, 71-9.
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then presents eight arguments in favor of this distinction, while further making the case
for Hell’ s non-eternality. These eight arguments may be summarized as four basic
claims: First, while God has indicated that Heaven is eternal, there is no such indication
regarding Hell. All we know isthat Hell’ s inhabitants will not leave it so long as Hell
exists. Qur’anic verses such as 78:23, 6:128, and 11:107 indicate that Hell is of limited
duration and that its continuation is conditional. Second, it has been established that God
will alow into Heaven those who have never committed a good deed, such asthe
creation made specifically for Heaven, people who were initially consigned to Hell, and
children whose fathers were righteous.”®® On the other hand, no one will be punished for
any reason other than sin. Thus, in light of their functions and characteristics, Heaven and
Hell cannot be compared. Third, while Heaven is derived from God's mercy and
forgiveness, Hell is derived from His punishment. Furthermore, as Qur’ anic verses such
as 15:49-50, 5:98, and 6:165 indicate, the blessings from God are the products of His
names and characteristics, and are thus areflection of His essence, thus necessitating
their eternality. Punishment, on the other hand, is His creation, and like His other
creations (e.g. thisworld), it will eventually perish once the wisdom behind its existence
has been obtained. (This argument is developed further by Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah).
Fourth, God states in the Qur’ an (e.g. 6:12) and the authentic hadith collections that His
mercy encompasses everything. Thus — and here the argument becomes theodicean —, if
God' s punishment really were eternal, there would be no mercy in that. On the other
hand, one may note God’ s wisdom and compassion in the punishments He has decreed

for thislife, asthey purify the soul of itssins. Accordingly, it is reasonable to maintain

“% Thisis presumably based on Q. 52:21: “And those who have believed and their progeny followed them
in belief, We shall join their progeny to them[.]”
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that Hell’ sinhabitants would not be allowed to enter Heaven until they have been
completely purified and rectified. Once that has been achieved, the ratio essendi of the
punishment ceases to exist. (According to Ibn Taymiyyah, it was due to the belief that
some individuals would never enter Heaven that many Muslim theol ogians doubted
God' s characteristics of wisdom and mercy, while emphasizing His omnipotence and
denying that He was the Most merciful of all [Arham al-Rahimin]).***

Given the manner in which many Muslim scholars have traditionally interpreted
the Qur’ an, these are bold claims on the part of Ibn Taymiyyah.

To drive his point home, Ibn Taymiyyah concludes al-Radd by presenting six
signs of Heaven’s eternality, which may be summarized as follows: The Qur’ an indicates
Heaven’'s continuity and that it will never be cut off, as evidenced by the Qur’ anic
statements noted above (e.g. 13:35, 38:54), as well as other passages, such as Q. 16:96,
which states, “What you have will be exhausted, and what is with God remains
[undiminished].” And since the blessings of God come from His essence, they will
necessarily last eternally. Moreover, God indicates that the reward of the Righteous will
never be cut off, as explicitly stated in Q. 41:8, 84:25, and 68:3. The Qur’ anic expression
“agift, uninterrupted (‘ ata’ an ghayr majdhizdh)” (11:108) indicates areward that is
eternal (unlike the expression in the preceding verse regarding Hell and punishment).
Finally, Ibn Taymiyyah cites afamous hadith (found in both Szhih Bukhart and Sahih
Muslim) that states that death itself will come in the form of a spotted ram, which will
stand between Heaven and Hell and be slaughtered, signifying the end of death itself.
Thus, Ibn Taymiyyah goes beyond simply emphasizing the non-eternality of Hell to

making the case for the eventual salvation of al, as Hell’ s inhabitants will continue to

4% 1pid., 80-3.
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live after Hell has perished, and as the reports he cites indicate, this continuation of lifeis
to occur in Heaven.*® Thus, 1bn Taymiyyah’s discussion in al-Radd is controversial in

more ways than one.

2.3. The Controversy surrounding Ibn Taymiyyah's View of Hell’s Duration

That 1bn Taymiyyah's discussion in al-Radd has been considered controversial is
perhaps most evident in the denial by some of his later supporters that he maintained the
non-eternality of Hell. In fact, there are, generall y-speaking, three different opinions
regarding Ibn Taymiyyah’'sview on Hell’ sfate: First, that he believed that it is non-
eternal; second, that he believed that it is eternal; and third, that he only seemed to lean
towards the view that it is non-eternal .*®

Related to this controversy is the question of whether 1bn Taymiyyah actually
authored al-Radd. Adding fuel to this controversy is the fact that the manuscript of al-
Radd found in Dar a-Kutub al-Misriyyah does not explicitly list Ibn Taymiyyah as the
author: “It appears to be from among the works authored by Ibn Taymiyyah” [emphasis

mine].*%’

Some (led by contemporary scholars such as‘Aliibn * Al1 a-Harbi) have also
doubted Ibn Taymiyyah's authorship of the treatise precisely because of its content,
particularly its apparent support for Hell’ s annihilation. According to such scholars, the

link to Ibn Taymiyyah was made due to an erroneous conjecture made by 1bn Qayyim al-

“®pid., 83-7.

%% See Muhammad ibn * Abd-Allah al-Simhart, “Mawgif Shaykh al-1slam,” al-Radd ‘ala man gala bi-fana’
al-Jannah wa al-Nar, ed. Muhammad ibn ‘Abd-Allah al-Simhart (Riyadh: 1995), xviii-xix. Al-Subki isa
prominent representative of the first perspective, the contemporary scholar *Ali ibn * Al a-Harbi is known
for his defense of the second, and many, including al-Simhari have maintained the third. (Ibid.)

7 See Muhammad ibn * Abd-Allah al-Simhari, “Nisbat al-kitab ila al-mu’allif,” al-Radd ‘ala man gala bi-
fana’ al-Jannah wa al-Nar, ed. Muhammad ibn ‘Abd-Allah al-Simhari (Riyadh: 1995), xii.
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Jawziyyah and others, and Ibn Taymiyyah's actual writings regarding thisissue, to which
Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah refers (in works examined below), have not survived.*® To my
mind, there is no substantive reason to doubt that the treatise was indeed the work of 1bn
Taymiyyah for reasons that will be made apparent below.

The notion that 1bn Taymiyyah believed in Hell’ s eternality is generally based on
the following two arguments (as articul ated by scholars such as a-Harbi): First, the very
fact that Ibn Taymiyyah composed al-Radd as a response to the Jahmites and Mu'tazilites
who maintained the eventual annihilation of both Heaven and Hell is an indication that he
believed in an eternal Hell. The problem with this argument, however, is that al-Radd
only signifies Ibn Taymiyyah's denial of the annihilation of both Heaven and Hell, taken
generaly as awhole, and not necessarily Hell in particular. Second, the idea that Ibn
Taymiyyah believed in Hell’ s eventual annihilation was simply the fabrication of his
adversaries, such as Taqi a-Din a-Subki, and his student, 1bn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah. I1bn
al-Qayyim’s ascription of this view to Ibn Taymiyyah was, so goes this purely
conjectural argument, due to either an erroneous inference by the former, or his turning
against 1bn Taymiyyah.*®

In point of fact, we do have good reason to believe that 1bn Taymiyyah was the
true author of the treatise. It is congruous with other writings attributed to him, especially
if we take into account the careful wording of his Fatawa when addressing the issue at
hand. Moreover, the very fact that the statements found within the text are, as we shall

see below, ascribed to 1bn Taymiyyah by his contemporaries, both supporters and

%8 Al-Simhari, “Nisbat al-kitab,” xii-xiii. As al-Simhar1 notes, al-Harbt's statement here seems to
contradict his assertion el sewhere that the “alleged” treatise probably does not exist. (Ibid.)

9 Al-Simhart, “Mawaif,” xxiii-xxiv. While al-Harbi would maintain these three arguments, he also makes
the ostensibly inconsistent claim that 1bn Taymiyyah initially leaned towards Hell’ s annihilation, and that
this was based on the testimony of his student 1bn al-Qayyim. (Ibid.)
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opponents, is astrong argument for its authenticity. Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah quotes the
text — sometimes verbatim, other times loosely —in his his own writings, while its
specific arguments are also cited in al-Subki’ s refutation.*

Assuming that Ibn Taymiyyah did indeed compose the treatise, one would be
justified in maintaining that, at the very least, he leaned towards the view that Hell would
eventually be annihilated due to God's mercy. After al, even though he never explicitly
states that Hell is necessarily non-eternal, he emphasizes and fully articulates the
argument for atemporal Hell, and it is this argument that gets the final say. Thisisonly
further supported by the story behind Ibn Taymiyyah’'s composition of al-Radd and the
fact that potential counterarguments are addressed and dismissed. One can thus
conjecture that the Jahmite denia of the eternality of both Heaven and Hell was
superficially presented as the focus of al-Radd so as to camouflage what Ibn Taymiyyah
recognized as being the truly controversia nature of the non-eternal Hell position.

Centuries |ater, al-Radd serves as a source of embarrasment for some lbn
Taymiyyah apologists, including Wahhabi scholars who consider the idea of a non-
eternal Hell to be inherently problematic. Thus, we find one additional motivation for
denying Ibn Taymiyyah's authorship of al-Radd. As for those apologists who accept his
authorship of al-Radd, we find that other tactics are employed. This may be observed, for
example, in Muhammead ibn * Abd-Allah al-Simhart’ s introduction to a 1995 edition of al-
Radd, which was published in Riyadh. Al-Simhart asserts that, because Ibn Taymiyyah
never explicitly states his own opinion, he remains in line with the Sunni doctrine of an

eternal Hell.*'* Al-Simhart goes on to argue that 1bn Taymiyyah’s opponents, such as al-

410 Al-Simhart, “Nisbat al-kitab,” xiv-xvi.
1 Al-Simhari, “Mawgif,” XXv-Xxvii.
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Subki, should not have inferred from al-Radd that, even if Ibn Taymiyyah initialy
espoused Hell’ s annihilation, that that was always his position. He then cites the
apologetic hypothesis put forth by the late Muhammad Nasir al-Din a-Albani (d. 1999)
that Ibn Taymiyyah composed the treatise during his studies, before mastering the
religious sciences* — an ostensibly baseless conjecture in light of 1bn Qayyim al-
Jawziyyah's utilization of al-Radd during a period in which Ibn Taymiyyah had already
established himself. Al-Simhart then takes an entirely different approach and argues that
even if Ibn Taymiyyah did maintain that God’ s mercy could ecompass Hell’ s inhabitants,
this would not be a problematic assertion, as this was also the position maintained by Ibn

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah and others.*"

Nevertheless, al-Simhart argues that since the
doctrine of Hell’ s eventual annihilation isimprobable (marjih), it isthe duty of the
‘common’ Muslim to side with the doctrine indicated by the Qur’ an and Sunnah, and
adopted by many of the Salaf, namely, Hell’ s eternality. The reason, he argues, is because
it isonly the sincere, knowledgeable mujtahid who may safely adopt any other
position.*** Therefore, we also find a contemporary form of elitism associated with this
belief in anon-eterna Hell that is employed as a counterweight to Ibn Taymiyyah's
critics. While one orientation within Wahhabism seeks to deny the position altogether so
asto avoid being discredited, another portraysit as a position of the elite.

In order to appreciate further the controversial nature of 1bn Taymiyyah’s stance,

what follows is an examination of al-Subki’s critique.

12 Al-Simhari, “Mawaqif,” xxii.

“3 |Interestingly, he even cites a recent Master’ s thesis written by Faysal ‘ Abd-Allah al-Jami‘ah of Umm al-
Qura University (Mecca), entitled Al-Jannah wa al-nar wa al-ara’ fihima (Heaven and Hell and the
viewpoints regarding them). In it, the author gives preference to the doctrine of Hell’ s annihilation on the
basisthat it isin accordance with what is known of “God'’ s expansive mercy, inclusive generosity,
overflowing forgiveness, and considerable wisdom.” (Al-Simhari, “Mawqif,” xxii-xxiii)

44 Al-Simhari, “Mawgif,” xxviii.
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3. ARgjoinder to Ibn Taymiyyah's Argument for a Non-Eternal Hell by One of his
Contemporaries. The Case of Taqr al-Din al-Subkz

Taqgi al-Din *Al1ibn *Abd al-Kafi al-Subki (d. 756/1355) wastrained in Cairo,
and after traveling to Damascus and Mecca, returned to become the chief qadi (judge) at
the Mansiiriyyah madrasah at the Ibn Taltin mosque. He then moved to Damascus and
became the city’s gqadi before once again returning to Egypt, where he eventually passed
away. Heis said to have authored approximately 150 books on a variety of topics
including law, theology, and poetry.*'> Relevant for our purposesis his treatise al-I*tibar
bi-baga’ al-Jannah wa al-Nar (Consideration of the Permanence of Heaven and Hell),
which is essentially arefutation of the arguments presented by Ibn Taymiyyah in al-Radd
for anon-eternal Hell.

While there have historically been a number of regjoinders to Ibn Taymiyyah (and

416 al-1“tibar, which is said to have been

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah) regarding this issue,
written in the year 748/1347,**" represents awell-known contemporary response. Iniit, al-
Subki, afierce detractor of Ibn Taymiyyah, begins with an ad hominem attack. In
attempting to discredit 1bn Taymiyyah himself and his credential's, al-Subki notes that,

among other things, “heis not oneto be relied upon” because of his tendency to conflate

what he transmits as Revelation with his own personal understanding.*®

1% See Joseph Schacht, “ Al-Subki,” The Encyclopedia of Islam: New Edition, VVol. 9 (Leiden: E.J. Brill,
1997), 744.
18 For example, see Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-San‘ani, Raf* al-astar li-ibtal adillat al-ga’ilin bi-fana’ al-
Nar, ed. Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani (Beirut: 1984).
7 See ' Al ibn * Abd al-KafT al-Subki, al-Ras7’il al-subkiyyah: 7 al-radd ‘ala 1bn Taymiyyah wa tilmidhih
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (Beirut: ‘ Alam al-K utub, 1983), 208. Incidentally, this text includes additional
ﬁglemical attacks against 1bn Taymiyyah regarding other issues, particularly legal ones.

Ibid., 195.
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Asfor theissue a hand, it is apparent that al-Subki has one main goal in mind in
writing al-I*tibar: to demonstrate that the temporal Hell position is an innovative one.
Early on, he declares that unanimous consensus had been reached regarding the eternality
of both Heaven and Hell, that this was documented by Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064), and that
there is no doubt about this, for it is known by necessity and supported by Scriptural
evidence. Al-Subki goes on to cite 34 Qur’ anic verses he considers to be explicit
indications of Hell’ s permanence (khulizd), several of which explicitly indicate al-ta’ bid,
which is here interpreted to denote ‘eternality.” (He then cites 28 Qur’ anic verses which
seem to support the notion of Hell’ s permanence, and he notes that there are yet many
other verses that could be cited for further support). Such an abundance of explicit verses,
he argues, means that metaphorical interpretations are prohibited; only alitera
interpretation would do justice to the verses in question.**® And even though there was
never any doubt that I1bn Taymiyyah believed in an eternal Heaven, al-Subki aso cites 38
Qur’ anic verses that speak of Heaven' s permanence, presumably to demonstrate that such
verses are worded in ways that parallel those of Hell.**

Ibn Taymiyyah was certainly familiar with all of these verses. As such, al-Subki's
extensive citations could not have been meant to impress Ibn Taymiyyah and his
supporters, but rather, to convince the undecided reader. If anything, al-Subki continuosly
notes how egregious Ibn Taymiyyah's position is, given his knowledge. As such, a-
Subki asserts, to argue as Ibn Taymiyyah has done warrants a charge of Unbelief

(Kufr).*4

419 1pid., 196-8.
42 1pid., 198-200.
“2L1bid., 198.
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Al-Subki goes on to cite 4 hadiths traditionally classified as *authentic’ to support
his statement: 1. a hadith that states that whoever kills him/herself using a piece of iron
will continually kill him/herself with that piece of iron whilein Hell, remaining in it
forever (abadan); 2. ahadith that states that Hell’ s inhabitants (who areits ‘true
inhabitants’) will neither live nor diein it; 3. the hadith cited above about death coming
in the form of a spotted ram and being slaughtered; and 4. a hadith that states that the
peoples of Heaven and Hell will be told that they will have permanence (khuliid).*?

Thus, al-Subki argues, the matter is clear. The eternal punishment of Hell’s
inhabitantsis clearly stated in Scripture, was the view of the Salaf, isin line with the
consensus opinion, is known by both the natural disposition (fitrak) and necessity, and is
even what all non-Muslim groups believe. And, he reiterates, to say otherwise, given this
knowledge, demonstrates Unbelief.*?®

Even so, a-Subki does not stop there, for he also aimsto discredit Ibn
Taymiyyah's survey of viewpoints regarding thisissue. He refersto Ibn Taymiyyah's
categorization of the different opinions regarding the afterlife, i.e., the temporal Heaven
and Hell, the eternal Heaven and Hell, and the eternal Heaven and the temporal Hell.
After noting that 1bn Taymiyyah |leans towards the third category, al-Subki makes the
erroneous claim that 1bn Taymiyyah claims this to be the position of the Salaf. (As noted,
Ibn Taymiyyah does not depict this as being the only view adopted by the Salaf, but
rather one of two popular views). At any rate, a-Subki responds by stating that thereis
not one ‘ Pious Ancestor’ who adopted this view, and that that which was narrated about

them is ambiguous, so their reports should be interpreted according to the explicit

422 1pid., 198.
2 pid., 200.
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statements found in Revelation and the belief adopted by the generality of Muslims. As
such, Ibn Taymiyyah's view is an “innovation (bid‘ ah) from among the most ominous
and ugliest of innovations.” ***

Al-Subki goes on to refute Ibn Taymiyyah's analysis of Q. 78:23, 6:128, and
11:107-8. Asfor Q. 78:23 (“Tarrying therein for ages [ahgaban]”), al-Subki argues that
this should not be regarded as alimitation of duration. And even if it is argued that,
according to certain reports, each ‘age’ (hugb) is equivalent to a set time period, this still
would not rule out the possibility that Hell’ s inhabitants would continue to live in Hell
(assuming the reports are authentic to begin with). Al-Subkit aso notes that some scholars
maintained that this verse isto be read only in conjunction with the subsequent verse,
which states, “Wherein, they do not taste any coolness or fresh drinks.” Y et another
opinion is that 78:23 was abrogated by 78:30: “ So taste. We will only increase your
punishment.” And though some may be tempted to argue that these verses arein
reference to grave-sinning Believers, a-Subki avoids making this opportunistic argument
by noting that verses 27 and 28 clarify that the stated punishment isin reference to
Unbelievers: “Indeed, they did not expect any reckoning; and denounced Our signs as
lies.”* |nterestingly, however, when later analyzing the statement attributed to Ibn
Mas'td that there will come atime in which no one will remain in Hell after its
inhabitants had remained in it for ‘ages,” al-Subki argues that if thisreport isindeed

sound, it refersto grave sinning Muslims. To avoid charges of a contradiction, al-Subki

424 1pid., 201.
% 1pid., 201-3.
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resorts to making the difficult argument that what is meant here by *ages’ is accordingly
different from its connotation in the Qur’ an.*®

Asfor Q. 6:128 and 11:107-8, a-Subki argues that although these verses have
been widely discussed, the views put forth by Ibn Taymiyyah are smply innovative. Abi
‘Amr al-Dant’s (d. 444/1052) Tawif, for example, notes 27 doctrines regarding these
verses, none of which refer to Unbelievers leaving Hell. Asfor the exceptions (e.g.
“except as your Lord pleases’), these refer to either the period before which Hell’s
inhabitants will enter Hell or the possibility other forms of punishment, such as the
Zamharir, an extremely cold aternative to the extremely hot Hellfire, which isimplicitly
referenced in the Qur’ an (76:13). And while the expression “a gift, uninterrupted” (Q.
11:108) indicates Heaven's eternality, the expression in Q. 11:107, “Your Lord does
indeed what He wants,” refers not to punishment being cut off, but actually avariation
and increase in punishment. And if his would-be interlocutor argues that the statement
“Your Lord does indeed what He wants’ refersto all Divine threats, al-Subki accepts
this, but argues that this does not justify the conclusion that Hell’ s inhabitants will be
saved. And as for the argument that the Qur’ anic expression “a gift, uninterrupted”
indicates God' s desire for the * People of the Garden’ (Ahl al-Jannah) while the
expression “Your Lord does indeed what He wants’ leaves us uninformed regarding His
desirefor the * People of the Fire’ (Ahl al-Nar), al-Subki argues that this neglects the fact
that we do know what God desires regarding the latter: eternal damnation. Despite all
this, al-Subki seems to acquiesce, stating that Q. 11:106-8 could be interpreted as

indicating that people will eventually escape Hell (and al forms of punishment).

42 1pid., 205.
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Neverthel ess, he asserts, such people could only be grave-sinning Believers.**’ He
presents this opinion without thoroughly addressing 1bn Taymiyyah's argument that the
verses before and after indicate that thisisin reference to Unbelievers.

In order to solidify his argument, al-Subki also attempts to discredit the reports
employed by Ibn Taymiyyah. Thisincludes the report from *Abd ibn Hamid' s tafsir that
guotes ‘Umar as stating that the ‘ People of the Fire’ will one day leave Hell after having
remained in it “to the extent of (the number of) stonesin amountain.” According to al-
Subki, the supposed narrator of thisreport, al-Hasan, generally did not transmit reports
from *Umar in the first place. Furthermore, this report is mentioned in *Abd ibn Hamid's
tafsir in the context of two different discussions, one in which the ‘ People of the Fire
leave and another in which they simply hope to leave. And if we assume that they will
leave, this means either that they will go to the Zamharir, or that it isareferenceto
grave-sinning Muslims leaving Hell; however, thereis no indication of thisbeing a
reference to Unbelievers.*® In the final analysis, al-Subki ultimately fails to seriously
address Ibn Taymiyyah’'s argument that the expression ‘ People of the Fire' could only
refer to Unbelievers.

In explaining why such reports exist in the first place, al-Subki reminds the reader
that they were made by the same Salaf who, he notes, were very much afraid of spending
an eternity in Hell, as the Mu'tazilites would claim. Asfor the report attributed to al-
Sha' bi that Hell isthe fastest of the two abodes (i.e. Heaven and Hell) in being inhabited,
and the fastest in becoming desolate, it is to be discredited, al-Subki argues, since it goes

against unanimous consensus. And if it is argued that there is no unanimous consensus

427 1bid., 203-4.
428 1pid. 204.
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simply because it is not known to exist, while the differences in opinion are known to
have existed and continue to exist, the response is that the only thing that can challenge a
claim of unanimous consensus is an explicit statement that states the contrary, which we
do not find. And if it is argued that we know of no report from the Companions that states
that Hell is eternal, and that the Successors held different perspectives, we do not find
them stating what 1bn Taymiyyah claims. As such, a-Subki argues, we must assume the
‘best’ regarding them.**

It should come as no surprise then that al-Subki rejects those arguments that
attempt to utilize God’' s names as evidence of Hell’ s temporality. As for the argument
that reward is derived from God' s characteristic of mercy while punishment issimply a
creation, and that only the former can therefore be eternal, al-SubkT’ s response is that
God isaso caled Stern in Punishment (Shadid al-‘ Igab), the Omnipotent (al-Jabbar),
the Subduer (al-Qahhar), the One Who Humiliates (al-Mudhill), and the Avenger (al-
Muntagim). Al-Subki also attempts to counter 1bn Taymiyyah's theodicean analysis, as
he dismisses the claim that God would not be merciful were He to establish an eternal
Hell. According to a-Subki, Hell’ sinhabitants deserve their abode, and God is therefore
free to do as He wishes regarding them. Heaven, on the other hand, is the perfection of
God's mercy, and is awarded to those who have truly earned it.*** Thus, we find that
unlike Ibn Taymiyyah, al-Subki seems to stress the association between Divine
omnipotence and justice, as opposed to mercy, or more precisaly, the kind of mercy that

is granted to those who have not proven themselves worthy of it.

42 1pid., 204-5.
40 1pid., 206-7.
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Asfar as a-Subki is concerned, the presence of evil which necessitates eternal
damnation isindeed justifiable. And if it is argued that there is no wisdom in the creation
of Hell’ sinhabitantsin the first place (since were they destined to live in Hell eternally),
al-Subkt’ s response is that the wisdom is to be found in the manifestation of God's
power, and the esteem of the Believers. God' s greatness is demonstrated by His creation
of angels, righteous humans, and prophets (such as Muhammad) on the one hand, and
Pharaoh, Haman, Aba Jahl, satans from among both humans and jinn, and Iblis on the
other. If God had wanted to, He would have made everyone obedient Believers, however,
He desired to distinguish one thing from its corrupting opposite, such as Belief and
Unbelief, and knowledge and ignorance.***

It is significant that according to al-Subki s vision the afterlifeis not aperiod in
which Unbelievers can rectify themselves and receive Divine mercy — avision based on
the Qur’ anic declaration, “1 shall ordain My mercy for those who are conscious of God
(yattagein)” (7:156). And to those who maintain that true evil-doers (who would repeat
their sinsif brought back to thislife) would finaly change following the completion of
their punishment in Hell due to God’ s wisdom and mercy, a-Subki’ s response is that this
would mean that Iblis, Pharaoh, Haman, and the rest of the Unbelievers would eventually
reside in Heaven, where they would spend the rest of eternity. To al-Subki’ s mind, this
not only goes against the consensus opinion, but it is also an unusual assertion - an
assertion, he states, that one would only expect from anon-Muslim. This, he argues, is
also inconsistent with Scripture, for the Qur’ an describes such Unbelievers as being

among those who “have no hope of receiving [God' s] grace” (29:23), and for whom the

“11bid., 207-8.
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Fire will “blaze more fiercely” each time it “goes down” (17:97).**2 And, al-Subki notes,
since the Prophet indicated that death itself will be slaughtered, it isnot as if Unbelievers
will be able to escape to a new form of existence.**®

Indeed, as far as al-Subki is concerned, it is futile for Unbelievers to submit to
God only in the afterlife, as the Qur’ an states, “No soul will profit from faith if it had
none before” (6:158), “ God has sealed their hearts” (2:7), and “their hearts have been
sealed” (63:3; 9:87). Thus, al-Subki maintains, these passages point to the impossibility
of evil (sharr) leaving them and good (khayr) entering them.*** Thisis certainly one of
the stronger counterarguments employed by al-Subki so long as one assumes that such
passages refer to eternal redlities.

Interestingly, despite all this, al-Subki’ s methodology in tackling the issue of
Hell’sduration is quite similar to that of 1bn Taymiyyah. Both employ Scripture, reason
that is presumably based on Scripture, God’' s names, and the views of the Salaf.
Therefore, their differences have less to do with methodology and sources, and more to
do with conflicting deductions. In the final analysis, al-Subki’ s position is no more
irrefutable than that of his opponents. Nevertheless, his opponents would find a stronger
articulation of the temporal Hell position by way of another contemporary of [bn

Taymiyyah, his disciple Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah.

4. The Life and Times of 1bn Qayyim al-Jawzyyah

% Overall, thisis similar to al-San‘ani’s argument that Hell is not meant to be a place of rectification, and
that it isimpossible for devils (shayatin) and evil demons (jinn) to reform themselves, since they are by
their very nature evil and resistant to God’s oneness. (Al-San‘ani, Raf* al-astar, 122-7)

3 Al-Subki, al-Rasa’il, 206-7.

**Ipid., 207.
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Brilliant teachers tend to produce brilliant students. Accordingly, another
prominent theologian in the annals of Hanbalism was none other than Ibn Taymiyyah’s
student Shams al-Din Abli Bakr Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr al-Zar‘1, more commonly
known as Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, or simply Ibn al-Qayyim. He was born in Damascus
in 691/1292 and died there in 751/1350. Asindicated by his name, his father was the
superintendent (gayyim) of the Jawziyyah madrasah,** which also served asa
Damascene Hanbalite court of law.**® Under the tutelage of Ibn Taymiyyah, 1bn al-
Qayyim™®™’ secured his place in the history books as a prominent Hanbalite theologian and
jurisconsult who was well-versed in the Islamic sciences.**® And while Ibn a-Qayyim
came to adopt many of his teacher’s doctrines, it would be an egregious mistake to
assume that they were carbon copies of one another. Even so, like histeacher, 1bn al-
Qayyim often clashed with the Mamluk government, and was imprisoned in the citadel of
Damascus from 726/1326 until 728/1328. Furthermore, he too was opposed to the Sufi
monist school (al-Ittihadiyyah) of 1bn al-* Arabi, which is quite apparent in one of his
major theological works, Qasidah nizniyyah, a“profession of faith.” 4

Also like Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim’s works cover a wide spectrum of
topics, including rhetoric, mysticism, juridical methodology (usil al-figh), politics, and
theology.**® Works relevant for our purposes include Hidayat al-hayara f7 ajwibat al-

Yahizd wa al-Nasara (Guidance to the Perplexed in Responding to the Jews and

% See Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-Zaghli, “ Tarjamat mu’ allif al-kitab”, Hadr al-arwah ila bilad al-afrah
(Al-Dammam, Saudi Arabia: Ramadi lil-Nashr, 1997), vii-x (I should note that the text itself uses Arabic
[rather than Roman] numerals in numbering the pages of the editor’ s introductory remarks).

% See Henri Laoust, “Ibn Kayyim al-Djawziyya,” The Encyclopedia of Isam: New Edition, Vol. 3
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1971), 821-2.

“37 By convention, | refer to 1bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah as Ibn al-Qayyim when omitting the last name.

%8 Al-Zaghli, “ Tarjamat,” vii.

9 | aoust, “Ibn Kayyim al-Djawziyya,” 821-2.

“Opid., 822.
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Christians), which demonstrates a continuation of his master’s polemics against ‘ People
of the Book," hisincomplete tafsir, which was given the title al-Daw * al-munir ‘ala al-
tafsir (The Luminous Light on the Exegesis of the Qur’ an), and Ighathat al-lahfan min
masayid al-Shaytan (Help to the Worried from Satan’s Traps), atreatise on tasawwuf.
Also relevant for their references to the nature of the afterlife are Shifa’ al-‘alil (The Cure
for the 1), Mukhtasar al-sawa'iq al-mursala ‘ala al-Jahmiyyah wa al-Mu' atillah (The
Synopsis of the Thunderbolts Sent to the Jahmites and Mu* atillah),*** and perhaps most
significantly, Hadr al-arwah ila bilad al-afrah (The Guide of Souls to the Communities
of Festivities).

Aswill become apparent, while I1bn al-Qayyim generally seemsto follow the
footsteps of his teacher, he goes much further in elucidating an argument for both the

non-eternality of Hell and the eventual salvation of all.

5. Analyzing Relevant Aspects of 1bn Qayyim al-Jawzyyah's Writings

5.1. Salvation on the Day of Judgment

Like Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim was not an advocate of soteriological

religious pluralism. In Hidayat al-hayara, we observe adecisive Ibn a-Qayyim: “To

deny the prophethood of Muhammad is to deny the Lordship of God the Exalted.”*? An

“! Thisis a summation of al-Szwa'iq, which was written by a certain Muhammad ibn al-Mawsili.

“2 See Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Hidayat al-hayara f7 ajwibat al-Yahiid wa al-Nasard, ed. Muhammad
Ahmad al-Hajj (Damascus. Dar al-Qalam, 1996), 583ff. Ibn al-Qayyim then goes on to cite what he deems
to be erroneous beliefs held by the ‘1slamic Philosophers' (al-falasifah), the Magi (al-Majis), the
Christians (al-Nagsara), and Jews (al-Yahid). Interestingly, 1bn al-Qayyim states el sewhere that the Prophet
was sent to the ‘ People of Earth’ (ahl al-ard), which at the time were composed of only five groups. Jews,
Christians, Magians, Sabians (al-Sabi’ izn), and Polytheists (al-Mushrikan). (1bid., 235-7)
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oft-cited objection to statements such as thisis that they contradict Qur’ anic passages
such as 2:62, which states, “The Believers, the Jews, the Christians, and the Sabians —
whoever believesin God and the Last Day and does what is good, shall receive their
reward from their Lord. They shall have nothing to fear and they shall not grieve.” Ibn a-
Qayyim addresses this objection head-on in al-Daw’, stating that this refers to Jews,
Christians, and Sabians who lived prior to the era of the Prophet. He goes on to cite Q.
22:17, which states, “Indeed, the Believers, the Jews, the Sabians, the Christians, the
Magians, and the Polytheists (mushrikizn) — God shall decide between them on the Day of
Resurrection. Surely, God is awitness of everything.” Based on the difference in wording
between Q. 2:62 and 22:17 (i.e., the absence of any reference to belief in God and the
Last Day in the latter), 1bn al-Qayyim states that 22:17 indicates that, even before the
arrival of the Prophet, the Magians and Polytheists were ‘wretched’ groups, while the
Jews, Christians, and Sabians were comprised of both ‘felicitous and ‘wretched’
individuals. 1bn al-Qayyim then cites areport attributed to 1bn ‘ Abbas that states that
there are six religions, one of which isfor isthe All-Merciful, and five of which are for
Satan. The implication is that with the coming of the Prophet, Islam became the only
acceptable path.*** And given his definition of /man (traditionally defined as ‘ Belief’) as
being a combination of both knowledge (‘ilm) and deeds (‘amal),*** 1bn al-Qayyim states

that salvation on the Day of Judgment will be granted to those who not only believe, but

“3 See |bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, al-Daw’ al-munir ‘ala al-tafsir, ed. * Al al-Hamad al-Muhammad al-
Salih (Dakhnah, Saudi Arabia: Mu’assasat al-Nar li-al-Tiba'ah wa al-Tagjlid, [Between 1995 and 1999]), 1:
214-7.

“*1bid., 3: 119.
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who also fulfill their religious obligations and avoid major sins (or at least sincerely
repent for their mgjor sins).**®

What then about those who have never received Muhammad’s Message? Like Ibn
Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim is fully cognizant of the fact that certain individuals qualify as
special cases. And like his master, 1bn al-Qayyim argues that God only punishes people
when they have been warned by a Messenger — even if they had been engaging in acts
that are detestable (qabih). Thisisarticulated in al-Daw’, in which Ibn a-Qayyim refers
to Qur’ anic statements such as 11:117 (“And your Lord would not have destroyed the
cities unjustly, had their inhabitants been righteous”) and 6:131 (“That is because your
Lord would not destroy cities on account of their people’ s wrongdoing without warning
them”). Ibn al-Qayyim aso cites Q. 67:8-9: “Every time anew throng is cast into [Hell],
its keepers ask them: *Has no warner come to you? They will say: ‘Y esindeed; awarner
came to us but we disbelieved and said: ‘ God did not send down anything.”” Aslbn al-
Qayyim observes, those cast into Hell will only be taken to task for and questioned about
their response to their Messenger’ s warning, as opposed to their faulty use of the
intellect.*® Thus, Ibn al-Qayyim’s standard for salvation is, like that of 1bn Taymiyyah,
relatively strict in comparison to that of either al-Ghazalt or 1bn al-* Arabi since exposure
to the Message, as opposed to finding the M essage convincing, appears to be the only
prerequisite for one who is compos mentis to be held accountable for not subscribing to
the Message.

Ibn al-Qayyim was certainly aware of the strictness of his standard and its

implications. It is noteworthy, then, that in Ighathat al-lahfan, he describes most of the

“S1bid., 3: 513-4.
48 1pid., 521.
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‘people of Earth’ as being ‘idol-worshippers’ (kaniz ya' budiin al-asnam). This, he argues,
helps to explain the Prophet’ s statement that nine hundred ninety-nine people out of
every one thousand will be among the ‘ People of the Fire,;” aswell as the following

Qur’ anic statements: “Most people insist on being ungrateful” (17:89), “Were you to
obey most people on earth, they would lead you away from the path of God” (6:116),
“Even if you desire it, most people will not believe’ (12:103), and “We have not found
among most of [the people of the cities to whom Messengers were sent] any who honors
a covenant; but We found most of them evildoers’ (7:102).** Here we find a sharp
contrast with a-Ghazali: While Ibn al-Qayyim does not employ the additional hadiths
and hermeneutic strategies utilized by al-Ghazali to show that most are Heaven-bound,
al-Ghazalt never explains how his conclusion in Faysa/ al-tafrigah is consistent with the

Qur’ anic verses cited by Ibn al-Qayyim.

5.2. Rearticulating the Fate of Hell’ s Inhabitants

Despite the above, 1bn al-Qayyim, like Ibn Taymiyyah, conceives of God’s mercy
as being inclusive of Hell’ sinhabitants. Ibn a-Qayyim, however, goes much further than
his teacher in making a case for the eventual salvation of all. Thisargument, whichis

fully laid out in his works Hadr al-arwah™® and Shifa’ al-*alil,**° appears to be a unique

“7 See Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Ighathat al-lahfan min masayid al-Shaytan, ed. Muhammad Sayyid
Kilani (Egypt: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1961), 221.

8 See |bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah. Hadr al-arwah ila bilad al-afrah, ed. Muhammad ibn Ibrahim al-Zaghlt
(Al-Dammam, Saudi Arabia: Ramadi lil-Nashr, 1997), 569-626.

9 See 1bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Shifz” al-*alil, ed. M. A. al-Shalabi (Jeddah: Maktabat al-Sawad li-1-
Tawzt', 1991), 2:223-55.
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contribution by Ibn a-Qayyim. As such, what follows is a summary and analysis of that
discussion.

By focusing on the lengthier discussion in Hadr al-arwah, we find that 1bn al-
Qayyim addresses five relevant topics: 1. The Eternality of Heaven; 2. The Eternality or
Temporality of both Heaven and Hell; 3. The Different Viewpoints Regarding Hell’s
Eternality; 4. The Fate of Hell’s Inhabitants;**° and 5. The Distinction between the
Eternality of Heaven and the Eternality of Hell. And while significant portions of his
discussion are taken from Ibn Taymiyyah's al-Radd (e.g. Ibn al-Qayyim simply
reproduces |bn Taymiyyah’s discussion when addressing the second topic, The Eternality
or Temporality of Heaven and Hell), Ibn al-Qayyim’s additions lead the reader to assume
that he was familiar with a-Subki’ s al-I*tibar, even though he does not refer to it by
name. Perhaps Ibn al-Qayyim’s most noticeable contribution to the tempora Hell
argument is his added emphasis on the link between Divine mercy and omnipotence, his
reflections on the Divine names, and his anaysis of the word abad.

Ibn al-Qayyim begins by solidifying the case for an eternal Heaven, as he
attempts to further support the arguments put forth by 1bn Taymiyyah, and to anticipate
and effectively respond to criticisms by would-be interlocutors, particularly those
attempting to downplay the distinction between Heaven and Hell’ s duration.
Accordingly, Ibn a-Qayyim does what his teacher does not adequately do in al-Radd,
and that is survey the various viewpoints among the Salaf regarding the interpretation of
the expression “except as your Lord pleases’ in Q. 11:108. (Ibn Taymiyyah essentialy

limits his analysis to other parts of this verse, particularly the concluding phrase, “a gift,

| 1bn al-Qayyim'’ s discussion, the order of topics addressed is different in that the third topic, i.e. The
Different Viewpoints Regarding Hell’ s Eternality, is listed before the fourth topic, The Fate of Hell's
Inhabitants.
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uninterrupted”). One view isthat it refers to those who will leave Hell and enter Heaven,
thus signifying the period of time not spent in the latter. But since this would only pertain
to a specific group, Ibn a-Qayyim states that the more sound opinion is that the verse
refersto all of Heaven' s inhabitants, since there would have been atime before which all
entered Heaven. This could include this life, the period between death and resurrection
(i.e. the barzakh), the period of judgment, and the crossing of the Bridge (al-Sirat).
According to others, the exception is merely theoretical, and is essentially a declaration
that everything ultimately depends on God' s will. For yet others, however, the exception
refers to God' s desire to extend life in Heaven for a period greater than the timein which
“the heavens and the earth shall endure.” And this appears to be confirmed by the closing
statement, “a gift, uninterrupted.” Meanwhile, others maintained that the issue might
have nothing to do with time. As such, the exception refers to those individuals whom
God prevents from entering Heaven. Asfor the expression “as long as the heavens and
the earth shall endure,” according to some, thisis areference to the heavens and earth of
Heaven, which will last eternally.**

Having stated these various interpretations, 1bn al-Qayyim argues that while Q.
11:108 (particularly its exception) may be ambiguous (mutashabih), the expression “a
gift, uninterrupted” is clear (muhkam). And lest anyone doubt the eternality of lifein
Heaven, 1bn a-Qayyim notes that the Qur’ an elsewhere affirmsit in several places. For
example, Q. 44:56 states. “ They [the righteous] do not taste death therein [in Heaven],
except for the first death[.]” Such statements are only affirmed in the hadith literature.
For example, in an authentic hadith, the Prophet is quoted as saying, “Whoever enters

Heaven will be pleased, will not be in despair, will remain (init), and will not die.” 1bn

! | bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah. Hadr al-arwah, 569-72.
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al-Qayyim also cites the familiar hadith of the slaughtering of death in the form of a
spotted ram.**?

Having established the eternality of Heaven, 1bn al-Qayyim proceeds to restate
Ibn Taymiyyah’s discussion on the three general views regarding the duration of Heaven
and Hell.*® While Ibn al-Qayyim does restate some of what his master taught, it is clear
that he had meditated on those teachings, as he elaborates on Ibn Taymiyyah’'s discussion
in order to compensate for the perceived shortcomings of the latter’ sanalysis. In
reference to those who advocate Hell’ s eternality, lbn al-Qayyim states that they utilize
six arguments, and not four as Ibn Taymiyyah would have it. 1bn al-Qayyim adds the
following two arguments, both of which demonstrate a-Subki’ s influence: First, it isthe
unambiguous belief of both the Salaf and Sunnis (Ahl al-Sunnah) that both Heaven and
Hell are created, that both will never cease to exist, and that it is only the * people of
innovation’ (ahl al-bid' ah) who claim that either abode will one day perish.** Second,
Reason dictates it, for the insolent Unbelievers are the ones who, if given the opportunity,
would simply return to their evil ways after having been punished. Thisis known by way
of Q. 6:27-8:*°

And if only you could see when [the Unbelievers] are stationed before the Fire

and thus they say: “Would that we could be brought back so that we would not

denounce the Revelations of our Lord, but would be part of the Believers.”

Indeed, what they used to conceal before will become clear to them; and were

they returned [to life], they would surely go back to that which they were
forbidden from. They are indeed liars.

*2pid., 572-3.

*3pid., 573-9.

“* There is a subtle difference between this argument and the argument that there was unanimous
consensus among the Salaf regarding Hell’ s eternality — an argument which Ibn al-Qayyim here lists
separately.

**pid., 591-3.
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Thus, the argument goes, it would beillogical, or contrary to Reason, for God to
grant the same reward to both the Righteous (al-abrar) and the Insolent (al-fujjar).

In discussing the responses to the above arguments, 1bn al-Qayyim restates 1bn
Taymiyyah's responses and makes the following addition: If one seeks to argue for an
eternal Hell on the basis of Reason, he/she must surely recognize its limitations. While
Reason may lead one to the conclusion that there is reward and punishment, the details
can only be known by way of Revelation. And when it comes to what Revelation has to
say about the fate of Unbelievers, opinions vary. Hence, |bn al-Qayyim asserts, the
matter is far from resolved.*®

That Ibn al-Qayyim seeks to engage in a more thorough analysis than does his
teacher is quite apparent in his survey of the various viewpoints regarding the fate of
Hell’ sinhabitants. 1bn al-Qayyim identifies seven (as opposed to 1bn Taymiyyah's three)
doctrines in circulation regarding the fate of Hell’ sinhabitants; ™’

1. Whoever enters Hell will never leaveit. Thisview is attributed to both the
K harijites and the Mu‘ tazilites.**®

2. The inhabitants of Hell will be punished until their natures change and they
become fire-like. As such, they will begin to feel pleasure from the Fire since it will bein
conformity with their very nature. 1bn al-Qayyim ascribes this view to “Imam al-
Ittihadiyyah” 1bn al-* Arabi, as presented in Fusizs al-hikam. 1bn a-Qayyim presents Ibn
‘Arabt’ s main justification for maintaining the termination of punishment as stemming
from the notion that while God adheres to His promise (wa‘d), such is not necessarily the

case with His threat (wa'id). Supporting this last idea, which Ibn a-Qayyim elsewhere

%6 1hid., 593-6.
7 1pid., 579.
48 1pid., 579.
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presents as his own, is the fact that while the Qur’ an nowhere explicitly states that God
will aways adhere to His threats, such is not the case with regard to His promises. For
example, Q. 14:47 states: “Do not think, then, that God will break His promise to His
messengers. God is truly mighty and capable of retribution.” On the other hand, some
Qur’ anic verses seem to imply that God will actually avoid adhering to at least some of
His threats. For example, Q. 46:16 states: “Those from whom We accept the best of what
they do and overlook their evil deeds shall be reckoned among the compani ons of
Paradise, this being the promise of the truth which they were promised.” Ibn a-Qayyim
goeson to cite one of 1bn a-* Arabt’ s poems where he states that Hell “iscalled a
chastisement (‘adhab) due to the sweetness (‘ udhizbah) of its food.” **°

Despite his agreement with Ibn a-* Arabi on the non-eternality of punishment, Ibn
al-Qayyim declares his particular articulation to be an extreme position, and he contrasts
it with the Mu'tazilite view that none of Hell’ sinhabitants will be saved from
punishment. In concluding, 1bn a-Qayyim declares both views to be inconsistent with the
Prophet’s Message.*®

3. Hell’ sinhabitants will be punished for a set time (waqt mahdzzd), and then will
leave it and enter Heaven, while another group of people will take their place in Hell.
Thisdoctrine is said to have been held by the Jews who were in contact with Muhammad,
and is adoctrine that the Qur’ an rejects:***
And they [the Jews] say: “The Fire will only touch us for afew days (ayyaman
ma' dizdah).” Say: “Have you received a pledge from God, and God does not
revoke His pledge, or are you imputing to God what you do not know?’ Indeed,

whoever commits asin and his sin takes complete hold of him is one of the people
of the Fire, wherein they will dwell (hum fiha khalidin). (2:80-1)

%9 | bid., 579-80; cf. Ibn al-* Arabi, Fusis al-hikam, 94.
“0 | bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah. Hadr al-arwah, 580.
1 1pid., 580.
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Have you not considered those who have received a portion of the Book? Upon
being called to let the Book of God decide between them, some of them turn their
backs, refusing to pay attention. That is because they say: “The Fire will only
touch us for afew days (ayyaman ma’‘ dizdat).” They have been deluded in their
religion by their lies. (3:23-4)

Ibn a-Qayyim states that thisis the doctrine of the Jews, the “enemies of God,”
and is erroneous according to the Qur’ an, the Sunnah, the unanimous consensus of the
Companions, the Successors, and the leaders of 1slam. In making the case against the
few-days-in-Hell position, Ibn al-Qayyim goes on to cite various Qur’ anic passages,
including the following: a. “[The Evildoers] will not come (wa ma hum bi-kharijin) out
of the Fire.” (2:167); b. “Every time [the Unbelievers] want, in their gloom, to get out of
it, they are brought back intoit.” (22:22); c. “[ The Unbelievers] will not be finished off
and die, nor will be its punishment be lightened for them.” (35:36); and d. “[ Those who
have denied Our Revelations] shall not enter Paradise until the camel passes through the
eye of the needle. Thus We punish the wicked sinners.” (7:40) Ibn a-Qayyim concludes
by declaring this to be the most eloquent indication of “the impossibility of their entering

Heaven 1462

(Aswe shall see, Ibn a-Qayyim does not seem to consider such passages
reflections of eternal realities).

4. Hell’ sinhabitants will leave Hell, which will then continue to exist with no one
remaining in it to be punished. 1bn al-Qayyim states that this view was related by
(hakahu) 1bn Taymiyyah. Ibn a-Qayyim concludes by simply stating that the Qur’ an and
Sunnah “refute this doctrine.” 4

5. Hell will ceaseto exist sinceit is an accident (hadithah) that previously did not

exist — the doctrine that Jahm ibn Safwan and his followers are said to have adopted.

42 1pid., 581.
43 1pid., 581.
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Similar to Ibn Taymiyyah, 1bn al-Qayyim states that there is no reason why Hell (or
Heaven) should necessarily cease to exist, even if it is an accident which was originated
at acertain point in time.***

6. Since eterna accidents are impossible, the movements of Hell’ s inhabitants
would eventually cease, leaving them as inanimate bodies which neither move nor feel
pain —the doctrine that is said to have been adopted by the Mu* tazilite leader Abi al-
Hudhayl.*® 1bn al-Qayyim is clearly opposed to this view as well.

7. God will eventually cause Hell and its punishment to cease to exist. Ibn al-
Qayyim here quotes Ibn Taymiyyah, who states that this was the doctrine was transmitted
on the authority of ‘Umar, Ibn Mas' td, Abi Hurayrah, Abia Sa'd, and others. 1bn al-
Qayyim goes on to cite the same reports noted by 1bn Taymiyyah regarding this.**®

Conspicuously absent from thislist of doctrines isthe maority opinion of an
eternal Hell for Unbelievers. In any case, 1bn al-Qayyim goes on to expand on the last
viewpoint. He states, for example, that the exception in Q. 6:128 (in reference to the stay
in Hell) appears to refer to salvation from eternal damnation, for we find a confession of
sinsin the same verse: “[They] will say: ‘Lord, we have profited much from each other
and we have attained the term that you assigned for us.”” Similar indications may be
found in Q. 28:75 (“Then they knew that the truth is God's”), and Q. 67:10-1 (“And they
will also say: ‘Had we listened or reasoned, we would not be among the Companions of
the Fire. So they will confess their sin. Away, then, with the Companions of the Fire!”).
Thus, argues 1bn al-Qayyim, the exception refers to Unbelievers, and possibly also

disobedient Muslims. Asfor the opinion that it refers only to the latter, Ibn al-Qayyim

44 1pid., 581.
45 1pid., 581.
4 1pid., 582-6.

152



claims that this has no basis, and that when those who held this position recognized its
weakness, they claimed that the exception refers to either the time period not spent in
Hell or alternative forms of punishment, such as al-Zamharir. To my mind, one difficulty
in accepting Ibn a-Qayyim’s argument hereis that this would mean that, despite the
similarity in wording, the exception in averse like Q. 11:107 would be significantly
different from the exception in the very next verse.

At any rate, that Ibn a-Qayyim firmly believed in an eternal Heaven and a non-
eternal Hell is made most evident in the final section of hisdiscussion, and it is here
where Ibn al-Qayyim’ s unique contributions are most observable. Ibn al-Qayyim begins
by claiming that the distinction between the eternality of Heaven and that of Hell may be
affirmed on the basis of both Revelation (al-Shar*) and Reason (al-*aql).*®” He then goes
on to present his most elaborate argument for a non-eternal Hell, as he puts forth twenty-
five arguments — a number of which seem to overlap —in order to support this distinction.
As these arguments give us the best window into Ibn a-Qayyim’s step-by-step thinking,
and may very well be the most elaborate medieval elucidation of the eternal Heaven-
tempora Hell position, what follows is a summary:

The first two arguments highlight the apparent differences between Scripture's
depiction of the duration of reward in Heaven and that of punishment in Hell. According
to Ibn a-Qayyim, God clearly indicates that the * People of the Garden’ (Ahl al-Jannah)
will have a continuous, never-ending reward. Asfor the ‘ People of the Fire’ (Ahl al-Nar),
all we know isthat, for atime, they will remain in Hell, they will not leave it, they will
not diein it, they will be imprisoned in it, and that the punishment in Hell is necessary for

them. Thus, the difference between the two descriptionsis apparent (Zahir). Moreover, in

7 1bid., 597.
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at least three Qur’ anic verses, God indicates that Hell istemporal: 6:128, 11:107, and
78:23. And thisis made especially apparent by the fact that, in contrast, the Qur’ an
explicitly mentions the eternality of Heaven and the reward in it.**®

The third and fourth arguments, as well as the nineteenth and twentieth
arguments, look to precedents of God admitting into Heaven individuals who may not
have proven themselves worthy of Heaven. According to Ibn a-Qayyim, Scripture
establishes that there will be people who have never done any good who will be taken out
of the punishment in Hell and then placed in Heaven. (On the other hand, God will never
placein Hell people who have never done any evil. His punishment is only for those who
disobey Him). Scripture also establishes that there will be another creation made
specifically to live in Heaven, which is not the case for Hell. And whileit istrue that
thereis ahadith in Sahih Bukhari which states that God will make another creation for
Hell, it was obvious to a-Bukhart himself that the hadith was reported erroneously. This
is evidenced by the fact that the hadith isin a chapter for which, as a corrective, al-
Bukhari writes the following as the chapter heading: “As for Heaven, God will create for
it another creation.”

Arguments five through seven, ten through sixteen, eighteen, twenty-one, and
twenty-five draw a connection between a non-eternal Hell and Divine mercy and
wisdom. Heaven is derived from God’ s mercy and pleasure, argues Ibn al-Qayyim, while
Hell is derived from God’' s wrath (ghadab) and discontent. Moreover, it is mercy, and not

wrath, that may be ascribed to God’ s essence and objectives, and so mercy must take

precedence. And since it has been established that God’s mercy will outstrip His wrath,

48 1pid., 597.
49 1pid., 598, 615-8.
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as stated in afamous hadith found in the authentic (sakih) collections, Heaven should
take precedence over Hell, and it would be owing to God’ s unlimited pleasure (rida) if
Hell’ sinhabitants eventually received the same reward as Heaven' s inhabitants. Indeed,
that which was created by God due to His wrath is no competition for what was created

by the Merciful One (al-Rahman) due to His mercy.*”

(This argument of looking to the
very nature of Heaven and Hell to argue for the former’s eternality is also presented in
Mukhtasar al-sawa'iq).*™* Forgiveness (al-‘afw), Ibn al-Qayyim declares, is more
beloved to God than vengeance (al-intigam), mercy (al-rahmah) is more beloved to Him
than punishment (al-‘ ugizbah), and kindness (al-fad/) is more beloved to Him than justice
(al-*adl).*"?

Moreover, Ibn a-Qayyim notes, God indicates that His mercy encompasses
everything. After al, God created Unbelievers by His mercy, provided them with
sustenance and forgave them by His mercy, sent them messengers by His mercy, and has
punished them (and will punish them) by His mercy. It isfor this reason that children of
the Unbelievers have received from His mercy, for whoever sees them has mercy on
them, and it is prohibited to kill them. Thus, God's mercy outstripping His wrath when it
comes to Unbelievers is something that has already been established in thislifeasa

precedent.*"

Moreover, according to a Divine report (athar ilahi), God states that He
does not withhold His mercy from those who disobey Him: if they repent, He forgives
them, and if they do not, He functions as their physician, afflicting them with misfortunes

in order to purify them. Thus, in that light, “the Fireisthe greatest medication” (!). As

% pid., 598-9.

™ 1bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Mukhtasar al-sawa’iq al-mursalah ‘ ala al-Jahmiyyah wa al-Mu atzillah, ed.
Sayyid Ibrahim (Cairo: 1992), 255-8.

2| bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah. Hadr al-arwah, 606-7.

Ipid., 610-3.
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such, He will make the Fire cool and safe for Hell’ s inhabitants once they humble
themselves, praise God, and declare that it is God' s pleasure that they desire.*”

In support of this assertion are reports such as the hadith found in Ahmad ibn
Hanbal’s Musnad which describes the situation on the Day of Judgment of four types of
people: adeaf man who hears nothing, a feebleminded man, a senile man, and a man who
died in astate of debility. Each will claim to have had some sort of impediment that
prevented them from submitting to Islam. God will then test them by commanding them
to enter the Fire. Those who obey will be kept cool and secure. And according to a
similar hadith, those who disobey will be dragged into the Fire (and will presumably not
be kept cool and secure). Thus, what these reports show is that God’ s grace was bestowed
upon those who readily submitted to their punishment when they came to know that it
would please God, that it would be in compliance with His command, and that it would
allow for God's love for them.*”

Another relevant hadith states that the cry of two of Hell’ sinhabitants will
intensify, so God will have them both taken out (from Hell), and will inquire as to what
caused their cry to intensify. Both will respond that it was so that God may have mercy
upon them. God will respond by stating that, owing to His mercy, both will be given the
freedom to submit themselves (to God) while in Hell. So one will submit himself, and
God will consequently make the Fire cool and secure for him. The other, however, will
remain standing. God will inquire as to why he did not submit himself, and he will

respond with arequest to be spared of the Fire after having suffered in its torment. God

4" 1bid., 603-7, 610-1.
4% 1bid., 607-8.
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will grant him his request, and both men will be allowed into Heaven, owing (once again)
to God's mercy.*"®

Ibn al-Qayyim aso builds on 1bn Taymiyyah's distinction between God’' s names
and His actions. While it istrue that God is described as being strict in punishment
(Shadid al-*1gab) and the Avenger (al-Muntagim), He is never once described as either
the Punisher (al-Mu‘ agib) or the Torturer (al-Mu* adhdhib).*”* And while God, by His
very essence, may avenge evils, once evil ceases to exist, torture will cease to exist. On
the other hand, He is named the All-Forgiving (al-Ghafir) and the Merciful (al-Rahim).
And this distinction may be observed in the Qur’ an itself, asin the case of the following
verses. “Tell My servantsthat | am truly the All-Forgiving, the Merciful. And that My
punishment is truly the painful punishment” (15:49-50); “Know that God is severein
punishment and that God is all-forgiving, merciful” (5:98); and, “ Thereupon your Lord
made it known that He would send against them one who would inflict on them the worst
punishment until the Day of Resurrection. Your Lord is quick in retribution, and Heis
indeed all-forgiving, merciful” (7:167).4®

Accordingly, that which isevil (sharr) describes not God' s names, but His
punishments, which result from Divine wisdom, and which cease once they become
futile. For God is perfect and eternal, and consistently does that which is good (ma’rif).
According to the Prophet himself, the one most knowledgeable of God and His names
and attributes, “Evil (al-Sharr) is not (to be ascribed) to [God].”*"® And since none of His

names describe Him as a punisher or as being wrathful, God need not punish or be

“7® | bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Hadr al-arwah, 608. |bn al-Qayyim also cites a related report by al-Awza'1.
" 1t is worth noting that some of the names typically ascribed to God in the well-known ‘ Ninety-Nine
Names' list include names not found in the Qur’ an, such as al-Darr (the Harmer).
478 | i

Ibid., 609.
9 Ibid., 609-10.
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wrathful continually. Ibn Qayyim concludes with the following: “ So contemplate this
signification with the contemplation of a scholar, pertaining to the domain of God's
names and attributes, and a gate from among the gates that lead to knowing and loving
Him will open for you.”**°

Thus, while a-Subki finds additional support for the eternality of Hell in God
being named Stern in Punishment (Shadid al-‘1gab) and the Avenger (al-Muntagim), lbn
al-Qayyim finds additiona proofs for Hell’s non-eternality in God not being named the
Torturer (al-Mu‘adhdhib). But if we assume that God will indeed terminate His
punishment, how could He continue to be considered Stern in Punishment and the
Avenger? Thisis one argument that 1bn a-Qayyim does not fully develop. In any case,
one apparent problem with the notion that God’ s names must reflect His eternal natureis
the fact that God is also called the Bringer of Death (al-mumit), and both Ibn al-Qayyim
and al-Subki maintain that death will no longer exist in the afterlife.

The eighth and ninth arguments address the purpose of punishment. According to
Ibn al-Qayyim, Hell was created for the purpose of creating fear anong the Believers,
and purifying evildoers and criminals. Thus, Hell serves the purpose of cleansing the soul
of the wickedness (khabath) acquired in this world — wickedness that was not already
cleansed (in thisworld) by way of sincere repentance, good deeds, and misfortunes.
Accordingly, when asoul that isin Hell becomes completely cleansed, it is taken out of
Hell. Thisis because the soul that becomes purified returns to the natural disposition
(fitrah) established for it by God — a natural disposition that inclines to the Unity of God

(Tawhid). And it is only because of the alterations to that natural disposition that most

“8 | bid., 609. This same discussion may be found elsewhere in Ibn a-Qayyim's discussion on the names of
God. See Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah, Asma’ Allah al-husng, Eds. Y. A. Bidiwi and A. A. a-Shawwa
(Damascus. Dar Ibn Kathir; Beirut: Dar al-Kalim al-Tayyib, 1997).
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souls are destined for Hell — despite the fact that God sent His messengers and revealed
His books in order to remind His servants of their natural disposition. In any case, the
extent to which such alterations occur for each soul varies and can only be measured by
God. Thus, when such alterations are rectified, the cause for punishment ceases to exist,
for God has no interest (gharad) in punishing His servant for no reason, as indicated by
Q. 4:147, which states: “Why should God punish you, if you are thankful and faithful ?
God Himself is thankful, al-knowing.”*®* To the mind of 1bn al-Qayyim, the logic here
could very well apply to the afterlife, and not ssmply thislife. Indeed, God is above
receiving any form of benefit from punishing His servants, and He does not ssmply
punish for the sake of amusement. Punishments are therefore means and not ends. Once

the ends have been obtained, the punishments become futile.*®?

(This particular line of
reasoning regarding the futility of eternal punishment is also found in Mukhtasar al-
Swd'iq).*

Assuch, Unbelief (Kufr) and associating partners with God (Shirk) necessitate a
lasting (though ultimately temporal) punishment so long as they are present among
people. Thisis something God indicates by way of the following Qur’ anic expressions.
“And were [Unbelievers] returned [to life], they would surely go back to that which they
were forbidden from” (6:28); “And he who is blind in thisworld will be blind in the
Hereafter and will stray even more from the right way” (17:72); and “1f God knew of any
good in them, He would have made them hear; and had He made them hear, they would

still have turned away defiantly” (8:23). Therefore, those who do leave Hell (while Hell

isstill in existence) are those who deserve mercy and who have at least an atom’s weight

“8! | bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Hadr al-arwah, 599-600.
**2 | bid., 603.
“8 | bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Mukhtasar al-sawd’iq, 252.

159



of good, as noted in an authentic hadith. As for those who remain in Hell, if we consider
the natural disposition (fitra/) established in humans by God, and the likelihood that
punishment in Hell would eventually rectify all, once Hell’ s purification is complete,
there will be no need for further punishment. Accordingly, the punishment in Hell and the
pain accompanying it is actually amercy from God — asis the case with the pain
experienced in the punishments of thislife (such as the hudiid). Indeed, the medication
for a harsh disease may be incredibly tiresome, and even the most compassionate of
physicians will resort to cauterizing with firein order to remove a bad substance.”®* Thus,
intense pain may accompany rectification. Thus, we find that in God' s rewards and
punishments, there is mercy, perfection, and justice.*®

In his seventeenth argument, 1bn al-Qayyim examines Scriptural depictions of the
duration of punishment in Hell. God, he notes, indicates that the punishment (in the
afterlife) will be the punishment of an enduring ‘day’ (yawm mugim), of agreat ‘day’
(yawm ‘azim), and of apainful ‘day’ (yawm alim).*®® However, with regard to the felicity
(inthe afterlife), God does not indicate that it is the felicity of a‘day’ (nor isto be found
in just one particular place). As such, the time spent in punishment will not be eternal, but
rather, in accordance with the magnitude of the sins committed in thislife of limited
duration.”®” Indeed, Ibn al-Qayyim states elsewhere, if one were to tarry in Hell for ‘ages

(ahgaban), and if according to one hadith, one ‘age’ (hugb) is aslong as fifty thousand

“® Thisis surely afitting analogy for the author of al-Tibb al-nabawi. Incidentally, 1bn al-Qayyim has
more to say of spiritua treatmentsin histreatise al-Da’ wa al-dawa’. See Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, al-Da’
wa al-dawa’, ed. ‘Ali ibn Hasan ibn ‘Ali ibn ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Halabi al-Athari (Riyadh: Dar Ibn al-Jawzi,
1996).

“8 | bn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah, Hadr al-arwah, 600-3.

“8 The word translated as “day,” yawm, need not be a 24-hour day.

*"Ipid., 613-4.
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years, it would be impossible for any arrogance, polytheism, or filth to remain after such
long periods of punishment.**®

Incidentally, in Shifa’ al-*alil, Ibn a-Qayyim also argues that Qur’ anic verses that
refer to Hell aslasting ‘forever’ (abadan) need not be interpreted so as to mean ‘without
end.” Moreover, he argues, the word often used to denote ‘eternality,” al-ta’ bid, may
simply denote the duration of thisworld. And lest one deduces from this that neither
Heaven nor Hell are eternal, he immediately follows this observation with the argument
that we can trust that Heaven will indeed last forever, without interruption, because of
Qur’ anic statements such as those found in 11:108, 38:54, and 84:25, which explicitly
describe Heaven' s bounty as being ‘ uninterrupted,” or ‘without end.” And as for those
verses that state that Hell’ s inhabitants will never leave it (e.g. 2:168, 4:56, 15:48, 35:36,
and 32:20), none of these indicate that Hell will never cease to exist.*®®

And, as Ibn a-Qayyim notes in Hadr al-arwah, statementslike Q. 78:23 are all
threats for which punishment may be terminated if the basis for that punishment ceases to
exist, asisthe case of the one who adopts belief in the Unity of God. Moreover, God's
mercy is great enough to bring hope to the Hell-bound Unbeliever. As one famous hadith
notes, God created Mercy as one hundred units of mercy, and the Unbeliever who comes
to learn of the extent of God’s mercy, will never lose hope of one day entering Heaven.*®

Arguments twenty-two through twenty-four highlight the fact that God may
terminate punishments as He sees fit. God imposes permanence (al-khulizd) of

punishment, and its continuity (al-ta’ bid), for those who disobey Him by committing a

major sin. And that does not negate the possibility that God will at some point end the

% |bid., 615-7.
“8 | bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Shifa’ al-‘alil, 2:228-9.
“9 | bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Hadr al-arwah, 620-1.
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punishment. For example, well known is Q. 4:93, which states: “And he who kills a
Believer intentionally will, as punishment, be thrown into Hell, dwelling in it (khalidan
fiha); and God will be angry with him, curse him, and prepare for him a dreadful
punishment.” Also well known is the hadith which states that whoever kills him or
herself using a piece of iron will continualy kill him or herself with that piece of iron
whilein Hell, remaining in it ‘continuously’ (abadan). Moreover, thereis aso the hadith
which states that whoever kills him or herself will be barred from entering Heaven. Even
more serious is the statement found in Q. 72:23: “He who disobeys God and His
Messenger, for him the Fire of Hell isin store. Therein they shall dwell * continuously’
(khalidina fiha ' abadan).”**

If God explicitly indicates that punishment in Hell is eternal, without end, then
that would be considered athreat (wa'id). And while God does not break His promise
(wa'd), were He to break His threat, that, Ibn al-Qayyim states, would be a praiseworthy
act of forgiveness and generosity, according to Ahl al-Sunnah (Sunnis). For whileitis
God' s right to demand full recompensg, it is also the right of the Most Generous (al-
Karim) to overlook Hisrights. And while God explicitly states in more than one place
that He does not break His promises, not once does He state the same regarding His
threats. As 11:107 explicitly indicates, “Y our Lord doesindeed what He wants” —a
statement that even Companions (al-Sehabah) considered to be applicable to al threatsin
the Qur’ an.**

Otherwise, “Were God to take mankind to task for their wrongdoing, He would

not leave upon it asingle creature].]” (16:61), and “Were God to take people to task for

“11pid., 620.
492 1pid., 621-3.
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what they have earned, He would not have left upon the face of the earth a single creature
that crawlq[.]” (35:45). Thus, with al the mercy we find in this life, what then should we
expect of the afterlife when the portion of mercy will be multiplied ninety-nine times (as
noted in an authentic hadith), and when God’s mercy will outstrip His wrath?'*

Ibn al-Qayyim concludes his discussion by admitting to his readers that “perhaps’
they will not find this perspective in any other work.*** He goes on to state that if anyone
were to inquire as to what his own views were on this serious matter, he would respond
with the Qur’ anic statement, “Y our Lord does indeed what He wants’ (11:107). He
would also respond with areport attributed to ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, which states that when
he was mentioning the entrance of the ‘ People of the Garden’ (Ahl al-Jannah) into
Heaven, and the ‘ People of the Fire’ (Ahl al-Nar) into the Fire, and their respective
experiences, he stated, “ Then after that, God will do what He pleases.”** 1bn a-Qayyim
concludes by making the traditional statement of humility, that whatever was correct in
his book isfrom God, and whatever isincorrect is from either him or the devil, and that,
ultimately, God knows best.

Despite these final qualifications, there seems to be little doubt that 1bn al-
Qayyim, at the very least, leaned towards a non-eternal Hell, and perhaps even more so

than Ibn Taymiyyah.

6. Between Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawz yyah

4% pid., 623-5.
4% 1bid., 626.
4% 1bid., 626.
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Despite their differences, both Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn a-Qayyim follow a similar
methodology of employing a combination of Scriptural statements and views of the Salaf.
Asfar astheir conclusions are concerned, both are in agreement that Islam in its pure,
unadulterated form is the only path to salvation upon death. Nevertheless, both make it
clear that sane adults can only be punished if they had received the Message of ISlam. As
noted, they do not, however, go to the extent of al-Ghazali in discussing what it means to
receive the Message. Nevertheless, at least in the case of 1bn Taymiyyah, we find an
account of the manner in which individuals who did not receive the Message in thislife
will be tested on the Last Day.

What is perhaps most interesting about the texts discussed here is the discourse
regarding the fate of Hell’ sinhabitants. As was the case with al-Ghazali and 1bn al-

‘ Arabi, both emphasize the role of God's mercy (rahmah) in the afterlife. However,
unlike al-Ghazalt and Ibn a-* Arabi, the presence of this mercy is seen as being
manifested quite differently. The emphasis appears to be less on salvation upon death, but
more upon salvation after the passing of ‘ages.” And even though Ibn al-Qayyim
dismisses Ibn al-* Arabt’ s vision of Hell becoming a place of felicity, his conclusionis
seemingly more radical: That all — Pharaoh, the people of Thamid, and Abi Lahab™® —
will eventually inhabit Heaven after becoming purified. This may explain why both 1bn
Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim seem to go greater lengths and exert a considerable
amount of effort to demonstrate that their position does not go against unanimous

consensus.

“% My hesitancy to include Satan here is due to a passage by Ibn al-Qayyim in Shifa’ al-‘alil where he
describes angel s as beings who only commit good, satans (al-siaydatin) as beings who only commit evil,
and humans as beings who do both. (Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Shifa’ al-‘alil, 207). Thus, if Ibn a-Qayyim
considered satans as being ontologically evil, one can only wonder if he believed that they would persist in
Hell, cease to exist, or actually change and enter Heaven.
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Incidentally, it is noteworthy that 1bn al-Qayyim seems to follow the path taken
by Ibn al-* Arabi in referring to God’ s names as a support for the manifestation of mercy
to al of humanity. Also noteworthy is Ibn al-Qayyim’s association of Divine mercy with
Divine omnipotence and the idea that “ God does as He pleases.” This association is
employed to argue that God need not be bound by “justice,” or at least the kind of justice
maintained by Rationalists such asthe Mu'tazilites.

Asfor the argument for a non-eternal Hell, there can be no doubt that 1bn al-
Qayyim’s version of the argument is much more thorough and nuanced than that
presented by Ibn Taymiyyah, despite the overlap between the two. Accordingly,
Binyamin Abrahamov makes the insightful observation that Ibn a-Qayyim’s argument
for anon-eternal Hell is“very convincing, though not irrefutable.”**” And while Ibn al-
Qayyim represents one contemporary of 1bn Taymiyyah who supported and further
devel oped the argument for a non-eternal Hell, the oppositeis true of another
contemporary of Ibn Taymiyyah, Tagi a-Din a-Subki.

In any case, the controversial view that Heaven is infinite but Hell isnot is
considered by many to have been an innovation of 1bn Taymiyyah which was then
adopted by 1bn al-Qayyim. And even though Ibn a-Qayyim’s Hadr al-arwah is
considered the most extensive medieval Muslim scholarly discussion on thisissue,**® we
do know for afact that Hell’ s temporality was a position that may be found in works of
both earlier and later scholars. Indeed, many scholars have noted either that there are
reports related on the authority of the Salaf (* Pious Ancestors’) regarding Hell’s

annihilation or that there was a difference of opinion regarding this doctrine. These

7 See Binyamin Abrahamov, “The Creation and Duration of Paradise and Hell in Islamic Theology,” Der
Islam 79 (2002), 101,
% Al-Simhari, “Mawgif,” xvii.
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include the following: ‘ Abd ibn Hamid’s Tafsir; ‘Abd al-Hagq ibn ‘ Atiyyah al-
Andalusrt’ s tafsir; a-Fakhr a-Din al-Raz1’ stafsir; al-Qurtubi’ s al-Tadhkirah; Ibn Abt al-
‘1zz d-HanafT' s Sharh al-Tahawiyyah; Muhammad al-Amin al-Shanqitt’ s Daf* tham al-
idtirab ‘an ayat al-kitab; Abt Hamid al-Ghazalt' s Al-Magsid al-asna fi sharh asma’
Allgh al-husng; Ibn al-Wazir's Ithar al-haqqg ‘ala al-khalg; al-Dhahabt’ s writings on
Hell’ s characteristics (Sfat al-Nar); al-Hafiz ibn Rgjab’ s al-Takhwif min al-Nar; Mar'1
ibn Yasuf’'s Tawfiq al-farigayn ‘ala khulid ahl al-darayn; and al-San‘ani’ s Raf* al-astar

li-ibtal adillat al-ga’ilin bi-fana’ al-Nar.**®

7. Excursus: Building on the Writings of 1bn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawz yyah:
The Case of Maulana Muhammad * Ali

The debate surrounding Hell’ s duration took on a different permutation in the
20th century, as may be observed in the writings of the Ahmadi scholar Maulana
Muhammad ‘ Ali and a non-Muslim, the Western academic James Robson. Even so, the
centuries-old arguments put forth by Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah have
continued to make their presence felt in these modern discussions.

Maulana Muhammad ‘ Ali (d. 1951) of Lahore belonged to the messianic
Ahmadiyyah sect. Its egponym was Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (d. 1908), who claimed to be a
‘prophet’ of sorts (without denying Muhammad’ s place asthe final ‘legidative’ Prophet),
aswell asthe Mahdi and ‘ Promised Messiah’ who would restore Islam’ s purity. Founded

in 1889 in British India,>® the sect at one point in the early 20th century came to be

9 Al-Simhart, “Mawaif,” xvii-xviii.
% See Y ohanan Friedmann, “ Ahmadiyah,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, Val. 1,
ed. John L. Esposito (New Y ork; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 54-6.
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considered the ‘ chief form’ in which Islam was portrayed to the West.*® Asa
mouthpiece for the sect, * Ali produced a well-known monograph entitled The Religion of
Islam, aswell as an influential English trandation of the Qur’ an. It isin these works that
we find evidence of Ibn Taymiyyah and 1bn al-Qayyim’ s discourse influencing a modern
Muslim scholar, particularly with regard to the non-eternality of Hell. In fact, at the end
of hisdiscussion in The Religion of Islam, ‘ Ali cites both Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn a-
Qayyim by name as support for his position — something that was quite unusual for *Ali
to do.

In hisworks, ‘Ali makes afew predictable declarations that are in line with the
views of Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah. He states, for example, that
Paradise will be granted to those for whom “the good preponderates over the evil,” and
that Hell will be for those for whom “the evil preponderates over the good.”** According
to ‘Ali, the ‘righteous’ are those “who believe and do good.”** In further elaborating this
connection between faith and deeds, ‘ Ali states that “faith, which is the water of spiritua
life, is converted into rivers, and good deeds, which spring from faith, are the seeds
whence grow the trees of the next life.” >

As‘Ali would haveit, faith (iman) is accepting the truth presented by the Prophet,
whereas Unbelief (kufr) isrgecting that truth. As such, the dividing line between Muslim
and Unbeliever, ‘Ali argues, is the Shahadah, that is, the confession of God’ s unity and

Muhammad’ s prophethood. Nevertheless, * Ali makesit clear that “the requittal of good

! See J. Robson, “Is the Moslem Hell Eternal?,” The Moslem World 28 (1938), 392-3.

2 See Maulana Muhammad ‘Ali, The Religion of Islam: A Comprehensive Discussion of the Sources,
Principles and Practices of Isam (Cairo: National Publication and Printing House, 1967 [originally
published in 1936]), 291.

% pid., 121.

** Ipid., 291.
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and evil isalaw apart, which goes on working irrespective of creeds,” as demonstrated
by Q. 99:7-8, which state: “Then whoever has done an atom’s weight of good shall find
it; and whoever has done an atom’ s weight of evil shall find it.” Accordingly, ‘Ali states,
“A believer is capable of doing evil and an unbeliever is capable of doing good, and each
shall be requited for what he does.”*® Moreover, he states, God “ hearkens to the prayers
of al, whatever their religion or nationality. Heis equally merciful to all and forgivesthe
sins of al...He deals with al nations aike.”*®

Despite this emphasis on the unity of humanity, however, ‘Ali makesit a point to
describe the problematic nature of various creeds (including the * Christian creed’) due to

their Shirk, or association of partners with God.>”’

As heexplains, “Shirk [ig] of al sins
the most serious because it degrades man and renders him unfit for attaining the high
position for him in the Divine scheme.”*® Moreover, ‘Ali describes Islam as being
“perfect expression of the Divinewill,” aswell as a correctiveto the ‘errors' of al
previous religions.>®

And although ‘ Ali makes it a point to define ‘islam’ as ‘submission’ (to God) in
interpreting Q. 3:19°'° and 3:85°*, he nevertheless maintains that islam s attained by
way of thereligion of Islam. As he statesin afootnote to his translation of Q. 2:62:

Belief in God and the last day is equivalent to Islam asthe truereligion. [T]he

door of salvation, to an unlimited progress, is open to al people who accept the

right principles of religion and act according to them, so that even aMuslim is not
saved by his mere belief which without good deeds is only lip-profession. The

% |pid., 122-5.

%% |pid., 153.

7 |bid., 145ff; also see Maulana Muhammad * Ali, Translation of the Holy Quran (without Arabic text)
(Lahore: Ahmadiyya Anjuman-i-1shaat-i-lslam, 1934), xIff.

%8 < Ali, The Religion of ISlam, 146.

%9 |pid., 4-5; *Ali, Trandation, xxviiff.

0 «Tryereligion, in God's eyes, isisam.”

L «|f anyone seeks areligion other than islam, it will not be accepted from him/her: he/she will be one of
the losersin the Hereafter.”
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existence of truth or good men in other religionsis not denied by the Holy Quran,

but perfect peace, or th state of absolute contentment which is indicated by

freedom from grief and fear, is obtainable only in Islam, because Islam aoneis

the religion of absolute submission to the Divine Being.”*

Like Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn a-Qayyim, it is difficult to get a complete picture of
‘Ali’ s position on the fate of non-Muslims not ‘ properly’ exposed to the M essage of
Islam in a post-Muhammadan world, especialy in light of ‘ Ali’ sinterpretations of
Qur’ anic verses like Q. 4:165°* and 17:15>* (both of which indicate that exposure to
Messengersis a prerequisite for punishment). For examplein hisfootnote to Q. 17:15,
‘Ali, unlike al-Ghazalt and Ibn a-* Arabi, seems to interpret the verse in such away that it
precludes its being applicable in the context of his own time.>*®

Most relevant for our purposesis ‘Ali’s discussion on the nature of Hell,>* and,
as noted, it is here where we find significant overlap with the ideas of 1bn Taymiyyah and
Ibn a-Qayyim. ‘Ali states that while Hell “only represents the evil consequences of evil
deeds,” it is nevertheless

not a place merely for undergoing the consequences of what has been done; it is

also aremedia plan. In other words, chastisement is not for the purpose of

turtore; it isfor purfication so that man, rid of the evil consequences which he has

brought about with his own hands, may be made fit for spiritual advancement.®’

To support this notion that punishment may be a means for purification, ‘ Ali cites

Q. 7:94, which states, “We did not send forth a Prophet to any city but afflicted its people

24 Ali, Trandation, 14 f.n. 1.

*13 “They were Messengers bearing good news and warning, so that humankind would have no excuse
before God, once the Messengers had been sent: God isamighty and all wise.”

*14 “\Whoever accepts guidance does so for his’her own good; whoever strays does so at his’her own peril.
No soul will bear another’s burden, nor do We punish until We have sent a Messenger.”

*!® He states: “The transgressions of the people were great, but God had first sent an apostle to warn them.
Or the meaning is that God does not punish people for breaking alaw until He has revealed that law
through a prophet.” (*Ali, Trandation, 282 f.n. 4.)

*18 < Ali, The Religion of Islam, 307ff. It is worth noting that * Ali precedes this with a discussion on the
effects of Hell on itsinhabitants, and how it will cause them to feel ‘intense regret’ for their actions (as
indicated in Q. 2:167). (Ibid., 305-7)

" bid., 307; ‘ Ali, Trandation, Ixviff.
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with distress and suffering, that perchance they might humble themselves.” With this
being the case for punishment in thislife, *Ali, apparently sidestepping the verses cited
by a-Subki in making the opposing argument, argues that the same applies to punishment
in the next life. After al, ‘Ali argues, that which is good helps individuals to progress,
and that which is evil hinders such progress, as indicated by various Qur’ anic verses.”®
As such, since purification isthe *great object’ of human existence, those who sought evil
and their own retrogression in this life will have to eventually undergo the purification
processin Hell.**®

And, ‘Ali argues, there are other reasons for thinking of Hell as a purgatory of
sorts. For one thing, * Ali employs the familiar emphasis on God' s mercy. He notes, for
example, the Qur’ anic amplification of God’s attribute of mercy in numerous Scriptual
passages.®® Thus, like Ibn al-Qayyim, ‘Ali views God’ s punishment as being more than
simply ademonstration of God’s greatness, as al-Subki would have it. As‘Ali states,
“Such amerciful Being could not chastise man unless for some great purpose, which
purpose isto set him again on the road to the higher life, after purifying him from evil. It
islike ahospital wherein different operations are performed only to savelife.” And since
the ultimate objective of lifeisto “livein the service of God” (as evidenced by Q. 51:56),

by “being purified in the fire, [one] is again made fit for Divine service.” >

(Unanswered
isthe question, What exactly does “Divine service” entail in the context of the afterlife?).

To further support this assertion, ‘Ali notes that Hell is described in the Qur’ an as being

8 E g., Q. 91:9-10, 92:4-10, 1.7, 41:46, and 45:15.

9 Ali, The Religion of Islam, 307-8. It is worth noting that ‘ Ali sees the path towards purification as
potentially beginning in thislife. * Ali also argues that the barzakh or gabr stage, which immediately
follows death and precedes Resurrection is also a period of spiritual growth. (Ibid., 266-71)

O E g, Q. 6:12, 6:54, 6:148, 7:156, 40:7, 39:53, and 11:119.

2L« Ali, The Religion of Islam, 308-9.
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the ‘friend’ (mawla) of the sinners (Q. 57:15), aswell astheir ‘mother’ (umm) (Q. 101:9).

Furthermore, he notes, it is noteworthy that the term fitnah is used in the Qur’ an to refer

522 523
e [

tothe ‘trials experienced by both Believersin thislife™ and ‘evil-doers in Hel

After all, the term fitnah in its original usage denoted the casting of gold into fire for the
purpose of purifying it.>?*

‘Ali maintains that both the Qur’ an and hadith themselves indicate that all of
Hell’ sinhabitants will one day be released from it once they have been transformed. But
if Scripture had indicated this, why was this not the view of many Muslim scholars, past
and present? According to ‘Ali:

Thisisapoint on which great misunderstanding prevails even among Muslim

theologians. They make a distinction between the Muslim sinners and the non-

Muslim sinners, holding that all Muslim sinners shall be ultimately taken out of

Hell, but not the non-Muslim sinners.*®

As*Ali would have it, the source of confusion isamisreading of the words
khulzzd and abad. ‘ Ali concedes that both can indicate * eternity.” Nevertheless, following
in the footsteps of 1bn al-Qayyim (without actually citing him here), he argues that
according to all specialistsin the Arabic language, they can also connote ‘along time.’
Going beyond 1bn al-Qayyim, *Ali then makes the case that the Qur’ an itself supports
such areading. For example, the word khulzd, he argues, isused ‘freely’ in the Qur’an to
refer to punishment of both Muslim and non-Muslim sinnersin Hell (asin Q. 4:13-4). As

for the word abad, it is mentioned only thrice in reference to sinners remaining in Hell.>?

That it should be taken to mean ‘along time' is supported by very the fact that adual and

22 Eg., Q. 2:191, 29:2, and 29:10.

B EQg., Q. 37:63.

24« Ali, The Religion of Islam, 309.

2 | hid., 309.

% | nterestingly, ‘Ali never cites these three occurrences.
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plural form of the word are actually used in Arabic, thus indicating that the word,
particularly its singular form, refersto ‘a part of time.” Moreover, and in following the
footsteps of 1bn Taymiyyah, he argues that the Qur’ an elsewhere refers to the punishment
of the Unbelievers aslasting for ‘ages’ (ahgaban). Unlike Ibn Taymiyyah, however, he
argues that each age (‘ hugba’)®*’ is equivalent to a year, many years, or eighty years—
estimates that are significantly smaller than those of 1bn Taymiyyah and 1bn al-Qayyim.
In any case, ‘Ali’s point is that the wording indicates aalimited period of time.*®

It isthus no surprise that in his trandlation of the Qur’ an he translates abad as
‘forever’ in reference to the stay in Heaven®®, but as ‘for long ages’ in referenceto the
stay in Hell.>* Interestingly, one exception to thisis his choice of ‘forever’ in his
trandation of Q. 4:168-9 (“God will not forgive those who have disbelieved and do evil,
nor will He guide them to any path except that of Hell, where they will remain ‘forever’
[abadan] —thisis easy for God”) — perhaps because the verse may be understood to
merely reflect a hypothetical reality (for while it would be easy for God to guide some to
an eternal stay in Hell, this need not reflect what will actually occur).

‘Ali responds to his imaginery interlocutor who maintains that abad must mean
‘eternity’ by noting that alimit to the duration of time spent in Hell is made by the
expression ‘except as God wills' (illa ma sha’a Allah). Indeed, * Ali argues, this
expression (found in Q. 6:128 and avariant of whichisfound in Q. 11:107) “clearly

indicate[s] the ultimate deliverance of thosein Hell.”>*! But here we face afamiliar

27| believe * Ali meant to write hugb here instead of hugba.

2 | hid., 309-10.

% The word abad is used in reference to Heaven in Q. 4:57, 4:122, 5:119, 9:22, 9:100, 64:9, 65:11, and
98:8.

% The word abad is used in reference to Hell in Q. 4:169, 33:65 and 72:23.

3L« Ali, The Religion of Islam, 312.
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problem: What about the duration of life in Heaven? After al, asimilarly delimiting
expression isfound in connection to it in Q. 11:108 (‘except as your Lord pleases [illa
ma sha’ a rabbuka]). To this‘ Ali makes the familiar observation that thereis an
interesting difference in the final expressions of Q. 11:107 and Q. 11:108: the former
affirms that God does as He pleases, while the latter makesit clear that life in Heaven
will never be cut off.>*

In examing various Qur’ anic verses used to argue for an eternal Hell,>** * Ali does
the very thing that 1bn al-Qayyim does: he looks for loopholes. ‘ Ali concludes that even
though these verses indicate that Hell’ s inhabitants will be unable to escape the
punishment, “not aword is there in any of these verses to show that God will not take
them out of it, or that the tortures of Hell are endless.”>**

‘Ali aso looks to the hadith corpusto solidify his argument. He first looksto a
hadith that states:

Then God will say, ‘ The angels have interceded and the prophets have interceded

and the faithful have interceded and none remains but the most Merciful of all

merciful ones. So He will take out a handful of from fire and bring out a people
who have never done any good.”>*

Accordingly, *Ali argues, none can remain in Hell after this event occurs,
especially since “the handful of God cannot leave anything behind.”>*

‘Ali also cites familiar hadiths that are more explicit, such as. “ Surely aday will

come over Hell when it will be like afield of corn that has dried up after flourishing for a

while,” and “ Surely aday will come over Hell when there shall not be a single human

% hid., 312-3.

B E g., 2:167, 5:36-7, 22:22, and 32:20.
3 < Ali, The Religion of Islam, 311.

% |hid., 313.

% |hid., 313.
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being init.” He also cites the famous sayings noted above attributed to * Umar and Ibn
Mas'ud. ‘Ali goes on to state that similar reports come from “many other Companions,”
including Ibn *Umar, Jabir, Abt Sa'id, Abt Hurayrah, as well as the Successors. ‘Ali
then states that this was also the view of “later Imams’ such as Ibn al-* Arabi, 1bn
Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim, and “many others.”>*’

In spite of the influence that 1bn al-* Arabt’ s thought has had on the
Ahmadiyyah,>® ‘ Ali’s reference to him hereiis clearly erroneous. As we have seen, the
latter never once argues for anon-eternal Hell, even if he does argue for a non-eternal
punishment in Hell.

At any rate, one significant difference between ‘Ali and both 1bn Taymiyyah and
Ibn al-Qayyimis*Ali’s apparent confidence in his position. Conspicuously absent from
the conclusion of his argument is the traditional formula God knows best. Instead, he
argues matter-of-factly, and concludes by arguing that the following hadith “ establishes
beyond al doubt that all men will utlimately be set on the way to the higher life’:

“Then will [God] say, [*]Bring out (of the fire) every one in whose heart there is

faith or goodness to the extent of a mustard seed, so they will be taken out having

become quite black; then they will be thrown into the river of life and they will

grow as grows a seed by the side of ariver.” (Sahih Bukhart 2:15)

All in all, one can certainly observe the influence of 1bn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-
Qayyim'’sdiscoursein ‘Ali’s argument for anon-eternal Hell. This, despite the fact that
‘Ali chooses different points of emphasis than does Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim.

For example, asfar as *Ali is concerned, the proper tranglation of the word abad appears

to be amuch more significant issue.

%7 1bid., 313-4.
% Friedmann, “Ahmadiyah,” 54.

174



Just like his medieval predecessors, ‘Ali’s argument for a non-eternal Hell would
lead to strong crticisms. We now examine a non-Muslim, Western scholarly response to
‘Ali —aresponse that constitutes what appears to be Western academia sfirst direct
engagement with Muslim scholarly discussions on Hell’ s duration. And while‘Ali’s
argument bears some resemblance to that of Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim, what
follows, interestingly enough, bears some resemblance to the argument put forth by al-

Subks.

7.1. Examining a Western Academic Response to ‘Al

‘Ali’sargument for a non-eternal Hell, and particularly his selective trandlation of
abad, led to aWestern academic rejoinder by James Robson, who was a Professor of
Arabic at the University of Manchester, in an article entitled “1s the Moslem Hell
Eternal?,” which was published in The Moslem World in 1938. Robson’s critique of *Ali
is based mainly on the | atter’ s statementsin his trandation, as opposed to his monograph
The Religion of I1slam, of which Robson was at neverthel ess aware since he makes a
passing reference to it at the end of his article.>*®

Robson admits that abad can mean both ‘forever’ and ‘for along time.’
Nevertheless, he arguesthat ‘Ali is

mistaken [in] assuming that oneis free to use either [definition] arbitrarily, for it

is extremely unlikely that the same word would be used in similar contexts and be

left to the ingenuity of readers to recognize that in one place it has one meaning

and in another a different meaning. The words khalidina fiha abadan must surely
mean the same thing, whether they apply to the blessed or the damned.>*

539 Robson, “Isthe Moslem Hell Eternal?,” 393.
>0 |bid., 387.
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Robson also takes issue with *Ali’s selective trand ation of the word khuld. For
example, *Ali trandates shajarat al-khuld (found in Q. 20:120 in reference to the story of
Adam) as ‘the tree of immortality,” and jannat al-khuld (found in Q. 25:15 in reference to
Heaven) as ‘the abiding garden.” But in reference to Hell, he trandates dar al-khuld as
‘the house of long abiding.’

Robson acknowledges that * Ali’ s reference to the term ahgab (in Q. 78:23) isa
seemingly more effective argument for a non-eternal Hell. Nevertheless, Robson
dismisses the argument on the basis that both early and later commentators (such as a-
Tabari, Sa'id ibn Qatada, al-Zamakhshari, and ‘ Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar al-Baydawni)
interpreted the term as being endless, without limits, long ages followed by long ages. In
looking to those views which have been most popular among Muslim exegetes as being a
standard which trumps other considerations, Robson seems to follow the very path
trodden by al-Subki.

Asfor ‘Ali’sinterpretation of Q. 11:106-8, Robson describesit as “interesting,”
and states that “there are grounds for it in the actual words of the passage.”>** Ultimately,
however, Robson dismisses the interpretation on the basis that: a. * Ali’ s reading may not
bein line with the verses’ original intent; and b. it is contrary to the traditional
understanding of the verses. In supporting these assertions, Robson assembles what
appears to be a hodge-podge of viewpoints held by scholars of different persuaions. For
example, he notes that according to al-Tabar1, the temporal stay in Hell is areference to
grave-sinning Believers (and not to al of humanity) since God threatened the

Unbelievers with khulzzd in Hell, and “there can be no exceptions among the

%1 1bid., 389.
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[U]nbelievers.”>* As Robson observes, al-Tabari thus seems to have understood khulizd
as being areference to “eternal remaining.” On the other hand, Robson notes, the
Mu'tazilite al-Zamakhshart understands the exception in Q. 11:107 as meaning that fireis
not the only means of punishment in Hell, for God will aso punish by way of ‘intense
cold,” humiliation, Divine anger, etc.>* Similarly, the exceptionin Q. 11:108, is
understood as being a reference to other forms of reward, such as God' s pleasure and
other unknown blessings.

Robson, like a-Subki, goes on to cite a number of hadithstypically classified as
‘authentic’ that seem to indicate an eternal Hell. For example, one hadith states that the
people of Heaven and Hell will be told that each will remain (khalid) where they are. Ibn
Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim, and ‘ Ali would certainly take issue with this hadith being
used as evidence given their understanding of the notion of khuld. Robson also cites the
very hadith cited by al-Subki: the hadith of ‘death’ being slaughtered. According to
Robson, this supports the notion of an eternal Hell since it concludes by noting that Hell’s
inhabitants will consequently have sorrow added to their sorrow as aresult. A longer
version of this report concludes with the declaration that both parties will remain where
they find themselves, and that there there will be no death in it ‘forever’ (abadan).
Robson then refers to those hadiths that speak of people being taken out of Hell in order
to point out the implication that others will remain in it. Robson then cites a hadith which
states that anyone with a mustard seed of faith will not enter Hell, and anyone with a

mustard seed of pride will not enter Heaven. According to Robson, this tradition “makes

542 | i

Ibid., 389.
2 As Robson observes, for al-Zamakhshari, who is a Mu'tazilite, the notion that grave-sinning Believers
will leave Hell and enter Heaven is unacceptable. (1bid., 390)
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it clear that Hell must be everlasting.”>** Asfor ‘Ali’ s citation of the Ibn Mas' @d tradition
which speaks of atime (after ‘ages have passed) in which no one will remain in Hell,
Robson notes that this report was rejected by al-Tabar.

And while‘Ali presents his view as being one maintained by a number of early
scholars, Robson, like al-Subki, argues that the view of an eternal Hell goes “against the
clear teaching of the community of which Muhammad is reported to have said, ‘My
people will never agree upon an error.’”>* Robson thus employs the ijma* argument,
albeit without much support; while he does cite various Hanafi creedal declarations of an
eterna Hell, thisis certainly selective and unrepresentative of the vastness of Muslim
scholarly thought as we have already seen.

Robson concludes that the Islamic Hell cannot be compared with the Roman
Catholic Purgatory since the former isindeed meant to be eternal. Furthermore, and
paralel to al-Subki s character assassination of 1bn Taymiyyah, Robson attempts to
discredit * Ali by arguing that because he belongs to the Ahmadiyyah, his writings, which
were relatively influential in the West, should not be considered representative of
mainstream Muslim thought. But is not * Ali’ s argument bolstered when it is shared with
prominent medieval Traditionalist scholars of aradically different persuasion?

All in all, Robson’s counter-argument demonstrates some interesting paralelsto
the rgjoinder put forth by al-Subki. Both Robson and al-Subki understand the terms abad
and khuld in similar ways, argue that the exceptionsin Q. 6:128 and 11:107 do not refer
to the eventual salvation of Unbelievers, and assume that thereisijma‘ on the eternality

of Hell. To my mind, Robson is at his strongest when he observes ‘ Ali’ s selective reading

5 1bid., 391.
5 1bid., 392.
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of abad. One could aso add here that if we decided to smply read abad as always
meaning ‘for along time,” as opposed to ‘forever,” this presents a problem for any
advocate of an eternal Heaven. After all, it was partly the use of the term ahqab (‘ ages’)
in reference to the stay in Hell that led 1bn a-Qayyim and * Ali to argue for a non-eternal
Hell in thefirst place.

Even so, Ibn al-Qayyim’ s reading of abad assists ‘Ali’s argument: theterm is
used to refer to continuity so long as a particular abode isin existence. In other words, if
one remains in Heaven abadan, he/she remainsin it so long as Heaven continues to exist.
If, however, one remains in Hell abadan, then this applies so long as Hell exists. This
argument avoids the problems inherent in having to choose between ‘forever’ and ‘for a
long time’

Ibn al-Qayyim’s discussion of Q. 11:106-8 also serves as an effective rgoinder to
both Robson and al-Tabari, as it presents an effective counter-argument against those
who maintain that Q. 11:106-7 are in reference to only some of Hell’ s inhabitants.

One further weakness in Robson’s argument is his selective reading of certain
hadiths. The very hadiths he cites can be read quite differently given the considerations
presented above. Moreover, Robson does not seriously address the various hadiths cited
by *Ali. He merely notes that one of them was discounted by a-Tabari.

In any case, this modern debate seems to represent a historical repetition, aswe
find * Ali and Robson engaging in the very dance that the very different Ibn Taymiyyah

and al-Subki engaged in centuries earlier.

8. Conclusion
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In sum, we find that the specific arguments put forth by 1bn Taymiyyah and Ibn
al-Qayyim for anon-eternal Hell are ostensibly unique articulationsin Islamic
theological discourse that have effectively survived throughout the ages and continue to
leave their mark despite their controversial nature. In fact, their arguments are utilized by
the famous modernists Muhammad ‘ Abduh and Muhammad Rashid Rida, whose rel evant

discussions are considered in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5

Muhammad Rashid Rida

1. The Life and Times of Muhammad Rashid Rida

In focusing specifically on Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935), it is necessary that
we first take a step back and look at the development of the modern Salafiyyah
movement to which he belonged. In its most popular form, it was a reform movement
established by Jamal al-Din a-Afghani (d. 1897) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905)
towards the end of the 19" century.>* It arose during a period of Western coloniaism,
and is characterized by its desire to both reform Islamic thought and end the intellectual,
political, moral, and cultural stagnation of the Muslim world. It strongly opposed the
blind imitation of antiquated religious decrees, and advocated areviva of ijtihad

(unmediated interpretation). And with its distinctively modernist nature, it also explicitly

> The term Salafiyyah is derived from the Arabic root salaf, which means ‘ predecessors,” and is often
used to refer to the first three * generations’ of Muslims (where the timeframe of a‘generation’ is equivalent
to a century). Thus, the presumption is that the individual Salafis who make up the Salafiyyah derive their
understanding of Islam directly from the religion’s primary sources (i.e. the Qur’an and Sunnah), instead of
looking to the traditions, customs, and ideas that were developed by later Muslims. See Emad Eldin Shahin,
“Salafiyah,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, Vol. 3 (Oxford University Press,
1995) 463ff.
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emphasized the role of Reason and Science, and asserted that 1slam was indeed
compatible with both.>*’

Al-Afghant was probably of Iranian Shi‘ite origin, and had spent a considerable
amount of time in Afghanistan during his youth. (Al-Afghant himself claimed that he was
an Afghan).>*® After abrief stint in Istanbul, al-Afghani made his way to Egypt, where he
taught at al-Azhar University and established afollowing. It was there that he would meet
his young Egyptian disciple, ‘ Abduh, who once described his master as “the perfect
philosopher.”>* Asfor ‘ Abduh, he was born in 1849 in Lower Egypt. After acquiring an
Islamic education and an interest in Sufism, * Abduh eventually made his way to al-Azhar
University.>®

Following his criticisms of both British colonizers and local elites, a-Afghant was
expelled from Egypt in 1879. In 1884, he was joined by ‘ Abduh in Paris, where they
published the weekly Arabic Islamic journal al-* Urwah al-wuthga (The Strongest Link).
After * Abduh and he parted ways, a-Afghani would eventually move to Istanbul, where
he worked on Sultan *Abd a-Hamid I’ s (d. 1918) pan-Islamic project of appealing to
Shi'ites. He passed away after having been confined there during the last years of hislife
(due to abysmal relations with the Sultan).>®* On the other hand, ‘ Abduh, who was

arguably the most significant figure of the modern Salafiyyah movement, would return to

Cairo to write his famous Risalat al-Tawhid (The Message of Unity) and become Egypt’s

> Shahin, “Salafiyah,” 464ff.

> See Nikki R. Keddie, An Islamic Response to Imperialism: Political and Religious Writings of Sayyid
Jamal ad-Din “ al-Afghani” (Berkeley; Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1968), 4-9.

>* See Osman Amin, Muhammad ‘ Abduh, trans. Charles Wendell (Washington, D.C.: American Council of
Learned Societies, 1953), 15-7.

%0 See Joseph Schacht, “Muhammad ‘Abduh,” The Encyclopedia of Isam: New Edition, Vol. 7 (Leiden:
Brill: 1993), 418.

%! See |gnaz Goldziher, “Djamal al-Din al-Afghani,” The Encyclopedia of ISam: New Edition, Vol. 2
(Leiden: Brill, 1965), 417-9.
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grand muftz.>? In their time, both al-Afghani and * Abduh were controversial to some (due
to what was perceived to be heterodox teachings) and inspirational to others (due to their
reform-mindedness).

Al-Afghant and ‘ Abduh were the patron saints of the modern Sal afiyyah
movement, which sought areturn to the understanding of 1slam adopted by the earliest
Muslims. Their legacy lived on in Islamic modernism and liberalism, as exemplified by
figures such as ‘Al1 *Abd al-Raziq (d. 1966) and Taha Hussein (d. 1973). They left
another, competing legacy, however, in the form of disciples who took the Sal &fi
movement in amore conservative direction. Most prominent among these was ‘ Abduh’s
student Muhammad Rashid Rida. Rida was born in 1865 near Tripoli, Lebanon, and was
trained first in atraditional Islamic school, and then in a school established by Shaykh
Husayn al-Jisr (d. 1909) which combined religious and modern sciences. A student of the
works of a-Ghazali and Ibn Taymiyyah, Rida believed that the Muslim world needed a
reformation due to both its moribund state and an excess of immoral practices, such as
those stemming from popular Sufism. Thus, influenced by a-Afghant and * Abduh’s al-
‘Urwah al-wuthqda, Rida moved to Egypt in 1897, initiating his association with
‘ Abduh.>®® Rida was especially instrumental in propagating Salafi ideas by way of his
periodica al-Manar (The Lighthouse) (1889-1935), which wasinitialy ajoint effort with
‘ Abduh before the latter’ s death. It is notable that the movement under Rida became
relatively more conservative, and his ideas have been widely considered alink between
the reformism of a-Afghani and * Abduh and the activism of the famous Egyptian

neorevivalist organization, the Muslim Brotherhood (al-ikhwan al-muslimin), which was

%2 gchacht, “Muhammad ‘ Abduh,” 419.
3 See Emad Eldin Shahin, “Rashid Rida, Muhammad,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic
World, Val. 3, ed. John L. Esposito (New Y ork; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) 410-1.
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established by Hasan al-Banna (d. 1949) and which counted among its members the

popular and notorious Sayyid Quitb (d. 1966).>>*

Considering Rida’s work in al-Manar,
which helped to propagate the modern Salafi message of reform, as well as his authorship
of severa books, the quantity of hiswritings surpassed those of both ‘ Abduh and al-
Afghani. In examining Rida’s writings we find an obsession with issues ranging from the
importance of Muslim reform to the restoration of the caliphate to the value of actively
pursuing the good of what the West has to offer.>*

The ideas of both the modernist and fundamentalist branches of the Salafiyyah
movement would spread throughout North Africa, the Middle East, and the rest of the
Muslim world. In light of contemporary Muslim scholarly discourse, it would appear that
many of the ideas put forth by the modern Sal afiyyah movement are as relevant (and
contentious) now as they were over a century ago.

Most relevant for our purposes is the Qur’ an commentary (tafsir) taken from al-
Manar, which islargely Rida’s summary of ‘Abduh’s teachings, as well as Rida’s own
interpretations (and vindication of “an entire range of the traditional heritage”>*%).>’ This

tafsir, which was first published on its own in 1927, covers only through Q. 12:107.%%®

%% Shahin, “Salafiyah,” 467. In fact, al-Banna revered and was quite influenced by al-Manar’s Qur’ anic
commentary. See Muhammad ‘Amarah, “Tamhid,” al-1slam wa al-Nasraniyyah ma‘'a al-‘ilmwa al-
madaniyyah (Giza, Egypt: Maktabat al-Nafidhah, 2006), 2-3.

% Shahin, “Rashid Rida,” 410-1.

%% See Jacques Jomier, Le Commentaire Coranique du Manar: tendances modernes de I’ exégése coranique
en Egypte (Paris: G. P. Maisonneuve, 1954), 63 (Cited in Jane McAullife, Qur’ anic Christians: An
Analysis of Classical and Modern Exegesis[New Y ork: Cambridge University Press, 1991], 83).

%" perhaps the only thing that may be said to be even somewhat relevant about Risilat al-Tawhid is that

‘ Abduh speaks of Islam as being the faith established by God, and that God has allowed for a diversity of
opinions within that faith. For example, see Muhammad ‘Abduh, The Theology of Unity, trans. Ishag
Musa'ad and Kenneth Cragg (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1966), 129-31.

%8 There is actually debate regarding the final verse covered in al-Manar, with the alternatives listed as Q.
12:25 and 52. Thisis due to “accidental transpositions’ in the case of the former, and variations from
earlier editionsto later editions in the case of the latter. Also, it should be noted that, according to Ahmad
al-Sharabasi, Rida stopped at Q. 12:101 and Shaykh Muhammad Bahjah al-Baytar continued through the
end of the surah. (McAullife, Qur’anic Christians, 79; cf. Ahmad al-Sharabasi, Rashid Rida al-sihaft al-
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(Because of his death, ‘ Abduh’s direct involvement in the tafsir would cease by Q.
4:126).> Tafsir al-Manar, with its relatively liberal influences from ‘ Abduh and its

relatively conservative influences from Rida,*® is now generally considered “to be

authoritative by both progressive and conservative Egyptian [Muslim] theologians.”*** It
is perhaps not surprising, then, that Rida is generally considered one of the “preeminent
exegetes of the twentieth century.”**? Aswill become apparent, while ‘ Abduh’s views on
salvation and the fate of * Others’ are sometimes difficult to discern, Rida’s position is
relatively clear: He maintains the superiority of Muhammad’s Message while seeming to
elevate — at least in relation to the other case studies — the emphasis on Divine mercy to
another level. He does so by incorporating both al-Ghazali' s standard for non-Muslim
entry into Heaven and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah's argument for anon-eternal Hell. As

will become apparent, however, thiswas, at least in the case of al-Ghazali's discussion, in

no way an uncritical incorporation.

2. Analyzing Relevant Aspects of Rida s Writings

2.1. Between ISamand ‘islam’

mufassir al-sha‘ir al-lughawi [Cairo: al-Hay’ ah al-* Ammah li-Shu’@in al-Matabi* al-Amiriyyah, 1977],
157-9) Incidentaly, Rida had also begun an abridgment of his commentary, which covers through Q.
12:111. See Muhammad Rashid Rida and Muhammad Ahmad Kan‘an, Mukhtasar tafsir al-Manar, ed.
Zuhayr al-Shawish (Beirut: al-Maktab al-1slami, 1984).

9« Amrah, “Tamhid,” 2-3. This, of course, is not to say that ‘ Abduh did not write any form of commentary
on later Qur’ anic passages.

%0 cf, Mahmudul Hag, Muhammad ‘ Abduh: A Sudy of a Modern Thinker of Egypt (Aligarh: Institute of
Islamic Studies, Aligarh Muslim University, 1970), 110 (Cited in McAullife, Qur’ anic Christians, 82-3).
! See J.J.G. Jansen, The Interpretation of the Koran in Modern Egypt (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1974), 20 (Cited
in McAullife, Qur’anic Christians, 83).

%2 McAullife, Qur’anic Christians, 85.

185



Make no mistake — and, as | demonstrate below, a common mistake it is—Rida

was not an advocate of soteriological religious pluralism. Nevertheless, in his writings, he

makes it a point to look beyond officia religious affiliations and focus on the content of

beliefs. Thisis made clear in Rida’s relatively lengthy commentary on what is perhaps

pluralists most oft-cited Qur’ anic verse, 2:62, which states:

The Believers, the Jews, the Christians, and the Sabians (al-&zbi’ izn) — whoever
believesin God and the Last Day and does what is good, shall receive their
reward from their Lord. They shall have nothing to fear and they shall not grieve.

At the onset, Rida, who is known for having grouped verses into logical units,”®

guotes ‘ Abduh, who believed that this verse should be read in relation to the previous

verse, which states:

And when you [Jews] said: “O Moses, we will not put up with one kind of food,;
so pray to your Lord to bring forth for us some of what the earth produces: green
herbs, cucumbers, corn, lentils, and onions.” He said: “Would you exchange that
which is better for that which is worse? Come down to Egypt where you will get
what you asked for.” Humiliation and abasement were inflicted on them and they
incurred God’ s wrath. That was because they disbelieved in God' s Revel ations
and unjustly killed the Prophets, thus committing disobedience and aggression
(2:61).

In this context, * Abduh’s argument isthat Q. 2:62 serves as both a general

statement and a reference to those non-Muslims who fall outside of the criticism found in

Q. 2:61. Thereis, however, more to be said here, and Rida goes on to state that it was

‘Abduh’s contention that it matters not with which religion (din) or religious community

(millah) one associates. What truly matters — and what will grant one successin thislife

and the next —is ‘truefaith’ (sidg al-iman) in God. What truly mattersisthat one be a

63 Cf. Ibid., 84-5.
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servant to God and God alone. This, Rida adds, entails ‘true’ faith in both God and the
Last Day, aswell as good deeds (al-‘amal al-salih) (as Q. 2:62 states).>®

Rida goes on to cite Q. 4:123, a verse which states:

It will not be according to your hopes or those of the People of the Book: anyone

who does wrong will be requited for it and will find no one to protect or help

him/her against God.

This verse was reportedly reveaed after a debate had taken place between a group
of Muslims and Jews regarding who could rightfully claim to be the preferred people of
God. All could agree that the Jews had received God's Message first. But this did not
indicate preference, the Muslims argued, because it was they had who were now
receiving the fina Message and were on the ‘true’ (and ‘origina’) path of Abraham and
his sons. Moreover, they argued, it is only through their religion, Islam, that one could
enter Paradise. Therefore, Rida argues, the revealing of this versein this particul ar
context demonstrates the superiority of ‘true’ faith and good deeds over simply
associating oneself with a certain religious community.>®

This position is further elucidated in Rida’s commentary on a Qur’anic verse that
is often cited by exclusivists, Q. 3:19, a verse which states:

The [true] religion (al-din) with God is‘Islam’ (al-islam). Those who were given

the Book did not disagree among themselves, except after certain knowledge

came to them, out of envy among themselves. Whoever disbelievesin God's

Revelations will find God swift in retribution!

According to this verse, what matters most, so goes the argument, is the concept

of islam, or submission (which isthe true “religion [al-din] with God”), and not simply

% See Muhammad Rashid Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’ an al-hakim al-shahir bi-tafsir al-Manar (Beirut: Dar al-
Ma rifah, 1970), 1:333-6.
% |pid., 1:336-8.
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belonging to the religion formally called Islam (i.e. ‘reified Isam’).>®® Thisiswhat is
meant by the Qur’ anic description of Abraham (and other Prophets) being a muslim, or
one who submits. As such, the Qur’anic notion of a‘true’ muslimis, according to ‘ Abduh
and Rida, that of one whose faith in God is pure and free of any association, and whose
deeds are pure — regardless of the time and place, and, again, regardless of the religious
community to which he/she belongs. This notion of islam, it isargued, isaso what is
meant by Q. 3:85 (“Whoever seeks ardligion other than ‘Islam’ (al-islam), it will never
be accepted from him, and in the Hereafter he will be one of the losers’).>*’

Despite this emphasis on the concept of islam, in the final analysis, we find that
both ‘ Abduh and Rida maintain the superiority of Islam, the religion taught by
Muhammad. For example, * Abduh declares elsewhere that 1slam, unlike Christianity, is
“the religion of refinement and true perfection.”>® This perceived superiority also
extendsto salvation — at least for Rida. (* Abduh’s statements el sewhere seem to send
mixed signals regarding whether he too maintained such a position).>® Rida, for
example, states that so long as one has been * properly’ exposed to the Message of 1slam,

then pristine Islam (and not necessarily the kind of 1slam followed by anyone who simply

associates him/herself with the Muslim ummah) becomes the primary path to salvation in

%% This same notion is found in Rida’s commentary on Q. 2:167 (“Those who followed will say: ‘If only
we could go back, we would disown them as they disowned us.” Thus God will them their works as sources
of deep regret, and they will not come out of the Fire"). After quoting ‘ Abduh as stating that thisverseisin
reference to ‘Unbelievers' (al-Kuffar), Rida warns that this could include Muslims who simply recite the
Shahadah without really upholding what it entails. (1bid., 2:81ff)

%7 | pid., 3:257-60.

%8 See Muhammad * Abduh, al-1slaém wa al-Nasraniyyah ma‘a al-'ilm wa al-madaniyyah (Giza, Egypt:
Maktabat al-Nafidhah, 2006), 9.

%9« Abduh el sewhere seems to demonstrate pluralistic tendencies with regard to Baha'is, for example. See
Juan R. Cole, “Feminism, Class and Islam in Turn-of-the-Century Egypt,” International Journal of Middle
East Studies 13 (1981), 387-407. That ‘ Abduh’ s beliefs on such a topic are sometimes difficult to discern
should come as no surprise. His signals have been so mixed that some have questioned whether he actually
believed in God in the first place. See, for example, Elie Kedourie, Afghani and 'Abduh: An Essay on
Religious Unbelief and Palitical Activismin Modern Islam (London: Cass, 1966). As such, one can only
wonder how much of ‘ Abduh’s voicein al-Manar istruly * Abduh’s and not Rida’s recasting of ‘ Abduh.
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a post-Muhammadan world. This position is made clear towards the end of Rida’s
commentary on Q. 3:19. Here, he argues that the very fact that the rest of the verse
addresses the ‘ People of the Book’ in a post-Muhammadan world is an indication that
they had ceased to be muslims and true followers of the Message brought forth by their
Prophets. And thisisin large part due to the divisions that were formed among them and
the modifications that were made to the original Message of their religions. As an
example of these phenomena, Rida refers to the history of the Christian Church and the
various councils that it convened, beginning with the Council of Nicaeain 325 CE, and
the subsequent excommunication of Arius (d. 336 CE) and the Arians.>”

While Rida may have maintained the problematic nature of all faiths other than
Islam, he, like the other case studies, was simply unwilling to consign multitudes of
ostensibly ‘sincere’ non-Muslims to eternal damnation for ssmply not adhering (formally
at least) to the path of God's Messengers. This certainly applies to those individuals who
never received any form of the Message, asis certainly the case of those who lived in
between the eras of the various Messengers (Ahl al-Fatrah), such as the pre-Islamic
Arabs. Not included among Ahl al-Fatrah are Jews and Christians, for even though Rida
maintains that they follow an impure path, there is enough of the original Message
present in their Books to not write them off as having been completely unfamiliar with
God s Message. As Rida notes, for example, the Qur’ an states “[the Jews] have the Torah
with God' s judgment” (Q. 5:43). (This, despite * Abduh’ s statement cited elsewhere that

the current scriptures used by the * People of the Book’ are sources of delusion and

™ Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’an, 3:258-9. In noting Rida’s reference to Arius, it is perhaps helpful to keep in
mind Arius' controverial position, i.e., that Jesus was the created Son of God. This was ostensibly closer to
Islamic doctrine than the Council’s decision, i.e., that Jesus was “ begotten, not made,” and of the same
substance as (and coeternal with) God the Father.
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misguidance).>”* Asfor the ‘ Sabians' [al-Sabi’iin], Rida notes two different
interpretations as to who they are: They are either an offshoot of Christianity that
engaged in star-worshipping,’? or agroup similar to pre-Islamic Arabian monotheists
(Hanifs). If the latter, then they are more likely to be considered among Ahl al-Fatrah. If,
the former, however, then “like the Jews and Christians,” they will expected to follow
thelir religion, having understood its obligations, “until another form of guidance reaches
them.”>"

Asfor Ahl al-Fatrah, adiscussion on their fate provides a starting point for
examining the case of non-Muslims who have not been exposed to Muhammad’s
Message in a post-Muhammadan world. Towards the end of Rida’s commentary on Q.
2:62, ‘ Abduh is quoted as stating that the fate of Ahl al-Fatrah was an issue of debate
among scholars, with the majority believing that they would be saved based on the
principle that one is made-responsible only by way of Revelation (al-Shar*).
Accordingly, those who never came to know of it will not be punished. Seeming to
support this assertion are Q. 17:15 (“We do not punish until We send a messenger”) and
Q. 4:165 (“so that humanity will have no plea against God, after the Messengers
coming”). ‘Abduh ascribes this view to the Ash'arites. (Aswe saw in the previous
chapter, thiswas a so the view of 1bn Taymiyyah, who argued against another view
ascribed to the Ash' arites, namely that God, because of His omnipotence, could punish
anyone, with or without sin as a basis). On the other hand, according to the minority,

which consists of Mu'tazilites and ‘Hanafis' (i.e. Maturidites), the intellect (al-*aql)

> pid., 4:316.

2 Incidentally, Rida uses this opportunity to describe Christians as having become “the most insolent
community in the world.” (Ibid., 1:338)

° Ipid., 1:337-8.
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suffices as the means by which one is made-responsible and taken to account for his’her
beliefs and deeds. Accordingly, Messengers merely confirm the truth, while providing
humanity with greater insight into those things which one would otherwise be unable to
know, such as the details of the Afterlife, and the precise manner of worship that is
pleasing to God. And asfor Q. 17:15, if one takes into account the ostensibly past tense

574

nature of the wording of the verse,”™” it could be argued that it refers only to punishments

inthislife>”

Having noted these differing viewpoints, Rida goes on to cite al-GhazalT' s
categorization of non-Muslims not exposed to Muhammad’s Message, which, as noted
earlier, addresses the fate of those non-Muslims living in a post-Muhammadan world.
Interestingly, with regard to al-Ghazalt s first group, i.e., those individuals who heard
virtually nothing about the Message of Islam, Rida, in an apparent confirmation of al-
GhazalT' s categorization, argues that they include the people of the United States of
America, and that they will be saved. (Incidentally, it is probably Jane McAullife’'s
misreading of al-Ghazal1' s standard as being areference to Ahl al-Fatrah that |eads her to
assume that Rida is here speaking of “the people living on the American continent in the
period between Jesus and Muhammad.”*® This also helps to explain her problematic
assessment elsewhere that Rida “harshly condemns the majority” of Christians (and
others), thus “leaving them the sole prospect of torment in the Fire”).>’” Asnoted in

Chapter 2, al-Ghazali explicitly refers to post-Muhammadan Christians in explaining the

application of his categorization). The inclusion of Americansin the first group would

5™ |n Arabic, this verse reads, “wa ma kunna mu ‘adhdhibin hatta nab ‘atha rasula.”
" |pid., 1:338.

> McAullife, Qur’ anic Christians, 114.

> 1pid., 179.
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certainly be questionable in a 21% century context, given the likelihood that the majority
of Americans have been exposed to something accurate related to Islam’s Message.
Otherwise, compared to the first group, there are arguably more Americans today who
belong to a-Ghazalt' s third group, i.e., those individuals who only heard ‘lies’ about the
Prophet. Whatever the case may be, Rida goes on to state that, to his mind, al-Ghazalt' s
third group isin actuality identical to thefirst. Accordingly, there areredly only two
categories of non-Muslims: those who are truly exposed to Islam and those who are
not.>"® Rida concludes by stating that salvation will be granted to those who “believe in
God and the Last Day in the correct way that was demonstrated by their Prophet, and

[who] do virtuous deeds’ [emphasis mine].>”

Otherwise, he argues, if one maintains an
unsound belief after having received the Message, such as the belief of
anthropomorphists (al-mushabbihah), antinomians (al-hu/iliyyah), and monists (al-
ittihadiyyah), then the promise found in Q. 2:62 in no way refers to him/her. The same
applies to those whose deeds are unsound, he argues, for faith and deeds are intertwined.
After dl, he notes, the Qur’ an states, “Indeed, those who fear God, when a visitation from
the Devil afflicts them, will remember [God’'s commands], and behold they will see
clearly” (7:201).%

How, then, will those not exposed to the Message be judged? It isin answering
this question that we find Rida’s most obvious divergence from al-Ghazalt s standard:
Rida sides with the Mu'tazilites and argues that such people will be taken to account

according to what they had comprehended and believed to be true and good in thislife.

Unanswered, then, is the question, What is the point of having Messengersin the first

> Rida, Tafsr al-Qur’ an, 1:338-9.
" | bid., 1:339.
%0 | bid., 1:339.
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place if one can have a meaningful test without them? Is their function merely to inform
people of certain details that are ultimately nonessential, at least according to this model ?
In any case, Rida takes issue with those who claim that individuals unexposed to the
Message will simply be granted Paradise. After all, he argues, that would mean that the
presence of Messengersis— as far as many people are concerned — an evil (sharr), since
it essentially qualifies‘Unbelievers for punishment.®®" It is significant that Rida here
does not speak of a Messenger-of-Resurrection. Ultimately, it would appear that
proposed solutions to the problem of non-exposure to the Message are bound to result in
other kinds of problems. The solution adopted by Rida seems to place the necessity for
Messengers into question (although it does not portray Messengers as being the sole
cause for punishment). On the other hand, as noted in the previous chapter, the notion of
a Messenger-of-Resurrection leads to more questions than answers regarding the nature
of the Message of such afigure.

Having noted the general stance adopted by Rida (and, at least according to al-
Manar, ‘ Abduh as well) regarding salvation (and before proceeding with Rida’s views on
the duration and purpose of punishment), it is worth noting that thereis currently atrend
among some Muslim academics to employ and/or reference (‘ Abduh and) Rida’s
discussions on salvation. What follows is an evaluation of a representative sampling of

that discourse.

2.2. Assessing the Influence of Rida in a Contemporary Debate on Pluralism

1 pid., 1:339.
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In Qur’an, Liberation, and Pluralism: An Islamic Perspective of Interreligious
Solidarity Against Oppression, contemporary Muslim academic Farid Esack of South
Africa presents an Islamic justification for religious pluralism. Much of hisargument is
based on Rida’ s tafsir. One response to Esack would come from another contemporary
Muslim academic, T. Winter of the United Kingdom. What follows is a demonstration of
the manner in which Rida’ stafsir is at times erroneously employed and/or referenced in
this debate.

Among Esack’s objectivesin Qur’an, Liberation, and Pluralism, the two that are
most relevant for our purposes are: 1. establishing “the idea of qur’anic hermeneuticsasa

1 582 and 2. a

contribution to the development of theological pluralism within Islam,
reexamination of “the way the Qur’ an defines Self and Other (believer and non-believer)
in order to make space for the righteous and just Other in atheology of pluralism for
liberation.”*® To this end, Esack refers to contemporary scholars Fazlur Rahman (d.
1988) and Mohammed Arkoun, as well as various works of tafsir by prominent scholars,
including Rida, al-Tabar (d. 310/923), al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144), Fakhr a-Din a-
Razi (d. 606/1209), Ibn al-* Arabi, and M. Hussain al-Tabataba'1 (d. 1981).

Esack cites Rida’s commentary on Q. 3:19 to demonstrate that Rida was of the
opinion that the terms din and islam used in the verse signify “the intensely personal
submission of the individual to God and the universal spirit, in which all religious
1 584

communities partake” and which bear “no relationship to conventional Islam.

Moreover, Esack observes that, unlike the other exegetes he examines, Rida makes an

%82 See Farid Esack, Qur’ an, Liberation, and Pluralism: An Islamic Perspective of Interreligious Solidarity
Against Oppression (Oxford: Oneworld, 1997), 14.
583 i
Ibid., 14.
***pid., 127-8.
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“explicit distinction between reified and non-reified islam.”** And though Rida’s
interpretation may appear to be a modernist, innovative one, Esack goes on to argue that,
based on the work of Wilferd Cantwell-Smith®® and Jame Smith®®’, it is “closer to the

earliest interpretation of thistext and of islam than contemporary Muslim conservatism

may want to concede.” >

Esack also looks to Rida’s commentary on Q. 2:62 and 5:48 to argue that Rida

1589

“seems to aknowledge Jews, Christians, and Sabians as ‘believers who belong to the

samereligion (din).>® And given the declaration in Q. 4:123-4 that being a Believer
(mu'min) is acondition for salvation, Esack attempts to demonstrate a Qur’ anic basis for
religious pluralism — a pluralism wherein deeds are factored as intrinsic parts of faith.

Indeed, Rida himself asserts the importance of deeds and its association with faith in,

501

among other places, his commentary on Q. 2:62 (as noted above),”™" aswell as his

commentary on Q. 8:2-4.%

Significant for Esack is Rida’s commentary on Q. 5:48, a verse which states:

And We have revealed to you [i.e. Muhammad] the Book in truth, confirming that
which is before it of the Book and a guardian over it. Judge between them, then,
according to what God has revealed, and do not follow their illusory desires,
diverging from what came to you of the Truth. To each of you, We have alid
down an ordinance (shir‘ah) and a clear path (minhaj); and had God pleased, He
would have made you one nation, but [He wanted)] to test you concerning what He
gaveto you. Be, then, forward in good deeds. To God is the ultimate return of all
of you, that He may inform you of that wherein you differed.

%% | pid., 130.

% See Wilfred Cantwell-Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion (New Y ork: Mentor Books, 1991).
%7 See Jane Smith, A Historical and Semantic Sudy of the Term‘Islam’ as seen in a Sequence of Qur’an
Commentaries (Montana: University of Montana Press, 1975).

% Esack, Qur’an, 131.

%9 pid., 165.

*9pid., 167-8.

1 | bid., 165.

*2pid., 122.
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Here, Esack notes, Rida makes a distinction between the religion (din), “whichis
one,” and the various revealed laws (shari*ahs), “which can abrogate” one another.”® As
such, though there is only one din, God allows for a diversity within that din (just asthe
theory of abrogation [naskh] leads to a diversity of laws within Islam itself) due to the
varying capacities of humans, or else God would have made al of humanity ‘asingle
nation’ (Q. 5:351). Thus, according to Esack, unlike ‘traditiona’ interpretations which
affirm that Q. 5:48 was addessed only to Muslims and pre-Muhammadan communities,
Rida maintainsthat Q. 5:48 isinclusivist in that it is addressed not only to Muslims, but

to “the People of the Book and to humankind in general.”>**

(I will address Esack’s claim
here below).

On the other hand, Esack admits that there are elements of Rida’s commentary
that are antithetical to pure religious pluralism. For example, Esack notesthat “islam, in
even the most personalist interpretations offered by Rida, was aso lived out as a set of

5% _ aven if Esack would seem

injunctions within the paramaters of formalized shari‘ah
to interpret Rida’ s position as being inclusive of systems of shari*ah that are beyond
Islam (such as those of the ‘ People of the Book’).>* Moroever, Esack notes that Rida (in
his commentary on Q. 5:48) appears to “ counterbalance hisideas on the validity of
religious pluralism” by engaging in
alengthy discussion on the supposed unsuitability of both the ‘ stagnant legal
severity of Judaism...[and] the legal leniency...spiritua excesses...and

acquiescence to worldly power’ of Christianity. [Rida] then contrasts this with the
supposed supremacy of a moderate and dynamic Islam.>’

%3 |pid., 167.
%4 |bid., 167-8.
5 |bid., 132.
% |bid., 167-8.
7 |bid., 171.
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Esack also recognizes that even in his commentary on Q. 2:62, Rida

deals at length with the question of salvation for those who did not encounter a

prophet, or receive his or her message, and even reflects on the necessity or

otherwise of believing in the prophethood of Muhammad as a condition of

salvation. [Rida] interprets ‘those who have faith’ as ‘those Muslims who

followed Muhammad during his lifetime and al those who follow him until the

Day of Resurrection[.']*®

Nevertheless, given how Rida is perceived to have only reflected “on the
necessity or otherwise of believing in the prophethood of Muhammad as a condition of
salvation,” Esack continues by stating, “[Rida] says that ‘whosoever among them who
hasfaith’ is a specification of the other three groups mentioned, i.e. those among the
Jews, Christians, and Sabeans who believe with a‘ correct faith.’”>%

In the final analysis, Esack portrays Rida as asserting “the validity of other
religious paths” in a post-Muhammadan world.®®

To my mind, Esack’s portrayal represents amisreading of Rida. Esack’s
discussion leads the reader to believe that Rida simply finds Islam to be superior to other
paths that are legitimate and salvific in and of themselves. In redlity, Rida not only finds
religions such as Judaism and Christianity to be inferior, he also believes Islam to be the
primary path to salvation so long as one has been exposed to the Muhammadan Message
inits‘true’ form. Otherwise, if one has not been ‘ properly’ exposed to the Message, then

some of Rida’s ostensibly pluralistic statements begin to make more sense.® In fact,

much of what Esack interprets as being pluralistic should be viewed in adifferent light.

%% | pid., 165.

% | bid., 165.

%% | pid., 165-6.

%% One must also not overlook the possibility that Rida sometimes had Muslimsin mind when speaking of
islamin a general sense. Such an approach certainly serves as an effective means of explaining — especially
during atime in which Muslims were weak in an unprecedented manner — why individuals formally
adhering to Islam could maintain values and beliefs that were seemingly antithetical to the religion.
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Whileit istrue that Rida (and * Abduh before him) speaks of the importance of the
concept of isam vis-a-vis Islam the religion, this must be read in the context of the
entirety of his commentary on Q. 2:62. While Rida conceives of islamin its broadest
sense, his position is that once one is exposed to Muhammad’s Message in its ‘true’ form,
he/she is to be held accountable — even if he/she had already been exposed to what
Muslims would consider the ‘remnants’ of an older Message. How else are we to
understand Rida’ s apparent sponsorship of al-Ghazalt' s criterion (which wasto be
applied to non-Muslims in a post-Muhammadan world, and not simply those living
during the *gaps’ between Prophets), not to mention his own contribution that Americans
may be counted among al-Ghazal1 s first category of non-Muslims, and that the third
group issimilar to the first? Rida was not merely ‘reflecting,” or else he surely would not
have concluded his commentary on Q. 2:62 without providing a counterview.

Esack’ s reading of Rida becomes even more problematic when one examines the
latter’ s commentary on Q. 5:69, which, similar to Q. 2:62, states, “For the Believers, the
Jews, the Sabians, and the Christians — those who believe in God and the Last Day and do
good deeds — thereiis no fear: they will not grieve.”® Here, Rida states that when one
examines the previous and subsequent verses, oneis left with the conclusion that “the
People of the Book did not uphold the religion (din) of God.”®*

How, then, can Esack characterize Rida as someone who deemed the paths of the

604

‘People of the Book’ (and possibly other non-Muslims)™" —in a post-M uhammadan

892 Rida notes and dismisses the theory that the order of groups listed in Q. 5:69 would indicate that
Christians were in a better place with God than Sabians, who were in a better place than Jews, who were in
a better place than hypocrites. (Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’an , 6:479)

693 Rida, Tafsr al-Qur’ an, 6:476.

% | ncidentally, Rida states that Zoroastrians could potentially be counted among the ‘ People of the Book.’
(Ibid., 4:315-6)
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world — as belonging to the same religion (din)? That Rida would interpret ‘whosoever
among them who hasfaith’ (Q. 2:62) as being inclusive of Jews, Christians, and Sabians
makes perfect sense so long as one keeps in mind Rida’ s discussion on looking beyond
official religious communal affiliations. As such, the references to Jews, Christians, and
Sabians may be regarded as simply being indications of origins, affiliations, or even
ethnicity. Indeed, as Mohammad Bamyeh notes, in Muhammad’s Arabian context, terms
such as“Jew” and “Christian” tended to refer to tribal membership as opposed to
religious beliefs.*® That Rida would think along these lines is supported by the fact that
he interprets the following Qur’ anic statement as being in reference to historical figures
like the Abyssinian al-Najashi,°® aswell as the ‘ People of the Book’ in general who
believe in Muhammad’s Message®":

Some of the People of the Book believein God, in what has been sent down to

you and in what was sent down to them, humbling themselves before God; they

would never sell God's Revelation for asmall price. These people will have their

rewards with their Lord; God is swift in reckoning. (Q. 3:199)

Otherwise, Rida may also have in mind those who are among the Peopl e of the
Book who are muslimin the eyes of God, either according to a-Ghazali’ s criterion or by
secretly believing in Islam. Such aposition is therefore quite different from asserting that

other religious paths are valid, as that speaks to the legitimacy of the substance of the

paths themselves in a post-Muhammadan world.

0% See Mohammad A. Bamyeh, The Social Origins of Isiam: Mind, Economy, Discourse (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1999), 79-80.

8% A|-Najashi was the Christian Abyssinian king (Negus) who, much to the dismay of the Meccan pagans,
granted refuge to those early Muslims who embarked on the first hijra. Muslim traditions would maintain
that he converted to Islam.

%7 Rida, Tafsr al-Qur’an, 4:315-6.
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Asfor Esack’s reference to Rida’s commentary on Q. 5:48, the former failsto
examine that discussion in light of its continuation, particularly the commentary on the
very next verse, which states:

So [Prophet] judge between them according to what God has sent down. Do not

follow their whims, and take good care that they do not tempt you away from any

of what God has sent down to you. If they turn away, remember that God intends
to punish them for some of the sins they have committed: a great many people are

lawbreakers (5:49).

Whileit istrue that Rida makes a distinction between the one din and the multiple
shar7*ahs, and considers Q. 5:48 as being addressed to al of humanity, Esack fails to note
the following points (which dramatically alter one’'s perceptions of Rida’s discussion): 1.
Rida interprets “the Book” as being the Qur’an, which, unlike the Torah and Gospel,
“compl etes the religion (dmn)”®®; 2. Rida argues for the unreliability of the earlier
Scriptures vis-a-vis the infalible, unchanged Qur’ an; 3. He notes that Q. 5:49 commands
Muhammad to judge the * People of the Book’ according to what he received from God,
as opposed to what they received from God; and 4. Rida argues that while it is true that
God established various shari* ahs, not only have the non-1slamic ones been abrogated,
but they cannot be followed in aworld in which Muhammad’ s universal Messageis
available — especially considering the modifications that other religious paths are
presumed to have undergone over the years.®®

Thus, to deduce that Rida ever had pluralism in mind is simply unwarranted,

especially when one factors his statements el sewhere, such as his declaration (found in

al-Wahy a/-muhammadi [ The Muhammadan Revelation]) that Islam is “the religion of all

%8 1pid., 6:410.
59 1pid., 6:411-22.
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peoples.”®° And lest there still be any doubt regarding Rida’s position, | believe that the
following statement of his (in reference to “ self-deluded” members of the * People of the
Book,” and certainly others) should settle the matter once and for all:

No one can be credited with belief (iman) who knows [the Qur’an] and yet

disagrees with it by preferring his’her own scriptures...Everyone reached by the

call (da'wah) of Muhammad and to whom its truth is evident, as it is to them, but
who rejects and resists, as they reject and resist, gains no positive credit for his
belief in former prophets and their books. His belief in God is not an authentic
belief, one linked to fear of God and submission (khushiz* )" ®**

Interestingly, we find asimilar mischaracterization of Rida by Winter in an article
entitled “The Last Trump Card: Islam and the Supersession of Other Faiths.” Winter here
provides a counterargument against religious pluralism as advocated by Esack and
Mahmoud Ayoub (who incidentally makes his case by examining the writings of Rahman
and Iranian mullah Sayyid Mahmad Talecani [d. 1979]).°"? According to Winter, Muslim
thinkers such as Esack and Ayoub “characteristically deploy complex hermeneutic
strategies of contexualisation and deconstruction in order to unearth the seeds of a
theological pluralism from the Koran's discourse.”®*2 Before proceeding with his
response to such pluralistic readings, Winter characterizes Esack’s stance as being a

“revival of Rashid Rida’s project of redefining the Koranic concept of ‘believer’

(mu’min), generally understood by the exegetic tradition as a subset of ‘Muslim’, to

610 See Muhammad Rashid Rida, al-Wahy al-muhammadi (Cairo: al-Majlis al-* Ala li-I-Shu'ain al-
Islamiyyah, 2000) (originally published in 1933), 26.

& McAullife, Qur’ anic Christians, 173, 176; cf. Rida, Tafsir al-Qur’an, 4:317-8.

612 See Mahmoud Ayoub, “Nearest in Amity: Christians in the Qur’an and Contemporary Exegetical
Tradition,” Iam and Christian-Musim Relations 8 (1997), 145-64.

®13 See T. Winter, “The Last Trump Card: |slam and the Supersession of Other Faiths,” Sudiesin
Interreligious Dialogue 9 (1999) 2, 135.
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include al believersin God” > — a project that Winter challenges, as he makes the case

for Ghazalian “non-categoric supercession.” ®*®
To my mind, what is perhaps most interesting about this contemporary debate is
that, unbeknownst to either Esack or Winter, the latter actually comes out looking to be

more on the side of Rida than does the former!

2.3. The Purpose and Duration of Punishment in Hell

Having noted and clarified Rida’s general standard for achieving salvation on the
Last Day, the next question becomes, What isto befall those destined for Hell, i.e. the
‘People of Hellfire'? Istheir punishment eternal, or will they one day be saved? In
answering this question, Rida once again looks to the ideas put forth by medieval
scholars and emphasizes Divine mercy in arguing — at least in the later volumes of al-
Manar — that even the ‘wretched’ will be spared of God’ s wrath.

In the earlier volumes, on the other hand, Rida does not appear to seriously
engage in the debate over Hell’ s duration. If anything, it amost seems at times asif he
(aswéll as*Abduh) was content with the popular view that Hell’ s punishment is eternal.

For example, in his commentary on Q. 2:162 (“[ The Unbelievers] will remain in this state

I bid., 135.

815 Winter argues against the pluralists by pointing to: a. the contradictory nature of different religious
teachings, which, because of the “law of noncontradiction,” tends to lead to the “problem of transcendental
agnosticism”; b. seemingly explicit Scriptural indications of both Islam’s superiority and the impossibility
of religious pluralism, c. Ilam’s self-proclaimed position as afinal, universal religion, d. the consensus of
medieval scholars, and e. the numerous hadiths that make a pluralistic position untenable. (It is worth
noting that, in relation to Esack, Winter clearly takes the hadith literature more serioudly, as he cites
numerous hadiths throughout the course of his argument). Winter, however, also points out that Islam need
not advocate the eternal damnation of all non-Muslims. As support for this position, he briefly refersto the
views of various scholars, particularly al-Ghazalt and Shah Wal1 Allah. Therefore, Winter advocates a
model of “non-categoric supersession.” (lbid., 135-53)
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of regjection: their punishment will not be lightened, nor will they be reprieved”) Rida
notes that he does not recall anything by ‘ Abduh regarding this matter. Assured that what
will follow are Rida’s own views, he states that, as this verse appearsto indicate, Hell’'s
inhabitants will remain in Hell, having been denied God's mercy — adenial that is
continuous. Moreover, Rida states that there is no hope for them, for when they passed
away, their deeds were cut off, and they were prevented from reflecting and purifying
themselves. And, he continues, God will neither pay attention to nor purify them.®*

Despite this, Rida’s tone elsewhere is noticeably different. Thisis perhaps most
evident in his commentary on two familiar passages, Q. 6:128 and 11:106-8, to which we
now |ook.

In his commentary on Q. 6:128, Rida provides alengthy analysis of the issue of
Hell’s eternality.®'” He begins by informing the reader that he will first summarize al-
Suyutr’' s (d. 911/1505) discussion on thisissue, as found in his exegetical work al-Durr
al-manthar fr al-tafsir al-ma’ thar, particularly his discussion on Q. 11:106-7. He goes on
to cite various reports that parallel those cited by Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim. He
cites, for example, a hadith which states that when the Prophet recited Q. 11:106-7, he
stated, “If God wills to remove from Hellfire and admit into Paradise a people from
among those who were made wretched, He will do so.”®*® Rida then attempts to analyze
the exception (e.g. illa ma sha’ a rabbuka) found in reference to the punishment in Hell
(in Q. 6:128, and, with adlightly different wording, in Q. 11:107). He cites the view
ascribed to Ibn  Abbas that the exception refers to those (Believers) who committed

major sins (al-kaba'ir) (without repenting) who will be taken out of Hellfire by way of

616 Rida, Tafsr al-Qur’ an, 2:53-4.
®17 | bid., 8:69ff.
%% | bid., 8:69.
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intercession —aview, it isnoted, that is antithetical to the Kharijite claim that such
individuals are eternally damned. Also ascribed to Ibn ‘ Abbasisthe view that the
exception refers to God' s volition in commanding Hellfire to consume its inhabitants.
According to another voice (al-Sadi), however, Q. 11:107 (and presumably 6:128) has
been abrogated by those Medinan verses which indicate permanence. On the other hand,
according to another view, the exception isto be applied to the entire Qur’ an, particularly
those references to people remaining in Hell.®*° Rida then cites familiar reports attributed
to ‘“Umar ibn al-Khattab, Abt Hurayrah, Ibn Mas'ad, a-Sha'bi, and * Abd-Allah ibn *Amr
ibn a-‘As, al of which speak of Hell becoming desolate. Another interpretation, he
notes, is that the exception denotes either a prolongation or a reduction of the duration of
punishment. He then cites two positions found in Ibn Abi al-*1zz's (d. 792/1389)
commentary on the creed of the famous theologian al-Tahawi (d. 321/933) (Sharh al-
‘agirdah al-Tahawiyyah): 1. ‘Unbelievers' (al-Kuffar) will remain in Hell, and Hell —and
presumably the Unbelievers —will eventually cease to exist. 2. As maintained by al-
Tahawi himself, Unbelievers will remain eternaly in anever-ending Hell. Both are
described as positions found among Sunnis (Ahl al-Sunnah). Rida then cites the Jahmite
view of anon-eternal Hell (which, as noted earlier, was accompanied by the belief in a
non-eternal Heaven), and the view of a non-eternal punishment in Hell, as advocated by
Ibn a-* Arabi and afamous Sufi expounder of hisworks, *Abd al-Karim a-Jil1 (d.

805/1402-3).°%°

19 1pid., 8:69.
520 1pid., 8:70.
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Rida then utilizes considerable space in quoting 1bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah's
lengthy discussion on thisissuein Hadr al-arwah.®** Thisis followed by words of praise
for 1bn a-Qayyim and his status as a scholar, as well as a declaration that 1bn al-Qayyim
was not an oddity, and that other exegetes and theol ogians adopted asimilar view, i.e., of
anon-eternal Hell and the eventual salvation of all.® Rida goes on to explain (in a
manner that is ostensibly apologetic) that Ibn al-Qayyim’s discussion on this issue was
cited for the purpose of providing insights and, more importantly, pointing out the great
error committed by people of all communities associated with the popular faiths, namely,
claiming: 1. to be the only group that will be saved, and 2. that “the majority of
humankind will be punished severely, perpetually, with no end — ever.”®* As such, Rida
argues, Ibn a-Qayyim’s discussion is beneficial insomuch asit allowsfor a
reconsideration of God’'s overwhelming mercy. This, he admits, despite the fact that
many (al-jamhiir) have maintained Hell’s eternality.®**

Without explicitly citing Ibn al-Qayyim’s Shifa” al-‘alil, Rida (like Maulana
Muhammead ‘ Ali) goes on to argue that, linguistically, the Qur’ anic words typically
interpreted to denote Hell’ s eternality could in fact be understood in such away that
temporality is not precluded from the realm of possibile meanings. For example, he notes,
the word abad, which is often understood as meaning ‘forever,” can actually be used in
Arabic to smply denote ‘along time.’ ®®

Rida concludes this section by stating that, in light of the doctrine adopted by

many (al-jumhr), this detailed discussion may benefit heretics, but does not harm

2L |hid., 8:70-98.
22 1pid., 8:98-9.
52 pid., 8:99.
524 1pid., 8:99.
5% 1pid., 8:99.
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Believers. Findly, we are informed that a continuation of hisanalysisisto be found in his
commentary on Q. 11:106-8, to which we now |ook.%?

Here, we find Rida to be once again open to the notion of anon-eternal Hell and
the eventual salvation of all. First, with regard to the expression “abiding therein
(khalidina fiha), so long as the heavens and earth endure” (Q. 11:107), used in reference
to the duration of the stay in Hellfire, Rida states that this signifies permanence, and that
one should not think of the earth being referred to here as being the same earth in which
we now live. And thisis because “this earth will transform and cease to exist at the onset
of the Last Day.”%?’ Nevertheless, Rida argues, the expression “except as your Lord
pleases (illa ma sha’a rabbuka)” (11:107) emphasizes the importance of God' s volition
in determining whether punishment in Hell will indeed be continuous. This emphasis on
Divine will, he notes, isto be found in other Qur’ anic statements, such as, “Say, ‘| do not
have the power to benefit or harm myself, except as God pleases’ (7:188).°® And thisis
further emphasized by the rest of Q. 11:107: “Y our Lord does indeed what He wants.” ®%®

And even though Q. 11:108, which speaks of Heaven' s inhabitants, also includes
the same exception (“except as your Lord pleases’), Rida argues that the concluding
expression, “a gift, uninterrupted (‘ ata’ an ghayr majdhizdh)” indicates that Heaven is
never-ending. Indeeed, he argues, the difference between this verse’ s concluding
expression and that of the preceding verseis significant and telling. It demonstrates, Rida
argues, the fact that God rewards righteous ‘ Believers' beyond what they earned, whereas

‘Unbelievers are recompensed according to their actions. Furthermore, he continues,

6% |hid., 8:99

27 |pid., 12:160.

628 Other examples cited include 10:49 and 6:87.
2 Rida, Tafsr al-Qur’an,12:160-1.
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those who are among the * People of Hellfire' deserve eternal damnation even though
their sins were temporal, on the basis that they intended to continue sinning. And such
people are the minority, he argues, since Unbelief ceases when various impediments to
faith are removed — as exemplified by the example of the Meccan Arabs who eventually
became ‘Believers' after having been fiercely opposed to IsSlam. Y et even for those who
deserve eternal punishment, Rida notes that the reference to their ‘ perpetual stay’ (al-
khulzd) in Hellfire can be reasonably assessed in the manner of his earlier commentary in
Sirat al-An‘am (6),%*° which, as noted, appears to favor 1bn al-Qayyim’s argument for
the eventual salvation of all.

Rida, however, is not finished, and he continues his discussion on this very issue
at the conclusion of his commentary on Sirat Hizd (11). Here, Rida notes that most of the
verses that speak of ‘eternality’ (al-ta’bid) arein reference to the Believers' stay in
Heaven. Moreover, he notes that in several instances where the fate of the inhabitants of
both Heaven and Hell are mentioned together, an emphasis is made only on the Believers
remaining in Heaven ‘forever’ (abadan). Theseinclude Q. 4:56-7, 121-2, 64:9-10, and
98:6-8. And since the Qur’ an would never use words haphazardly or without purpose, he
argues, we should expect there to be wisdom in this. After all, he continues, thereisa
significant difference between reward based on more than just justice, i.e. the reward of

Heaven' sinhabitants,®*

and reward based solely on justice, i.e. thereward of Hell’s
inhabitants. But there is a problem with this argument which Rida acknowledges:

Elsewhere (in Q. 4:169, 33:65,%% and 72:23%°%), the Qur’ an does use the word abad to

%0 |bid., 12:161-2.
831 As Rida putsit, God rewards by multiples of ten to seven hundred. (Ibid., 12:214-6)
832 | should note that the text that | am using provides incorrect references here.
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refer to the punishment of Hell’ sinhabitants. (Incidentally, in all three of these instances,
we find no similar statement regarding Heaven’ s inhabitants in the verses immediately
preceding or succeding them). Having noted this, Rida then aborts his line of reasoning,
and returns to his original claim that the word abad was not necessarily used by the Arabs
to mean “forever, without end.”%**

Rida concludes by first reiterating that while many (al-jamhir) believein an
eternal Hell, some scholars argued otherwise because of the overwhel ming evidence of
God' s mercy (rahmah) and because, according to both reason (‘agl) and Revelation
(nagl), He could never be unjust. Rida goes on to state that although he had originally
intended to mention all the doctrines espoused by the scholars on thisissue, he found Ibn
al-Qayyim’ s discussion and reference to God' s expansive and perfect mercy, aswell as
Hisinclusive will —both of which are only truly understood by God Himself —to be
sufficient. Rida ends by noting that among the later scholars who were opposed to the
position maintained by Ibn a-Qayyim are al-Qadi a-Shawkani (in his tafsir, Fath al-
Qadir) and al-Sayyid Hasan Siddiq Khan (in his tafsir, Fath al-Bayan).®*

All in al, when it comes to the issue of Hell’ s eternality, Rida’s commentary is, at
least on the surface, contradictory. This may be explained by the fact that Tafsir al-
Manar was awritten over arelatively long period of time, and so one would expect to see
anatural evolution in Rida’sthinking. His earlier, ‘ Abduh-inspired discussions (i.e., on
2:162) have him (and presumably ‘ Abduh) appearing to be either indifferent or on the

side of an eternal Hell, as he argues that self-reformation after death is not possible —a

633 Regarding this particular verse, Rida states that the disobedience referred to here is a general one that
includes disobedience in matters of faith, that is, associating partners with God (Shirk). (Ibid., 12:214-6)
634 . .

Ibid., 12:214-6.
% Ipid., 12:216.
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position that is antithetical to the justification given by Ibn al-Qayyim for a non-eternal
Hell.®% In hislater discussions, however, he ultimately appears to lean towards the
position adopted by Ibn al-Qayyim. Had Rida lived long enough to complete his
commentary, one would expect that he would have also discussed the significance of Q.
78:23. Asfor the argument that the word abad does not necessarily denote ‘forever,’
‘without end,’” etc., its main disadvantage from a practical standpoint, as noted in the
previous chapter, is that it makes a Scripture-based argument for an eternal Heaven more
chalenging. Unlike Ibn al-Qayyim, however, who at least tackles thisissue in Shifa’ al-
‘alil, Rida does not. Finally, one has to wonder why Rida even bothers to note that the
word abad is used more frequently with regard to Heaven. The very fact that it isused at
al (and more than once, at that) with regard to Hell makes this observation effectively
futile.

In sum, we find that while * Abduh’s views on salvation are sometimes difficult to
discern in al-Manar, both he and Rida seem to favor the special role played by both islam
and Islam, and, at least in the case of Rida, the role played by Divine mercy. As such, the
latter maintains that most of humanity will not be among the Unbelievers who will
remain in Hell continuously, and that even such Unbelievers will probably receive Divine
mercy and attain salvation eventually. Aswould be expected given his late position
chronologically, we find that in relation to scholars such as al-Ghazali, 1bn a-* Arabi, 1bn

Taymiyyah, and Ibn al-Qayyim, less of Rida’s discussion is original, and much of it

8% Even so, it is worth noting that in his commentary on Q. 2:80, Rida refers to the ‘ Jewish’ claim that the
Jews will only be in the Fire for seven days, and states that this claim was made without proper knowledge.
Rida does not, however, state that the stay in Hell will be either temporal or eternal. (I1bid., 1:362). In his
discussion on the other verse which refers to the ‘ Jewish’ claim of atempora Hell (Q. 3:24), Rida argues
that most Muslims of histime also fall into the trap of believing that those M uslims who commit major sins
will only bein Hell for abrief period of time, and that non-Muslims will remain in Hell no matter what
their deeds were. (1bid., 3:266-8)
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consists of references to and quotations by certain scholars of the past — a feature that

many would erroneously consider uncharacteristic of the modern Salafiyyah movement.

3. Excursus: Beyond Rida: Sayyid Qutb as an Example of Divergent Evolution?

As noted, the modern Sal afiyyah movement under Rida (and, to alesser extent,
‘Abduh) is generally considered to have been amgjor influence on Egypt’s Muslim
Brotherhood (al-1khwan al-Muslimin). It would be a mistake, however, to assume that
Rida’ s views (including those on salvation) were wholly adopted by the Brotherhood. In
attempting to identify divergences (as well as convergences), and briefly assess why they
would exist, what follows is an analysis of the relevant writings of afigurewhois
arguably the Brotherhood' s best-known member, Sayyid Qutb.

Sayyid Qutb Ibrahtm Husayn Shadhilt was born in 1906 in Upper Egypt. The son
of an educated nationalist, Qutb is said to have memorized the Qur’an by age ten, and
received a bachelor of arts degree in arts education from Cairo’s Dar a-*Ulam in 1933.
Thereafter, he worked as an inspector for the Ministry of Education, and wrote various
literary works and newspaper articles. Hislife would take a new turn in 1948, when he
was sent to the United States of Americato analyze Western education systems.
Returning three years later with amaster of arts degree in education, Qutb came to
acquire adistaste for certain aspects of American society, particularly its racism towards
Blackamericans, its liberal intermixing of the sexes, and its support for the state of

lsrael 637

837 See Shahrough Akhavi, “Qutb, Sayyid,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, Vol. 3,
ed. John L. Esposito (New Y ork; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 400-1.
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In 1953, Qutb joined forces with the Muslim Brotherhood. In light of the tense
relationship that would devel op between the Muslim Brotherhood and the Free Officers
who ruled over Egypt, Qutb was arrested and brutally tortured (despite his poor health),
before finally being executed in 1966. Having had a number of his colleagues killed
before himin jail, it is perhaps not surprising that Qutb would develop the belief that
Muslims must engage in active resistance — physical or otherwise — against an unjust
government until it isreplaced by atruly Islamic one — an idea developed in his famous
treatise Ma' alim f7 al-tariq (Milestones) .

Most relevant for our purposesis his ever popular tafsir, Fi zilal al-Qur’an (In the
Shade of the Qur’an). Aswill become apparent, Qutb’s discussion on the fate of ‘Others’
demonstrates Rida and * Abduh’ s influence, while ultimately following a considerably
different path. Aswill become apparent, despite his emphasis on God’ s volition to do as
He pleases, Qutb could never be mistaken for a pluralist.

One instance of Qutb’s borrowing from Rida and * Abduh isto be found in his
commentary on Q. 2:62, where he states that the verse (particularly, “whoever believesin
God and the Last Day and does good deeds, shall have nothing to fear and they shall not
grieve’) makesit clear that what matters most is correct belief and *not clannishness of
race (jins) or nation (qawm).” But, he warns — perhaps foreseeing the potential for later
scholars to misread this as an argument for pluralism —“that is of course [only true]
before the Muhammadan mission (al-ba‘thah al-Muhammadiyyah). As for after it, the

form of the final faith has already been delimited” ®*°

638 ||

Ibid., 401-2.
8% See Sayyid Qutb, F7 zlal al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Shuriiq, 1982), 1:75-6. Regarding the groups noted
in Q. 2:62, Qutb defines “those who believe” (alladhina amaniz) as being Muslims, “alladhina hadi” as
being either the Jews who “returned to God” or the Jews who are the “children of Yahida,” “al-Nasara” as
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Qutb continues this line of thought in his commentary on Q. 3:19. Here, he states:

[God] does not accept from anyone areligion (din) other than [Islam]. ISlam is

that which is submission (al-istislam), obedience (ta* ah), and observance (al-

itba'). Therefore, the religion which God accepts from people is not smply a

conception in theintellect. Nor isit simply abelief (tasdiq) in the heart. Simply-

put, it isfulfilling the truth of that belief and that conception...And thereis no

Islam without submission to God, obedience to His Prophet, observance of His

course (manhaj), and judging by His Book in life's affairs.*

Qutb continues by stating that those Jews who stated, “ The Fire will only touch us
for afew days (ayyaman ma’ dizdat)” (3:24), cannot be considered among the * Peopl e of
the Book’ (Ahl al-Kitab), and arein fact Unbelievers. Qutb defines ‘Unbelievers’ (al-
Kuffar) as being those who do not accept appealing to the Book of God. (Qutb goes on to
warn that those who take the ‘Unbelievers astheir helpers [awliya'] have nothing
whatsoever to do with God). Such a definition, of course, dramatically atersthe way in
which the very notion of ‘ People of the Book’ is to be understood(!).*** (Thisisto be
contrasted with Rida’s discussion of how many Christians, for example, had ceased to be
muslims, while still maintaining their status as ‘ People of the Book’). Qutb then proceeds
to discuss the concept of God' s oneness (Tawhid) and its implications. The problem with
Christians, he argues, is that they mix the will of God with the will of Jesus, and they

differ greatly among themselvesin their ideas — a historical cause for much bloodshed.

And the basis for this bloodshed, he argues, is explained by the second part of Q. 3:19:

the “followers of Jesus,” and “al-Szbi’ zn” not as Sabeans, but as most likely being those pre-1slamic Hanif
Arabs who abandoned polytheism in favor of the monotheism of Abraham. Qutb states that this
understanding of “al-Sabi’ zn” is more likely to be true than that found in other works of tafsir, i.e., that
they are ‘ star-worshippers.’ (1bid., 1:75)

0 |bid., 1:377.

&1 As Neal Robinson notes, “it is arguable that Qutb is skating on dangerously thin ice when he describes
the expression ‘ People of the [Book]’ as midleading. If as he alleges, Jews and Christians today are much as
they were in the time of the Prophet, how can he question the appropriateness of the label which God gives
them in the Qur’an?” See Neal Robinson, “Sayyid Qutb’s Attitude Towards Christianity: Stra 9.29-35in
F1 Zilal al-Qur’an,” 1dlamic Interpretations of Christianity, ed. LIoyd Ridgeon (New Y ork: St. Martin’s
Press, 2001), 173.
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“Those who were given the Book did not disagree among themselves, except after certain
knowledge came to them, out of envy among themselves.” And lest one argue that the
division among Christians was the result of ignorance, Qutb argues that they had already
received definitive knowledge (al-‘ilm al-gati ) of God' s oneness and uniqueness, human
nature, and the reality of servitude.** As such, they are to be held accountable before
God.

So much for those who have previously received the Message. What about those
who have not? To answer this question, we first look to Qutb’s analysis of Q. 17:15.
Here, Qutb is brief, and demonstrates an obvious departure from Rida. He states that it is
due to God's mercy (rahmah) that He only punishes after He sends forth a messenger
who warns and reminds people, and it is due to God’ s mercy that he does not take people
to account based on what they might derive from the signs (ayat) found in nature and the
natural disposition (al-fitrah) of humans. Moreover, he states, “it isamercy (rahmah)
from God that He excuses His servants before seizing them with punishment. God's
manner proceeds like thisin the destruction of the villages and the seizing of their people
in thisworld.”®*

Qutb has in fact more to say on this matter in his earlier commentary on Q. 4:165.
Here, Qutb discusses the ability of the intellect (al-*aqgl) to comprehend God' s signs;
however, he once again refers to the mercy of being taken to task only after receiving the
Message.®** And though the intellect is to be utilized to understand and accept the
Message, and though “Islam isthe religion of the intellect,” he neverthel ess states

(seemingly in response to Rida) that “it is not the role of the intellect to judge the religion

82 Quitb, F1 zilal al-Qur’ an, 1:377-80.
3 |bid. 4:2217.
%4 1bid., 2:805-6.
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and its decisions, with respect to validity and invalidity, acceptance and rejection, after it
is reassured of the validity of their origins from God.”®* To do otherwise, he argues,
would be Unbelief (kufr).>*® Thus, Qutb’s view on the fate of those not exposed to the

M essage seems congruous with that of 1bn Taymiyyah; however, no mention is made
here of a Messenger-of-Resurrection.

In any case, Qutb continues by stating that, as followers of the Prophet, Muslims
must spread the Message, and remove any obstacles that stand in the way of the call to
that Message — even if thisis accomplished by way of Jihad. In so doing, he argues,
Muslims will be able to both maintain God’ s proof against people and save them from —
and here we find an apparent contradiction — punishment in the Afterlife and misfortune
in thislife. Otherwise, he argues, humanity will be in error and will experience
misfortune — but not punishment —in this life, and God will have no proof against
humanity in the Afterlife. Asin hiscommentary on Q. 17:15, Qutb emphasizes that, so
long as the M essage has not been received, oneis not taken to task for what may be
derived by way of signs found in the Universe, the natural disposition, and, he also notes,
theintellect (al-‘aql). For even the brightest minds, such as Aristotle and Plato, he states,
were unabl e to reach the basic M essage brought forth by the Messengers. And even when
monothei sm was reached independent of the M essage, as was the case of the Egyptian
pharoah Akhenaten, the differences were nevertheless significant (e.g. Akhenaten’s one
god was Aten, a sun god). Qutb concludes his discussion by stating that the proof against

God has ceased to exist on account of the last Message —a Message that is genera and

55 1bid., 2:806-7.
5% 1pid., 2:807.
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for al people and all times.®*’ Thus, while Muslims are expected to spread the Message,
because of the universal nature of that Message, Qutb appears to be saying that it will
nevertheless be at least generally known throughout the world until the Last Day. Left out
out of Qutb’s discussion is an explanation of the specific modus operandi of how one
gualifies as being areceiver of the Message — a problem that was also observed in the
writings of 1bn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah. One can only wonder what
Qutb had in mind. Is it simply hearing something, positive or negative, about Islam? And
what about those living in relative isolation, such as the 12" century Anatolian Christian
monks described by a-Ghazali? In any case, Qutb does not seem to assume, as al-Ghazalt
does, that throughout the course of post-Muhammadan human history, many —and
possibly most — have not been ‘properly’ exposed to thereligion (if at all). We are left
with the impression that the overwhelming majority of —and possibly all — non-Muslims
(who are sane and of age) will be held accountable on the Day of Judgement for not
having been Muslim.

What then about the Afterlife? Do Hell’ s inhabitants have the opportunity to
attain salvation? Here, we find Qutb emphasizing Divine justice over Divine mercy,
especially in comparison to Rida, Ibn a-* Arabi, Ibn Taymiyyah, and 1bn Qayyim al-
Jawziyyah. A simple examination of Qutb’s commentary on those Qur’anic verses
typically employed to argue for a non-eternal Hell (i.e. 6:128, 11:106-8, and 78:23)
seems to bear this out. Regarding Q. 6:128, Qutb describes the stay in Hell as being a
continuous one, and the exception as essentialy being areminder of God’s unlimited

volition.*® (Thisis unlike Rida, who emphasizes Divine volition to explain the

%7 1bid., 2:809-14.
58 1pid., 3:1207.
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significant role given to Divine mercy). In looking to Qutb’s commentary on Q. 11:106-
8, we find asimilar discussion. And in light of the apparent difference between the
description of Heaven and Hell, Qutb describes the conclusion of Q. 11:108 (“a gift,
uninterrupted”) as being an assurance to Heaven' s inhabitants that their stay in Heaven
will not be cut off.®* Qutb, however, does not discuss this further as being an indication
of atempora Hell. Finaly, in hiscommentary on Q. 78:23, Qutb simply states that the
long stay in Hell will be renewed “ages (ahagban) after ages.”**° He, however, never
entertains the idea that these ages could ever come to an end.

And while such statements may ultimately be deemed to be ambiguous, Qutb’s
vision of an eternal Hell is explicitly demonstrated in his commentary on those Qur’ anic
versesthat refer to Hell lasting ‘forever’ (abadan), particularly 4:169 and 33:65. (Asfor
Q. 72:23, which declares that those who disobey God and His Messenger will remain in
Hellfire ‘forever’ (abadan), Qutb is brief, describing the verse as generaly being a clear
warning, while making no reference to the duration of the punishment).®*

Regarding Q. 4:169 (“[God will not guide Unbelievers to any path] except that of
Hell, where they will remain ‘forever’ (abadan) —thisis easy for God”), Qutb states that
it isnot God' s business to forgive and guide those who disbelieve and act unjustly, asitis
they who cut off the means for their forgiveness. Accordingly, he states, “they deserve
eternal stay (al-khulizd al-mu’ abbad) in [Hell],” and that they have no hope for escaping
it.°? In his commentary on Q. 33:65 (“There [the Unbelievers] will stay ‘forever’

(abadan), with no to befriend or support them™), Qutb states that the * Unbelievers (al-

9 1bid., 4:1929.
0 1pid., 6:3807.
%1 1bid., 6:3737.
%2 1pid., 2:813.
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Kafiran) will remainin afire prepared for them for “along time, the duration of which
only God knows. It has no end save in God’ s knowledge, inasmuch as God desires.”
Neverthel ess, despite this recognition of God’ s unbound valition, he continues by
declaring that ultimately “there is no hope for salvation from this fire.”®>3

Qutb makes no further elaborations on Hell’ s duration in his commentary on other
verses typically employed to argue for an eternal Hell, such as Q. 2:80-1,%* 2:161-2,%%
and 2:167.%°® While God' s freedom to forgive everyone is recognized, it is clear that Qutb
certainly believes that Hell’ s inhabitants deserve eternal punishment, and that they will
probably experience precisely that. And even if God were to forgive Hell’ s inhabitants,
one may wonder whether Qutb conceives of this possibility as, as al-Tahawi would seem
to haveit, simply entailing a non-eternal existence for Hell’ s inhabitants, or, as some of
the other case studies would have it, the eventual salvation of al. The answer to thisisto
be found in his commentary on Q. 7:40, a verse which states, “Indeed, those who have
denied Our Revelations and rejected them arrogantly — the gates of heaven shall not be
opened for them and they shall not enter Paradise until the camel passes through the eye
of the needle. Thus We punish the wicked sinners.” Here, Qutb, following the wording of
the verse, is brief in stating that only when the camel passes through the eye of the needle

will those who denied God' s Revelations and rejected them arrogantly have their

“invocation (of God) or repentance accepted — and that time has passed,” and it isonly

&3 | pid., 5:2882-3.
4 |bid., 1:85-6.
5 |bid., 1:151.
6 | bid., 1:154.
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then that they will be admitted into Heaven.®®” As such, were God to actually forgive
Hell’ sinhabitants, Qutb’s vision seems to only have their non-eternal existence in mind.

All things considered, when comparing Qutb to the other case studies, it would
appear that his general views on salvation are closer to Ibn Taymiyyah, as opposed to
Rida, with regard to non-Muslims being held accountable for not being Muslim. With
regard to Hell’ sduration, heis closer to a-Ghazali, as he maintains the view of an eternal
Hell. Asfor his methodology, it appears to be most similar to that of Ibn al-* Arabi (1),
since we generally find only ambiguous references to hadiths and the views of the Salaf
(‘Pious Ancestors') and previous scholars — this, despite the fact that, el sewhere, Qutb
does cite scholars including Rida®®® and Ibn al-Qayyim.®**

Thus, we find that under the influence of Qutb (and certainly others), the Muslim
Brotherhood that Rida had influenced had ostensibly gone its own way on the issue of
salvation. And while intentions are ultimately difficult to discern, there are many
potential reasons why a modern scholar like Rida, living during atime of Western
superiority, would put forth arelatively ‘merciful’ vision of salvation. Most probable
perhaps is the following: In atime in which religion in general and Islam in particular
were being criticized by intellectual s associated with the ascending Western powersin an
unprecedent manner, the subconscious desire to portray Islam as arational yet merciful

religion was surely more present during early 20th century, colonized Egypt than it was

%7 |pid., 3:1291.

%8 For example, see Sayyid Qutb, Khasa 'is al-tasawwur al-1slami wa mugawwamatuh (Cairo: ‘Isa al-Babi
al-Halabi, 1962), 20.

%9 For example, in Ma‘ alim f7 al-tariq (Milestones), Qutb provides a lengthy reference to Ibn a-Qayyim's
discussion on the evolution of the Prophet’s relationship with non-Muslims. For example, see Sayyid Qutb,
Milestones, trans. Ahmad Zaki Hammad (Indianapolis: American Trust, 1993), 43ff.
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during any time in the medieval period — the Mongol conquests notwithstanding.®® On
the other hand, there are many potential reasons why a modern Egyptian scholar of the
very next generation would arrive at conclusions that are, in relation to the case studies
examined here, on the other end of the spectrum with regard to the emphasis on mercy. A
disillusionment with Western superiority, paralleling the withdrawal of colonialist forces
from Egypt and the coming to power of ‘non-Islamic’, secular, nationalistic governments
that were often violently opposed to groups like the Muslim Brotherhood, could certainly
lead to areactionary response. Such speculations of psychological motivations must, of
course, be tempered by arecognition of the role played by Rida and Qutb’s incongruent
methodological principles (as described above) in arriving at their radically different

conclusions.

4. Conclusion

In sum, we find that while attempting to demonstrate the importance of true faith
over belonging to a particular religious community, Rida (and al-Manar’s * Abduh)
ultimately maintains Islam’ s superiority — despite the fact that many later interpreters
would have difficulty in discerning this. Even so, Rida’s emphasis on Divine mercy leads
him to look to the works of both al-Ghazali and 1bn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah to present a

model that, taken as awhole, is arguably more ‘merciful’ in emphasis than that of all the

680 |t js perhaps telling that in Jane McAullife’' s examination of a number of medieval and modern
commentaries of the Qur’an, she finds that it is only the twentieth-century works (including Rida’ s) that
“prompt at least general reference to the contemporary context and the Christian component thereof.”
(McAullife, Qur’anic Christians, 36) On the other hand, when it comes to the medieval exegetes,
McAullife notesthat “it is frequently difficult to determine from internal evidence alone whether a
commentary was written in Anatolia or Andalusia, whether its mufassir (commentator) had ever seen a
Mongol or Crusader or had ever conversed with a Christian or conducted business with one.” (Ibid., 35)
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other case studies since it combines: a. the belief that only a minority will be among
Hell’ sinhabitants, and b. the belief in the eventual salvation —or at least its likelihood —
of all of Hell’sinhabitants. But the role of context cannot be underestimated, and it is
noteworthy that afigure highly influenced by Rida’swritings but living in later times (i.e.

Qutb) could go quite a different route.
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Chapter 6

Conclusion

Among some of the most prominent scholarsin the history of Islam, there does
indeed exist arich diversity of opinions regarding salvation and the fate of non-Muslims.
While scholars such as Abti Hamid al-Ghazali, Ibn al-* Arabi, and Muhammad Rashid
Rida all maintain that God would not take to task ‘earnest’ non-Muslims for not being
Muslim, they differ when it comes to explaining how such non-Muslims would indeed be
‘tested’: Al-Ghazali seems to avoid the issue as he states that God’ s mercy will be upon
them and that most of humanity will enter Heaven; Ibn al-* Arabi speaks not only of
Divine mercy, but also of a Messenger-of-Resurrection being sent to those who did not
‘properly’ receive the Message; and Rida argues that such individuals will be taken to
task according to their own deductions and moral standards. Other scholars, such as Ibn
Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim a-Jawziyyah, do not seem to leave much room for Divine
mercy on the Day of Judgment for any sane, adult non-Muslim who had received the
Message, as both *sincerity’ and ‘proper’ reception of the Message are never explicitly
factored as excuses — even if a Messenger-of-Resurrection isincluded in the equation for
those who simply received no Message —, and as most of humanity seems destined for
Hell. According to this model, Divine justice and the superiority of Muhammad’s

Message have to be maintained, or €l se the question becomes, What exactly is the use of
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God sending Muhammad ibn ‘Abd-Allah as a Messenger? Then again, these are the same
concerns with which all the other scholars had to contend. Al-Ghazali, Ibn al-* Arabi, and
Rida were certainly not soteriological religious pluralists, at least in the John Hick sense.
Asfar asthey were concerned, the path of Muhammad is the ideal path to God, and
justice, as a Divine attribute, must manifest itself. And yet, there is one mgor factor that
prevents them from reaching Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim’s conclusion: the
perceived role of Divine mercy.

Even so, Divine mercy aways finds a way — some way — to make its presence felt
in all of the main case studies, particularly through the oft-made connection to Divine
omnipotence and the idea that God does as He pleases, not being bound by even His own
threats. Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-Qayyim are certainly no exceptions in thisregard. In
fact, one could say that, according to their view of the future, Divine mercy makes a
triumphant reappearance (while existing underneath the surface all along). Asthey would
haveit, Divine mercy is manifested in the — at the very least, probable — salvation of all,
signaling the end of Hell itself, which was, in that case, a purgatory of sorts. Rida would
also adopt this view, only adding to his emphasis on Divine mercy. And while Ibn al-
‘Arabi would argue that some will always remain in Hell, he maintained that Hell will
eventually transform from a place of torment to one of pleasure, with only aveil
separating the now-content inhabitants of Hell from their Maker. Meanwhile, for hisal
emphasis on mercy, and even though he seems to speak of the futility of never-ending
punishment, al-Ghazali ultimately speaks of the eternal damnation of a small minority.
Therefore — at |east based on these case studies — such an emphasis on Divine mercy can

hardly be deemed a modern hermeneutic phenomenon.
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Even so, it is perhaps ironic that despite the fact that the majority of case studies
examined here argue otherwise, we can only conclude that the view of a never-ending
punishment in Hell and the prohibition of some from ever receiving pleasure in the
Afterlife has tended to be the norm, rather than the exception. For whereas al-Ghazal1
never feels compelled to justify his view of eternal damnation, Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn a-
Qayyim, Ibn al-* Arabi, and Rida (given hiswholesale citation of 1bn a-Qayyim’'s
discussion) all engage in apologetics to prove that even though their respective positions
seem unique and unusual, they are actually correct and — at least in most cases—in
accordance with the views of the earliest Muslims, i.e. the Salaf, as well as other
prominent Muslims of the past. (Even the ever-confident Maulana Muhammad ‘ Ali must
resort to citing the names of 1bn Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim, and Ibn a-* Arabi to support
his argument that al will be saved). They also generally emphasi ze the importance of not
underestimating God’' s mercy and compassion —a sure sign that all encountered their fair
share of skeptics. These skeptics include scholars like Tagi a-Din al-Subki, who finds no
problem in declaring Ibn Taymiyyah’s position to be heretical and worthy of the charge
of Unbelief (Kufr). Indeed, those who argue for the eventual salvation of all have to get
around the presumption of ijma* (unanimous consensus), which | would argue simply
cannot exist in light of these high-profile dissensions (as well as the arguments that they
themselves put forth for why ijma* had not been reached). Moreover, it is quite
interesting that, notwithstanding their major differences regarding other issues, some of
the most prominent scholars of all time would agree on the non-eternality of punishment

—Ibn al-* Arabi and Ibn Taymiyyah standing together.
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At any rate, perhaps the most significant of hurdles for these scholars has been
attempting to utilize the Qur’ an and Hadith literature as proof-texts. Although Divine
mercy is clearly emphasized and arguably given priority in Islamic Scripture, it almost
seems as if any discussion of the salvation of non-Muslims involves apol ogetic
reinterpretations of specific Qur’ anic verses and hadiths. After all, thereis not one verse
in the Qur’ an which explicitly statesthat all, or even *sincere’ non-Muslims, will
eventually be saved. On the other hand, there are numerous verses which speak of the
damnation of Unbelievers, and Hell’ sinhabitants remaining in Hell. (Thisis primarily
what leads J. Robson to speak of Maulana Muhammad * Ali’ s discourse as being
misleading). And yet the case for a non-eternal Hell, as articulated by Ibn al-Qayyim, for
example, cannot simply be dismissed as aweak argument, even if it isnot irrefutable. To
my mind, it must have been convincing enough to lead someone like Rida to adopt 1bn
al-Qayyim’s view, even though Rida’s earlier commentary, which gave a more prominent
role to Muhammad ‘Abduh’s teachings, seems to sponsor an eternal Hell.

But beyond the eternality debate, we find that even the ostensibly less
controversial argument that most of humanity will not be among Hell’ s inhabitants also
has to encounter Scriptura hurdles. Unlike Ibn a-Qayyim, who looks to certain Qur’ anic
verses that speak of most of humanity’s shortcomings, as well as the well-known hadith
that states that nine hundred ninety-nine out of every one thousand people will be
destined for Hellfire, a-Ghazali has to resort to employing less popular hadiths to argue
that most are actually destined for Heaven. Despite its shortcomings, however, a-
Ghazalt' s strategy is, in the final analysis, aviable one, as he provides an interpretation

that takes the * nine hundred ninety-nine out of every one thousand’ hadith into account.
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Indeed, despite their radically different backgrounds and influences, thereis
perhaps nothing that is as convincing to such scholars as a good Scriptural argument. And
it would certainly be a mistake to assume that these scholars (1bn a-* Arabi included)
were simply coming to conclusions that have no basis in Revelation. After dl, thisis
theology not philosophy. On the other hand, while these scholars certainly engaged in
exegesis, there can be no denying the role of elsegesisin their writings. Thismay help to
explain the utilization of Q. 11:106-8, for example, as a means of arguing for an eternd
punishment of either the hot or cold variety (as maintained by al-Subki), an eternal Hell
void of punishment (i.e. Ibn al-* Arabr’ s position), and the non-eternality of Hell itself (as
maintained by Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim, Rida, and ‘Ali) —radically different
readings, to say the least.

And we must not forget the influence of context. To my mind, it is contextual
considerations that allow us to make sense of the mgjor differences found in the works of
Rida and Sayyid Qutb. On the other hand, while the Mongol-dominated world of Ibn
Taymiyyah might allow us to understand why he would uphold arelatively strict standard
for salvation on the Day of Judgment, it is perhaps wise not to overemphasize the role of
context, especially as we assess |bn Taymiyyah’ s leaning towards a non-eternal Hell
(unless, of course, we discover that he wasin fact in dialogue with non-Muslim non-
eternalists).

In sum, by examining the works of certain highly influential medieval and
modern Muslim scholars of various theological backgrounds, we find that the discourse
on salvation and the fate of * Others’ involves alimited array of recurring themes,

particularly the two themes of Divine mercy (rahmah), which is often associated with
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God' s unlimited volition, and the significance of Muhammad’s Message, which is often
associated with human submission and Divine justice. Even so, the conclusions put forth
by these scholars are radically different in certain regards. All are utilizing most of the
same texts (the exceptions being a handful of hadiths which usually function to
supplement a particular argument), emphasi zing the same themes, and yet, because of
variations in hermeneutic strategies and motivations, we find that these texts allow for the
kind of variation that makes the often monolithic characterizations put forth by numerous
scholars a demonstration of apol ogetic reassessment, polemical over-simplification, or
intellectual laziness. Indeed, a recognition of this discourse is necessary for those of us
who seek to be conscious of the spectrum of scholarly readings of Islamic scripture.
Indeed, we would do well to avoid simply echoing a single side of a particular debate,
even if that side represents the mgority.

| will conclude as | began, by asking the question, “What does Islam say about the
fate of ‘Others ?” Whatever the answer may be, | hope that the present study
demonstrates, at the very least, that we should avoid the very trap many scholars have
fallen into, and that is providing one-dimensional responses, whether it be with regard to
the issue of salvation on the Day of Judgment, the issue of eternal punishment, or both.

Indeed, a degper appreciation of the rich diversity of possibilitiesisin order.
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