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Natural theology is reading the book of nature, not the book of revelation, for
knowledge of God.! Natural theology, as a category employed by practitioners,
originated within the history of Christianity, as passages from the New Testament



has been given as 685/1286 or 692/1293,** but recent scholarship argues for 715



scholars did not understand al-Iji to be offering them any sort of compromise.?® They
implied that there was no purpose to evocations of the natural world in kalam texts
if there was no positive agenda for the accurate, rationalist study of nature. The
present article attempts to expand our knowledge of this discussion of natural
theology and how a different perspective on the value of arguments in the vein of
natural theology existed in works of tafsir. General works on natural theology, when
they do turn to Islam, tend to corﬁne themselves to kalam, and then only to certain
mutakalliman.**

This paper focuses on the work of Nasir al-Din al-Baydawi, and compares and



The second reason why al-Baydawi is interesting is that both al-Baydawi and al-Iji
were associated with the llkha



Actually, although observations alone would not be su’hlcient evidence for a ninth
orb,*® once one posits a ninth orb responsible for the daily motion, observations would
necessitate that this ninth orb encompasses all others because all celestial bodies move
with the daily motion. Al-Isfahani, unfortunately, had no comment.

Al-Baydawi’s discussion of the orbs included other criticisms of the astronomers’
presuppositions and conclusions that did spark a debate. For instance, al-Baydawi
wrote: ‘One might say (li-qail an yaq



imparted to that material. This suggests al-Baydawi’s willingness to consider
something other than the mutakallimin’s position that the orbs were made up of
uniform atoms that differed only in the accidents that God imparted.

Al-Isfahani’s own position illustrates that there were scholars whose systems did not
depend on the uniformity of celestial matter. He wrote: ‘As for specifying the celestial
bodies through their specK ¢ (naw iyya) forms, it might be argued that it is because
every celestial sphere would have matter differing in quiddity from the matter of
another ... As for celestial bodies, every one of them would be spec\led by a
particular quality because its matter receives only that quality.”>® Thus, the immediate
question was whether the differences were due to a form inherently connected to the






Not surprisingly, al-Baydawi understood outstanding events of the past as disruptions
of custom ( ala wajh khariq al- ada) so as to argue that there was no other way to
understand events such as the political successes of the early Muslims except as a
result of God’



Any circle passing through the north and south poles of the heavens would be
perpendicular to the celestial equator. Al-Baydawi argued that since the heavens did
not inherently have an apex and nadir, their existence was an indication of God’s
wisdom and superiority over all who might oppose God.®® Al-Razi had made a similar



which had the inclination to fall could also receive its opposite’.”® Since the heavens
ﬁo not fall, and since God created a stationary earth, we have another case where the

ndings of science match, and therefore communicate, the determinations of God’s
wisdom.

Al-Baydawi’s comments on Q. 55:7, and heaven — He raised it up, and set the
Balance) made a general point that creation could be a sougce for insight into the
rationale’® behind God’s actions. Al-Baydawi explained, Vrst, that the heavens
were the starting point and revealer of God’s judgements (mansha: adfiyatihi
wa-mutanazzil azkamihi).2® God’s setting the balance meant that God bestowed on
each person was what each deserved (waffara_ ala kull musta idd mustakaggahu).
God also ordered the affairs of the world (intazama amr al- alam) and regulated the
system of duties and obligations (al-kuqiiq wa’l-mawajib).8* Though al-Baydawi did






original firra who were most able to grasp the import of God’s signs in nature. Those
of uncorrupted intellect (khalisa, an shawazib al-hiss) were those best suited to going
beyond recognising that nature was a manifestation of God’s wisdom to
comprehending the manifestations of God’s wisdom in nature. Gutas has found that
firra salima could be very close to kads (either ‘conjecture’ or ‘intuition’), suggesting
that philosophers and scientists thought that some intellects, were better suited than
others to grasping the workings of nature.®® Al-Baydawi justK ed his interpretation by
adducing a hadith in which Muhammad said, ‘Woe to he who read it and did not
contemplate it.’%" Al-Baydawi’s own comments referred back to the signs mentioned
in Sirat al-Baqgara, so he must have been thinking of a way for certain people to
conceive of or perceive these things without being led astray by their imagination and
sense perception. Anwar al-tanzil’s amenability to arguments in the vein of natural
theology came from its acceptance of astronomy’s non-demonstrative arguments and
conclusions as a starting point for reading the book of nature.

A key axis of the debate over astronomy’s non-demonstrative methods was about the
reality of mental existents; al-Baydawi expressed his concerns, in Tawali al-anwar,
over how the existence of meptal existents was demonstrated. He reported that the
philosophers (hukama:) class#ed existence as either external (khariji) or mental
(dhihni), whereas the mutakallimin classied existence into that which had no
predecessor (ma la awwal li-wujadihi) and into that which did.®® Al-Baydawi
commented that he would not accept something’s mental existence without a proof.*°
Al-Isfahani explained: ‘If it were said: how is it possible to doubt something’s
mental existence, while that thing is being conceived ( inda tasawwur al-shay:), as
conceiving it consists of its being in the mind, one would respond that while
conceiving something consists of its existence in the mind, the conception of that
thing is not that thing itself, but is instead added to that thing. Thus it is possible for
us to doubt its mental existence, while a conception of it is being formed, and it is
possible to deny something’s mental existence while acknowledging that it is being
conceived of.”*%° Along those lines, al-Baydawi denied that the Platonic forms were
eternally (thus necessarily) existent.'%*

Al-Baydawi’s predecessor Nasir al-Din al-Tasi wrote a brief treatise on a mode of
existence known as nafs al-amr (‘the thing in itself’). This was a mode of existence
that did not arise in Tawalj al-anwar (or in al-Iji’'s Mawagif), but was clearly
important as a foundation for arguments made in the vein of natural theology.'%? In
that treatise, al-Tusi argued that mathematical ideas could have a real existence



It did not exist by having a position because it could not be described through the
categories nor could it be attained through sense perception. The nafs al-amr could
exist on its own without a connection to any other existent. One could come to a
conclusion about the diagonal of a quadrilateral without comparison to any material
quadrilateral. The nafs al-amr was not God because the nafs al-amr entailed
multiplicity, while God did not, nor was the nafs al-amr equivalent to the forms
because the forms existed through something else (kanat ga<ima bi-ghayriha), while
the nafs al-amr did not.1°® Al-Tasi copcluded that the nafs al-amr was the universal
intellect ( aql al-kull), which he identK ed with the Qur’an’s references to al-law? al-
mahfiiz and al-kitab al-mubm.®® Al-Tasi’s argument about the nafs al-amr meant that
the source of astronomy’s mathematical constructs was God and that something
that existed in the nafs al-amr was true even if its existence could not be established
through deduction. Though | have not found al-Baydawi discussing the concept of
nafs al-amr in the tafsir, accepting it as a mode of existence would certainly make
arguments in the vein of natural theology, particularly those founded on astronomy’s
mathematical constructs, more authoritative.

Al-Baydawi’s position in kalam, that some theories of astronomy were not only not
demonstrable but also possibly wrong, stemmed from the underlying position
that mental existence without a corresponding external existent was impossible.
Nevertheless, al-Baydawi did hold, in Tawali al-anwar, that study of the natural
world, including the heavens, could enhance one’s appreciation of God’s wisdom.
iuch study would be all the more worthwhile the more one had corf dence in the
ndings of science. Al-Baydawri’s tafsir (Anwar al-tanzil) shows us that there was
nother discourse about the use of disciplines such as astronomy in religious texts, for
@elds such as astronomy could give greater insight into God’s creation than theyed¥Y.2(was)]T.



in the vein of natural theology, or al-Baydawi has said that while one cannot exclude
the possibility of God creating everything in an instant, there are advantages to
thinking about God’s involvement in the cosmos in a less occasionalist way.'% At any
rate, both conclusions favoured arguments in the vein of natural theology.
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