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Natural theology is reading the book of nature, not the book of revelation, for

knowledge of God.1 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 692/1293,11 but recent scholarship argues for 715



scholars did not understand al-Ījī to be offering them any sort of compromise.23 They

implied that there was no purpose to evocations of the natural world in kalām 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 tafsīr. General works on natural theology, when

they do turn to Islam, tend to confine themselves to kalām, and then only to certain

mutakallimūn.24

This paper focuses on the work of Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Bayḍāwī, and compares and



The second reason why al-Bayḍāwī is interesting is that both al-Bayḍāwī and al-Ījī

were associated with the Ilkhā



Actually, although observations alone would not be sufficient evidence for a ninth

orb,43 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-Iṣfahānī, unfortunately, had no comment.

Al-Bayḍāwī’s discussion of the orbs included other criticisms of the astronomers’

presuppositions and conclusions that did spark a debate. For instance, al-Bayḍāwī

wrote: ‘One might say (li-qāʾil an yaq



imparted to that material. This suggests al-Bayḍāwī’s willingness to consider

something other than the mutakallimūn’s position that the orbs were made up of

uniform atoms that differed only in the accidents that God imparted.

Al-Iṣfahānī’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 specific (nawʿiyya) 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 specified by a

particular quality because its matter receives only that quality.’50 Thus, the immediate

question was whether the differences were due to a form inherently connected to the





Not surprisingly, al-Bayḍāwī understood outstanding events of the past as disruptions

of custom (ʿalā wajh khāriq al-ʿāda) 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-Bayḍāwī 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.69 Al-Rāzī had made a similar



which had the inclination to fall could also receive its opposite’.78 Since the heavens

do not fall, and since God created a stationary earth, we have another case where the

findings of science match, and therefore communicate, the determinations of God’s

wisdom.

Al-Bayḍāwī’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 source for insight into the

rationale79 behind God’s actions. Al-Bayḍāwī explained, first, that the heavens

were the starting point and revealer of God’s judgements (manshaʾ aqḍiyatihi

wa-mutanazzil aḥkāmihi).80 God’s setting the balance meant that God bestowed on

each person was what each deserved (waffara ʿalā kull mustaʿidd mustaḥaqqahu).

God also ordered the affairs of the world (intaẓama amr al-ʿālam) and regulated the

system of duties and obligations (al-ḥuqūq wa’l-mawājib).81 Though al-Bayḍāwī did





original fiṭra who were most able to grasp the import of God’s signs in nature. Those

of uncorrupted intellect (khāliṣa ʿan shawāʾib al-ḥiss) 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

fiṭra salīma could be very close to ḥads (either ‘conjecture’ or ‘intuition’), suggesting

that philosophers and scientists thought that some intellects were better suited than

others to grasping the workings of nature.96 Al-Bayḍāwī justified his interpretation by

adducing a ḥadīth in which Muḥammad said, ‘Woe to he who read it and did not

contemplate it.’97 Al-Bayḍāwī’s own comments referred back to the signs mentioned

in Sūrat al-Baqara, 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. Anwār al-tanzīl’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-Bayḍāwī expressed his concerns, in Ṭawāliʿ al-anwār,

over how the existence of mental existents was demonstrated. He reported that the

philosophers (ḥukamāʾ) classified existence as either external (khārijī) or mental

(dhihnī), whereas the mutakallimūn classified existence into that which had no

predecessor (mā lā awwal li-wujūdihi) and into that which did.98 Al-Bayḍāwī

commented that he would not accept something’s mental existence without a proof.99

Al-Iṣfahānī explained: ‘If it were said: how is it possible to doubt something’s

mental existence, while that thing is being conceived (ʿinda taṣawwur al-shayʾ), 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.’100 Along those lines, al-Bayḍāwī denied that the Platonic forms were

eternally (thus necessarily) existent.101

Al-Bayḍāwī’s predecessor Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī 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 Ṭawāliʿ al-anwār (or in al-Ījī’s Mawāqif), but was clearly

important as a foundation for arguments made in the vein of natural theology.102 In

that treatise, al-Ṭūsī 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 (kānat qāʾima bi-ghayrihā), while

the nafs al-amr did not.105 Al-Ṭūsī concluded that the nafs al-amr was the universal

intellect (ʿaql al-kull), which he identified with the Qur’an’s references to al-lawḥ al-

maḥfūẓ and al-kitāb al-mubīn.106 Al-Ṭūsī’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 I have not found al-Bayḍāwī discussing the concept of

nafs al-amr in the tafsīr, 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-Bayḍāwī’s position in kalām, 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-Bayḍāwī did hold, in Ṭawāliʿ al-anwār, that study of the natural

world, including the heavens, could enhance one’s appreciation of God’s wisdom.

Such study would be all the more worthwhile the more one had confidence in the

findings of science. Al-Bayḍāwī’s tafsīr (Anwār al-tanzīl) shows us that there was

another discourse about the use of disciplines such as astronomy in religious texts, for

fields such as astronomy could give greater insight into God’s creation than theye.c7Y.2(was)]TJ-63084242 -1.3999 T.3(f
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in the vein of natural theology, or al-Bayḍāwī 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.108 At any

rate, both conclusions favoured arguments in the vein of natural theology.

NOTES

1 See Matthew Barker, Natural Theology, or the Knowledge of God, from the Works of
Creation; Accommodated and Improved, to the Service of Christianity (London: Printed
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Routledge, 2007), p. 71. The mean could not be determined without any assistance from
revelation though. Rather, studying nature communicated the rationality of the sharīʿa. Cf.,
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now, Robert Wisnovsky, ‘The Nature and Scope of Arabic Philosophical Commentary in
Post-classical (c. 1100–1900 AD) Islamic Intellectual History: Some Preliminary Observations’
in P. Adamson, H. Baltussen and M.W.F. Stone (eds), Philosophy, Science and Exegesis
in Greek, Arabic and Latin Commentaries, Vol. 2, Supplement to the Bulletin of the Institute
Of Classical Studies 83:1–2 (London: Institute of Classical Studies, 2004), pp. 149–91, at
p. 177.

39 Al-Bayḍāwī, Ṭawāliʿ al-anwār, pp. 133–5.

40 Al-Bayḍāwī, Ṭawāliʿ al-anwār, p. 138 ff.

41 Al-Bayḍāwī, Ṭawāliʿ al-anwār, p. 138. Al-Bayḍāwī wrote that, according to the
philosophers (ḥukamāʾ), the simple bodies were spherical since bodies of a single nature did
not require multiple forms. Al-Iṣfahānī’s commentary (Maṭāliʿ al-anẓār, p. 258) agreed that the
simple bodies were spherical.
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106 Al-Ṭūsī, Risāla fī ithbāt, p. 467. Al-Bayḍāwī’s comment on Q. 85:22 (Anwār al-tanzīl,
vol. 2, p. 586) held only that al-lawḥ al-maḥfūẓ existed above the seventh heaven. Al-Bayḍāwī,
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