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Foreword


Bediüzzaman Saïd Nursi’s writings are foundational texts. They speak to the audiences of the time in which they were created, but also speak to succeeding generations—in Nursi’s case both in the original Turkish and through translation for new audiences in other languages. In translation, Nursi’s writings are often accompanied by sensitive introductory essays on how to comprehend Nursi, the appeal to his original audience, and his lasting significance.


Colin Turner’s analysis of Nursi’s Epistles of Light presents Nursi’s commentary on the Qur’an in an especially interesting manner for an English-speaking audience. Some Qur’anic commentaries adhere specifically to the text in question. Qur’anic commentary (tafsir) is an established Muslim genre for thinking about the basics of faith, belief and existence. Often, however, the original text serves as a touchstone for thinking about wider issues merely inspired by the original text. In this sense, Nursi’s Epistles of Light is “good to think with” (bon à penser), to borrow a phrase from Claude Lévi-Strauss. The topics of Nursi’s epistles—including nature and causality, belief and unbelief, righteous action, sincerity and brotherhood, love, and politics—cover the gamut of human existence and reflections on humankind’s place in the universe.


Colin Turner’s The Qur’an Revealed is a remarkable exercise in “thick description,” a method of inquiry popularly associated with Clifford Geertz, that places a text or set of events in a context that allows outsiders to understand its significance. Moreover, Turner’s text emulates Nursi’s in style. Turner basically offers a commentary on Said’s commentary, explaining the context of Nursi’s ideas, attempting the Herculean task of “reflecting the ebbs and flows of Nursi’s own personal intellectual and spiritual development over time.” Turner projects us into the past and leads us into Nursi’s world, and the incremental transformation of what many call the “old Said” into the “new Said.”


We benefit from Turner’s close reading of the Epistles, which takes us into Said’s constantly developing world of ideas. Many critical commentaries double as lapidary guides to the original. Turner invites us, as did Nursi in the original Epistles, to slow down and reflect on the broader significance of words, events and things. Turner’s approach invites the reader to a slower, more focused pace away from the invocation of a large number of external texts and secondary sources. It is hard to think of a more apt companion to Nursi’s Epistles of Light.


Dale F. Eickelman
Dartmouth College (USA)




Introduction


Locating Said Nursi


If the definitive history of twentieth century Islamic movements is ever written, one wonders whether its author would be both perspicacious and brave enough to argue a point which, while held in private by many Muslim thinkers and writers, is rarely if ever mooted openly, namely that the ‘Islamic resurgence’ which is said to have occurred over the past forty or fifty years, should be seen primarily in terms of a resurgent identity that has little to do with any surge of interest in, or affiliation to, the faith beneath Islam per se. One presumes that Muslims have not suddenly become better believers or more proficient in their outward expressions of submission, although clearly this may have happened in various individual cases. What does appear to have occurred in the Muslim world, however, is a sustained attempt on the part of certain groups to reassert their collective identity in the face of external threats. Some have accentuated their inextricable ties – be they religious, cultural or a mix of the two – to Islam, while others have taken advantage of the centrality of Islam to the socio-political and cultural dynamics of the Muslim world in order to advance their own political and ideological agendas.


As Muhammad Shabistari points out, seen in this way, the numerous movements of the past 150 years, characterised almost without exception as ‘Islamic movements’, have had little if anything to do with the resurgence of religious faith as such. Most of these, Shabistari argues, have actually been political movements, with leaders whose underlying goal has been to solve a specific problem: the problem of the perceived backwardness of the Muslim peoples and their subservience, politically and culturally, to the West.1


While none of the groups that operate within the definitional matrix of ‘Islamic movements’ can claim to be identifiable primarily as a faith movement, various individuals have appeared sporadically with the avowed aim of fostering renewal of belief – often to the extent of dedicating their whole life’s work to that aim - and around some of these individuals, movements of considerable size and import have accreted. Bediüzzaman Said Nursi (1876-1960) is one such individual.2


To say that Nursi stands like a colossus above twentieth-century Muslim scholarship in Turkey is no overstatement. And, as with all intellectual heavyweights in the arena of religious thought, it is no surprise that opinions on him are divided – sometimes starkly so. For some of his disciples and admirers, who now number in their millions, Said Nursi was the ‘renewer’ (mujaddid) of the fourteenth century AH – the most recent in a long line of ‘renewers’ who, according to a Prophetic tradition, would appear at the end of each century to revive Islam and interpret the tenets of the Quran in accordance with the understanding and demands of the day. Thus did he earn for himself the honorific ‘Bediüzzaman’ or ‘nonpareil of the age’. As such he was deemed to be the saviour of an Islam in Turkey that, it was believed, had been ravaged by the onslaught of atheistic materialism and Kemalist nationalism; the most proficient Muslim theologian and exegete in the modern era; and the founder of the most influential text-based faith community – Nurculuk – in the history of Turkey and, indeed, of the modern Muslim world.


For many of his detractors, however, there is far more to Nursi than meets the eye. To some he was a hypocrite and a liar, and one whose life was full of contradictions; to others a Kurd in the pay of communists and an overt proponent of anarchy. He is reviled for his opposition to the secularising reforms of the Turkish Republic, for his involvement in ‘reactionary’ activities, and for the fact that he possessed little in the way of formal – i.e. secular – education. Yet despite this polarity of opinion, both supporters and detractors alike would no doubt agree that Nursi is arguably the most important and influential scholar to emerge from Turkey in the past five hundred years.


Yet over half a century after his death, Nursi continues to defy any attempts to locate him precisely within the generally accepted milieu of ‘Muslim scholars.’


While his magnum opus, the Risale-i Nur (‘The Epistles of Light’) is for all intents and purposes a commentary on the Quran, it is not a work of exegesis in the technical sense of the word, although he was clearly an accomplished exegete. And while Nursi was well-versed in the principles of scholastic theology (kalām) and the methods of the theologians, and devotes the lion’s share of the Risale to what he claims are rational proofs for the unity (tawhīd) of God, it is not a work of traditional theology either.


In fact, on one level, the Risale is as resistant to compartmentalisation as the Quran itself, which it claims to mirror and to elucidate. And if, as Nursi often asserts, the aim of the Quran is to guide man to belief, then the teachings of the Risale should be seen as consonant with that aim.


The three supreme matters in the worlds of humanity and Islam are belief, the sharī’a, and life. Since the truths of belief are the greatest of these, the Risale-i Nur’s select and loyal students avoid politics with abhorrence so that they should not be made the tool to other currents and subject to other forces, and those diamond-like Quranic truths not reduced to fragments of glass in the view of those who sell or exploit religion for the world, and so that they can carry out to the letter the duty of saving belief, the greatest duty.3


Part of Nursi’s appeal lay in his uncompromising belief that it is belief (īmān) which must be renewed and protected, and that all other endeavours must be approached with the primacy of belief in mind: the fact that, unlike many of the popular Muslim thinkers of his own epoch, he repudiated the dubious art of politics – and, more importantly, the dubious art of politicking that is buttressed by religion – earned him respect and conferred on him a sense of authenticity that would perhaps be found wanting in so many other Muslim thinkers. Another part of his appeal lay in his shrewd interpretation of the forces ranged against him. For Nursi, unlike many of the Muslim scholars, leaders and ideologues who came later, realised that if there is a conflict between Islam – or belief – and modernity, it is not a conflict fought over issues of government or technology, over science or democracy. As Nursi’s own evaluation of the problems facing the Muslim world shows, the conflict is ultimately over transcendence, with the post-Enlightenment experiment claiming a centrality in the universe’s affairs for man that Islam, with its emphasis on the dependence of man on God, cannot countenance. Man is faced with a choice: belief in the sovereignty of God or belief in the sovereignty of man, with all that such a choice entails. For Nursi, the way to salvation consists solely in choosing the Other over the self, and it is in the dynamics of this choice that the key to an understanding of Nursi’s take on spirituality may be found. For the Risale-i Nur is not only a mystic’s take on systematic theology but also a work which opens up a window onto the elusive phenomenon that is Muslim spirituality, or, more precisely, the very spirit of revelation that is the Quran, Nursi’s first and last source of inspiration and enlightenment. But what is meant here by spirituality?


Well, the extent to which any discussion on spirituality can succeed – be it in the context of Islam in general, or Said Nursi’s Risale-i Nur in particular – depends on the degree to which the definitional opacity surrounding the term can be cleared. There are as many approaches to, and manifestations of, Islam as there are Muslims, and the same applies, of course, to the notion of ‘Islamic spirituality’.


Definitions of ‘spirituality’ abound: like the term ‘mysticism’, overuse has rendered it almost inutile, particularly in Western secular milieus, where it is employed to denote anything and everything – from deep, personal communion with the God of monotheism to the vague feelings of ‘religiosity’ claimed by those who do not adhere to any institutionalised faith yet continue somehow to feel at one with a ‘higher force’. However, while we need to steer clear of the more essentialist a priori conceptions of the term ‘spirituality’ – particularly those which, in the context of Islam at least, connote some kind of false division between the ‘material’ and the ‘spiritual’, or, more misleadingly still, between the ‘worldly’ and the ‘religious’ – discussion cannot take place in a vacuum. Arguably the most convenient and germane place to locate the basic premises upon which a workable definition of the ‘spiritual’ in Islam can be found is the Quran itself. If the word ‘spiritual’ means ‘connected to or concerning the spirit’, then the Islamic revelation makes it abundantly clear that the human spirit is an ‘uncreated’ entity, ‘breathed’ into man by God himself. Man’s spirit is thus that it is the uncreated ‘breath of the Compassionate’ (nafas al-rahmān) within him that connects him to the divine, and that transforms an otherwise transient material being into the ‘vicegerent’ (khalīfa) of God on earth, capable of rising above all other beings to take his rightful place in eternity the ‘highest of the high’. In the Quranic – and, by extension, the Nursian – schema, spirituality involves man’s quest to uncover the reflection of the divine within himself. The existential dilemma of man as the supreme locus of Divine manifestation – the ‘supreme Sign’, no less – is the central pillar of the Risale-i Nur, the theme around which all other themes are arranged.


The creation of human beings took place, it is held, not merely that they should affirm the existence of a Creator and bow down to His laws through various rites and rituals: for Nursi, God is not merely a principle that is to be accepted, or a giver of laws who is to be obeyed. While the God of the Quran is infinite, absolute, theoretically unfathomable and ultimately unreachable in the very real sense of those terms, He can, Nursi assures us, be understood through His creation and, more importantly, His reality can be gradually ‘uncovered’ by man, who is able to approach God and become ever more aware of what He is simply by virtue of the fact that he is created in imago Dei, with the capability of communion with the very Source of his own being. In the cosmology adumbrated by the Quran, and confirmed by the Risale-i Nur, man is the reflection whose purpose in life is to perceive and understand the Reflected, and by so doing solve the perennial riddle of his own being.


Quranic – and, by extension, Nursian - spirituality is therefore not about becoming more God-like. In fact it would appear to be quite the reverse. It is about realising that those attributes in man which appear to make him like a God belong in reality to another. The ‘spiritual journey’ of man towards God, then, is not about becoming more like Him; rather, it is about ‘purifying’ oneself of all possible claims to ‘Godlikeness’ and making room for Him to reveal Himself through the medium of the spiritualised soul. It means not acting like Him, but acting in His name; it involves not being like Him, but manifesting or revealing Him.


Man has been created to open and unveil (the treasuries of Divine Names and Attributes), be a luminous sign (guiding to God), receive and reflect (Divine manifestations), be a light-giving moon reflecting the Eternal Power, and be a mirror for the manifestations of the Eternal Beauty.4


For ‘manifestation’ to be realised, one has to clear out the ‘clutter of the self’ – the imaginary ownership that man exercises over his own attributes – so that His ‘image’ may be reflected in the mirror of man’s being. It is this ‘handing back’ or ‘surrender’ to God of man’s imaginary ownership over his own self that forms the bedrock of Nursi’s approach to the ‘spiritual’, and the conceptual heart of the Risale-i Nur.


On the Risale-i Nur


With the individual treatises which comprise the work described variously as ‘rays’, ‘gleams’ and ‘flashes’, the Risale models itself as a sort of hermeneutical prism, catching what its author considers to be the effulgence of divine light from the Quran and refracting it as colours visible to, and understandable by, the eye of the human heart. Inspired by the sense of drama which underpins the landscaping of his work, and by his description of the Quran as a six-sided entity,5 I suggest that we approach the Risale as one would a building. In fact, the Risale is not one building, but a whole complex of edifices, constructed at various points along the author’s career. In the West it remains largely unknown, although there have been attempts in recent years to excavate it, rather as one would some fabulous desert palace, lost for years beneath the sands and uncovered gradually, brick by brick. As such, the complex is largely intact. True, the earlier structures – those which date to Nursi’s formative period, when the self-styled ‘Old Said’ was by his own admission preoccupied with the natural sciences and speculative philosophy – are showing signs of wear and tear. The more recent additions to the complex, however, are as impressive now as they must have been when first erected. Nevertheless, many of the buildings which make up the complex remain unexplored, and even those which have been open to the public for years contain rooms, passages and tunnels that remain locked to this day.


While the extended allegory of the Risale as a complex of buildings may appear to be little more than a decorative literary conceit, it is not without its utility. It is in keeping with Nursi’s own extensive and often flamboyant use of allegory and metaphor, and reminds us that he was first and foremost a communicator, with a communicator’s sense of what best facilitates understanding of the message being communicated. It also conveys something of the unity of composition and design which underpins the Risale, with each of its component structures adding strength and sense of purpose to the other, while contributing to a whole that is most definitely more than just the sum of its parts.


More importantly, the allegory allows us to think in terms of the ‘spiritual architecture’ of the Risale, and to offer an overview of those crucial aspects of the Nursian Weltanschauung which inform the work and bestow upon its unique character. Like the foundations, pillars and buttresses which support St Paul’s Cathedral, say, or Sultanahmet, there are certain features in the Risale which stand out as key to the whole complex. I have identified eighteen of them. And although these eighteen concepts are not the only ‘pillars’ holding up the edifice of the Risale, they are, I believe, the most conducive to our understanding of what this methodologically fascinating piece of extended Quranic exegesis is all about. They are also woefully understudied, and it is to be hoped that this tour through the buildings of the Risale-i Nur will prompt further research in these areas.


The themes opened up in this book constitute, to my mind at least, the defining features of Nursi’s worldview, and the central pillars which support his teachings. That they are key to Nursi’s perception of the Quranic message is understood from the centrality of one or more of these concepts to each and every treatise which goes to make up the complex of epistles known as the Risale. They are concepts which, when understood as a unity, offer a framework in which the Creator/created relationship can best be understood. And it is the decipherment and deconstruction of man’s position vis-à-vis the Ground of his being that provides the opportunity for communion, which is the objective of all spiritual endeavour. Without the Nursian conception of the human ‘I’, for example, his exposition of the Divine Names is little more than eloquent but ultimately meaningless gnostic theology, while without the repudiation of efficient causality, Nursi’s teachings on the wiles and deceits of the human ‘I’ lose most if not all of their potency. Without the repudiation of secondary causality, Nursi’s fascinating exposition of Quranic angelology would lose its impact, while without his treatise on angels and spirit beings, his exposition of Divine Unity would be found wanting, and so on. Each pillar lends credence to the other, and to Nursi’s overarching spiritual edifice as a whole.


Each of the eighteen pillars represents a concept or an amalgam of concepts, sufficient knowledge and understanding of which Nursi clearly deems essential for man in his quest for meaning, authenticity and salvation, and central to his attempt to solve man’s most pressing existential dilemmas. These concepts may not have been originated by Nursi himself, although it is tempting to consider them his by virtue of the innovative, eloquent and highly idiosyncratic way that he expresses them.6 Furthermore, they are concepts which, despite their importance, have not received the kind of scholarly attention they warrant. While important work has now begun on the Risale, with commendable exploratory studies such as Islam At The Crossroads preparing the ground for future endeavours, it is still almost completely virgin territory.7 Whether the concepts which comprise the eighteen ‘pillars’ under scrutiny here are of crucial importance for every individual is a matter of personal belief and private conscience. On a purely academic level, however, they are concepts which researchers in the field of contemporary Muslim thought cannot afford to overlook. From the tenor of his writing, there can be little doubt that they are concepts which Nursi himself considered seminal – not only in the sense of their centrality to his own Weltanschauung, but also as conceptual foundations for an authentic interpretation of the Islamic revelation and, consequently, a hermeneutic of the cosmic narrative which, as Nursi suggests, man has no option but to try to decipher. As such, unless these concepts are subjected to rigorous critical appraisal by philosophers, sociologists and psychologists of religion, as well as theologians and scholars of Islamic gnosis, the surface of the Risale will remain barely scratched, and, in the West at least, Nursi’s magnum opus will continue to be seen as little more than a fascinating yet poorly-understood curio.


On the writing of The Quran Revealed


The present work is in a sense the culmination in prose of investigations into the writings of Said Nursi which I began more than three decades ago. For many years now I have been promising a volume on Nursi which would not only throw light on his teachings but which would also help to bring this fascinating and highly idiosyncratic thinker to much wider lay and scholarly attention. In 2010 I received a grant from the Istanbul Foundation for Science and Culture which enabled me to take a break from university teaching and devote the best part of eighteen months to the writing of this book. Without the support of the Foundation, and the encouragement of its Director, Professor Faris Kaya, it is doubtful that The Quran Revealed could ever have been written. In the course of a year and a half I was able to put together some eighteen chapters dealing with the teachings of Said Nursi as presented in the Risale. The original working title – The Major Themes of the Risale-i Nur – was, owing to its bleak prosaicness, later discarded and, after considerable soul-searching, the far more apposite The Quran Revealed chosen as its replacement. The rationale behind this was, besides marketing considerations, Nursi’s own admission that the Risale-i Nur was intended to serve as a mirror in which the light of the Quran would be caught and reflected. In my opinion, Nursi’s life work was the elucidation of Quranic teachings; what better title, then, than one which sought to capture that life work in as short and evocative a manner as possible?


This is not the first book that has been written in the still relatively new field of ‘Nursi Studies’, but it is the first monograph dedicated to showcasing the central teachings of the Risale-i Nur. Moreover it is billed as a work of ‘critical analysis’, which again sets it apart somewhat from works which have gone before it. It is relatively easy to have Nursi say what one wants him to say. Critics and disciples alike have quoted from the Risale selectively for years, and recent scholars – Muslim and non-Muslim alike – have continued along the same path. Given the diversity of themes covered by Nursi, and the twists and turns of perspective that characterise his writing, it is a relatively simple matter to choose words that pertain to a certain perspective, or to some perspectives, and to claim that it is Nursi’s view of things. Indeed, this may well be the truth, but the simple fact is that Nursi has many other views as well. If we make no attempt to take those views into consideration, we run the risk of misrepresenting him.


The best way to ensure that Nursi is not misrepresented is, of course, to allow him to speak for himself, and arguably the surest way of doing that would, of course, be simply to translate his works and have done with. Yet there are certain problems which make this route a difficult one to follow. There are, it has to be said, some excellent translations of Nursi’s major works available. Şukran Vahide’s English rendering of Nursi’s Words, Flashes, Rays and Letters has proven to be an invaluable means of access to the Risale, and, as such, has been central to the growth of Nursi studies in the English-speaking world. But its high quality notwithstanding, this ground-breaking translation is in some regards a victim of its own success, with fidelity prized above transparency to the extent that the target language is often stretched beyond its capacity, producing a text which, while always scrupulously faithful to the original, is often highly unidiomatic and at times frustratingly opaque. Another problem is that the translator needs to understand what Nursi is saying, and while Vahide’s translation shows that her grasp of the Risale is a firm one, the same cannot be said of the other, more idiomatic translations of Nursi’s writings that are available.8


The compromise solution which I think best serves the goal of introducing Nursi’s work to a wider, English-speaking audience is to combine English renderings of key sections of Nursi’s work with a critical evaluation of those sections, the aim being to place his discussions in the context not only of the overall project that is the Risale-i Nur but also of the topics that he is discussing. By so doing, we are hopefully able to achieve two things. Firstly, by locating his treatment of a particular topic within the wider matrix of discourses that make up the Risale, we allow Nursi to interpret himself. And secondly, by viewing his discussions against the general backdrop of their topics, we are able to understand where Nursi’s teachings converge with, or at times diverge from, those of his counterparts, both past and present.


The present work is thus an attempt to invite the reader into Said Nursi’s own world in a language accessible to informed non-specialists and with an approach that is critically evaluative. In writing The Quran Revealed, I have tried to avoid any preconceptions as to what Said Nursi should be saying or, indeed, what he has to say. Instead, my goal has been to ‘open up’, as far as I have been able, his teachings as they are actually found in the Risale-i Nur. I have tried to do this in a way that does justice to his concerns rather than our own, although it is not difficult to see that what concerned Nursi half a century ago is equally of concern to us today.


For the most part, I have tried to extract the essence of what Nursi is saying on a number of themes. The choice of those themes has to a certain extent been suggested by Nursi himself; there are, after all, topics in his work which stand out like a proverbial sore thumb, despite the fact that individual treatises have not been dedicated to them: the issue of Divine unity is a prime example. Other discussions – the hereafter, for example, or the issue of Divine determining and freewill – have portions of the Risale dedicated to them especially, thus suggesting themselves for inclusion by virtue of the fact that they were singled out for special attention by Nursi himself. Each chapter of The Quran Revealed deals with one main topic or area of Nursi’s discourse, with relevant passages taken from different parts of the Risale, grouped together and subjected to analysis. What emerges is a kind of discursive duet, with Nursi’s discussions and this author’s interpretations of those discussions weaving in and out of each other like the warp and weft of a woven fabric.


I am, of course, acutely aware of the shortcoming of my own explanations of Nursi’s teachings. While I claim a background in Muslim theology, philosophy and mysticism, I cannot claim to understand everything that Nursi is talking about and would therefore not presume to present this work as the definitive commentary on the Risale-i Nur. All I can say is that the book has been written in what I hope is good faith, and with as open a mind as possible to the soundness, ‘Islamically’ speaking, of Nursi’s teachings and his place in the pantheon of Muslim thinkers. As such, if it throws even a glimmer of light on the Risale-i Nur and helps to bring this fascinating and innovative ‘mystic theologian’ to wider scholarly and popular attention, it will have been worth the time and effort.


Colin Turner
Durham, July 2013






Muhammad Mujtahid Shabistari, Dīn wa Āzādī (Tehran, 1999), p. 122.





For biographical information on Nursi, and for an analysis of the development of Nurculuk, the faith movement comprised of his followers, the best source available at present is Şükran Vahide’s excellent Bediüzzaman Said Nursi (Istanbul, 2000). This biography remains the sole English language source for information on Nursi’s life, times and works.





Quoted in: Vahide, op.cit., p. 261.





Said Nursi, Epitomes of Light [Mathnawī al-Nūriyya] (Izmir, 1999), p. 300.





Bediüzzaman Said Nursi, The Rays (Sözler Publications, 1998), p. 159.





An in-depth study of the intellectual and spiritual influences on Nursi awaits the time and effort of future researchers of the Risale.





7 Ibrahim Abu-Rabi‘ [Ed.], Islam At The Crossroads: On the Life and Thought of Bediuzzaman Said Nursi (Suny Press, 2003).





The passages from the Risale-i Nur collection used in this book are taken largely from Şukran Vahide’s translation, with some passages having been either re-translated or edited where necessary.







Chapter One


On Divine Unity


Introduction


The main focal point of the Quranic worldview, and the cornerstone upon which the whole edifice of Muslim religious thought has been founded, is the notion of tawhḥīd, or the declaration of ‘Divine unity’. There is, as many Western writers have pointed out, an uncompromising monotheism at the heart of the Islamic revelation which distinguishes Islam from other major religions. This is not to say that, in theory at least, the unity of God is any less a reality in, say, Christianity or Judaism, than it is in Islam. Traditionally, however, the emphasis on Divine unity in Muslim theology has far outweighed the attention paid to this concept by theologians in other faiths.


That there is one God, and that all created beings are created by and attributable to Him alone, is to express the concept of tawhḥīd at its simplest level, uncluttered by the jargon of the theologians, who argued and debated the nature of Divine unity for several centuries after the death of Muhammad. This simple expression of Divine unity is one which can be read in and between every line of the Quran, which is not surprising given that the word ‘God’ occurs therein more than 3000 times.


What may come as a surprise at first glance, however, is that despite the numerous mentions of the word ‘God’, the Quran does not employ any rigorous philosophical arguments to prove God’s existence. Indeed, it may be argued that the Quran does not attempt to prove the existence of God at all. Rather, in keeping with the mission of the prophets who preceded Muhammad, the Quran sets out to ‘prove’ not that there is a God, but that the God which exists – and to whose existence everyone ultimately attests, according to the Quran – is one. The Quran, it would appear, sees no need to prove the existence of God, not least because it presupposes that all humans are believers in an originator of being itself, regardless of how that originator is described.1 The central message of the Quran is thus not that God exists but that God is single and unique, and that everything that is ‘other-than-God’ depends on Him for its being. It is for this reason that the first fundamental of the Muslim faith is ‘Divine unity’ and not ‘Divine existence’. However, in demonstrating Divine unity, the Quran also paints a vivid picture of the Creator so that man may augment his conceptual knowledge of God’s oneness with a more immediate awareness of God’s ‘character’, or the ‘names’ and ‘attributes’ by which He makes Himself known in the creation. For logic would seem to dictate that it is only through uncovering the truths and realities concerning God that man may come to know, worship and love Him, and in doing so fulfil the requirements of his role, ordained by the Quran, as Divine ‘vicegerent’ on earth.


Thus while it is true to say that the central objective of the Quran is to establish the truth of Divine unity, this is clearly not its only concern. In establishing the oneness of God, the Quran also paints a portrait of the Divine in terms that it believes are accessible to the human intellect. And what is true of the Quran is true, mutatis mutandis, of the Risale-i Nur, which Said Nursi always claimed was a mirror held up to the Quran, not just in terms of its content matter but also with regard to its epistemic presuppositions and practical methods of argumentation. Although it is not a work of systematic exegesis in the classical sense of the term, the Risale is a detailed exposition of the major themes of the Quran in general, and its central theme - tawḥīd – in particular. The overriding imperative of the Risale, then, is to establish not so much the existence of God as His oneness, and in this sense it can be said to follow closely and with great attention the contours of Quranic discourse on the Divine. Moreover, in keeping with the aims of the book that it mirrors, the Risale seeks not only to ‘prove’ the reality of Divine unity, but to paint a portrait of God that is not only accessible to modern readers but also that provides a solution for what Nursi argues is possibly the most grievous condition facing man, namely the weakening or the complete loss of religious belief.2


On Nursian ‘proofs’


Before we explore in greater depth Nursi’s exposition of Divine Unity, it would be useful here to say a little about the basis upon which he builds his arguments or, as he routinely calls them, his ‘proofs’. Whether he is making claims about the unity of God, the veracity of Muhammad’s prophethood or the existence of the hereafter, Nursi’s reasoning usually takes the form of a series of closely interconnected arguments – cosmological, teleological and so forth – which are intended to persuade the reader not only that the claim in question is reasonable but also that it is virtually inevitable. Nursi’s repeated use of phrases such as ‘is it at all possible…’ and ‘surely one must conclude that…’ in rhetorical questions to those who would doubt the truth of his claims is evidence of the tone of self-assuredness and irrefragability that he wishes to put across in his argumentation.


The criticism that one may level at Nursi in his use of the word ‘proofs’ is, of course, that his ‘proofs’ are not really proofs at all, at least not in the philosophically or scientifically accepted senses of the term. Although the arguments he uses are presented as failsafe support for the claims he is making, whether it be the unity of God, the inevitability of resurrection or the inefficacy of material causes, the fact remains that if we examine the actual reasoning that Nursi employs, it is possible, as W. Mark Richardson points out, to reach the same conclusion with regard to Nursi as the Catholic theologian David Burrell reached after examining the cosmological arguments of Thomas Aquinas.3 For Burrell, Aquinas’s arguments are not so much proofs in the generally accepted sense of the term as the results of the reasoning of the believing mind in response to the prompting of revelation. In other words, it may be argued that in looking at the creation and tracing its existence back to a Creator, Nursi is working not with a blank slate but with a substrate of faith – īmān – which, as Richardson points out, leads to a particular reading or interpretation of creation. If this be the case, Nursi’s arguments, then, should be seen not so much as irrefutable proofs as the ‘reasonable steps of a believer’ which, employing perfectly rational arguments, are taken to strengthen or consolidate belief ‘once the interpretative framework is grounded in belief in God.’4 While the notion that Nursi’s starting point is not the creation uninterpreted but, rather, a faith which leads to a particular reading and interpretation of creation, may be difficult at first for his devout readers to assimilate, it is in fact a notion that one finds in the Quran, which presents itself as a ‘Book for those who believe in the unseen’. Quranic ‘proofs’, then, such as they are, be they in regard to Divine Unity, prophethood or the hereafter, are presented to those who read it with the prior assumption that they have some kind of belief in a creator, however inchoate that belief may be. The same, one may argue, may be said of the works of Said Nursi.


Given this, Nursi’s use of the term ‘proofs’ should perhaps be understood as his way of giving the arguments he uses that extra bit of rhetorical weight in order to drive home in the reader’s mind what for Nursi, at least, is the irrefutable truth.


On the notion of ‘necessary existence’


As far as his exposition of the Divine is concerned, Nursi’s prime objective throughout the Risale is, as mentioned in the introductory section of this chapter, to provide evidence of the existence in unity of God by highlighting the tension which exists between the innate impotence of created beings and the attributes of perfection which, their existential poverty notwithstanding, they appear to display.


Accordingly the thrust of Nursi’s discourse is strictly mystico-theological, and so a search of the Risale-i Nur for the kind of arguments used by Muslim philosophers to furnish evidence of the existence of God would yield very little in terms of abstract metaphysical speculation. While Nursi makes use of certain cosmological and teleological arguments, he neither introduces them as such nor articulates them with the same technical rigour and philosophical nuances as one might expect from a Farabi or an Ibn Sina. One notable exception, however, is Nursi’s exposition of ‘necessary existence’ (wujūb al-wujūd) and his attempt to furnish evidence for the existence of one who is, by default, ‘necessarily existent’ (wājib al-wujūd). Nursi leaves his readers in no doubt that his aim is to demonstrate that God exists necessarily, albeit using methods which he believes are quite unlike those employed by other theologians.


Most people would accept readily that the things which comprise the phenomenal world are all contingent, for each of them might have been other than how it is, or indeed might not have existed at all. Indeed, the cosmological argument is often referred to as the ‘argument from contingency’. But is it possible that God might not have existed? Traditionally, Muslim theologians and philosophers have been of one mind in claiming that God’s existence is in a very real sense necessary, the qualitative difference of their respective arguments notwithstanding. One of the earliest and most famous expositions of ‘necessary existence’ in Muslim intellectual history is that of Ibn Sīnā (980-1037); while numerous variations on his argument have been formulated, his original thesis is still considered definitive by many scholars of classical Muslim thought.5 In brief, his thesis is as follows:


Every existing thing, if looked at in and of itself (min hayth dhātihi), not regarding anything else, is either such that existence is necessary for it in itself (fī nafsihi) or it is not. If its existence is necessary then it is God (al-Ḥaqq) in Himself, the Necessarily Existent in Itself, namely the ‘Self-Subsisting One’ (al-Qayyūm). If a thing is not necessary, then it cannot be said that it is impossible in itself after it has been presupposed to exist. Rather, if a condition were attached in respect of its essence, such as the condition of the absence of its cause, then it would become impossible; or if a condition were attached in respect of its essence such as the condition of the existence of its cause, it would become necessary. But if a condition is not attached to it – neither the occurrence of a cause nor its absence – then a third state is left over to it with respect to its essence, namely contingency (imkān). And it is, in respect of its essence, a thing which is neither necessary nor impossible. Thus every existent thing is either necessarily existent in itself or contingently existent in itself.6


The crux of Ibn Sīnā’s argument is that a contingent being can never be self-sufficient: with respect to existence, there is nothing within it which, essentially, tips the balance and gives precedence to its existence over its non-existence. It may be seen as ‘necessary’ once it comes into being, but only by virtue of the fact that its existence has been given precedence over its non-existence by a cause external to itself. Given that the complex of contingent beings known as the cosmos is contingent, then the argument is that, in order to avoid an infinite regress, there must be a being which exists necessarily, in and of itself, and upon which all contingent beings depend for their existence. And that ‘necessary Being’ is God.


Thus runs the argument of the classical Muslim philosophers. Nursi’s approach is somewhat different. In order to demonstrate the necessity of Divine existence, Nursi first tries to establish the innate existential poverty of created beings and their concomitant need for God for their coming into being and their continued existence. While he does give a brief account of the nature of contingency in the abstract, as it were, his arguments are based for the most part on his appraisal of the phenomenal world as one that is characterised by its utter dependence on the ground of all Being, i.e. God, for all that it is and all that it has. The nearest thing to a dedicated discussion on necessary existence in the Risale is the Thirty-Third Word, which is the source for the passages below in which Nursi infers Divine necessity from the existential poverty of created beings.


If we look, we see that all things and especially living creatures have numerous different needs and numerous different wants. And those wants and needs are provided for them at the appropriate time, in unexpected ways, from places they do not know and their hands cannot reach; succour comes to them. But the power of these needy beings is insufficient for even the smallest of those endless things they wish for; they cannot meet their needs. Consider yourself: of how many things are you in need that your hands cannot reach, like your external and inner senses and their needs? Compare all other living creatures with yourself. See, just as singly they testify to the Necessary Existence and point to His unity, so in their totality they show to man’s reason a Necessarily Existent One behind the veil of the Unseen, a Single One of Unity, among titles of Most Generous, All-Compassionate, Nurturer and Disposer. O ignorant unbeliever and dissolute heedless one! With what can you explain this wise, percipient, compassionate activity? Deaf nature? Blind force? Senseless chance? Can you explain it through impotent, lifeless causes?7


The innate inability of beings to know precisely what their bodies need as sustenance and how that sustenance is to be deployed serves for Nursi as evidence that there must of necessity exist One who is able to give them what they need in a wise and compassionate manner. Otherwise, one would have to attribute the provision of sustenance to other contingent beings, which is precluded by the fact that they too are characterised by their own existential poverty. Moreover, having established to his own satisfaction that there must of necessity be a provider that is not contingent, he is able then to show that this provider is single and unique. For if that provider were one of several or many providers, it too would be limited, contingent and, ultimately, in need of a provider itself.


The Divine name al-Ṣamad is also invoked by Nursi in his discourse on necessity. God’s ṣamadiyya, which is translated here as ‘eternal besoughtedness’, denotes the eternal self-sufficiency of the Divine together with the dependence of all created beings on Him for their entry into the phenomenal world and the continuation of their existence. There are in the concept of ṣamadiyya connotations of necessity, as Nursi shows when he talks about the innumerable possible ways in which a being might take form before it is created, and the singularity and uniqueness that is ‘stamped’ on it once it appears.


While in their existence and individuality (tashakhkhuṣāt), things are in a hesitant (mutaraddid), bewildered (mutahḥayyir), and shapeless form among innumerable possible ways, they are suddenly given a most well-ordered and wise aspect of individuality. For example, every human being has on his face characteristics which differentiate him from all his fellow humans, and it is equipped with utter wisdom with external and inner senses. This proves that the face is a most brilliant stamp of Divine oneness. And just as each face testifies to the existence of an All-Wise Maker and points to His existence, so too the stamp which all faces display in their totality shows to the mind’s eye that all things are a seal peculiar to their Creator. O denier! To what workshop can you refer these stamps which can in no way be imitated, and the stamp of Eternal Besoughtedness which is on the to-tality?8


The fact that beings are ‘hesitant’ and ‘bewildered’ is arguably the same as saying that there is nothing in their essence which dictates that their future form be like this or like that, let alone whether they exist at all. For Nursi, ‘hesitation’ and ‘bewilderment’ prove that the giving of both existence and forms is dependent on One who exists necessarily, and Who, being al-S.  amad, is eternal, totally self-sufficient and thus susceptible neither to creation, destruction or mutability.


Logical versus factual/ontological necessity


It has been suggested by some modern scholars that it is perhaps best to avoid speaking of God as a necessary being at all, lest the necessity in question be misconstrued as logical rather than factual and/or ontological.9 Although the renowned Christian theologian John Hick does not suggest that the notion of necessity be jettisoned, he does call for a more nuanced understanding of the terminology it employs. According to Hick, it is imperative to distinguish between two fundamentally different and irreconcilable notions of necessary existence.


The first is that notion of God as a being whose existence is a matter of logical necessity, as when it is said that the proposition ‘God exists’ is a logical, analytical or a priori truth and that it is logically impossible that God should not exist.10 To claim that God’s existence is a logically necessary truth is to claim that God exists in every possible world, and therefore that it is inconceivable that there could have been nothing instead of something. However, there is no basis for making such an assertion since it is perfectly reasonable to posit the existence of a completely empty world, or to posit that nothing at all exist, including God.11 But if God exists in every possible world, then it seems that His existence does not explain the world’s contingency, for a necessary truth does nothing to explain anything that could have been otherwise.12 For this reason, among others, it has been suggested that the notion of logical necessity be avoided.


The second notion of necessary existence, which Hick supports, is that of factual or ontological necessity. In short, to say that God is factually necessary is to say that God exists, without beginning or end, and without origin, cause or ground of any kind. Hick sums up his position by asserting that “…the concept of God as eternal, and as not dependent upon any other reality, but on the contrary as the creator of everything other than himself – which is compendiously expressed by the term (factually) ‘necessary being’ – is a concept concerning which the factual question can properly be raised: Is there a being or a reality to which this concept applies?”13


It would appear from the passages in the Thirty-Third Word that when Nursi speaks of God as existing necessarily, he has in mind not logically or conceptually necessary existence, but rather God’s not being susceptible to creation, destruction or change that is initiated from without. In other words, Nursi’s conception of the ‘necessarily existing’ God is a conception of a God Who exists independently, immutably and eternally, and upon Whom all created beings depend for their existence. In this, Nursi is at one with most of his fellow theologians, whose discussions of necessary existence are usually referring to necessity in the factual rather than the logical sense.


As is also apparent from these passages, Nursi’s discourse on ‘necessity’ does not come from the traditional Muslim theological mould either, for it is not part of a systematic and rigorously methodological attempt to ‘prove’ the existence of God and is certainly not foundational – at least in the sequential sense – to his overall approach. Explanations of ‘necessity’ and justifications as to why God is deemed to exist necessarily appear almost randomly throughout the Risale rather than at the very outset, where one would expect it to appear were it a straightforward work of systematic theology that had been written in a logical sequence and predicated on a set of basic philosophical arguments for the existence of God. What emerges from Nursi’s particular take on necessity, however, is the fully-fledged God of the Quran with most, if not all, of His attributes of perfection. From this perspective alone he distinguishes himself from mainstream theologians, whose methods he considers to be inadequate. It appears that the argument from contingency, when conducted solely in the abstract, will for Nursi always be less than fulfilling:


Now let us come to the discussion of ‘contingency’. The scholars of theology said: “Contingency is equal in regard to both existence and non-existence.” That is, if existence and non-existence are both equally possible, one who will specify, prefer and create is necessary. For contingent beings cannot create one another in uninterrupted and never-ending chains of cause and effect. Neither can one create another, and that one the next, in the form of causation. In which case there is a Necessarily Existent One Who creates them. They rendered null and void the never-ending causal sequences with the famous twelve categorical proofs called ‘the ladder argument,’ and demonstrated causality to be impossible. They cut the chains of causes and proved the existence of the Necessarily Existent One.


And we say this: it is more certain and easier to demonstrate a stamp peculiar to the Creator of All Things on everything than causes being cut at the extremities of the world with the proofs refuting causality. Through the effulgence of the Quran, all the Windows and all the Words are based on this principle. Nevertheless, the point of contingency possesses an infinite breadth. It demonstrates the existence of the Necessarily Existent One in innumerable respects. It is not restricted to the way of the scholars of theology - cutting the chains of causes, which in truth is a mighty and broad highway; it opens a path to knowledge of the Necessarily Existent One by ways beyond count.14


Nursi is not dismissing the theoretical usefulness of the argument from contingency as presented by the theologians; nor does he take them to task over the issue of logical versus factual necessity. Here, Nursi is merely saying that to restrict the demonstration of necessity to the refutation of secondary causality alone – which is what the argument from contingency in fact boils down to – is to do the subject an injustice. His criticism of the theologians stems therefore not from the fact that they use the argument from contingency, but from the fact that they use it in a limited and highly abstract way. In short, the theologians go so far and no further, establishing the existence of a ‘necessary Being’ but without putting any flesh on its bones, so to speak. To argue for the existence of a ‘necessarily existent’ Being as the theologians argue will, if successful, establish exactly that and no more: it establishes the existence of a Being whose non-existence cannot be posited. It does not, however, tell us anything about that Being’s attributes or nature, and it is possibly this which causes Nursi a certain amount of disquiet. As he himself says, the pathway to understanding necessity from contingency is much broader than the ones which the theologians tread.


For we see that in its existence, its attributes and its lifetime, while hesitant among innumerable possibilities, that is, among truly numerous ways and aspects, each thing follows a well-ordered way in regard to its being in innumerable respects. Its attributes also are given to it in a particular way. All the attributes and states which it changes throughout its life are specified in the same fashion. This means it is impelled on a wise way amid innumerable ways through the will of one who specifies, the choice of one who chooses, and the creation of a wise creator. He clothes it with well-ordered attributes and states. Then it is taken out of isolation and made part of a compound body, and the possibilities increase, for they may be found in that body in thousands of ways. Whereas among those fruitless possibilities, it is given a particular, fruitful state, whereby important results and benefits are obtained from that body, and it is made to carry out important functions. Then the body is made a component of another body. Again the possibilities increase, for it could exist in thousands of ways. Thus it is given one state among those thousands of ways. And through that state it is made to perform important functions, and so on.15


At each stage of its life-journey, Nursi says, a particle is faced with innumerable possibilities, only one of which is specified for it. Given the innate poverty and contingency of the particle, the fact that it treads one path rather than another demonstrates the necessary existence of one who wills, specifies and creates with wisdom. At the next stage of its journey – when it becomes part of a compound body, for example – its future possibilities are multiplied, for there are innumerable ways in which it may be used within that body. The fact that it is given a particular function rather than another serves to highlight not only the contingency of the particle itself but also its need for, and dependence upon, one who will specify, will and create that function for it.


And so it progressively demonstrates more certainly the necessary existence of an All-Wise Planner. It makes known that it is being impelled by the command of an All-Knowing Commander. In just the same way, each of the creatures in the universe testifies to the Necessarily Existent One through the particular being, the wise form and the beneficial attributes given it among numerous possibilities. So too when they enter compounds, those creatures proclaim their Maker with a different tongue in each compound. Step by step till the greatest compound, through their relations, functions and duties, they testify to the necessary existence, choice and will of their All-Wise Maker. Because the one who situates a thing in all the compounds while preserving its wise relations must be the Creator of all the compounds. That is to say, it is as though one single thing testifies to Him with thousands of tongues. Thus from the point of view of contingency, the testimony to the existence of the Necessarily Existent One is as numerous, not as the number of beings in the universe, but as the number of attributes of beings and the compounds they form.16


The ‘otherness’ of the Divine essence


A concomitant of the reasoning which concludes with the establishment of the existence of the ‘necessary Being’ is that this Being should be distinguished by its absolute and uncompromising alterity: as an independent Being whose existence is necessitated by itself and by no other thing, by definition It can be in no way like anything else that is other than It. Indeed, Nursi argues, were the ‘necessary Being’ of the same kind (jins) and essence (māhiyya) as the contingent beings which are dependent on it, nothing could ever come into existence.


Most certainly, the universe’s Maker is not of the same kind as the universe. His Essence (māhiyya) resembles no other essence at all. Since this is so, the obstacles and restraints within the sphere of the universe cannot hinder Him; they cannot restrict His actions. He has complete disposal over the universe and is able to transform all of it at the same time. If the disposal and actions that are apparent in the universe were to be attributed to [the universe], it would cause so many difficulties and such confusion that neither would any order remain nor would anything continue to exist; indeed, nothing would ever come into existence.


For example, if the masterly art in vaulted domes is attributed to the stones of the domes, and if the command of a battalion, which properly belongs to its officer, is left to the soldiers, either neither of them would ever come into existence, or with great difficulty and confusion they would achieve a state completely lacking in order. Whereas, if in order for the situation of the stones in the dome to be achieved it is accorded to a master who is not a stone himself, and if the command of the soldiers in the regiment is referred to an officer who possesses the essential quality of officership, both the art is easy and the command and organization are easy. This is because while the stones and the soldiers are obstacles to each other, the master and the officer can look from every angle; they command without obstacle.17


Nursi’s aim here is to rule out the possibility that a contingent being, which on account of its contingency is characterised by its innate existential impotence and is subject to the creative command of the ‘necessary Being’, could play any creative role whatsoever, be it in the creation of itself or of any structure of which it is part. For Nursi, the notion that the stones in a vaulted dome should have come together of their own accord to form that dome is untenable; for him, the only way that they could come together and be positioned in harmony in order to produce such a structure is if they are functioning in accordance with the commands and directives of the necessary Being. For that necessary Being is, by dint of its existing necessarily, the only Being who is able to comprehend and have power over the whole, as well as over each of its constituent parts. Were the stones which support each other in a free-standing dome not acting under orders, each stone would become both subjugator and subjugated at the same time. For to presuppose autonomy is to presuppose will, and if the stones possessed autonomy, each one would have to force others into position while simultaneously forfeiting its own autonomy by taking up a predetermined position itself. Moreover, each of the stones would need to possess a comprehensive knowledge of the whole structure to whose existence it was contributing. Since a stone in a dome cannot be subjugated and possessed of autonomy at the same time, Nursi dismisses the idea that a whole can be created by its own parts. Like cannot create like, he avers, particularly when they are both dependent for their existence on something other than themselves; the only way that contingent beings can exist is if they are brought into being by One who exists necessarily and is therefore totally unlike them.


Thus, in accordance with And God’s is the highest similitude,18 the sacred Essence (māhiyyat-i qudsī) of the Necessarily Existent One is not of the same kind as the essences of contingent beings(mumkināt). All the truths of the universe are rays from the name of Truth, which is one of the Beautiful Names of His Essence. Since His sacred Essence is Nec-essarily Existent and completely detached from materiality and different from all other essences, it has no like, no equivalent, no equal. So, most certainly, the administration and sustaining of the universe is as easy for that All-Glorious One’s pre-eternal power as that of the spring or, indeed, of a tree; and the creation of the resurrection of the dead, the realm of the hereafter, and Heaven and Hell, is as easy as the resurrection in spring of a tree which had died the previous autumn.19


Nursi uses māhiyya (lit. ‘whatness’ or ‘quiddity’) here to indicate the Divine essence, although the more common term is dhāt. The latter, which is the feminine form of the Arabic particle dhū, is a technical term from the Sufi lexicon used as a correlative of the Greek ousia and the Latin substantia and essentia.20 The dhāt of a thing refers to the nature of that thing as it is in itself, as opposed to a quality (ṣifa) it possesses. The Divine essence – whether translated as māhiyya or dhāt – signifies the ‘Necessarily Existent Being’ as He is in and of Himself, without any reference to the relationships which may or may not exist between that Being and the contingent creatures which constitute the phenomenal world. The Divine ‘essence’ is thus completely unknowable and the ascription of positive attributes to it is precluded.


Thus in Muslim theology, as in theologies of other monotheistic religions, the Necessary Being is, with regard to His essence, described apophatically. Apophatic theology is one which attempts to describe God in negative terms, by using negatory attributes (al-ṣifāt al-salbiyya). In other words, He is described in terms of what He is not rather than in terms of what He is.


The use of the salbī or negatory attributes is basically a way of trying to describe what is ultimately indescribable. Also known as the via negativa or ‘negative way’, this particular mode of theological reasoning has as its primary intention the negation of any attribute with regard to God that may leave Him susceptible to accusations of imperfection or deficiency. By dint of His being a ‘necessarily existent’ (wājib al-wujūd) being, God is completely self-sufficent (ghanī) and is in Himself absolute perfection:


O ye men! It is ye that have need of Allah: but Allah is the One Free of all wants, worthy of all praise.21


The fact that God is ghanī means that he is necessarily free from the ascription to His essence of any attributes that connote imperfection and dependency. Thus it is argued, for example, that God does not have a corporeal entity and is free (mujarrad) from all matter. He is simple (basīṭ), i.e. non-compound, and thus indivisible, and he is neither the locus for any other being nor incarnate in any other being. He is inaccessible to the physical senses: He cannot be seen because, unlike the beings which are dependent upon Him, He is not in a particular place. As well as transcending space, He also transcends time: indeed, time is an abstraction which is understood from the motions and behaviours of the contingent beings for whose existence He is responsible. Consequently, not only is He atemporal, He is also immutable.


In Muslim theology, the expression of God’s incomparability, which is what the negatory attributes covered here indicate, goes by the technical term tanzīh, which means literally to declare that something is pure and free of anything that might impugn that purity. With regard to God, it is to assert that He is free from all lack, want, defect or deficiency – traits which are found in contingent beings but not in one whose existence is necessary and upon whose Being all other creatures depend for their existence. The most direct and succinct expression of Divine incomparability appears in the verse There is nothing like Him.22 Theologically, the notion of tanzīh stands balanced against that of tashbīh, with which it forms a concept-pair. While tanzīh is the declaration of God’s utter incomparability, tashbīh is, paradoxical though it may seem at first glance, the affirmation of His similarity to that which is other than Him.


The concept of tashbīh is dealt with later on and thus need not concern us here. Having looked at some of the negatory attributes which indicate God’s otherness and incomparability, let us now see how Nursi uses a number of them in his exposition of Divine unity.


Non-corporeality


Quranic references to the ‘hands’ and the ‘face’ of God notwithstanding, the complete ‘otherness’ of the Divine means that He cannot be thought of as having any kind of corporeality.


The All-Glorious Maker is not physical or corporeal: time and space cannot restrict Him; creation and place cannot obtrude on His presence and witnessing; means and mass cannot veil His actions. There is no fragmentation or division in His regarding and acting towards creation. One thing cannot be an obstacle to another. He performs innumerable acts as though they were a single act. For this reason, in the same way that, as far as its meaning is concerned, a huge tree can be encapsulated in a seed, a world also can be contained within a single individual, and the whole world can be encompassed by the Hand of Power.23


The fact that the Creator is not burdened by physicality or bound by the restraints of time and space allows Him to encompass each thing individually and all things at once with the utmost facility, Nursi says, and means that He is able to carry out countless acts of creation simultaneously with the same ease with which He carries out a single act. Given that Nursi dismisses the possibility of a corporeal God, it is clear that he also rejects the notion that the Quranic references to God’s ‘hand’ and ‘face’ are to be understood literally. Considering that in much of his theology one can see the impress of Ash‘arite thinking, one might expect that Nursi would, like Abū al-Ḥasan al-Ash‘arī himself, have equivocated somewhat on the subject.24 Early on in his career, al-Ash‘arī, while dismissing the gross anthropomorphism of groups such as the Mujassima, the Ḥashwiyya and the Mushabbiha, is said to have interpreted the apparently anthropomorphic verses in the Quran by stating that God is “a body unlike other bodies.”25 In his later writings he modifies this somewhat by stating that God does indeed have hands and a face, but “without asking how” (bilā kayfa).26 Nursi, however, is unambiguous in his rejection of anthropomorphism with respect to God. If the essence of God is completely unlike the essence of contingent beings, then there would appear to be no room in the discussion for equivocations such as bilā kayfa, and it is thus clear that Nursi’s understanding of the Divine ‘hands’ and ‘face’ was a metaphorical one.


Immateriality


If Nursi is clear on the non-corporeality of God, He is equally clear on His immateriality: just as God cannot be described as having a body – even a ‘body unlike other bodies’, to quote al-Ash‘arī – He cannot be described in any terms that connote materiality of any kind. To be material is, by default, to be limited, and to be limited is to be contingent. And for Nursi, limitation and contingency are clearly not consonant with an absolute Creator. Nursi’s discussion of Divine immateriality is designed mainly to furnish his readers with evidence to support the notion of Divine omnipresence: it is by virtue of His immateriality that God is described as being in all places at once while in reality being in no place at all, and it is on the same account that His acts are described as comprehensive and all-embracing.


Nursi begins his discussion by pointing out that even material beings – depending on their degree of materiality – can attain a semblance of omnipresence.


A single person may gain universality by means of various mirrors. While being a single individual, he becomes like a universal, possessing general qualities. For example, although the sun is a single individual, thanks to the existence of transparent objects it becomes so universal that it fills the face of the earth with its images and reflections. It even has as many manifestations as the number of droplets and shining motes. Although the sun’s heat, light and the seven colours in its light comprehend, encompass and embrace all things which confront them, all transparent things also hold in the metaphorical pupil of their eyes the sun’s heat, its light and its seven colours, together with its image. And they make a kind of throne for them in their hearts. That is to say, with regard to Unity, the sun is present together with many of its attributes in everything through a sort of manifestation of its essence.27


If certain created entities such as the sun, angels and spirit-beings are able, through the mystery of luminosity, to encompass and pervade many things simultaneously, Nursi argues, it is clear that a Being who is unencumbered by materiality will be able to encompass and pervade the whole of creation at all times.


The Single and Most Pure and Holy Essence, Whose attributes are all-comprehending and Whose functions are universal, is far beyond and exalted above matter, and is utterly remote and free from any restriction and the darkness of density. All these lights and luminous beings are but obscure shadows of His Sacred Names; and all existence and life and the World of Spirits, the Intermediate Realm and the World of Similitudes are semi-transparent mirrors reflecting His beauty. What being can be hidden in the face of His oneness, which is within the manifestation of His attributes and actions, which in turn are evident through His universal will, ab-solute power and all-embracing knowledge? What thing can be difficult for Him? What place can be concealed from Him? What object can remain distant from Him? What individual can draw close to Him without acquiring universality? Can anything at all be hidden from Him? Can any place at all be empty of His pres-ence?28


If certain created beings are able to encompass many things at once, Nursi argues, it is only because they are mirrors held up to the Divine names and attributes, among which are freedom (tajarrud) from materiality and omnipresence. However, he is quick to point out that while they are mirrors, they are only semi-transparent; they may be shadows of His names, but they are extremely obscure shadows, manifesting only partially the names which He possesses at the level of absoluteness. And Divine immateriality must, if God is a ‘necessary Being’ distinguished from all other beings by the sheer alterity of His essence, be absolute, with no lack, defect or deficiency. It is for this reason, Nursi points out, that nothing can remain concealed or distant from Him, and no place can remain empty of His presence.


Indivisibility and non-locatability


The immaterial God of Muslim theology is not only invisible but also indivisible: His essence is non-compound and therefore He cannot be thought of as having parts. Moreover, as Nursi has already intimated, an omnipresent God is a God who is not locatable in one place alone. This does not mean, of course, that He is co-extensive with the cosmos; rather, it means that wherever one looks, there is His manifestation. Nursi uses the concepts of indivisibility and non-locatability to highlight the facility with which God’s dominical acts are carried out and also to dismiss the notion that material causes can play any actual collaborative role in the creation of things. His ultimate objective is, of course, to provide yet more evidence in support of Divine unity.


The fact that indivisibility and not being bound by space result in the utmost facility has this meaning: since the All-Powerful Maker is free of the restrictions of space, He may be thought of as being present everywhere through His power. And since there is no division or fragmentation in regard to His Essence, He can regard and act towards all things with all of His names. And since He is present everywhere and acts towards everything, beings and intermediaries and mass cannot hinder and prevent His actions; indeed there is no necessity for them to do so. If we suppose there were some necessity, then things like electric wires, the branches of trees and veins in human beings would resemble means of facilitation, of the arrival of life and of swiftness in actions. So, let us ignore the idea of hindering, restricting, preventing and intervening, and say that they are means of fa-cilitating, expediting and uniting. That is to say, from the point of view of the obedience and submission of all things to the domination of the All-Powerful and Glorious One’s power, there is no need for them. If there were some need for them, it would be as a means of facilitating.29


The fact that God is from one perspective in no place yet from another in all places at all times precludes the interference in the creative process of other beings, Nursi concludes. Nursi’s rejection of causation is explored at great length in Chapter Three and should not delay us here. Suffice to say that Nursi considers material causes to be apparent only: they are a veil which covers God’s dominical working and simply the conduits through which His names and acts are made manifest. God is nowhere yet present everywhere, Nursi contends, and thus in reality He has no need for causes and intermediaries, except as “means of facilitating”. If there is a need for causes and intermediaries, the need is man’s alone, for without the existence of a ‘veil’ between the created and the Creator, the Creator would in fact be imperceptible; it is only through the ‘filter’ of contingency, materiality and finitude that the existence of a necessary, immaterial and absolute God can be discerned. That which is facilitated by causes is man’s perception of God, and so if causes are necessary at all, they are necessary because of the limitations of man, not of God.


God as the source of all perfections


While at the level of His essence (dhāt) God cannot be known or even described satisfactorily, except in negative terms, at the level of His Divinity, where relationships obtain between Him and the creation, it is possible to use positive as well as negative attributes to reach what is in fact no more than a semblance of a description of the Divine nature.30 At the level of His Divinity, God’s relationship with the creation is mediated by His ‘beautiful names’ (al-asmā al-hḥusnā), which are countless in number and which form the pillars upon which the phenomenal world rests.


The Necessarily Existent One possesses infinite beauty and perfection, for all the varieties of them dispersed through the universe are the signs and indications of His beauty and perfection. Those who possess beauty and perfection clearly love them. Similarly, the All-Glorious One greatly loves His beauty, and He loves it in a way that befits Himself. Furthermore He loves His names, which are the rays of His beauty, and since He loves them, He surely loves His art, which displays their beauty. In which case, He also loves His creatures, which are mirrors reflecting His beauty and perfection. Since He loves the creatures that display them, He certainly loves the creatures’ fine qualities, which point to the beauty and perfection of His names.31


It is appropriate here to revisit the theological concept-pair of tanzīh and tashbīhḥ. As was outlined earlier, tanzīh is the declaration of Divine incomparability and a confirmation of the reality that His essence is utterly unlike anything created or, indeed, anything imaginable. But as Nursi intimates, an incomparable, unknowable God cannot be understood, let alone loved and worshipped, and it is here that the notion of tashbīh becomes relevant. For tashbīh is the affirmation that God is similar (shabīh) to His creation. This similarity pertains, of course, to all attributes other than the negatory ones which are part of the apophatic theology mentioned earlier in the chapter. But while the word ‘similarity’ is used quite freely by scholars to describe the relationship that God has with his creatures through the dominical acts of creation, it must always be borne in mind that it is not the kind of similarity that obtains between beings of the same genus. That is why tashbīh must always be tempered by the acknowledgment of tanzīh, thus allowing God to be understood in what are basically human terms while at the same time declaring Him free of all truly human attributes. The concept of tashbīh has parallels with the via analogia of Thomas Aquinas, who was also at pains to point out that a God known only by means of the via negativa is not a God that one can relate to. His solution to the dilemma was to suggest that from our own relationship to our attributes it is possible to infer God’s relationship to His attributes. This does not constitute a direct knowledge claim about God because we do not know God’s love: all we know is something to which Divine love is analogous, namely our love. God’s attributes still transcend those of man, but through their analogousness they become more tangible and, as a result, man achieves proximity to a God Whose ultimate transcendence threatens to render him ever remote and inaccessible.32


For Nursi, the cosmos, as he later points out, is a vast showcase of ‘signs’, each one of which points to one or more of God’s attributes of perfection, such as wisdom, beauty, life, power, provision, generosity, will and knowledge. These attributes clearly have their source in God, but they can also be witnessed in created phenomena, and in humankind in particular. A God who had no similarity to His creatures would be an unknowable, inaccessible God – the God describable solely in terms of the negatory attributes of apophatic theology. But it is arguable that even those negatory terms would not be understandable were it not for God’s similarity to His creatures. For without some kind of similarity, how would they be able to discern and appreciate His perfections? Without the concept of wisdom, which man sees at work both in himself and in the cosmos of which he is part, he could have no idea that God is wise, even if Divine revelation told him that it was so. There must, therefore, be something of the Divine that is shared by man in order for man to be able to know and commune with Him.


Naturally, the notion of ‘shared’ attributes will to the traditional mindset appear to be a startling and possibly dangerous one, not least because the uncompromising monotheism of Islam, together with the utter incomparability of God, precludes the notion that anything that is God’s can be shared with anything that is other than Him. However, when Nursi talks in terms of God’s similarity to the creation, he is always at pains to point out that if man possesses wisdom, beauty, knowledge, power and all of the other attributes of perfection, he possesses them only as manifestations or reflections. While Divine knowledge, for example, is absolute, human knowledge is limited and contingent. From a Nursian perspective, human knowledge is but an attenuated simulacrum of Divine knowledge: an obscure shadow, to use his term, of the real thing. The same applies to all of the attributes of perfection which are manifest in creation. In their reflected form, they are the attributes of God, but at the same time they are nothing like Him, just as the reflection in a mirror is nothing but the thing reflected, yet at the same time existentially nothing like it whatsoever. The reflection in the mirror has a dependent existence, much like the shadow of a human hand on a wall. Similarly, the attributes of perfection that are scattered throughout the cosmos, and by means of which one is able to discern the true Owner of those attributes, have a dependent existence only. Thus God’s attributes are ‘shared’ with those of man in a figurative sense only.


The cosmos as a gallery of Divine attributes


For Nursi, the cosmos is permeated by attributes of perfection: everywhere one sees signs of goodness, beauty, wisdom and countless other qualities which, on account of the existential poverty of the phenomenal world, cannot be attributed to contingent beings themselves. The perfections we see in the cosmos, Nursi says, are all signs and indications of the perfections which exist at the degree of absoluteness in the Creator. In short, all of the goodness, perfection and beauty discernible in the universe is but “a pale shadow in relation to His true perfection.” Nursi then uses the allegory of the ornately adorned palace to provide what he believes is evidence for his claim:


A perfect and splendidly adorned and decorated palace plainly points to perfect skill and craftsmanship. And that craftsmanship and art, which is a perfect act, plainly points to a perfect author, master and craftsman together with his titles and names like Fashioner and Adorner. And those perfect names doubtlessly point to the master’s perfect and skilful attributes. And that perfect skill and those attributes self-evidently point to his perfect ability and faculty. And that perfect ability and faculty necessarily point to the perfection of his essence and the exaltedness of his nature. In exactly the same way, this palace of the universe, this perfect and adorned work of art, self-evidently points to actions of the utmost perfection. For perfections in works of art result from, and demonstrate, perfection of action. And perfection of actions point to a Perfect Author and the perfect Names of that Author. That is, in relation to the works of art, they point to the perfection of Names like Planner, Fashioner, All-Wise, All-Compassionate and Adorner.33


The existence of perfections in the cosmos is held by Nursi to be axiomatic, even though that which man experiences as a value – goodness, justice, beauty, wisdom, knowledge – and understands to be a perfection is manifested in the cosmos in a far from perfect manner. However beautiful a piece of art may be, it can never be beautiful in the absolute sense of the word; however just a judge is, by dint of his limitations as a human being he can never be absolutely just; regardless of how knowledgeable a scholar one is, he can never know everything, and so on. Nevertheless, there is nothing to suggest that such values cannot exist absolutely, as the attributes of one who comprises all values to the degree of perfection. Nursi, like the medieval theologians before him, maximalises those attributes believed to be susceptible to perfection, such as beauty, wisdom, knowledge and the like, and ascribes them in their supreme and absolute form to God. To support this ascription, He argues from effect to cause, from world to Creator, from the manifestation or reflection of attributes of perfection to the Possessor of them at their absolute degree.


The perfection of the [Divine] attributes self-evidently points to the perfection of His functioning essence, because it is from the functioning essence that the attributes proceed. And the perfection of essential functions points at the degree of ‘knowledge of certainty’ to the perfection of the functioning essence. They point to a perfection so worthy that although the light of the perfection passes through the veils of functions, attributes, Names, actions and works of art, it still demonstrates the goodness, beauty and perfection to be seen to this great extent in the universe.34


The existence of attributes of potential perfection in the cosmos points to the existence of attributes of actual perfection in the Divine essence, for just as it is possible to imagine, as St Anselm did, a being than which nothing greater can be conceived, it is also possible to imagine an attribute than which nothing more perfect can be conceived.35 In God, Nursi says, all attributes exist at the level of absoluteness and unsurpassable perfection, and even though they are filtered down through the countless veils of creation and materiality until they are manifest in the phenomenal world as pale shadows of their original selves, they are still, as relative perfections, fully demonstrative of the ultimate reality and source of all perfections that is God.


The seven ‘sacred names’ of God


Having established that the cosmos is built on the pillars of the Divine names and attributes of perfection, which are numberless, Nursi then focuses on the seven ‘sacred names’ of God. The compartmentalisation of the Divine names into distinct conceptual categories occurred relatively early on in Muslim theological discourse. Opinions as to the number and scope of these categories differ, and for the most part they amount to no more than rather arbitrarily designed heuristic devices, with no discernible Quranic basis and little in the way of compelling theological import. Nursi’s schema is uncontroversial in that it is clearly Ash‘arite in conception. However, his objective in discussing it appears to be not so much the clarification of some arcane theological doctrine for its own sake as the desire to show how such constructions can be used to support the concept of Divine unity, which is his overriding aim throughout the Risale-i Nur.


Apart from the negatory (salbī) attributes of apophatic theology mentioned earlier, Nursi says that God has names which pertain to His essence (dhāt) and those which pertain to various sorts of Divine action, such as forgiving, providing, giving life, dealing death and so on.36 He elaborates upon this in his exegesis of the phrase In the name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the All-Compassionate, which is the opening verse of the Quran. The name ‘Allah’, he says, indicates attributes that are identical with His essence and which indicate His utter transcendence and freedom from defect (al-ṣifāt al-‘ayniyya wa al-tanzīhiyya), while the name ‘All-Compassionate’ (al-Rahḥīm) points to those attributes which are other than His essence and which are linked to His creative activity (al-ṣifāt al-ghayriyya al-fi‘liyya). As for the name ‘All-Merciful’ (al-Raḥmān), Nursi says that this indicates the attributes which are neither identical to, nor other than, the Divine essence (la ‘ayn wa la ghayr). These are seven in number, Nursi writes, and their significance inheres in the fact that they are the source of all of the Divine names and, by extension, all created phenomena.


There appears visible to our eye a comprehensive, permanent, orderly and awesome truth - one that changes, transforms and renews all beings in heaven and on earth with imperious and incessant activity. Within the truth of that unquestionably wise activity, there can be perceived immediately the truth of the manifestation of dominicality, and in turn, within the truth of that irrefragably merciful manifestation of dominicality, one is able to recognize the truth of the epiphany of Divinity.


From this continuous, wise and imperious activity, the deeds of an All-Powerful and All-Knowing Doer can be discerned, as if from behind a veil. And from behind the veil of these nurturing and administering deeds of dominicality, the Divine Names, manifest in all things, can be immediately perceived.37


Arguing from the orderly activity which he says is ubiquitous in the cosmos, Nursi arrives at the “truth of the manifestation of dominicality” (haqīqat-i taẓāhur-i rubūbiyya), and from there concludes that in all of this there is a clear indication of the Divinity (ulūhiyya) at work behind the scenes, as it were. From all of this activity, he says, the deeds of an all-powerful and all-knowing Maker can be discerned, as though from behind a veil. And from behind that veil – the veil of apparent causality – the whole panoply of Divine names, which are manifested in all things, can also be detected. And behind the countless Divine names, which, Nursi says, also constitute a veil, one is able to deduce the existence of seven ‘sacred’ attributes, which are key not only to the rest of the names but also to the existence of the phenomenal world itself.


The existence of the seven ‘sacred’ attributes, Nursi contends, is required primarily by the name al-Raḥmān, which, he says, has the meaning of ‘Provider’ (al-Razzāq) and is concerned with the bestowal of continuance (baqā). Continuance, Nursi says, is the repetition of existence (takarrur-i wujūd), and existence necessitates a distinguishing attribute (ṣifat-i mumayyiza), a specifying attribute (ṣifat-i mukhaṣṣiṣa) and an effectuating attribute (ṣifat-i mu’aththira):


The distinguishing attribute is knowledge (‘ilm); the specifying attribute is will (irāda); and the effectuating attribute is power (qudra). Continuance, which is the result of the bestowal of existence, entails the certainty of sight (baṣar), hearing (sam‘) and speech (kalām), for necessarily the Provider has sight in order to see the need of the recipient of providence if the recipient does not seek it; and He has hearing in order to hear the recipient’s words when he asks; and He has speech in order to speak through intermediaries, where there are some. And these six necessitate the seventh, which is life (ḥayāt).38


What Nursi is talking about here is the necessary conditions for the continuation of existence. For a created being to come into existence in the first place, and then to continue to exist, the agent responsible for the continuation of existence – in this case, God - needs to exhibit certain qualities or attributes. The first is knowledge, without which it will be impossible for that agent to distinguish one being from another, or one particular need from another; the second is will, without which the agent is unable to determine from among countless alternatives the specific provisions or requirements needed for the continuation of the being’s existence; and the third is power, without which the agent would not be able to effect any changes in the being whatsoever. Knowledge, will and power thus become linked inextricably in the process of bestowing continuance, and any agent that bestows continuance will of necessity possess all three attributes.


From the existence of knowledge, will and power, Nursi argues, the attributes of sight, hearing and speech can be inferred. Sight, hearing and speech are connected to awareness and communication. It would be unthinkable, Nursi implies, for an agent possessed of knowledge, will and power not to be able to see or hear the objects of his solicitousness in order to gain awareness of their needs, whether they are spoken or unspoken. Similarly, it would unthinkable for an agent who possesses knowledge, will, power, sight and hearing not to be able to communicate with those for whom he is providing, be it through speech or through any other means. And it would clearly be unthinkable for an agent who possesses all six of these attributes not to possess the seventh, which is life itself. Each of the seven attributes confirms and supports the others, Nursi contends, and together they form an indivisible unity.


Then behind the veil of the Beautiful Names, manifest with Glory and Beauty, can be deduced the existence and reality of the seven sacred attributes, according to the testimony of all creation, in a life-giving, powerful, knowledgeable, all-hearing, all-seeing, volitional and speech-endowed form. And there appears to the eye of faith in the heart, self-evidently, necessarily and with full certainty, the existence of a Necessary Existent that is described by these attributes, a Single One of Unity known by these Names, a Peerless and Eternal Doer, in a form more evidential and brilliant than the sun. For just as it is impossible for there to be a deed without a doer, or a name without one designated by the name, so too it is not possible for there to be an attribute without one qualified by the attribute, and for there to be a craft without a craftsman.39


The attribute of life (ḥayāt), which is nothing but existence itself, is singled out by Nursi for special consideration:


Just as the all of the attributes of perfection point to the existence of the Possessor of Glory, they also indicate in most manifest fashion the existence and reality of life, and the livingness and permanence of that Essence. For knowing is a sign of life; hearing is an indication of life; seeing belongs only to the living; will takes place only with life; purposive power is found only in living beings; and speech is a task for those endowed with knowledge and life. It follows from the foregoing that the attribute of life has proofs seven times as numerous as the cosmos, and evidences that proclaim its existence and the existence of the One Whom it qualifies. Thus it comes to be the foundation and source of the attributes, the origin and support of the Supreme Name.40


All of the Divine names thus point to the seven ‘sacred names’, and each of the seven ‘sacred names’ points to and confirms the attribute of life. And life – the distinguishing characteristic par excellence of God’s essence – is for Nursi the very foundation stone of all of the Divine attributes, and the wellspring of Divine unity.


The ever-changing manifestations of the Divine


Not only does God have innumerable names and attributes, says Nursi, but these names and attributes manifest themselves, alone and in conjunction with each other, in countless degrees of intensity. And since there are countless degrees within each of the countless names, the ways in which God manifests Himself are of necessity without end. Consequently, the cosmos is like an ever-changing kaleidoscope made up of a potentially infinite number of manifestations of the Divine which are constantly in flux. That the Owner of absolute beauty should want this beauty displayed and appreciated is, for Nursi, a given, and explains the ceaseless creativity of the Divine.


For it is well-known that everyone who possesses beauty wants to both see and display his beauty; that everyone who possesses some skills desires and loves to attract attention to his skills by exhibiting and proclaiming them; he desires and loves his skill, which is a beautiful truth and meaning that has remained concealed, to be revealed and to find ardent admirers. These fundamental rules are in force in all things according to the degree of each. According to the testimony of the universe and the evidence of the manifestations and embroideries of the thousand and one Most Beautiful Names of the All-Glorious Self-Subsistent One, Who possesses absolute beauty, there are in every degree of each of those Names a true loveliness, a true perfection, a true beauty and a most exquisite truth. Indeed, in every degree there are endless different sorts of loveliness and innumerable beautiful truths.41


The fact that the Divine names admit of countless degrees accounts not only for the continuous creativity of God but also the gradation of existence which allows for the existence of apparent opposites to be understood: degrees of light, for example, connote degrees of darkness too, and if that which is ‘other-than-God’ is to be understood, it is through the innumerable different degrees which exist in the manifestation of each of the Divine names. Furthermore, the infinitude of Divine manifestations is also given as evidence of the necessity of the hereafter and eternal existence:


Since the mirrors reflecting the sacred beauties of those Names and the tableaux displaying their beautiful embroideries and the pages setting forth their beautiful truths are all the beings of the universe, those constant and eternal Names will entirely and unceasingly renew and change the universe through their manifestations as a consequence of that sacred Divine love and due to the mystery of Self-Subsistence. In this way they will display their endless manifestations and infinite, meaningful embroideries and books both to the witnessing gaze of the All-Glorious Self-Subsistent One, Whom they signify, and to the studious gaze of uncountable numbers of conscious creatures and creatures endowed with spirits, and will display countless tableaux out of a finite and limited thing and numerous individuals out of a single individual and multiple truths out of a single truth.42


Not only, then, do the ceaseless manifestations of the Divine ensure that the cosmos is created afresh at every instant, they also require the continuation of existence beyond the duration of the temporal realm and into the domain of the hereafter. Eternal beauty, as Nursi asserts elsewhere, requires eternal admirers, and thus the eternity of the One who is worshipped demands the eternity of those who worship.43


Glory (jalāl) and beauty (jamāl): sources of all diversity


It is, Nursi intimates, through the manifestation of Divine attributes in their infinitely varied degrees that the existence of that which is ‘other-than-God’ can be revealed. However, this is not the whole story. For it is the distinction between two particular groups of names which lies at the heart of the diversity that is witnessed in the cosmos. In Nursi’s own words,


The All-Glorious Creator of the universe has two sorts of Names: those pertaining to His Glory (jalāl) and those pertaining to His Beauty (jamāl). Since it is required that these Names demonstrate their decrees through different manifestations, the Glorious Creator blended together op-posites in the universe. Bringing them face to face, He gave them aggressive and defensive positions, in the form of a sort of wise and beneficial contest. Through making the opposites transgress one another’s bounds, He brought conflict and change into being, and made the universe subject to the law of change and transformation and the principles of progress and advancement. In humankind, the comprehensive fruit of the tree of creation, He made that law of contest in even stranger form, and opening the door to striving, which would be the means of all human progress, He gave Satan’s party certain faculties with which to be able to challenge the party of God.44


The relationship between the jalālī and the jamālī attributes is dealt with at some length in Chapter Two. Suffice to say here that all of the apparent polar opposites which are witnessed in creation – darkness/light, benefit/harm, praiseworthiness/blameworthiness and so on – are made possible only by the interplay of these two groups of attributes. The jalāli attributes are associated with God’s incomparability (tanzīh), while the jamālī attributes are closely connected with His similarity (tashbīh). From one perspective, God is held to be incomparable with anything that exists and, as such, is ontologically ‘above’ the cosmos, which is but a mere shadow or reflection, with no substantial existence of its own. From the point of view of Divine incomparability, therefore, God is, and will always be, completely inaccessible to His creatures and can never be known as He really is, in and of Himself.


As far as His incomparability is concerned, then, God is the God of the apophatic theology which we discussed in the section on ‘necessary existence’ earlier in the chapter. But as certain scholars have remarked, such an entity cannot be a God Whom one is able to love and worship, for such a God is too remote and incomprehensible.45 It is in order to enable man to attain the salvific love of God that the Quran does not confine itself in its description of God to negatory attributes or qualities that describe God’s inaccessibility alone: it also mentions numerous positive attributes which, as a counterbalance to Divine incomparability, highlight Divine similarity or tashbīh. Thus while God is described as having qualities such as distance (bu‘d), grandeur (kibriyā), sublimity (‘aẓama) and holiness (quddusiyya), all of which are connected with that aspect of the Divine which is difficult, if not impossible, for man to fathom completely, He is also described as having qualities which man is able to understand much more easily, for the simple reason that they are qualities that he is familiar with and, indeed, appears to share. And so God is described as having beauty (jamāl), compassion (shafaqa), love (maḥabba), nearness (qurb), forgiveness (maghfira), and so on. These attributes, which have a resonance for man that the negative attributes do not, are thus used to complement Divine incomparability (tanzīh) with Divine similarity (tashbīh). The caveat, of course, is that although one may qualify God by attributes which may also be predicated of human beings, it is impossible to say that God is beautiful in the way that a rose is beautiful, or that God shows compassion in the way that a mother shows compassion. God may be beautiful and He may be compassionate, but He is beautiful and compassionate in a sense that befits His incomparability. In other words, human attributes of perfection such as beauty and compassion are nothing but pale shadows of their Divine counterparts, on which they depend for their existence. From one perspective, then, God’s compassion is similar to man’s compassion; indeed, were it not so, it would be impossible for man to have any understanding whatsoever of this particular Divine attribute. From another perspective, however, God’s compassion is nothing like human compassion, which is by default limited by man’s natural finitude and imperfection.


The difference between the attributes of perfection which are predicated of God and those which are predicated of man is perhaps better understood if we look at the seven ‘sacred attributes’ mentioned earlier. For example, God is described as seeing (baṣīr) and sight is attributed to man too. However, while the existence of human sight allows us to reach a certain understanding of Divine sight, to which it is subsidiary and upon which it is dependent, it is clear that in fact, human sight is really nothing like Divine sight at all. Human sight is achieved through material means and is limited, while Divine sight is both immaterial and unbounded. The same applies to the other attributes such as knowledge (‘ilm), hearing (sam‘), life (ḥayāt), will (irāda), power (qudra) and speech (takallum), all of which are limited in man on account of his dependence on material means in order to effect them, but which are unlimited and absolute in God on account of the fact that He is self-sufficient (ghanī) and totally above the need for material instruments with which to express His perfections. It is for this reason that although the Quran itself ascribes many jamālī attributes to God, it also asserts on numerous occasions that God is ultimately above description.46 As Ibn al-‘Arabī says, the Quran establishes a relationship between man and God by stressing those attributes which connote His similarity to His creatures; without such a relationship, man would never be able to love God, Who would remain eternally inaccessible.47 Yet once the relationship is established, the Quran is quick to remind man that even though there are ties of similarity which bind the created to the Creature, God is Single and Unique and There is none like unto Him.48


This apparent duality of the Divine as exemplified by the nominal opposition of jalālī and jamālī attributes is important because without it, the diversity in creation, and with it the distinction between God and that which is ‘other-than-God’, would arguably be unrecognisable. Paradoxically, it is this Divine duality – the fact that God is incomparable with regard to His essence yet similar with regard to certain aspects of the relationship He has with His creatures – which ultimately reinforces the notion of His unity. This can be better understood by looking at two complementary aspects of this unity – one which accords with His incomparability and the other with His similarity – expressed by the terms waḥdāniyya and aḥadiyya.


Divine Unity (wahḥdāniyya) and Oneness (ahḥadiyya)


When used in relation to God, the English word ‘unity’ is somewhat problematic, for it is often used indiscriminately to describe a number of different Arabic words with highly nuanced meanings. Thus terms such as tawḥīd, waḥda, waḥdāniyya, wāḥidiyya and aḥadiyya, all from the same triliteral root w - ḥ - d, and each denoting a different aspect of Divine unity, have tended traditionally to be rendered as the same word in English and have consequently become lost in translation. More exacting scholars have tried to distinguish between these different aspects by finding appropriately different terms in English with which to convey them. The term tawḥīd, for example, which appears in the title of this chapter, means ‘belief in, or declaration of, Divine Unity’, while waḥda, which literally means ‘the state of being alone from others’, refers to that which is believed in, namely the unity of God in general. The terms wahḥdāniyya - which, slightly confusingly, is often used interchangeably with wāḥidiyya – and aḥadiyya are slightly less straightforward when it comes to translation, and present themselves in many different English guises when encountered in modern translations of Muslim theological texts. However, not only is their translation often problematic, there seems to be no definitive take on their precise conceptual meanings. Nursi, who uses the two terms on numerous occasions throughout the Risale, defines and describes them as follows:


Just as the majesty of dominicality (ḥishmat-i rubūbiyya), which is manifested in the totality of the universe, proves and demonstrates Divine Unity(waḥdāniyya), so dominical bounty (ni‘mat-i rabbāniyya), which bestows on the members of animate creatures their regular provisions, proves and demonstrates Divine Oneness (aḥadiyya).


As for Unity (wāhidiyya), it is to say that all those creatures belong to One and they look to One and they are the creation of One. Whereas by Oneness (aḥadiyya) is meant that most of the Names of the Creator of all things are manifested in all beings. For example, the light of the sun may be seen as analogous to Unity by reason of its comprehending the face of the earth, while the fact that its light and heat, the seven colours in its light and some sort of shadow of it are found in all transparent objects and drops of water makes them analogous to Oneness. And the fact that most of the Maker’s Names are manifested in each single thing, especially in each animate creature, and above all in man, points to Oneness.49


The context in which Nursi’s definition is set is a series of passages in which he explains the meaning of an “affirmation of Divine Unity” that was, he says, “imparted” to him, in Arabic, during a period of meditation. The affirmation, which he includes in his discourse on the nature of Divine dominion (mulk), is given below:


His is the dominion because: the macrocosm (al-‘ālam al-kabīr) is similar to the microcosm (al-‘ālam al-ṣaghīr); what is fashioned by His power (qudra) is a missive expressing His determining (qadar); His creating the macrocosm makes it as a place of prostration (masjid), while His giving of existence to the microcosm makes it as prostrating (sājid); His bringing the former into being makes it as a property (mulk), while His giving of existence to the latter makes it as owned (mamlūk); His art in the former displays it as a book (kitāb), while His colouring in the latter shines through speech (khiṭāb); His power (qudra) in the former reveals His majesty (hishma), while His mercy (raḥma) in the latter arrays His bounty (ni‘ma); His majesty in the former testifies that He is One (al-wāḥid), while His bounty in the latter proclaims that He is Single, Undivided (al-aḥad); His stamp (sikka) on the former is on all things, universal and particular, while His seal on the latter is on the body and on the limbs.50


In Nursi’s elegant juxtaposition of contrasting but complementary ideas, one sees definite shades of the Hermetic notion of ‘as above, so below’ : the macrocosm – the cosmos with all its beings – is simply the microcosm writ large, while the microcosm, which is man, reflects all of the names and attributes which form the pillars of the phenomenal world.51 The macrocosm is clearly more representative here of the jalālī attributes, while the microcosm represents those which pertain to Divine jamāl : the former is the domain of power and majesty, while the latter is home to mercy and bounty; the former is the place of prostration (masjid) to the one before Whom all prostrate (masjūd), while the latter is the place of those who are, through their creational make-up, constantly prostrating (sājid); the former is His dominion (mulk) and the embodiment of ownership (mālikiyya), while the latter is, through its existential poverty, owned (mamlūk) and in subjugation, and so on. Nursi’s “affirmation of unity” not only unifies the jalālī and the jamālī attributes but it also brings together the Creator and the created into one coherent existential whole. For just as one cannot have a worshipper without One Who is worshipped, from another perspective, One cannot claim to be worthy of worship unless there are worshippers. Similarly, just as there cannot be those who are owned unless there is an Owner, to be an Owner there must exist of necessity those who are owned. It would be tempting at this point to say that the logical concomitant of Divine Unity, at least as it is expressed in passages like these, is that God needs the macrocosm and the microcosm as much as they need Him, although clearly this cannot be the case. The hand, after all, does not need the shadow that it casts, although in one very real sense it cannot be without it. It cannot be without it not because of need, however, but because that is, quite simply, how it is. The hand has primordiality; the shadow, only a subsidiary, dependent existence. Yet there can be no denying that they form a unity.


Against this contextual backdrop we can now return to, and better understand, Nursi’s definition of wāḥidiyya and aḥadiyya. To affirm unity (wāḥidiyya), for Nursi, is to affirm that all beings in the phenomenal realm are created and thus attributable to one Source alone. Nursi’s example of the light of the sun is helpful here. If one looks at a thousand reflective objects placed under the blazing sun on a cloudless day, one concludes that the sunlight reflected by them belongs to the sun. There is only one sun, and that sun comprehends and embraces all reflective objects equally and, from the sun’s point of view, without differentiation. To affirm oneness (aḥadiyya), however, is to affirm that each and every reflective object reflects the sun in its own unique way, in accordance with its size, shape, capacity, degrees of opacity and reflectivity, and so on. The singularity of each reflective object is confirmed, Nursi says, by the fact that if one looks at it, one will find that the light, heat, seven colours and “some sort of shadow” or reflection of the single sun can be seen in it. From this it is understood that not only is the sun which shines into the object one, but that its manifestation in the object is single and unique, like the sun itself.


If we move from the sun analogy directly to the relationship between God and the creation, the distinction between wāḥidiyya and aḥadiyya should now become more clear. God’s wāḥidiyya is inferred from a single act, such as the sending of rain, which falls on all of the living creatures in an orchard equally: the source of the rain – Divine mercy, in Quranic terms – is One but the recipients are many. From the perspective of the many, the source is undisputedly one: when one looks at an orchard that is being showered with rain, the conclusion is that the source of the rain or mercy is one, for there cannot be numerous sources of rain, or, indeed, of mercy, to water the plants and quench the thirst of the animals in the orchard. As Nursi points out in numerous places throughout the Risale, if bounties reach man from more than one source, there must be as many sources as there are bounties, and this, he says, the human intellect cannot countenance. Thus the rain which falls on an orchard, watering numerous plants and quenching the thirst of countless animals, falls from one source. Furthermore, it falls equally and without discrimination on all parts of the orchard.


As for God’s aḥadiyya, this can be inferred from the fact that the rain which is sent from that single source has a single and unique way of functioning in each and every one of the things on which it falls, depending on individual natures, needs and capacities. The rain which falls on a rose, for example, will be assimilated and used by the rose in a manner unique to the rose, in accordance with its particular needs, as though the rain were falling with the requirements of that specific rose in mind. The singularity and uniqueness of the rain’s functioning within each particular plant or animal in that orchard is a reflection of the singularity and uniqueness of the Source of the rain.


Numerous such examples may be invoked to illustrate the subtle difference between these two modalities of Divine unity. The universality of fingerprints among human beings, for example, suggests in the Nursian schema that the Creator of fingerprints is One rather than many, while the uniqueness of each individual fingerprint reflects the singularity and uniqueness of the One who created them. The same applies to eyes or snowflakes, to stars or grains of sand. Indeed the same, Nursi argues, applies to every single created being in the cosmos, for the fact that they all share existence points to One, and One alone, Who bestows existence on all things equally, without any discrimination. That shared existence, which can be from one Source and one Source only, points to the inclusive unity or wāḥidiyya of God which admits no peers or partners in the bestowal of existence or, indeed, its continuance. And the fact that each of those things exists in a unique and singular manner – Nursi describes each of them as having the ‘stamp of oneness’ (sikka-i aḥadiyya) on its face – points to the exclusive unity of God. Not only does it show God’s singularity and uniqueness, but it also serves to demonstrate that the God of the Quran is very much a ‘working God’ who is attentive to the individual needs of each unique constituent part of the cosmos at all times. The concept of ‘unity within plurality’, then, as embodied in the concept-pair of wāḥidiyya and aḥadiyya, serves to demonstrate a unity which precludes firstly the notion of multiple creators, and secondly the notion that God is a ‘prime mover’ who sets the cosmos in motion and allows it to run its course. Wāḥidiyya may thus be said to indicate the oneness of many, while al-Wāḥid is the One Who entails or encompasses the many; aḥadiyya is the oneness of the One, while al-Ahād is the unique and singular Creator whose stamp of uniqueness and singularity is on each and every created thing.


Unity from the perspective of origination (ibdā) and composition (inshā)


The creation of things, Nursi says, is either in the form of their origination from prior non-existence (ibdā) or their composition (inshā) from other beings which already exist. If the origination of things is attributed to a single Being, Nursi continues, then that Being is bound by default to possess all-encompassing knowledge and power; otherwise It would not be able to prevail over a single thing, let alone all things.


In this way, the giving of external existence to things whose forms are present in His knowledge or who exist as knowledge, and bringing them out of apparent non-existence, is as easy and simple as striking a match or spreading a special liquid over invisible writing in order to reveal it, or transposing an image from photographic film to paper. Through the ‘command of “Be!” and it is,’52 the Maker brings into external existence from apparent non-existence things whose plans, programmes, shapes and proportions are present in His knowledge.53


Here, Nursi is focusing on origination or ibdā, a term which is often misconstrued as denoting ex nihilo creation. Nursi’s use of the term ‘creation from nothing’, which appears in several places in the Risale, is particularly mystifying, for he makes it quite clear on a number of occasions that nothing can be created out of nothing, and that if phenomena appear to emerge from non-existence, it is indeed only apparent non-existence. His use of the example of invisible ink is instructive in this regard. Beings, before they emerge into the phenomenal world, have a kind of existence in the domain of Divine knowledge. This existence may be likened to that of the plan of a building in the mind of an architect: when the building is finally built, it cannot be said to have originated from nothing, for it is based on a carefully considered and measured plan. Similarly, beings emerging into the phenomenal world from the world of the unseen may appear to be emerging from nothing, but they are in fact being ‘translated’ into phenomenal forms from their previously immaterial forms which existed in the knowledge of their Creator. Nothing, therefore, comes from nothing, even though to the untrained eye it may appear to do so.


Nursi then turns his attention to the second modality of creation:


This kind is in the form of composition and art, and not creating from non-existence and nothing; being in the form of gathering together from the elements and surroundings, it resembles the members of a regiment mustering at the call of a bugle after having dispersed to rest, and the soldiers collecting together in regular and orderly fashion, and in order to facilitate this exercise and preserve their positions, the whole army being like the power, law and eye of its commander. In exactly the same way, as though they were the power, law and officials of the Monarch of the Universe, the minute particles under the command of that Monarch —together with the beings with whom they have contact— are mobilized according to the principles of His knowledge and determining and the laws of His pervasive power. In order to form a living being, they assume a specified measure and proportion, which resembles an immaterial mould specified by Divine knowledge and determining, and there they stop.54


Composition (inshā) is different from origination (ibdā) for it occurs through the coming together of different things – particles, elements, compounds and so on – which already have existence in the phenomenal world in order to form a new being. When the Quran speaks of God as the creator (khāliq), composition is one of the modalities of creation that it has in mind, for while the verb khalaqa, of which khāliq is a verbal noun, is used traditionally to denote the act of ‘creating’ in general, it also signifies the production of one thing from or out of another or others. Nursi thus differentiates khalq-i inshā (compositional creation) from khalq-i ibdā (originative creation).


If things are referred to different hands and causes, and to nature, then as all rational minds would agree, no cause can in any way create from nothing and non-existence. For causes do not possess comprehensive knowledge and all-pervading power, and non-existence would not be only apparent and external, it would be abso-lute. And absolute non-existence can in no way be the source of existence. In which case, creation would be in the form of composition. But if in the form of composition, the particles of a fly or a flower could come together only with innumerable difficulties after collecting the body of a fly and parts of a flower from all over the earth and passing them through a fine sieve. Even having come together, since there would be no immaterial moulds existing as knowledge to preserve them in orderly form without dispersing, physical, natural moulds - in fact moulds to the number of their members - would be necessary so that the particles that had come together could form the bodies of those living creatures.55


Unity from the perspective of order and regularity (intizḥām)


Throughout the entire cosmos, Nursi says, and in each of the pillars, parts and beings which constitute it, there exists the most perfect order and regularity (intiẓām). But the substances and purposive beings that form the means whereby the cosmos is driven and administered are, on the level of pure materiality, almost identical in nature, and are spread in great diffusion across the length and breadth of the phenomenal world. The elements and species that construct, inhabit and power the vast city of the cosmos are intimately connected, forming a vast complex of concentric and intersecting circles. Yet the Divine names and acts which are at work in the cosmos are able to encompass and comprehend all things, from the most general to the most specific, despite the innate complexity of the cosmic realm and the tight interdependence of its constituent parts. The fact that each of the Divine names is cognizant of each and every cosmic phenomenon is, for Nursi, a sure sign of the Divine unity which underlies all dominical acts, conferring on them an order, harmony and equilibrium that would not be possible if created beings were left to their own devices. All of this, Nursi says, demands and affirms the following:


The Maker and Disposer of this cosmos, the Monarch and Nurturer of this realm, the Master and Builder of this palace, is one, unique, sole. He has neither like nor peer, neither minister nor aide. He has neither partner nor opposite; He has neither inability nor deficiency. Yes, order is in itself a perfect expression of unity; it demands a single orderer. It leaves no place for the assignment of partners to God, the source of dispute and dissension.


There is a wise and precise order inherent in all things, whether universal or particular, from the total scheme of the cosmos and the daily and annual rotation of the earth down to the physiognomy of man, the complex of senses in man’s head and the circulation of white and red cells in man’s blood. Nothing other than One Who is Absolutely Powerful and Absolutely Wise can stretch out its hand intentionally and creatively toward anything, nor interfere with it. On the contrary, all things are recipients, means of manifestation, and passive.56


For Nursi, the fact that such a vast array of different phenomena should interact with such harmony and equilibrium, pursuing clear purposes with a view to certain definite benefits, shows that there is a knowledge and wisdom at work which are purposive and mediated by will and choice.


Certainly, and in all events, this wisdom-nurturing regularity, this infinitely varied ordering of the cosmos that before our very eyes assures various benefits, proves and affirms to a self-evident degree that the Creator and Disposer of all beings is one, an agent possessing will and choice. Everything comes into being through His power, assumes a particular state through His will, and takes on a particular form through His choice. For example, the heat-giving lamp of this hospice that is the world is one; its candle that is the basis for the reckoning of time is one; its merciful sponge is one; its fiery cook is one; its life-giving beverage is one; its well-guarded field is one, as well as a thousand and one other instances of oneness. It follows from all of these instances of oneness that the Maker and Master of this hospice is also one, that He is extremely generous and hospitable, for He employs numerous high-ranking and great officials to serve the animate guests of His hos-pice.57


The impresses and manifestations of countless other Divine names, says Nursi, such as ‘All-Wise’ (ḥakīm), ‘Compassionate’ (raḥīm), ‘Giver of forms’ (muṣawwir), ‘Disposer’ (mudabbir), ‘Quickener’ (muḥyī) and ‘Nurturer’ (murabbī) are also to be seen at work in every corner of the cosmos, and together with attributes such as wisdom (ḥikma), mercy (raḥma) and grace (‘ināya) are all one and point only to One. They pervade every atom of being, Nursi declares, with each Divine name, act and attribute having a place there.


They also complement the imprint of each other in such a way that it is as if those Names and deeds were uniting in such fashion that power becomes identical with wisdom and mercy, and wisdom becomes identical with grace and life. For example, as soon as the activity of the Name of Quickener appears in a thing, the activity of numerous other Names such as Creator, Giver of Form and Provider also appears at the same instant, everywhere and in the same system. This self-evidently establishes and proves that that which is designated by the Names and the Doer of the comprehensive deeds which appear everywhere in the same fashion must also be one, single and unique.58


The Divine names are, Nursi is saying, nothing but different aspects of the same reality. God’s creation and His giving of form occur together, and they are distinguished one from the other only when they are viewed from different perspectives. Understood holistically, however, the whole panoply of Divine names becomes a single reality, signifying a single, unique Possessor of perfection. And a single Possessor of all perfections is able to command and press into service with absolute ease and order all of the countless elements, compounds and particles that are the constituent parts of the phenomenal world. In turn, Nursi says, the evident ‘obedience’ of these constituent parts and their readiness to accept the directives of the Divine orderer provide further evidence of His unity and Oneness:


The elements that are the substance and material of creation encompass the whole earth. Each of the species of creation that bears an imprint attesting unity is diffused throughout the earth in unity and, so to speak, conquers it. This also proves to the degree of being self-evident that those elements together with what they embrace, and those species, together with their separate members, are the product and property of a single being. They are the products and servants of so Unique and Powerful a One that He employs those vast and imperious elements as obedient servants and those species diffused throughout the earth as well-disciplined soldiers.59


Unity from the perspective of dominicality (rubūbiyya)


The epithet al-Rabb is another of the Divine names which suffers from infelicitous translations. Rendered traditionally as ‘Lord’, it is a name which, in Arabic, has a wealth of connotations which, pace even the most exacting Quranic translators, simply cannot be captured in a single English word. The verbal noun rabb from the root r-bb has the meanings ‘one who raises up (a child)’, ‘sustainer’, ‘nurturer’ and ‘educator’, as well as ‘owner’, ‘possessor’ and ‘master’. The word tarbiyya, translated traditionally as ‘education’, has interesting semantic parallels with its English equivalent. The word ‘education’ comes from the Latin educere, which means ‘to draw out’, primarily in the sense of bringing to realization what was there, in potentia, all the time. Education in the true sense of the word, then, means to bring out that which is within, rather than to impose anything from the outside, which is arguably what modern education has largely become. The Arabic root r – bb has similar connotations. The Arabic word for jam, to use a trivial but telling example, is murabba, which is nothing but fruit which has been subjected to tarbiyya : the state of being jam, which exists in potentia in all raw fruit, is realized through the process of nurturing and bringing out that which lies within. This drawing out of what exists within a being, and this nurturing and sustaining of phenomena so that they are able to reach their full potential or, as Nursi calls it, their ‘point of perfection’, is the work of Divine dominicality or rubūbiyya.


The ubiquitous workings of a wise and compassionate hidden hand throughout the cosmos, especially in animate beings and their nurturing and development, everywhere in the same fashion and yet in a totally unexpected form, must be, without doubt, the emanation and light of an absolute dominicality and a decisive proof of its reality.


An absolute dominicality cannot accept any partnership. For since the important aims and purposes of dominicality, such as the manifestation of its beauty, the proclamation of its perfection, the revelation of its precious arts and the display of its hidden accomplishments, are combined and concentrated in particulars and animate beings, the slightest attribution to God of a partner, when entering even the most particular of things and the smallest of animate beings, will frustrate the attainment of those purposes and destroy those aims. Averting the faces of conscious beings from those purposes and the One Who conceived them toward causes will be totally opposed and hostile to the essence of dominicality, and absolute dominicality cannot in any way countenance it.60


In order for each being to move from potentiality to actuality and reach its ‘point of perfection’, a dominical creativity is needed that is single, all-encompassing and self-sufficient. To posit the collaboration of multiple, autonomous agents – ‘partners’ to God – is to posit a scenario in which the purpose underpinning that dominical activity, namely the display of the names of God through the nurturing and sustaining of His loci of manifestation, would be stymied on account of the interference of multiple hands. Divine dominicality cannot be carved up among material causes, Nursi seems to be saying here, for the simple reason that material causes, being contingent and unconscious, can have no cognizance of purpose, let alone the will to carry it out.


Unity from the perspective of sovereignty (ḥākimiyya)


Even a cursory view of the cosmos, Nursi asserts, is enough to convince one that in many aspects it resembles a vast kingdom or city-state that is administered with utmost wisdom and judiciousness, its subjects engaged diligently and obediently in their various allotted tasks and functions.


According to the military metaphor contained in the verse, God’s are the armies of the heavens and earth,61 the prevailing creative commands, imperious orders and kingly laws enunciated in those numerous armies, which extend from the hosts of the atom, the battalions of the vegetable kingdom, the brigades of the animal kingdom, to the armies of the stars, and embrace both the lowliest soldier and the loftiest commander — they all indicate self-evidently the existence of an absolute sovereignty and a universal authority.62


The orderly administration of the cosmos, which runs like a well-oiled machine or a perfectly ruled empire, is evidence for Nursi of the absolute sovereignty (ḥākimiyya) of its Maker and Ruler. And absolute sovereignty allows no room for peers, partners or helpers.


For according to the decisive truth of the verse, Were there to be in the heavens and earth gods other than God, verily they would be corrupted,63 if numerous hands all engage assertively in the same task, the result will be confusion. If there are two kings in one country, or even two headmen in one district, order will disappear and administration be replaced by anarchy. But on the contrary we see everywhere such order, from the wing of the fly to the lamps of the heavens, from the cells of the body to the signs of the planets, that there is no possibility for the intervention of any partner in God’s affairs. Sovereignty is, moreover, a station of dignity; to accept a rival would flout the dignity of sovereignty. The fact that man, who needs the assistance of many people on account of his impotence, will kill his brothers and offspring in the cruellest fashion for the sake of some petty, apparent and temporary sovereignty, shows that sovereignty rejects all notion of partnership. If so feeble a one acts thus for the sake of so petty a sovereignty, it follows that the Possessor of Absolute Power, the Master of All Creation, will never permit one other than Himself to participate in His sacred sovereignty, the means to His real and universal dominicality and Divinity.64


Unity from the perspective of grandeur (kibriyā) and sublimity (‘azḥama)


The grandeur (kibriyā) and sublimity (‘aẓama) of God which are evident from His creative acts are such, Nursi argues, that it is impossible to countenance the interference of peers or partners in those acts, all of which point to the fact that He is unique and possessed of absolute power.


This Being creates and then administers at a single time and in a single fashion the stars that are thousands of light years distant from each other. He creates at a single time and in a single form the countless members of the same species of flower, distributed over the east and the west, the north and south of the globe. He administers, nurtures, quickens, distinguishes and adorns more than two hundred thousand different species of plant and animal in the space of five or six weeks, with the utmost regularity and equilibrium, without any confusion, defect or error, in order to provide during each spring on the face of the earth more than a hundred thousand examples of the supreme resurrection, and thus prove before man’s eyes a remarkable event, now belonging to the past and the realm of the Unseen, namely the creation of the heavens and the earth in six days, as indicated in the verse He it is Who created the heavens and the earth in six days.65 This Being causes the earth to revolve, as evidenced in the verse He merges night with day, and day with night,66 and turns the night into the page on which the events of the day are written. Moreover, this same Being knows and administers according to His own will, all at the same time, the most secret and obscure thoughts that occur to men’s hearts. Since each of the aforementioned acts is in reality one act, it follows that the One Who does them is a Glorious, Unique and Powerful Being, enjoying such grandeur and sublimity that nowhere, in nothing and in no way does it leave the slightest possibility for the acceptance of partnership.67


Given that this sublime power and grandeur exist at the highest level of perfection in this Being, comprehending all things, the ascription to Him of partners is meaningless. For to ascribe partners would impugn both His uniqueness and His power; it would imply that there is some fault or deficiency in His grandeur, and that His perfections are in fact less than perfect. It would, in short, call in to question the whole notion of His absoluteness. No sound intellect, Nursi says, could countenance such a thing.


Thus the assignment of partners to God is, then, by virtue of the offence it causes to God’s Grandeur, the dignity of his Glory and His Sublimity, so grave a crime that the Quran of Miraculous Exposition decrees with an earnest threat that God does not pardon the assignment to Him of a partner; He pardons whatever is lesser than that.68


Unity from the perspective of dominical absoluteness (iṭlāq), comprehensiveness (ihḥaṭa) and infinitude (lā-nihā’iyya)


There is ample evidence of Divine unity, Nursi argues, in the absoluteness, compre­hensiveness and infinitude of the dominical acts which can be witnessed in the cosmos:


For it is only God’s wisdom and will that limits and restricts those deeds, as well as the inherent capacities of the objects and places in which they manifest themselves. Stray chance, dumb nature, blind force, unconscious causality and the elements that without restriction are scattered in every direction — none of these can have any part in the most balanced, wise, perspicacious, life-giving, orderly and firm deeds of the Creator. They are used, rather, by the command, will and power of the Glorious Doer as an apparent veil to conceal His power.69


In its ceaseless creative activity in the cosmos, Nursi argues, Divine dominicality is absolute, admitting of no defect or deficiency. If the Divine deeds are restricted in any way, it is not because of any lack on the part of their Agent: if the acts of God are restricted and delimited in any way, it is only because Divine wisdom and will decree that they be so and because created phenomena only have so much innate capacity to receive the imprint of those deeds. The fact that God’s dominical acts are absolute also means that they are infinite in number and scope, and thus encompass and comprehend all things without exception. This leaves no room for interference in creation by material causes, which are by default existentially impotent and are utilised by the Creator purely as a means of concealing His power beneath the cover of apparent causation.


By way of illustration, Nursi gives three examples from the sūra al-Nahḥl (The Bee). The first concerns the bee itself, and the production of honey.


Consider the verse Your Sustainer inspired in the bee that it should seek a dwelling-place in the mountains.70 Now the bee is, with respect to its disposition and function, such a miracle of Divine power that a whole chapter of the Quran has been named after it. For to inscribe in the minute head of that little honey-machine a complete programme for the fulfilment of its important task; to place in its diminutive stomach the most delicious of foods and to ripen it there; to place in its sting poison capable of destroying and killing animate beings, without causing any harm to its own body or the member in question — to do all this with the utmost care and knowledge, with exceeding wisdom and purposiveness, partakes of a perfect orderliness and equilibrium, and thus unconscious, disorderly, disequilibriated nature or chance could never interfere or participate in any of this.71


The fact that this dominical activity is so comprehensive, taking place in the countless bees that are scattered across the face of the earth with the same wisdom and equilibrium, and at the same time and in the same fashion, are evidence for Nursi of Divine unity.


The second example concerns the production of milk:


Consider the verse There is for you a lesson in cattle. From what is within their bodies, between excretions and blood, we produce for your drink, milk, pure and agreeable to those who drink it.72 This verse is a decree overflowing with useful instruction. For to place in the udders of cows, camels, goats and sheep, as well as the breasts of human mothers, in the midst of blood and excretions but without being polluted by them, a substance the exact opposite, namely pure, clean, pleasant, nutritive and white milk, and to inspire in their hearts tenderness toward their young that is still more pleasant, sweeter and more valuable than milk — this requires such a degree of mercy, wisdom, knowledge, power, will and care that it cannot in any way be the work of turbulent chance, of the chaotic elements, or of blind forces.73


The fact that the dominical act of the nourishing of the young with milk takes place all over the globe and in the breasts of innumerable mothers belonging to thousands of different species, all at the same time and with the same degree of wisdom and solicitousness constitutes, for Nursi, a self-evident proof of Divine unity.74


Nursi’s third example concerns the fruits of the date palm and the grapevine, both of which are given a special mention by the Quran:


Consider the verse From the fruits of the date-palm and the vine you take sugar and fine nourishment; verily therein is a sign for a people possessing intelligence.75 This verse invites our attention to the date and to grapes, saying, “For those with intelligence there is great proof, argument and evidence of the Divine unity in these two fruits. These two fruits yield nurture and sustenance, fresh and dry fruit, and give rise to most delicious forms of food; yet the trees that bear them stand in waterless sand and dry soil, and are thus miracles of power and wonders of wisdom. They are each of them like a factory producing sweet sugar, a machine manufacturing honey-like syrup, a work of art created with perfect order and sensitive balance, wisdom and care; hence anyone with a grain of intelligence will say on contemplating them, ‘The one who made them in this fashion may very well be the Creator of the whole cosmos.’”


For in front of our eyes each vine branch the thickness of a finger will hold twenty bunches of grapes, and each bunch will in turn contain hundreds of sugary grapes, each like a little pump emitting syrup. To clothe the surface of each grape with a fine, delicate, thin and colourful protection; to place in its delicate and soft heart seeds with their hard shells, which are like its retentive faculty, its programme and the story of its life; to manufacture in its stomach a sweetmeat like the halva of Paradise, a honey like the water of Kawthar; to create an infinite number of such grapes over the face of the entire earth, with the same care and wisdom and wonderful art, and at the same time and in the same fashion — this proves in self-evident fashion that the one who fulfils these tasks is the Creator of the whole cosmos, and this deed, requiring as it does infinite power and limitless wisdom, can be only His deed.76


Again, the ubiquity of this dominical act, which produces the same kind of sustenance all over the face of the globe at the same time and with the same degree of wisdom and artistry, is proof for Nursi that it is the act of one Creator alone.


For blind and stray, disorderly and unconscious, aimless, aggressive and anarchic forces, nature and causality cannot have anything to do with this most sensitive balance, this most skilful art, this most wise scheme. They cannot even stretch out their hands toward it. It falls to them only to be employed through the dominical command merely as passive objects and means of facilitation. And so, just like the three points proving Divine unity contained in the three truths indicated in these three verses, the countless manifestations and workings of infinite dominical deeds attest unanimously to the unity of a Single One of Unity, the All-Glorious One.77


Unity from the perspective of disposing (tadbīr) and administering (idāra)


The cosmos, Nursi argues, is run with perfect order and equilibrium, with all of its constituent parts subjugated to commands which cause them to be of assistance one to the other, be they the swiftly moving celestial objects in space; the numerous elements, compounds and substances which are scattered throughout the universe and from which all things are formed; or the weak and needy denizens of earth. All necessary measures concerning the affairs of creatures are taken with the utmost judiciousness, he says, helping to make the cosmos function like a well-adorned palace or perfectly ruled kingdom. Nursi cites the coming of spring as an example of the administration which keeps the cosmos running as it does.


We will show, by means of a comparison, a single page and stage of that administration as it manifests itself in the spring on the face of the earth.


Let us suppose, for example, that some wondrous world conqueror assembled an army from four hundred thousand different groups and nationalities, and supplied the clothes and weapons, the instructions and dismissals and salaries of every group and nationality, separately and variously, without any defect or shortcoming, without error or mistake, at the proper time, without any delay or confusion, with the utmost regularity and in the most perfect form. Now, no cause other than the extraordinary power of that wondrous commander could stretch out its hand to attempt that vast, complex, subtle, balanced, multitudinous and just administration. Were it to stretch out its hand, it would destroy the equilibrium and cause confusion.


So too we see with our own eyes that an unseen hand creates and administers every spring a magnificent army composed of four hundred thousand different species. In the autumn —an example of the day of resurrection— it dismisses three hundred thousand out of those four hundred thousand species of plants and animals from their duties, and they go on leave through the activity of death and in the name of decease. Then, in spring, which is an example of the ‘gathering together’ (ḥashr) that follows resurrection, it constructs three hundred thousand examples of raising from the dead in the space of a few weeks, with the utmost order and discipline. In the case of the tree, four such resurrections take place with respect to the tree itself, its leaves, its flowers and its fruits. After showing spring to our eyes exactly like the preceding one, it gives each species and group in that army of glory that contains four hundred thousand different species its appropriate sustenance and provision, its defensive weapons and distinctive garments, its orders and dismissals, and all the tools and instruments it needs, with the utmost order and regularity, without error or slip, without confusion or omission, in unexpected fashion and at the proper time. It thus proves its unity, oneness, uniqueness, and infinite power and boundless mercy within the perfection of dominicality, sovereignty and wisdom, and writes with the pen of Divine Determining this proclamation of Divine unity on the face of the earth, on the page of every spring.78


Nursi concludes that the administering of the spring requires the existence not only of a single and unique administrator, but also of numerous attributes of perfection, including absolute power and mercy together with perfect dominicality, sovereignty and wisdom. Moreover, disposal and administering are used by Nursi to demonstrate not only the unity of God but also the reality of resurrection, of which spring is deemed to be an embodiment in miniature. Resurrection, like prophethood, is a necessary concomitant of Divine unity and therefore it comes as no surprise to find Nursi providing what he believes to be evidence of both with the same argument.


Unity from the perspective of mercifulness (rahḥmāniyya)


That all-encompassing mercy is a perfection which imbues all of creation is demonstrated for Nursi by the countless bounties which are bestowed on it constantly and continuously:


We see with our own eyes that there is one who has covered the face of the earth with thousands of gifts of mercy and made it into a feasting-place. He has laid out a spread of hundreds of thousands of the different delicious foods of Mercifulness, and made the inside of the earth a storehouse containing thousands of precious bounties of compassionateness and wisdom. That Being sends to us also the earth, in its yearly rotation, like a ship or a train, laden with the finest of the hundreds of thousands of vital human necessities, proceeding from the World of the Unseen; and He sends to us too the spring, like a wagon carrying food and clothing for us. Thus does he nurture us, with utmost compassion. In order for us to profit from those gifts and bounties, He has moreover given us hundreds and thousands of appetites, needs, feelings, sensations and senses. He has given us stomachs that can take pleasure in infinite varieties of food. He has given us such a life that through the senses associated with it we can derive benefit from the innumerable bounties of the vast corporeal world, just as if it were some bounteous spread. He has favoured us with the human state so that we delight in the boundless gifts of both the spiritual and material worlds, through instruments such as the intellect and the heart. Indeed, this cosmos is like a palace fitted out and adorned by the Divine quality of mercy with innumerable antiques and valuable items, which then gives to man’s hands the keys to open all the chests and chambers in that palace, as well as bestowing on man’s nature all the needs and senses that will enable him to make use of them.79


The mercifulness that embraces all things, Nursi says, is without a doubt a manifestation of oneness (aḥadiyya) within unity (wāḥidiyya). He elaborates by invoking the sun as an example. Through its comprehension and embracing of all things that face it, he says, the sun is an example par excellence of unity or wāḥidiyya. In other words, the sun shines on all things without prejudice or discrimination, and whatever is capable of reflecting the sun’s light then reflects it.80


The all-embracing nature of the sun’s light is similar in this example to the all-embracing nature of Divine mercifulness or raḥmāniyya, which comprehends and embraces all creatures in a general fashion, without prejudice or distinction. The earth, the seasons, the appetites and the senses – these are examples of mercifulness which are given as general, all-encompassing bounties. When the sun is shining in a cloudless sky, for example, it shines on all of the people at the same time, thus demonstrating raḥmāniyya or all-embracing mercy and, by extension, wāhidiyya or unity: the countless people enjoying the sunshine are enjoying the light and warmth that is coming from a single sun rather than numerous different ones.


Within this wāḥidiyya, however, there is also the manifestation of oneness or aḥadiyya. As Nursi says,


Just as the light of the sun is a parable of unity through its comprehending all things that face it, every bright and transparent object that receives the reflection of the light, heat and seven colours of the sun is also a parable and a symbol of oneness. Hence, whoever sees its all-embracing light will conclude that the sun of this earth is one and unique. Witnessing the warm and luminous reflection of the sun in all bright objects, and even in drops of water, he will say that the oneness of the sun, or the sun itself, is present with its attributes close to all things; it is at the mirror-like heart of all things.81


The sun shines on all things in general and in equal measure, but each thing upon which the sun shines is, from another perspective, receiving the sun’s light in its own unique way, in accordance with its innate capacity. Furthermore, if one looks into a hundred reflective surfaces, one will see a hundred tiny suns, as though there were one unique to each object rather than one which is general to all. For Nursi, this is an example of oneness (aḥadiyya) within unity (wāḥidiyya), and the same is applicable, mutatis mutandis, to the Divine:


So too the encompassing of all things by the extensive mercy of the Merciful One of Beauty, like a light, demonstrates the unity (wāhidiyya) of that Merciful One and that He in no way has any partner. Similarly, the fact that under the veil of that all-embracing mercy the lights of most of the Merciful One’s Names and a sort of manifestation of His essence are found in everything, and especially in all living beings, and in man in particular, and the fact that this gives each individual a comprehensiveness arising from life which causes him to look to and be related to the whole universe - this proves the oneness (aḥadiyya) of the Merciful One and that He is present with all things and does all things in all things.82


What is the significance of the fact that Divine mercy is held to indicate the two modalities of Divine unity? The answer, in part at least, lies in the following passage:


Yes, the Merciful One shows the splendour (hishma) of His glory (jalāl) in the whole of the cosmos and all over the earth through the unity (wāḥidiyya) and comprehensiveness (iḥāṭa) of His mercy (raḥma). With the manifestation of His oneness (aḥadiyya), He gathers together in every member of all animate species, and par-ticularly man, specimens of all His bounties, orders the tools and instruments of animate beings, and proclaims the special solicitude (shafaqat-i khuṣūṣī) of His beauty (jamāl) to each individual, this without shattering the wholeness of the universe. As for man, it is in him that God makes known in concentrated form the various forms of His bounty.83


Unpacking this passage carefully, we are able to discover and clarify a number of different yet interconnected issues. One such issue is that Nursi links rahmāniyya explicitly with wāḥidiyya. Traditionally, the Divine name al-Raḥmān has been understood by Quranic exegetes to refer to the general mercy of God which is bestowed on the whole of creation and on all human beings, be they believers, unbelievers, good or bad.84 Divine bounties of life are, as Nursi points out, distributed throughout the earth and, indeed the whole cosmos, and all human beings are able to enjoy their benefits as sustenance.


A similar understanding of raḥmāniyya can be found in the Muslim mystical tradition. Ibn al-‘Arabi regards it as an inclusive mercy which is showered upon macrocosm and microcosm alike, while ‘Aziz Nasafī (died c. 1290) describes al-Raḥmān as that aspect of the Divine which distributes existence to the “possible things”, i.e. the forms of beings as they exist in the domain of Divine knowledge before they are brought through the act of creation into the phenomenal world.85


Another issue that Nursi addresses in this passage is the relationship between the Divine names al-Raḥman and al-Raḥim. The locus classicus for this pair of names is, of course, the formulaic Bismillāh al-Raḥmān al-Raḥīm – “In the Name of God, the All-Merciful, the Compassionate” – which appears at the beginning of every Quranic chapter apart from one. While Nursi makes no explicit mention of al-Raḥīm here, it is clear from the context that this is what he means when he talks of the “special solicitude” (shafaqat-i khuṣūṣī) that God shows to each individual. This conforms to a certain extent with the mainstream exegetical tradition, which has, for the most part, considered the name al-Raḥīm and the raḥīmiyya which flows from it as referring to that specific mercy which is bestowed upon the believers and obedient servants alone. The traditional exegetical account finds support in mystical circles too, where raḥīmiyya is understood almost as the kind of mercy that is in a sense obligatory upon God to give to those who are worthy of it. Thus while all human beings receive raḥmāniyya by default, they have only the potential to receive raḥīmiyya, which is bestowed upon those who use their God-given capabilities – their knowledge, power, desire, will and so on – in a manner that is conducive to the worship of God.86


Historically, then, both in mainstream exegetical circles and among mystical thinkers, raḥmāniyya has been understood as signifying the all-encompassing, inclusive form of mercy which is applied generally, while rahḥīmiyya has been seen as signifying mercy that is exclusive and specific. The Quran would seem to echo this. With regard to al-Rahḥmān, one example is the following verse:


Say: “If any men go astray, the Most Gracious One extends (the rope) to them, until, when they see the warning of Allah (being fulfilled) - either in punishment or in (the approach of) the Hour,- they will at length realise who is worst in position, and (who) weakest in forces!87


The epithet the Most Gracious One in this verse is a translation of the Divine name al-Rahḥmān, and the rahḥmāniyya which flows from Him is seen to encompass those who are astray as well as those who are not. With regard to al-Rahḥīm, the Quran would seem at first glance to corroborate the traditional understanding of rahḥīmiyya as something which is reserved only for those who are deemed worthy of it, i.e. the true believers:


He it is Who sends blessings on you, as do His angels, that He may bring you out from the depths of Darkness into Light: and He is Full of Mercy to the Believers.88


These particular Quranic verses thus appear to lend credence to the opinions of the traditional medieval theologians who distinguished between rahḥmāniyya as the all-encompassing mercy that is bestowed upon believers and non-believers alike; and rahḥīmiyya as the inexhaustible mercy that is bestowed upon believers, primarily in the hereafter. Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalānī (d. 1448) sums up this position by saying that God’s rahḥmāniyya is for the sake of this world, as His mercy does not differentiate between a believer and a non-believer, but rather includes all within its ambit, while on the Day of Judgment it is reserved – in the form of rahḥīmiyya - for the believers and the believers alone.89


The Nursian interpretation of the conceptual meaning of al-Rahḥmān and al-Rahḥīm comes across as a carefully nuanced version of the traditional reading. In his exegesis of the opening chapter of the Quran, the Fātīha, Nursi makes a case for al-Rahḥmān as a signifier of ‘great bounties’ (Turk. büyük nimetler) and al-Rahḥīm as a signifier of ‘small bounties’ (Turk. küçük nimetler). In the context of his general discourse on Divine mercy, ‘big’ and ‘small’ here may be interpreted as ‘general’ and ‘specific’, which is more in keeping with the connection Nursi makes between rahḥmāniyya and wāhḥidiyya and between rahḥīmiyya and ahḥadiyya. Where Nursi’s interpretation departs from the traditional one is in his description of rahḥīmiyya as a manifestation of Divine oneness in which He “gathers together in every member of all animate species, and particularly man, specimens of all His bounties…and proclaims the special solicitude of His beauty to each individual, this without shattering the wholeness of the universe.” For Nursi, then, rahḥīmiyya is exclusive, but it is not exclusive to believers only; for Nursi it is exclusive in the sense that it manifests itself uniquely in every locus of manifestation, in accordance with the particular needs, capabilities, potentialities, constitution and situational context of that locus, whatever it may be. Divine rahḥmāniyya is thus mercy in its general, all-encompassing sense while Divine rahḥīmiyya is individualized mercy, the result of Divine compassion which looks to every individual separately and in a unique manner.


In Nursi’s treatment of the two modes of Divine mercy in this short passage we can see clear parallels with his exposition of the distinction between wāhḥidiyya and ahḥadiyya discussed earlier. The significance of the difference between ‘general mercy’ (rahḥmāniyya) and ‘individualised mercy’ (rahḥīmiyya) for Nursi is this: the manifestation of mercy known as rahḥmāniyya is evidence that all things receive bounties in a general sense from the same Source. This can be understood from the sun allegory, where the reflection of light on a myriad surfaces points to the existence of a single sun. The manifestation of mercy known as rahḥīmiyya, on the other hand, is evidence that each thing is shown ‘special compassion’ by the Merciful, as though in a sense it were the only thing in existence. For example, the sun shines on all things equally, but affects each individual thing differently, in accordance with its needs, temperament and its individual capacity and degree of receptivity. Thus while rahḥmāniyya, like wāhḥidiyya, shows that all things receive mercy from One rather than from many, rahḥīmiyya, like ahḥadiyya, shows that each creation is a unique ‘product’ of a unique Maker. Divine rahḥīmiyya, like Divine ahḥadiyya, signifies the uniqueness of God, and when reflected in beings it signifies the uniqueness of each of those beings. Thus each and every locus of manifestation – every being, in other words – is, like the One who creates it and all other beings, and Who showers mercy on it and all other recipients of mercy, unique. No two creatures in the phenomenal world are alike: as we saw earlier, Nursi talks about every created being in the universe bearing the sikka-i ahḥadiyya or ‘impress of Oneness’. The concept of rahḥīmiyya within rahḥmāniyya, then, like the concept of Oneness within unity, serves two purposes. From the perspective of rahḥmāniyya it nullifies the idea that there can be more than one Source of mercy; and from the perspective of rahḥīmiyya it dispels the notion that the single Source of mercy is the ‘mass producer’ of mercy which is dispensed without any thought for the individual needs of each created being. The concept of rahḥīmiyya within rahḥmāniyya, then, secures both God’s singularity and His uniqueness, demonstrating that not only does He have no partners, but that He is constantly and continuously solicitous towards each and every individual creature in the cosmos with a ‘special compassion’, while at the same time bestowing mercy on the cosmos as a whole.


Unity from the perspective of compassionateness (rah.  īmiyya) and the bes-towal of provision (razzāqiyya)


The dynamics of the rahḥmāniyya - rahḥīmiyya relationship were explored in the previous passage. Here we shall concentrate only on Nursi’s exposition of rahḥīmiyya in the sense of bestowal of provision (razzāqiyya) in order to see how he adduces it as evidence of Divine unity.


Compassionateness and the bestowal of provision comprise the giving, over the whole face of the globe, within the earth, in the air above it and the ocean around it, to all animate beings, especially those endowed with spirit, and among them especially the impotent, the weak and the young, of all of their necessary sustenance, be it material or immaterial, in the most solicitous manner, deriving it from dry and rude soil, from solid, bonelike dry pieces of wood, and in the case of milk, the most delicate of all forms of sustenance, from between blood and excretions, at the proper time, in orderly fashion, without any omission or confusion, in front of our eyes, by an unseen hand.


Yes, the verse God is the Provider, the firm possessor of strength90 restricts to God the task of sustaining and providing, and the verse There is no moving thing on earth but depends on God for its sustenance; He knows its resting-place and storage-place; all is in a book perspicuous91 provides a dominical guarantee and pledge to furnish provision for all men and animals. Similarly, the verse The beasts do not carry their sustenance; God sustains them and you, and He is All-Hearing, All-Knowing92 establishes and proclaims that it is God Who guarantees and provides for all impotent, powerless, weak and wretched creatures that are unable to secure their own sustenance, in an unexpected fashion, indeed from the Unseen or even out of nothing; it is He for example Who provides for insects on the ocean bed and their young. This proclamation is directed in particular to those men who worship causes and are unaware that it is He Who bestows provision from behind the veil of causality. Numerous other verses of the Quran and innumerable pieces of cosmic evidence unanimously demonstrate that it is the compassionateness of a single Glorious Provider that nurtures all animate beings.93


The universality of provision, together with the special solicitousness that is shown to each creature individually, in accordance with its needs, is evidence for Nursi that the Merciful Provider of sustenance is one, and that He can have no partners in the act of provision. Nursi’s discourse is addressed here primarily to those who believe that material causes are somehow responsible for the provision of sustenance. But sustenance often comes to creatures “in an unexpected fashion…or even out of nothing”, Nursi asserts, from behind the veil of causation, which, since it is a contingent system itself, cannot in fact be responsible for the creation and maintenance of other contingent beings. Nursi places particular emphasis on the sustenance which comes to beings who have little or no means of seeking it themselves:


Trees, for example, require a certain form of sustenance but have neither power nor will. They remain therefore in their places, trusting in God, and their provision comes hastening to them. So too the sustenance of infants flows to their mouths from wondrous small pumps, aided by the solicitude and tenderness of their mothers. Then when the infants acquire a little power and will, the milk ceases. These various instances clearly prove that licit sustenance is not proportionate to will and power, but comes in relation to weakness and impotence, which induce trust in God.94


Were the acquisition of sustenance to have a direct correlation to the will and power of the individual, it is clear, Nursi says, that a newborn baby would starve and a tree would wither. That under normal circumstances neither does so is evidence, he believes, that it is trust in God, induced by need and impotence, that assures the beneficence of Divine providing. Indeed, says Nursi, will, power and cleverness frequently incite men to greed and can even push the most learned people towards a form of beggary; by contrast, the trust of the “boorish, crude and common man” may often help him to attain great wealth.95


The proverb, “How many a learned man has striven in vain, and how many an ignoramus gained rich provision,” establishes that licit provision is not won by power and will, but by a mercy that finds working and striving acceptable; it is bestowed by a tenderness that takes pity on need.96


But it is not only man’s physical being which is in need of sustenance: his spirit, too, needs to be provided for.


In the same way that a stomach requires sustenance, so too the subtle capacities and senses of man, his heart, spirit, intelligence, eye, ear and mouth also request their sustenance from the Compassionate Provider and gratefully receive it. To each of them, separately and in an appropriate form, is presented such provision from the treasury of mercy as will give them pleasure and make them rejoice. Indeed, the Compassionate Provider, in order to give to them provision in more generous measure, has created each of man’s subtle capacities —eye and ear, heart, imagination and intellect— in the form of a key to His treasury of mercy. For example, the eye is a key to the treasury containing such precious jewels as the fairness and beauty to be seen on the face of the universe, and the same holds true of all the others mentioned; they all benefit through faith.97


That each of man’s non-material faculties is provided for in accordance with its needs and capabilities is, for Nursi, evidence of a Compassionate Provider Who, as well as bestowing bounties on the cosmos as a whole, gives sustenance to each and every creature with ‘special solicitousness’ and in a manner unique to that being, as though it were the only thing in existence. The reality of provision, Nursi says, is actually one of the central pillars of dominical activity, and thus one of the most convincing pieces of evidence that the provider is One.


The All-Powerful and Wise One Who created this cosmos created also life as a comprehensive summary of the cosmos, and concentrated all of His purposes and the manifestations of His Names therein. So too, within the realm of life he made of provision a comprehensive centre of activity and created within animate beings the taste for provision, thus causing animate beings to respond to His dominicality and love with a permanent and universal gratitude, thankfulness and worship that is one of the significant purposes and instances of wisdom inherent in the creation of the universe.


Were there to be an eye capable of witnessing and comprehending the whole surface of the earth at one time, in order to perceive the beauties of the Names of Compassionate and Provider and the witness they bear to Divine unity, it would see what sweet beauty is contained in the tender and solicitous manifestation of the Compassionate Provider Who sends to the caravans of animals at the end of winter, when their provision is about to be exhausted, extremely delicious, abundant and varied foods and bounties, drawn exclusively from His unseen treasury of mercy, as succour from the unseen and Divine generosity, placed in the hands of plants, the crowns of trees, and the breasts of mothers.98


Nursi ends his meditation on compassionate provision by again invoking the principle of unity within multiplicity.


For if one were able to see the whole of the surface of the earth at one time, he would see that the making of a single apple, and the generous giving of it to a man as true sustenance and provision, can be accomplished only by a Being Who causes the seasons, the nights and the days to rotate, Who causes the globe to revolve like a cargo ship, and thus brings the fruits of the seasons within reach of those needy guests of the earth who stand waiting for them. For the stamp of its nature, the seal of wisdom, the imprint of eternal besoughtedness, the signet of mercy that is to be found on the surface of the apple, is to be found also on all apples and other fruits, plants and animals. Hence the true Master and Maker of the apple is bound to be the Glorious Sovereign, the Beauteous Creator of all the inhabitants of the world, who are the peers, the congeners and the brothers of the apple; of the vast earth that is the garden of the apple; of the tree of the cosmos that is its factory; of the seasons that are its workshop; and of the spring and summer that are its place of maturing.99


Unity from the perspective of speed and facility of dominical action


The creation of beings, particularly those in the animal and plant kingdoms, takes place with the utmost speed, orderliness, ease and skill - an amazing feat, Nursi argues, given the fact that these beings exist in such profusion and with such complex interconnections. For Nursi, the rapidity and facility of this dominical action provide ample evidence that the power behind it belongs to a single Being only.


Yes, to produce with extreme swiftness and in extreme abundance, most skilfully and artistically, with great ease and facility combined with the utmost care and orderliness, with great value and distinction despite abundance and intermingling, without any form of confusion or deficiency — this can be achieved only by a Unique Being Whose power is such that nothing appears difficult to it. For that power it is as easy to create stars as atoms, the greatest as the smallest, a whole species as a single member of a species, a sublime and comprehensive universal as a restricted and petty particular. It is as easy for Him to revivify and quicken the whole earth as it is to do the same with a tree. And it is as easy for Him to erect a tree as tall as a mountain as it is to produce a seed no bigger than a fingernail. All of these deeds He performs in front of our eyes.100


In Nursi’s opinion, the principle which has it that, as far as God’s creative act is concerned, the “greatest universal is like the smallest particular without the slightest difference between them”, is one of the most significant foundations of faith. The fact that God creates a whole apple orchard as easily as He creates a single apple, or a whole spring as easily as He creates an orchard, is a concomitant of the reality of Divine unity in multiplicity and the aggregation of all of the names, whether they signify His incomparability or His similarity. To imagine a God for whom the creation of one thing is more difficult than another is to imagine a God Who is not God at all, at least by Nursian reckoning.


For if something be essential, its opposite cannot have access to the essence defined by that thing. For that would be equivalent to the union of opposites, which is logically impossible (muhḥāl) Now with regard to this principle, since God’s power is related to His Essence (dhātī) and is an essential concomitant (lāzım-i dḥarūrī) of His Most Sacred Essence, impotence —the opposite of power— cannot in any way gain access to that All-Powerful Es-sence.101


Divine omnipotence, by definition, is absolute, and if omnipotence is a truly essential attribute of God, it cannot admit of its opposite without breaching the law of non-contradiction. Either God is in His essence all-powerful or He is not. Moreover there can be notion of differing degrees of Divine power:


For the existence of degrees within a thing comes about through the intervention in it of its opposite. For example, strong and weak degrees of light result from the intervention of darkness; high and low degrees of heat proceed from the admixture of coldness; and greater and lesser amounts of strength are determined by the intervention and opposition of resistance. It is therefore impossible that degrees should exist in that power of the Divine Essence. He creates all things as if they were but a single thing. And since degrees do not exist in the power of the Divine Essence and it does not admit of weakness or deficiency, no obstacle can in any way obstruct it nor can the creation of anything cause it difficulty.102


Since Divine power is both essential and absolute, Nursi says, nothing is either easier or more difficult for God than anything else. Consequently, God creates the “supreme resurrection” (hḥashr-i a‘ẓam) as easily as He creates the spring; the spring as easily as He creates a single tree; and a single tree as easily as he creates a flower.


Moreover, He creates a flower as artistically as a tree; a tree as miraculously as a spring; and a spring as comprehensively and wondrously as a resurrection. All of this He accomplishes in front of our eyes.103


Here we see that Nursi posits no qualitative difference between wholes and their parts, or between the macrocosmic and the microcosmic: God’s creation of the atom is as easy, artistic and miraculous as his creation of the entire universe, thanks to the dynamics of Divine unity and the existence at the level of absoluteness of all of the attributes of perfection in the Divine essence. Take away Divine unity, Nursi says, and creation becomes problematic, if not totally infeasible.


For if there were no Divine unity, the making of a flower would be as difficult as a tree or even more difficult; the making of a tree would be as hard as a spring or even more difficult; and creation would even lose its value and artistic quality. An animate being that now takes a minute to produce would be produced with difficulty in one year, or maybe never at all.104


In the absence of Divine unity, the burden of creation – indeed, of self-creation – would fall on the shoulders of creatures which are contingent and thus existentially impotent. If creation were in any way possible for these creatures, they would be able to carry it out only with extreme difficulty, if at all.


It is thus solely on account of [Divine Unity] that these fruits, flowers, trees and animals, which are extremely valuable despite their ubiquity and abundance, and extremely artistic despite the swiftness and ease of their fashioning, emerge in regular fashion onto the plain of being and assume their functions. Proclaiming God’s glory, they accomplish their duties and depart, leaving behind their seed in their stead.105


With regards to facility of action, Nursi compares the working of Divine power to that of the sun, which is able to reflect its light in one mirror with the same ease as in a thousand mirrors:


Through the mystery of luminosity, transparency and obedience, just as through the manifestation of its essential power, a single sun reflects its light in a single mirror, so too, through the Divine command and due to the extensive activity of that unrestricted power, it can easily bestow the same reflection —together with its light and heat— on innumerable mirrors, shining objects and droplets. Great and small are the same; there is no difference between them.


The pre-eternal power of God’s essence is the most subtle and choicest of lights, the light of all lights; the quiddities, essences and inner dimensions of all things are luminous and lustrous as mirrors; all things, from the atom, the plant and the animate creature to the stars, the suns and the moons are extremely obedient and submissive to the command of that power of the Divine Essence and subordinate to the orders of that pre-eternal power. It is for all of these reasons entirely natural that innumerable things should be created with the same ease as a single thing and placed side by side with each other. No concern or task interferes with another. Great and small, many and few, particular and universal — all are the same for that power, for which nothing is difficult.106


Nursi gives a practical example of this facility by asking the reader to imagine two eggs of equal weight in the pans of a pair of weighing scales. Placing a single walnut in one of the pans would cause that pan to fall and the other to rise. Now imagine, he says, two mountains of equal weight and mass in the pans of an almighty pair of scales. Just as the single walnut would cause one pan to rise and the other to fall in the case of the eggs, so too would it cause one pan to rise and the other to fall in the case of the mountains.107


And so since there is to be found in God’s absolute, infinite, luminous, essential and eternal power a Divine justice and unending wisdom that is the origin, source, fundament and beginning of all order, regularity and equilibrium in creation; and since all things, particular and universal, small and great, are obedient to the command of that power and submissive to its workings — it follows that God causes the stars to revolve and to move, through the wisdom of His order, as easily as He rotates and moves the atoms. Similarly in spring, just as He brings to life a single fly with a single order, so too He bestows life with the same ease and the same command on the whole species of fly, as well as all the hosts of plants and animals, through the mystery of the wisdom and equilibrium inherent in His power, and then sends them forth onto the plain of life.108


The creative command that brings to life a single flower in springtime is the same command which summons into being the whole of spring itself. In this, Nursi says, lies the key to understanding not only the minor ‘resurrection’ which happens every year but also the ‘supreme resurrection’ which will bring back the whole of the cosmos to life after its death:


With His creative command He brings the earth back to life. By the decree of There will be but a single cry, then they shall all be brought nigh unto Us;109 that is, “all men and jinn, with a single cry and command shall be brought to Us and made present at the plain of resurrection.” Again, by His command The hour shall be but a blinking of the eye, or even closer;110 that is, the bringing about of resurrection and the gathering that follows upon it shall take no longer than the opening and closing of an eye, or even less. Then there is the verse Your creation and resurrection is as a single soul,111 meaning the following: “O men! To create you and to bring you to life, to resurrect and gather you, is as easy for me as bringing one soul to life; it presents no problem for My power.” According to the inner sense of these three verses, God will bring all men and jinn, all animals, spirit beings and angels to the field of the Supreme Gathering and the great balance with a single command and with great ease. One concern does not interfere with another.112


Conclusion


Nursi’s exposition of Divine Unity is based on his uncompromisingly theocentric depiction of the phenomenal world as as a divinely-penned ‘book’, the kitāb-i kā’ināt or ‘book of creation’, which is comprised of ‘words’ or ‘verses’ which, once deconstructed, are revealed as nothing less than manifestations or individuations of the Divine attributes of perfection. Nursi’s view of all existence that is other-than-God is thus a wholly sacramental one, in which the transcendent sacred and the Source of all existence, i.e. the Divine, pervades all things.


Of course, that God possesses a potentially infinite number of ‘beautiful names’, and not just the ninety-nine mentioned in the Prophetic Tradition, is nothing new in the theology of Islam. Emphasis on the centrality of the asmā al-hḥusnā is clearly Quranic in origin: the revelation is replete with verses or groups of verses which, having enumerated God’s bounties to man or described His workings in the cosmos, end invariably in the mention of one or more of the Divine attributes of perfection. Acknowledgement of the total dependence of the cosmos for its existence on the manifestation of those names appeared relatively early on in Muslim liturgy, particularly among the invocations of Muhammad and the prophetic household. In the Supplication of Kumayl, for example, taught by Imam Ali to one of his disciples, we read that ‘the beautiful names of God are the pillars which hold up all things’, while countless supplications attributed to the descendants of ‘Ali are constructed around the names and attributes of God.113 Later, of course, contemplation and the remembrance (dhikr) of the Divine names became a key feature of Sufi literature, with whole cosmologies being founded on the premise of ‘manifestation’ and the phenomenal world as a mirror held up to the reflection of the Divine.114 Nursi’s view of the cosmos as a multiplicity of loci for the ceaseless and ever-changing manifestation of the divine names and attributes of perfection is to an extent informed by the teachings of a number of major mystical thinkers, although the literary and didactic means he employs to articulate it are undoubtedly his own.


In the Nursian scheme, the phenomenal world or ‘visible realm’ (‘ālam al-shahāda) is akin to a full-length looking-glass in which the ‘hidden treasure’ that is God manifests Himself in order to contemplate His own perfection.115 While at the level of Divine essence (dhāt), this act of contemplation is self-reflexive, at the level of Divine acts (af‘āl), contemplation is mediated through the phenomenal world, at the pinnacle of which stands man. For Nursi, all created beings manifest God’s names to some degree: the whole of the cosmos becomes a hierophany, with each entity declaring the praises of God through its innate disposition or fiṭra. However, unlike Mircea Eliade’s perception of the hierophanic, which considers each of the constituent beings in the cosmos to be potentially indicative of the sacred, Nursi’s vision is one in which all things actually and actively reflect the Other, yet without detracting from their own distinct otherness.116 Nursi was acutely aware that the perception of the world as God’s personal mirror may lead some to dismiss the phenomenal world as unreal or imaginary and declare, along with some of the more extremist advocates of the concept of ‘unity of being’ (wahdat al-wujūd), that ‘all is God’. Owing to this awareness, Nursi is careful to draw clear lines of distinction between his own schema and that of the pantheists.117 Nursi’s own delicate balancing act, in which he juxtaposes the declaration of God’s incomparability (tanzīh) with that of His similarity (tashbīh), ensures on the one hand that in His immanence, God is not conflated with His creation, and on the other hand that in His transcendence, He is not seen as an ‘absentee landlord’ who is unconcerned with the day-to-day workings of the cosmos.118


Nursi also devotes numerous sections of the Risale to detailed expositions of the ‘book of Creation’ – kitāb-i kā’ināt – in which all of God’s ‘words’ – the receptacles of His attributes – are inscribed for all to read. Man’s understanding of God is thus seen as experiential, for everyone is responsible for interpreting the same cosmic text, in which the attributes of perfection are made manifest for all to ponder. Yet while everyone is able to read, only some come to the desired conclusion. For Nursi, it is only by deliberating carefully upon the divine names made manifest in the phenomenal realm, with their seemingly infinite gradations and permutations that man, using his own receptivity to the attributes of perfection, is able to attain belief and fulfil his true destiny, which is to act as a conscious mirror for the reflection of the Creator:


For the true meaning of human life is to act as a mirror to the manifestation of Divine oneness and the manifestation of the Eternally Besought One.119


For Nursi, the key to belief consists, inter alia, in deciphering the signs and symbols which exist in the horizons and within themselves120 in order to solve the mystery of creation and reveal the true nature and value of mankind, which inhere in its status as vicegerent in potentia of God. By knowing what one is, and, more importantly, what one is not, one can, to paraphrase the words of the Prophetic Tradition, come to know one’s Lord.121 From the Nursian perspective, the attainment and strengthening of belief depend upon man’s ability to read the book of creation ‘in the name of God’ or bismillah – a phrase which he must internalise and assimilate if he is to fulfil the demands of the vicegerency entrusted to him:


Yes, this phrase is a treasury so blessed that your infinite impotence and poverty bind you to an infinite power and mercy; it makes your impotence and poverty a most acceptable intercessor at the Court of One All-Powerful and Compassionate. The person who acts saying ‘In the Name of God’ resembles someone who enrols in the army. He acts in the name of the government; he has fear of no-one; he speaks, performs every matter, and withstands everything in the name of the law and the name of the govern-ment.122


Nursi’s portrayal of the cosmos as a vast cosmic tome filled with signs (āyāt) for man to decipher mirrors the Quran’s own portrayal of itself as a book that is filled with verses (āyāt) which point to and describe its Author. The intertextuality of the ‘revealed Book’ that is the Quran and the ‘created book’ that is the cosmos was clearly not lost on Nursi, who on numerous occasions alludes to their complementary relationship.123


It is tempting, in the light of this near-conflation of the two divine texts, to read into what was reportedly the first verse of the Quran ever revealed to Muhammad – iqrā, or ‘read!’ - a second, subtle layer of meaning. For if we take a Nursian approach, we may without straining credulity suppose that what Muhammad was being asked to ‘read’ was not only the ‘words of God’ as revealed through the medium of the angel Gabriel, but also the words of God as embodied in the created realm. Thus in this command to ‘read’ one can also discern the command to ‘interpret’. Muhammad’s inability to comply with the divine command iqrā! has often been cited as proof of his illiteracy - that almost sacred unlettered state that has served to support his claim to prophethood. But Muhammad’s inability to comply with that command goes much deeper than the mere inability to read in the usual sense of the word. It is possible to understand the inability which Muhammad pleaded on Mount Hira as the inability to read in the interpretive sense of the word: what he lacked was a suitable epistemological framework with which to make sense of his own being and the cosmos around him. “How should I read?” – Muhammad’s alleged answer – thus now becomes ‘How should I interpret?’


The response to this is, of course, that Muhammad should read ‘In the Name of God’. “Read the cosmos,” God seems to be saying, “as a manifestation of the One Who created you; interpret it as an eternal and boundless book, filled with Signs which all point to Me.” For Nursi, bismillāh al-rahḥmān al-rahḥīm is much more than just a formulaic phrase of initiation that in Muslim tradition is prescribed before the performance of certain actions; rather, it indicates an epistemological framework for Quranic theology that was possibly in place from the very outset of the Prophetic mission, and which clearly informs most of the popular theology we encounter in the Risale.124


For Nursi, then, man is truly fulfilled only with the attainment of belief, and belief depends on the correct interpretation of the cosmic narrative: to read anything but the words of God inscribed on the pages of the universe, or to see anything but the signs of God in the mirror of created beings, is to betray one’s role as vicegerent and to fall short of what it means to be the conscious mirror in which the ‘hidden treasure’ that is God can be made manifest.


The affirmation of Divine unity or tawhḥīd, which consists in the acknowledg­ment that all ‘signs’ point in one direction only, is one which separates the believer from the unbeliever, and is thus considered key to human salvation. As we shall see in Nursi’s discourse on belief and unbelief, to save himself from the wrath of God, man must first save himself from the tyranny of the self. And the tyranny of the self is what Nursi believes is given free reign when ‘partners’ are ascribed to God and He is not given His due.125 For Nursi, to declare that God is One is not some sterile exercise that is carried out in order to fulfil some dry theological imperative. On the contrary, to declare God ‘One’ is, in a sense, to declare the self ‘none’: it is to acknowledge one’s own existential impotence and to affirm the complete and utter dependence of all beings upon the Ground and Source of existence. To resist such an acknowledgment is to cling to the illusion that man actually has something in and of himself – an illusion which lies at the heart of all existential suffering and of which he is destined ultimately to be disabused. If the lion’s share of Nursian discourse is, like the Quran, given over to the issue of Divine unity, it is not primarily to protect the ‘dignity’ of God from those who would carve up his dominicality and distribute it among themselves and other creatures; rather, it is to protect man from the depredations of his own unregenerate self.
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Chapter Two


Existence and Entities


Introduction


Having explored in the opening chapter some of Nursi’s arguments for the necessary existence (wujūb al-wujūd) and unity (wahḥda) of the Creator, we now shift the focus from God to that which is considered to be ‘other than God’, namely the cosmos and all of the entities which comprise it. Our objective is to understand how Nursi accounts for the phenomenon of being itself. Why do things exist rather than not exist? How are we to understand creation and the created realm, and what ontological status do creatures have? And how is the existence of the cosmos to whose being we attest related to the existence of the One purported to have brought it into being? Among the treatises which comprise the Risale-i Nur, none is dedicated solely to the question of existence and created beings, but there is enough material on the subject scattered throughout the various parts of his work for us to construct a reasonably accurate picture of how Nursi understood these issues.
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