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Philosophical and theological traditons, systems and subsystems, are
generated within particular cultural and social milieux and their his-
torics are necessarily bound to the histories of these broader con-
texts. Certain fundamental givens of the historically common world
are inevitably taken for granted and incorporated at some level. In
some cases this takes place on the explicit basis of tradition or of
religious belief while in others it occurs simply because of the way
the world presents itself “naturally” and so manifestly is. “Language
is Being’s house and in its dwelling man resides.”

For the ancient Grecks, the Gods (B¢oi, daipoveg) had always been
features or elements of the world, beings whose activity lies just below
the manifest surface of things, of natural events and some human
actions, and are the source of our amazement and fascination with
the natural world. The philosophers, rejecting the testimony of tra-
ditional report (u9@og) for that of rational discourse (Adyoc), found
“god” (or the gods), s.c., the divine (t0 O¢iov) in the most proper
sense, to be ungenerated and eternal, that which is “first and most
dominant”' in ordering the universe and on which therefore in some
sense “the heavens and nature depend”.? The stable and well or-
dered universe (xéouog) is simply there—taken for granted as being
eternal and the divine, whether conceived as a nature or principle
(pboig or apyn) that is “separate and immovable” (xopioth kot
axivntog) as with Aristotle or as permeating all things as with the
Stoa, is seen as an impersonal element or an aspect of the Whole
which may be discovered through speculative reasoning. There may
be a kind of “providence” (rpévoia), but it is altogether impersonal.
It is a principle of philosophy that one must follow the path of criti-
cal reasoning wherever it leads—tabtn itéov @g & Txvn 1@v Adyev
péper—but however firm one’s resolve to submit all judgements and
beliefs to critical and rigorously logical scrutiny, there is and can be

' Aristotle Metaphysics: 1064a.
2 Ibid. 1072b.




114 R.M. FRANK

no absolute intellectual space wholly uncontoured by the historically
present matter of his world into which he can withdraw in order to
take the measure of things exactly as they are without bias or pre-
| conception. The determinant criteria of plausibility and of “eleganfze”
are not freely chosen. The Gods of Greek religion were eleme_nts or
aspects of the natural order of the world and this understa.ndmg of
the divine was carried over into Greek philosophy. For this reason
the assimilation of Greek philosophical thought posed a serious prob-
lem for early Christian thinkers.?

Islam was founded in a prophetic message and its sense of the
world developed and was articulated largely along with and irT terms
of readings and interpretations of that message. The theqloglans of
the predominant sunni schools found the world to be .radlcally con-
tingent: from not-being (‘adam) it came into being (wyad) at a time
finitely removed from the present through an act of the creator. The
creator exists altogether apart from and independently of the world.
God acts freely by choosing; he makes himself known through par-
ticular individuals to particular peoples at particular times as he
chooses. ‘ .

Greek philosophy, the Neo-Platonized Aristotelia-msm of laFe antiq-
uity, was partially remoulded in the contexts of its transmission to
Muslim thinkers and modified again in the milieux which took it up.
It was embraced, however, as received tradition. Over a millennium
had elapsed since Plato and Aristotle had founded the trad‘ition_ and
the Muslims who found the tradition appealing were not historically
prepared to make a radically new beginning. Accordipg to al—F?‘xribi,
philosophy had attained a level of perfection in the time of‘ Ar?stoﬂ.e
such that, as there remained no subject for further investigation, it
could be transmitted and taught as “demonstrative science.” In its
own peculiar way, thus, philosophy had become a kind.of ‘uf)eog in
those intellectual circles for whom it furnished an authoritative para-
digm by which to interpret present reality, the natural world E‘I.Hd the
human world and the divine. The transmitted tradition, by virtue of
its comprehensiveness and its claim to be independeflt. of, and .tl.lere—
fore superior to, particular historical cultures and religious traditions,
gave its adherents a sense of high intellectual power and control.
Their boundless confidence in the certitude available through the

3 See Pannenberg 1967:296-346.
* Al-Farabi Kitab af-Hurif: 151f
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Aristotelian logic is reminiscent of Xenophon’s naive enthusiasm for
the dialectic of Socrates; inherited premises and the world they pre-
supposed were not called seriously into question. Avicenna alone ex-
plicitly criticised the orthodox tradition of the “peripatetics” and
claimed personally to have improved upon it.> Most seem to have
assumed—and some assert—each that his own peculiar views are
nothing less than the consistent elaboration of the true sense and
intention of the original tradition.

In appropriating Greek philosophy to their own use the falisifa
introduced a number of significant and interesting modifications into
the basic tradition they had received, some specifically as adjustments
to the Islamic religious milieu. The most important of these, at least
for the context of our present considerations, is that the divine was
no longer seen simply as responsible for the consistently ordered
progression of phenomena, but rather the “First Cause” was con-
ceived as the transcendent cause of the very existence of the world.®
Thus, whereas according to the emanationism of Plotinus the One
underlies (grounds) the presence of form and intelligibility and thereby
too the principle of ordered movement and activity, and so ultimately
the coming to be and the passing away of things, in the emanationism
of al-Farabl and Avicenna “the First cause” is the originating, efficient
cause of the existence of the universe, of the form of what has form
and of the matter of what has matter, wherefore the existence of the
whole, of the world as such and in its entirety, is wholly contingent
with respect to the one being whose existence is necessary in itself.
The world is not itself the Whole (10 név) of what is and simply
there as it was for the Greeks; it has to be explained, to have a
cause beyond itself” The First Cause, however, produces the world
necessarily, “by its essence” (bi-dhatihi), and therefore eternally; the
perfection of God’s being entails the emanation of the world. God
thus needs the world insofar as his being would not be complete did
it not exist. Carrying through the theory of the determinant neces-

sity of the sequential emanation of the hierarchy of celestial beings

* See generally Gutas 1988.

¢ E.g. al-Kindi Rasa’il: 62 and 182f.

7 Cf, eg., al-Farabi al-Siyasa al-madaniyya: 31f., Mabad?: 88f, and Avicenna al-
llahyyar: 402fF. One inside the closed system of the universe can truly know the
nature of a cause which exists outside the system and is unconditioned by anything
within the system because such knowledge is given through the action of one of the
necessarily emanated intelligences (a/~agl al-fa"al) which has a mediated intuition of
the first emanated being and through it a knowledge of its cause.





