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There is not a whisper in the Bible, the Quran, or the Hadith about God being some kind of featureless,
homogenous, unknowable and undifferentiated substance—without attributes or characteristics or
internal relations. It is only the philosophers and theologians that say such about our glorious and grand
God.

The traditional Muslim position (of the Ashari Sunni tradition) is that God does have attributes—in some
sense—and therefore—in some sense—is a relative unity, and not the absolute unity that some modern
Muslim teachers assert.

“The orthodox Christian defense of the reality of the second and third persons of the Trinity
consisted in rejecting the Philonic conception of the absolute unity of God and by maintaining
that the unity of God is only a relative kind of unity, a conception of unity which does not
exclude from God, who is one, the composition of three elements which from eternity existed
together and were never separated. So also the orthodox Muslim defense of the reality of
attributes, as it was ultimately given expression by Ghazali, reduces itself to an insistence
upon a relative conception of the unity of God, which does not exclude its being internally
composed of real attributes which existed together from eternity and were never separated.
...And so, the views of the orthodox Muslims and the Mu'tazilites on the problem of attributes,
as well as the arguments employed by them, correspond exactly to the views of orthodox
Christians and the heretical Sabellians on the question of the persons of the Word and the Holy
Spirit in the Trinity. The issue between the Attributists and the Antiattributists was thus clearly
defined. It was an issue whether the unity of God was absolute or only relative. To the
Attributists the unity of God was a relative unity, and hence they assumed in God the
existence from eternity of real attributes. To the Antiattributists the unity of God was an
absolute unity, and hence the terms attributed to God were mere names.” [WR:POK, 137-140]

“Now, as we have seen, when the Attributists were confronted by the Mu'tazilites with this
argument, they downrightly denied that the unity of God includes internal unity in the sense
of absolute simplicity, maintaining that the unity of God, according to their own conception of
it, does not exclude from Him a plurality of parts which from eternity have been united with
each other and with the essence of God. [WR:POK, 171-173]

“In his criticism of Abu Hashim, Ash'ari repeats the argument already raised by the Mu'tazilites
against the theory of modes, namely, that it is contrary to the Law of Excluded Middle. His
argument, as reported by Shahrastani, reads as follows: "The assumption of an attribute which
can be described neither by existence nor by nonexistence is the assumption of something
which is in the middle between existence and nonexistence, between affirmation and
negation, but this is something absurd." ... With the elimination of these two alternative
possibilities, Ash'ari is left with the third possibility, namely, the old orthodox conception of
attributes as being real things subsisting in God from eternity.” [WR:POK, 204f]

“Moreover, it was the same kind of arguments that were used in Christianity both for and
against the reality or eternity of the second and third persons of the Trinity that were used also



in Islam both for and against the reality of attributes and the uncreatedness of the Koran.
[WR:POK, 312f]

And the early Muslim theologians faced the same problems as their Christian counterparts in trying to
understand the relationship of God’s nature to aspects of His nature (for example, His attributes and His
internal Agents).

“In the past, as in the present, it was the more rationally minded Muslims who undertook
systematic refutations of Christian doctrine, the same Muslims whose rationalism sometimes
caused them to fall foul of Islamic orthodoxy, as in the case of the Mu'tazila. The Greek
philosophical tools which were employed against Christianity could be a two-edged sword,
and gave cause for concern when applied to Islamic thought. An example of this is the use of
Greek philosophical categories to refute the Trinity, which had implications for the question of
God's attributes in Islam; it was not always easy to uphold the distinction between the latter
and the Christian hypostases. ” [WR:MACF2F, 138f]

“This conflict is connected with the refusal of some theologians and the Muslim philosophers
who were strongly influenced by Greek philosophy to give positive attributes to God. Al-Kindi,
for example, the first Muslim philosopher, was not willing to confirm certain qualities in God
for fear of violating His unity, since attributes mean adding to God different qualities, which
would show Him in different and changing states, from being known to creating, hearing,
seeing, punishing and so on. However, Muslim theologians including the Mu'tazilites follow the
Qur'an, in considering that God has positive attributes and can be described. Although the
Qur'an predicates to God many human attributes such as those mentioned above, it declares
that "nothing is like unto Him." This divine transcendence made many theologians question
and reflect on the manner in which the divine essential attribute can be related to God's
essence while retaining His transcendence. Again, the difficulty here is how it is possible for
God to know or to be able without possessing knowledge or ability? For if He has knowledge and
ability then they must be eternal like Him. Muslim theologians discussed all the possibilities: are
these qualities eternal notions which have always existed with God? This would mean that God
is not the first eternal. Or are they part of His essence? This would mean that since God is (a
unitary) One, then all His attributes must be dissolved into one quality. Or are these qualities
neither in God nor independent of His essence? But this is in a way absurd. [WR:GAHIIT, 43]

“However, this kind of rigid monotheism is not entirely consistent with some of Islam's own
distinctions. As we will see in more detail later, Muslim scholars, following through consistently on
certain teachings in the Qur'an, have made distinctions that would allow for some kind of distinctions
within God's unity. For example, they believe the Qur'an is the eternal speech of God, existing in the
Mind of God from all eternity... [WR:AI,135]

The criticisms which early Muslim theologians raised against the Christians applied equally to them:



“The arguments used against the doctrine [of the Trinity] by these and other Muslims reflect a
sense of incomprehensibility. ... Abu 'lsa demonstrates at great length whatever way the
doctrine is expressed, the attempt to identify three entities with one leads to confusion and
incoherence. The fundamental problem which each polemicist differently raises is that since in
any description of the doctrine more than one divine entity is listed, some form of plurality is
entailed and the simple unity is obliterated. So the insistent claim made by the Christians that
God is one becomes meaningless.

Yet this problem of unity and multiplicity was not peculiar to Christianity in the period we are
discussing. Within Islamic thinking itself, the problem of how systematically to set down the
teachings of the Qur'an about God produced difficulties that, to many minds, itself affected
the strict oneness of God's being in a way that parallels the issues concerned with the Trinity.

The matter of the divine attributes is very old in Islam. Some scholars think that it may, in fact,
have been raised through discussions with Christians. It arises from the problem of how to
categorise the descriptions of God given by revelation and reason, whether these refer
accurately to God's actual being or are human approximations of an unknowable divinity. At the
beginning of the ninth century the debate was conducted mainly among thinkers associated
with the Mu'tazill principles of divine unity and justice for whom the strict oneness of God and
the complete distinction between him and other beings were crucial matters of belief. And they
were reluctant to refer to God in any way that appeared to suggest otherwise.

But this was the nub of the problem. According to the generally agreed perception at this time,
the descriptions that could pertinently be made of a being were understood to refer to
attributes that qualified the being itself. For example, if a being could be called living it was
qualified by the attribute of life, and if it could be called seeing it was qualified by the attribute
of sight. The attribute itself qualified the being as a whole, and in that respect was said to be of
or in the being. This relationship between description and attribute was expressed according to
the grammatical logic which was generally accepted at this time by paraphrasing a statement
such as "he is living” as “he has life," the two statements being regarded as equivalent. Thus,
within the structure of this thinking to describe a being in any way was the same as saying that
the being possessed attributes which were real and in some way additional to the being in its
own actuality.

In applying these ideas to God, obvious problems arose. For if he possessed attributes which
were both real and distinct from his being, he could not be the dense unity upon which the
Mu'tazills insisted.... The other side of the debate was equally problematic, since those who
maintained the reality of the attributes were confronted with the difficulty of explaining how
God was one in any meaningful sense. ... But the resulting problem is that since the attributes
are not identical with God's essence but rather of it Ibn Kullab cannot easily explain how the
being of God is a simple unity.



The repercussions of this debate continued within Islam for many centuries and increased in
complexity and sophistication. As we can see, however, even at this early stage it was accepted
by leading theologians that any meaningful description of God logically involved the existence
of attributes that were intrinsic to God, whether these were defined in negative terms, as by
Abu al-Hudhayl, or positively, as by Ibn Kullab.” [WR:110OC, 86-88]

And apart from terminology, they end up very similar!

In the problem of attributes, as we have noted, while Islam had taken over from Christianity the
conception of the existence of real persons or hypostases in God, which it transformed into
attributes, it constantly insisted, in opposition to Christianity, that they are not God. This was
the fundamental distinction between the Christian Trinity and the Muslim attributes. In the
course of time, however, among certain Muslims, who were regarded as orthodox, this
difference between the Christian Trinity and the Muslim attributes was somewhat blurred. We
gather this from the following statement in Ibn Hazm: "To one of the Ash'arites | said: Since you
say that coexistent with God are fifteen attributes, all of them other than He and all of them
eternal, why do you find fault with the Christians when they say that God is 'the third of three'?
He said to me: We find fault with the Christians only because they assume that there coexist
with God only two things and do not assume that there coexist with Him a greater number of
things. Indeed, one of the Ash'arites has already told me that the name 'God,' that is, our use of
the term 'God,' is a word which applies to the essence of the Creator and the totality of His
attributes, and not to His essence without His attributes.”

From these answers of the followers of the Ash'arite teachings, we may gather that somehow
within this orthodox group there were some who forgot that the original opposition to the
Christian doctrine of the Trinity was on the ground of the application of the term "God" to the
second and third persons. Quite oblivious of this fundamental opposition, they were willing to
apply the term "God" as a common appellation of God and His attributes, which is only an
adoption of the Christian view that the term "God" is to be used as a common appellation of
the Father and the two other persons, though, | imagine, these Ash'arites would still balk at
calling each individual attribute "God." The emphasis that the term "God" is not to be applied
to the essence alone without the attributes and the statement that the difference between
their belief and that of the Christians consists only in the fact that the Muslim attributes are
more numerous than the Christian persons indicate that in all other respects their attributes
assume the character of the Christian persons.” [WR:POK, 312-315]

Muslim theologians and philosophers worked very hard to avoid admitting that there were some kinds
of distinctions within God, putting forth theoretical terms like “modes” and “states”, internal and
external attributes, attributes of essence and attributes of description, and so on. But no real solution
ever appeared. The God who is all-knowing and compassionate and creative simply cannot be some kind
of featureless, homogenous, unknowable and undifferentiated substance—without attributes or
characteristics or internal relations. We must submit to God’s revelation, not our philosophical or
theological commitments. Let God be God! Let God speak His word and let us listen!



