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ABSTRACT: This article presents a comparative theological study of two
prominent scholars of Islamic kalam, Imam Saif al-Din al-Amidi (d. 631 AH) and
Imam ‘Abd Allah al-Nasafi (d. 710 AH), representing the Ash‘ari and Maturidi
schools, respectively. The authors explore their methodologies in engaging
theological questions, particularly in relation to the epistemology of divine
knowledge, the nature of God’s attributes, eschatology, the legitimacy of reason
in matters of faith, and the scope of human agency. Al-Amidi, deeply influenced
by Aristotelian logic and the works of al-Ghazali and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,
emphasizes rational inquiry and methodical reasoning, frequently integrating
logical premises with revelatory proofs. In contrast, al-Nasafi, though not devoid
of rational argumentation, gives precedence to transmitted knowledge (naql) and
limits speculative reasoning to maintain doctrinal integrity. The article elucidates
key differences and convergences in their approaches to theological issues such
as the divine essence and attributes, the vision of God in the hereafter (ru’yat
Allah), the interpretation of ambiguous Qur’anic texts (mutashabihat), and the
epistemological status of miracle and prophecy. The study concludes that while
both scholars uphold orthodox Sunni doctrines, their methodological
orientations reflect distinctive intellectual legacies within kalam: one leaning
toward philosophical-theological synthesis, and the other toward a more
scripturally anchored exposition.

Keywords: al-’Amidi, al-Nasafi, Ash‘ari, Maturidi, kalam, theology, divine
attributes, rationalism, scripturalism, Islamic philosophy

Summary of the article
This scholarly article undertakes a comparative analysis of the theological
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methodologies of two eminent Sunni Muslim scholars: Imam Saif al-Din al-
Amidi (d. 631 AH) of the Ash‘ari tradition and Imam ‘Abd Allah al-Nasafi (d. 710
AH) of the Maturidi school. Through a meticulous examination of their writings,
the authors explore how these two intellectual figures addressed the principal
questions of Islamic theology (‘ilm al-kalam), particularly with regard to divine
attributes, metaphysical doctrines, epistemology, and eschatology. The article
begins by identifying the core issues of kalam, which include the doctrine of
divine attributes, the problem of human free will versus divine predestination
(qadar wa jabr), the relationship between faith and deeds (‘aqidah wa ‘amal),
and the potential conflict between reason (‘aql) and revelation (naql). These
foundational questions form the structure around which the authors organize
their comparative assessment.

Imam al-Amidt’s Theological Methodology

Imam al-Amidi is portrayed as a formidable rationalist within the Ash‘ari
tradition, profoundly influenced by Aristotelian logic and the philosophical-
theological approaches of al-Ghazali and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi. His theological
writings, notably Abkar al-Afkar and Ghayat al-Maram, emphasize the essential
role of logical reasoning in acquiring knowledge of divine realities. Amidi
affirms the obligation of rational investigation (nazar ‘aqli) for understanding the
existence of God but distinguishes this from epistemological scepticism, rejecting
the notion that belief must be preceded by doubt.

Amidi's approach to theology is characterized by a gradual shift from a balance
between transmitted and rational proofs toward a dominance of pure
rationalism, particularly in later works. His preference for detailed (tafsili) over
summary (ijmali) arguments for proving divine attributes marks a distinctive
methodological rigour. He posits that God’s essence and attributes are neither
entirely identical nor wholly distinct—rather, the attributes are eternal and
necessary, but not separable from the Divine Essence.

In discussions of divine speech (kalam), Amidi denies any corporeal or phonetic
dimension, affirming the eternal and uncreated nature of God’s kalam. He
refutes anthropomorphic interpretations of scriptural texts (mutashabihat) and
embraces metaphorical exegesis (ta’'wil ma‘'a al-tanzih) to safeguard God's
transcendence. For instance, he interprets “hand” (yad) as “power” (qudrah) and
“face” (wajh) as “essence” (dhat), thereby maintaining the principle of divine
incomparability (tanzih).

On eschatological issues, Amidi asserts the rational possibility of the beatific
vision (ru’yat Allah) in the hereafter and considers it obligatory to believe in
physical resurrection, divine judgment, paradise and hell, as well as intercession
(shafa‘ah). He also elaborates on the legitimacy of prophethood, holding that
miracles (mu‘jizat) are necessary signs that validate a prophet’s claim. While
affirming miracles beyond the Qur’an, Amidi maintains a distinction between
miracles, magic, and saintly wonders (karamat).

Imam al-Nasaf1’s Theological Orientation

Imam al-Nasafi, a distinguished representative of the Maturidi school, is
presented as more scripturally grounded compared to al-Amidi. While not
averse to rational argumentation, Nasafi gives it less emphasis and primarily
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upholds transmitted knowledge in his theological texts, such as al-‘Umda, al-
I'timad fi al-I'tigad, and Madarik al-Tanzil. He affirms three valid sources of
knowledge: sensory perception (hiss), truthful report (khabr sadiq), and reason
(‘aql), but denies the epistemic role of inspiration (ilham).

Like al-Amidi, Nasafi proves the existence of God through cosmological
arguments rooted in the contingency and createdness (hudith) of the universe.
However, his deployment of reason is concise and accessible, avoiding the
technical depth found in al-Amidi’s work. Nasafi also rejects anthropomorphism
and supports metaphorical interpretations of ambiguous Qur’anic verses,
aligning with the position of later Maturidis who preferred ta wil along with the
affirmation of divine transcendence.

In discussing divine attributes, Nasafi affirms both the essential (dhatiyyah) and
active (fi'liyyah) attributes of God, including a unique affirmation of the attribute
of takwin (origination), which he regards as distinct from created entities. Nasafi
also upholds the beatific vision of God for the righteous in the afterlife, though
he stresses that it will occur without direction, contact, or physical limitation.
Nasafi's views on prophethood assert its rational necessity (wujab ‘aqli), derived
from the wisdom of God in guiding humanity. He contends that belief becomes
obligatory only after the prophet presents a clear miracle. He enumerates a range
of prophetic miracles and emphasizes the Qur’an's multifaceted
miraculousness —both in content and form.

The authors conclude that while both Imam al-Amidi and Imam al-Nasafi
were committed to Sunni orthodoxy and the refutation of heretical sects like the
Mu'tazilah, their theological styles significantly diverge. Al-Amidi’s kalam is
characterized by philosophical depth, extensive use of logic, and speculative
rigour. In contrast, Nasafi presents a more moderate and textually grounded
theology that favours concise reasoning and balanced exegesis. Despite
differences in expression and method, both scholars affirm foundational Sunni
doctrines, such as divine transcendence, the validity of scriptural reports, the
necessity of prophethood, and the reality of eschatological events.
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