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Extended Abstract

This essay explores the metaphysical foundations of compassion, especially as understood within the
Islamic tradition. It aims to highlight the significance of compassion in both religious and ethical discourse.
The essay's central question is how the traditional, metaphysical understanding of compassion, with a focus
on the Islamic perspective, differs from modern, secular approaches to ethics.

To address this question, the essay uses a comparative approach, examining the concept of compassion
across various faith traditions to demonstrate its universal significance. However, the primary focus is on
Islam, where compassion is central to its message.

The essay argues that compassion is crucial for individual and communal life, as well as for holistic moral
philosophy, spiritual and ethical growth, and creating a more compassionate and just world.

The traditional understanding of compassion, as presented in the essay, is rooted in the concept of Divine
unity. From this perspective, compassion is not merely a human emotion but an essential attribute of the
Divine, manifested in creation, revelation, and the guidance of humanity. In Islam, this divine compassion
is expressed through the names “al-Rahman” (The Most Compassionate) and “al-Rahim” (The Most
Merciful). These names highlight the all-encompassing nature of God's mercy, which extends even beyond
the scope of “al-Rahim” to the very essence of the Divine, symbolized by “al-Rahman”. The Quran
emphasizes that God has made compassion an inherent part of Himself, indicating its integral and
inseparable nature to the Divine essence. Therefore, the essay argues, any apparent contradictions, such as
the existence of suffering and evil in the world, are not due to a lack of God's compassion but rather stem
from human limitations and spiritual ignorance.

Compassion is also intimately connected to the concept of “wajh Allah” (the Face of God), which represents
God's presence everywhere and in everything. This concept emphasizes the interconnectedness of all beings
and the inherent goodness in creation. The essay emphasizes the importance of self-knowledge as a path to
recognizing the divine presence within. This inward journey allows individuals to connect with the “hidden
treasure” of the divine spark residing in their hearts. This connection is facilitated through remembrance
(“dhikr”) and prayer, which are acts of acknowledging the divine presence within and responding to God's
compassion.

The essay then contrasts the traditional understanding of compassion with the modern, secular approach to
ethics. It suggests that while secular ethics may have contributed to human flourishing in the modern era,
it often prioritizes individual autonomy and societal progress at the expense of the metaphysical dimensions
of compassion.

This lack of connection to a transcendent source leads to a limited and potentially self-serving
understanding of morality. The essay argues that without the grounding of a metaphysical reality, secular
ethics risks reducing compassion and other virtues to mere social constructs or personal preferences,
susceptible to changing standards and ultimately lacking a solid foundation. The essay illustrates this point
through examples from literature, such as Fyodor Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov and Graham
Greene's The Third Man. These examples highlight the dangers of a purely humanistic approach to ethics
that fails to recognize the interconnectedness of all beings and the transcendent source of compassion.
The essay acknowledges recent initiatives, such as the Charter for Compassion and A Common Word,
which aim to promote compassion and understanding across different faith traditions. While praising these
efforts, the essay cautions against the risks of abstracting compassion from its metaphysical roots, which
could lead to a sentimentalized and ultimately ineffective understanding of this crucial virtue.

The essay concludes by emphasizing that true compassion arises from recognizing the divine presence
within ourselves and in all of creation. This recognition enables us to connect with the source of mercy and
extend it to others, fostering a more just and compassionate world. This understanding aligns with the
Islamic principle of “Tawhid” (Divine unity), which calls for recognizing the inherent dignity and worth of
all creation and responding with compassion and justice.
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“As kingfishers catch fire...”. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44389/as-kingfishers-catch-fire.



https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44389/as-kingfishers-catch-fire

V€& uwwc\ D)l.oa.:n\ °)9°‘c5954°°"-'~°34~’9"-"“:'@‘ ¥e

G ojloge 0B 1) L oS el sz pled cpl il 9,0 10 Cuomy aus adiad .l Sole 4 lal 5 e

Gple by simee ol aSipl 4 Glal b qouiS Joe (lugs (9)0 i b Lulyon g 0l (b 5 lo>,
Lo,l0 [wads @ ls 3eg 4.?:;;] 2 S oyl

&S Az Y

o) 3 ooVl Sl 059 35 503 b V5S g (s (I lacsz )l o 1) Cwom ) porde obsS (g ()l
s €l 4> agpie cogdle .05, WST ol 1Y 5 oS o Ceoy 2 45 Cand LuSiain K JP 5 Ko 0
I 50 ams o g Dldgrge (Shox w1y Lo g ol a8 S50, it 81 il ol Caos,y aS Sjlo 0 S
s B 5L ShgaS ol Jlate pol T L bLs ) 0Bl was o qug s |y SIS slons,l Y eSw ol S olusl a8
e JS ol p 1y (60,8 wilie ol [ San 4 395 oo ygomaylndl (SN sE s S 4 yomie LS| ylads ol .ol
3,500, cnl ol cals eled j0 g iagt 90 yo s jeam clid o ady ) (BB 4 diljemecdd 0,80, sl
)}?:Auls oli} UJ‘ U”")ﬁf w‘ u‘bg}y@ :\A.b U"))‘ 9 @L} w‘; M ‘LSQ){M‘ du..?'j.: J..o‘ u,u).».b JALu
og5 Blibl 5 o2 5 ey ;0 ob |, €l az > b and Sl Lo 4y g aiS Jate Cax )y o aie 4 1) Lo ilgs o
I RS paYole Sl ils (o puilei oo 000 L g las L sgs dlayly )0 Caam )y dclil b eculyd jo oS S0
23 65k

Lo oyl A
el 0aid o B ais g Jawgs &l ool a;@g

&lo A

e Amuli, H. (1385). Tafsir al-Muhit al-A‘zam wa al-Bahr al-Khadam fi Ta’wil Kitab Allah al-‘Aziz
al-Muhkam, 7 volumes, vol. 1, Qum: Nir ‘ala Nir (Arabic).

e  Bukhari, M. (1391). Sahih al-Bukhari, translated by ‘Abd al-Ali Nir-i Ahrari, vol. 1, Turbat-i Jam:
Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad-i Jam (Persian).

e Dostoevsky, F. (1981). The Brothers Karamazov, translated by Andrew H. MacAndrew, Bantam
Classic.

e Greeng, G. (2009). The Third Man, Shamrock Eden Publishing.

e Ibn Abi al-Hadid, ‘A. (1404 AH). Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, 1st edition, 20 volumes, Qum: Maktabat
Ayatullah al-Mar ‘asht al-Najafi (Arabic).

e lzutsu, T. (1983). Sufism and Taoism, Berkeley: University of California Press.

e  KulaynT al-Razi. M. (1363). al-Usil min al-kafi, 2nd Volume, Dar al-kutub al-islamiyah: Tihran
(Arabic)

e Lings, M. (1983-1986). Muhammad: His Life based on the Earliest Sources, Unwin Paperbacks,
London.

o  Luke, St. (1363). 3rd edition, Anjuman-i Kitab-i mugaddas: Tehran (Persian)

o Majlist, M. (1358). Kitab al-arba ‘tn, al-Matba‘ah al-‘ilmiyah: Qum (Arabic)

e  Quran

¢ Rig-Veda. (1981). Penguin Books: London.

e Schuon, F. (1987). Spiritual Perspectives and Human Facts, translated by P. N. Townsend. Perennial
Books, Middlesex.

e  Shakespeare, W. (2004). As You Like It, Folger Shakespeare Library.

e http://charterforcompassion.org

e  http://acommonword.com



)

Oy SKad g 13,15/ YoSuw 5 coMhuo! s GYET 45 Caon y potcie

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44389/as-kingfishers-catch-fire

Tabatabai, M. (1372). Al-Mizan fi Tafsir al-Quran, 5th edition, 14 volumes, Tihran: Dar al-Kutub
al-Islamiyyah (Arabic).Tabatabai, M. (1372). Al-Mizan fi Tafsir al-Quran, 5th edition, 14 volumes,
Tihran: Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyyah (Arabic).



