Volume 3, Issue 3, Year 2025

1P ¥ Il (pgu 0 3lodi pgw 0598

Islamic Knowledge and Insight

A Critical Analysis of the Role of Worship
in Avicenna's Ten-Intellect System

1. Noorali Esfandiar: Department of Law, ST.C., Islamic Azad University,
Tehran, Iran

2. Ghasem Hassanpour*: Department of Law, ST.C., Islamic Azad
University, Tehran, Iran. (Email: ghassanpour614@gmail.com)

3. Mohammad Safehian: Department of Law, ST.C., Islamic Azad
University, Tehran, Iran

o Nl O gucs g S y2o

Jgie Pl 50 Dole ol (GOEH! o
U 3! 700

Ol 05 ¢ ondhal 15T ol e i O g5 ol (i 03,5 yb il o555\
Sy 0l 015 ¢ oDl 3T o3 € g 015 dom s ¢ gim 03, 5 235 mim ot Y
(ghassanpour614@gmail.com :$ 5 I

O 21 05 ¢ oDl 33T o813 e gt O g5 oy g 03 5 10Lowdls dasen ¥

Abstract

The concept of worship in Islamic philosophy has consistently been
interpreted in light of broader discussions surrounding the soul, intellect,
and human felicity. Within this framework, Avicenna (Ibn Sina), through
his formulation of the system of ten intellects and his designation of the
Active Intellect as the ultimate goal of human motion, presents a distinctive
interpretation of worship. The aim of this study is to analyze the role of
worship within Avicenna’s philosophical system and to critique it from the
perspectives of Islamic philosophy, theology (kalam), and mysticism. The
central research question is whether worship, as conceived by Avicenna,
aligns with the monotheistic foundations and the direct experiential nature
of devotional practice, or whether it has been reduced to an abstract,
mediated, and non-intuitive concept within a rationalist philosophical
framework. This study adopts an analytical-descriptive methodology and
draws upon authentic philosophical, Qur’anic, and mystical sources to
examine Avicenna’s theoretical foundations—namely, the Principle of the
One (qa‘idat al-wahid), the hierarchy of intellects, and the role of the Active
Intellect. The research offers a reinterpretation of the concept of worship
within his system. The findings indicate that Avicenna does not interpret
worship as a means of existential proximity to God, but rather as a rational
connection to the Active Intellect. This interpretation proves incompatible
with revelatory and mystical doctrines, as it shifts the ultimate aim of
worship from servitude to the Divine to a relationship with a transcendent
created entity. Consequently, Avicenna's approach to worship can be
described as rationalist yet lacking in monotheistic depth.

Keywords: Worship, Avicenna, Active Intellect, Principle of the One, Ten-
Intellect System, Divine Unity of Actions.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of worship in Islamic thought has long

held a central position, reflected not only in
Qur’anic revelation but also in theological,
mystical, and philosophical discourses. Among
Islamic philosophers, Avicenna (Ibn Stna) presents
a particularly systematic approach to the
metaphysical structure of reality through his ten-
intellect cosmology, rooted in the principle known
as qa ‘idat al-wahid—that “from the One, only one
proceeds” (Rajabi Tehrani, 2012). According to
this principle, from the Necessary Existent (God),
only the First Intellect can emanate directly, which
then gives rise to a hierarchy of intellects, celestial
spheres, and ultimately the material world. In this
framework, the Active Intellect—the tenth and
final intellect—functions as the intermediary
between the intelligible and the human soul,
playing a pivotal role in Avicenna’s metaphysics,
epistemology, and theory of prophecy. Worship,
while less explicitly developed in his cosmology
than knowledge or creation, is nonetheless
presented as a means of purification of the soul and
union with the Active Intellect. Avicenna
repeatedly emphasizes that the purpose of worship
is not obligation but the rational ascent of the soul
toward its origin, which he identifies as the Active
Intellect (Avicenna, 1984, 2000). This perspective
renders worship an epistemological tool rather than
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an existential posture of servitude to God. The
tension arises when this view is examined through
the lens of kalam and Islamic mysticism, both of
which insist on the immediacy and God-centered
nature of worship. Therefore, the paper interrogates
whether Avicenna’s rationalization of worship
ultimately distorts its essential theistic orientation.
The philosophical foundation of Avicenna’s
position is embedded in his broader metaphysical
schema that explains multiplicity through a
hierarchy of intellects. Each intellect in the chain
reflects back to its cause while generating the level
beneath it in a dual movement of emanation and
reception (Dargahzadeh, 2014). The Active
Intellect, positioned at the lowest level of the
intellective hierarchy, interacts directly with human
souls, bestowing intelligible forms and managing
the sublunar realm (Avicenna, 1997). It is in this
context that Avicenna situates worship: as a
rational and purificatory journey aimed at
intellectual perfection, culminating in union with
this final intellect (Avicenna, 2000). However,
critics argue that such an interpretation of worship,
while coherent within the confines of Avicennian
metaphysics, lacks the ontological immediacy
characteristic of scriptural understandings of
divine-human relationships. In contrast to
Avicenna, theologians such as Fakhr al-Din al-Razi
critique ga‘idat al-wahid for implying a
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deterministic and impersonal divine economy,
incompatible with the God of revelation who
engages in direct relationship with creation
(Alamolhoda, 2005). Furthermore, mystics like
Ibn ‘Arabi conceptualize worship as a direct,
experiential unveiling (kashf) that transcends all
intermediaries, including intellects, in favor of a
heart-to-heart encounter with the Divine (Kermani,
2011). The divergence in these traditions illustrates
that while Avicenna’s model provides an elegant
logical structure, it does so at the cost of the
devotional immediacy and theological intimacy
found in Qur’anic and mystical discourses.

Indeed, this divergence becomes even more
pronounced when evaluating the textual sources
upon which each tradition draws. The Qur’anic
verse, “And I did not create the jinn and mankind
except to worship Me” (Qur’an 51:56), offers a
direct articulation of worship’s purpose, one that is
inherently theocentric and unmediated. Scholars
such as Allameh Tabataba’1 have interpreted such
verses to mean that worship is a self-effacing
declaration of human servitude and divine lordship,
requiring no intermediary (Pourhassan, 2021a,
2021b). This is diametrically opposed to
Avicenna’s view in which the soul’s purification
and rational development are oriented toward a
created entity—the Active Intellect—as their
ultimate telos. This shift in the final cause of
worship has profound theological implications. By
redefining worship as a path toward a created
being, Avicenna effectively reconfigures its
ontological grounding, redirecting it from Divine
unity (tawhid) to epistemic actualization. As such,
it risks undermining the Qur’anic doctrine of
tawhid al-af*al (Unity of Divine Actions), which
affirms that all actions—including those of
worship—must be directed solely toward God
(Rajabi Tehrani, 2012). Consequently, Avicenna’s
interpretation may be seen as introducing a subtle
form of ontological duality into what is
traditionally conceived as a singular devotional
axis between the human and the Divine.

Further criticisms arise from within Islamic
mysticism, particularly regarding the affective and

experiential dimensions of worship. Mystics
maintain that true worship is not pursued for the
sake of rational perfection but as an expression of
love and annihilation in the Divine presence. As
Ibn ‘Arab states, “We do not worship God in order
to reach Him, but to disappear in Him” (Kermani,
2011). In this formulation, worship is not a means
to an end but an end in itself—a moment of
existential surrender rather than cognitive ascent.
Accordingly, the intermediacy of the Active
Intellect becomes a veil rather than a bridge,
obstructing rather than facilitating the transparency
required for mystical union. This critique is echoed
by Suhrawardi, who rejected Avicenna’s vertical
structure of intellects in favor of a lateral schema of
“illuminative lights” more conducive to mystical
ascent (Ahsan & Yazdanpanah, 2010). These
divergent perspectives underscore a fundamental
incompatibility between Avicenna’s philosophical
rationalism and the existential immediacy of
Islamic mysticism. Where Avicenna sees worship
as a function of cognitive readiness, mystics
understand it as a love-driven leap beyond reason.
Therefore, the prioritization of rational structure
over spiritual surrender in Avicenna’s model
arguably dilutes the ontological gravity of the
worshipper’s relationship to God.

The tension is not limited to mystical and
philosophical differences but extends to theological
principles, particularly those concerning divine
proximity and the immediacy of divine response.
The Qur’anic declaration, “Indeed, I am near”
(Qur’an 2:186), offers a powerful testament to
God’s unmediated availability. Such verses
conflict with the mediated cosmology of Avicenna,
in which the worshipper must ascend through the
intermediary of the Active Intellect to achieve
spiritual fulfillment. In defense of this model,
Avicenna might argue that the Active Intellect
functions merely as a conduit of intelligibility
rather than an object of worship. However, his
consistent identification of the Active Intellect as
the terminus of worship-oriented action suggests
otherwise (Avicenna, 2004). Moreover, his failure
to delineate a clear theological boundary between
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the epistemic role of the Active Intellect and the
ontological sovereignty of God exacerbates this
ambiguity. Theologians, therefore, raise the
concern that Avicenna’s rationalization may
inadvertently displace God from the immediate
horizon of devotional life, reducing worship to a
cognitive process aimed at abstraction rather than a
spiritual communion aimed at nearness. This shift
not only undermines the revelatory essence of
worship but also challenges its foundational place
in Islamic ontology as a direct act of submission
and recognition of divine lordship.

In synthesizing these critiques, one may conclude
that Avicenna’s conception of worship, while
internally consistent within his metaphysical
system, falters when subjected to cross-traditional
analysis. His reliance on ga ‘idat al-wahid and the
ten-intellect schema provides a coherent account of
cosmological procession but renders worship a
philosophically mediated event rather than an
existential act of divine encounter. The emphasis
on cognitive purification and ascent toward the
Active Intellect replaces the Qur’anic and mystical
emphasis on love, awe, and intimacy. As a result,
Avicenna’s model, though rationally robust, lacks
the theocentric immediacy demanded by both
revelation and spiritual intuition. It privileges
abstract union over personal devotion, and in doing
so, risks reconfiguring worship as a means of
epistemic elevation rather than the fulfillment of
human servitude. While this approach may enrich
the philosophical analysis of spiritual ascent, it
diminishes the ontological centrality of God as the
ultimate object of worship. Consequently, despite
Avicenna’s contributions to the metaphysical
architecture of Islamic thought, his understanding
of worship reveals a significant blind spot—one
that merits careful reassessment in light of the
holistic theological, mystical, and philosophical
traditions of Islam.
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