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Abstract

The theological concept of humanity as the “Khalifah (vicegerent) of God” on earth is a
widely held belief among Muslims. Although the term “Khalifah” is mentioned twice in the
Holy Quran, the phrase “Caliph of God” is never used. Historical sources suggest that this
term was neither widely accepted nor prevalent during the time of the Prophet
Muhammad and his companions. However, it appears that the phrase gradually gained
popularity, particularly within political and governmental contexts, during the Umayyad
and Abbasid caliphates. Over time, it shifted from political discourse into exegetical,
hadith, mystical, theological, and philosophical domains. The key moment for this term’s
transition from politics to theology seems to have occurred in the third century of the
Islamic calendar, through the efforts of the great commentator, jurist, and historian,
Tabari. For the first time, Tabari interpreted the word “Khalifah” in verse 30 of Surah Al-
Bagarah as meaning “Caliph of God.” After Tabari, this interpretation was widely accepted
and reiterated by most Muslim theologians, particularly within the fields of mysticism and
Sufism. The phrase “Caliph of God,” born from “political theology,” carries contradictory
meanings. The original meaning of “Khalifah” refers to someone acting on behalf of an
absent individual. However, the eternal, ever-present, governing, and perfect God
described in the Holy Quran is not absent in a way that would require a weak and mortal
human to take His place. In contrast, both the Quran and prophetic narrations describe
humans as ““Abd Allah” (servants of God). This teaching of servitude, which emphasizes
humility and modesty, fosters a more balanced relationship between humanity and the
natural world, proposing an ethic of humility toward nature. Conversely, the
anthropocentric teaching of humans as the “Caliph of God” asserts human superiority,
dominance, and control over nature—an attitude that can lead to environmental
degradation.
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1. Introduction

Contemporary scholars increasingly examine the relationship between
anthropocentric doctrines in Abrahamic religions and environmental degradation.
Lynn White argued that the modern environmental crisis stems from a culture of
human supremacy, influenced by the doctrine of “anthropocentrism” in the Bible,
which suggests that all creation exists for human use. According to this belief,
humans were created in the image of God and share, to a significant extent, in the
divine transcendence over nature. God has willed that humanity exploit nature
according to its specific purposes, emphasizing that only humans possess the
exclusive privilege of having a soul in this world. White further proposed that
overcoming this crisis requires embracing the humility advocated by Saint Francis
of Assisi (1181-1226) toward nature. Saint Francis sought to dethrone humanity
from its sovereign position over the world and to establish a system where all of
God'’s creatures are considered equals (White 1967, 1203-1207).

Anthropocentric teachings are also prominent and influential in Islamic
theology. The term Khalifa holds a significant position both in the historical context
of Muslim governance and in Islamic beliefs. Historically, the ruler in an Islamic
government was referred to as Khalifa (caliph). However, during the Umayyad and
later Abbasid periods, the term evolved into Khalifa Allah (“God’s Caliph”) (see
Shavarani 1398 SH, 95-132). This semantic shift during the Umayyad and Abbasid
eras appears to have been driven by political motives within the caliphal
institutions. Subsequently, Quranic exegetes, influenced by these political currents,
interpreted verses 2:30 (al-Baqara) and 38:26 (Sad) through this lens (Kadi and
Shahin 2003, 81-86; Kadi, 1988, 392-411; idem, 2001, 276-278; Shavarani, 2019,
143-167). This interpretation, rooted in “political theology,” facilitated the
emergence of the doctrine of humanity as “God’s vicegerent on earth,” a concept
deeply intertwined with humanity’s treatment of the environment.

Furthermore, the widespread attribution of Khalifa Allah to all human beings
was significantly influenced by Siifis and mystics, such as Abti Hamid al-Ghazalj,
Ruzbihan Bagqli, Ibn ‘Arabi, Najm al-Din Daya, and Nasafi, among others (see
Shavarani 1399 SH, 119-133). To date, many Muslim theologians writing on
environmental preservation have generally presumed the Khalifa Allah concept as
a valid, beneficial, and instructive belief, often defending it (Shavarani 2024, 183).
However, contrary to this consensus, the present author has previously criticized
the term Khalifa Allah across historical, theological, philosophical, mystical,
narrative, and exegetical sources in separate publications. In this article, the
concept of ‘Abd Allah (“Servant of God”) is proposed as an alternative.
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2. The Meaning of Khalifa

The term Khalifa originates from the root khalafa, meaning deputy, and khalaf as
opposed to salaf refers to “what comes later” (Raghib 1416 AH, 1: 155). When a
parent dies, their child becomes their successor, khalifa, and deputy (Farahidi n.d.,
4: 266). The Quran frequently employs khalaf and its derivatives to signify the
succession of a present entity in place of an absent one:

“Servants. Whatsoever you have spent, He will replace” (34:39).1 “Had We
willed, We would have appointed angels among you, succeeding one another upon
the earth” (43:60). In this verse, the term denotes substitution (Turayhi 1414 AH,
541). “Then a generation succeeded them” (7:169). And: “Let those who would
dread if they left behind their own helpless progeny have fear” (4:9). This notion is
repeated again in verse: “And He it is Who made the night and the day successive”
(25:62). Similarly, in the story of Miisa (Moses), when he departed for Mount Sinai,
he appointed Harun (Aaron) as his khalifa: “And Moses said unto his brother,
Aaron, ‘Take my place among my people, set matters aright” (7:142). Upon his
return, Moses said: “How evil is the course you have followed after me!” (7:150). In
both instances, the root khalafa conveys the idea of a present successor replacing
an absent figure. The Quran uses the word Khalifa twice: “I am placing a vicegerent
[khalifa] upon the earth” (2:30). “O David! Truly We have appointed thee as a
vicegerent upon the earth” (38:26)

Linguistically, Khalifa refers to one who occupies the position of an absent
predecessor (Farahidi n.d., 4: 267; Ibn Manzir, n.d., 9: 83, 89). The plural form
Khulafa’, derived from Khalifa , appears three times in the Quran: “Remember
when He made you vicegerents after the people of Noah, and increased you amply
in stature. So remember the boons of God, that haply you may prosper” (7:69);
“Remember when He made you vicegerents after ‘Ad” (7:74); and “He, Who ...
makes you vicegerents of the earth” (27:62). Another plural form, Khala@’if, occurs
four times: “Then We made you vicegerents upon the earth after them” (10:14);
“Yet, they denied him. So We saved him and those with him in the Ark. And We
made them vicegerents” (10:73); “He it is Who appointed you vicegerents upon the
earth” (35:39); and “He it is Who appointed you vicegerents upon the earth”
(6:165).

The root khalf also appears in the form of istif'al: “God has promised those
among you who believe and perform righteous deeds that He will surely make
them vicegerents upon the earth, as He caused those before them to be
vicegerents” (24:55). It is also mentioned in An‘am (6:133), A‘raf (7:129), Hud
(11:57), and Hadid (57:7), where it conveys a new group replacing a former one.
Notably, the Quran does not contain the phrase Khalifa Allah.
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As evident from this linguistic exploration, Khalf and its derivatives, especially
Khalifa, denote the succession (replacement) of one entity, individual, or group
taking the position of a previous, absent one.

3. The Meaning of Khalifa in Quranic Exegesis

The perspectives of Quranic exegetes regarding the term Khalifa can be divided
into two main periods: pre-Tabari and post-Tabarl. In the early exegetical
tradition, Mugqatil explains verse 30 of Surat al-Baqara by stating that the jinn
inhabited the earth before Adam (PBUH). However, due to their corruption and
bloodshed, God appointed Adam as their Khalifa (Muqatil 1423 AH, 1: 96). The
Quran also references the creation of the jinn prior to humanity: “and the jinn We
created earlier from scorching fire” (15:27).

In the third century AH, an exegesis attributed to Imam Hasan al-‘Askari (d. 260
AH) comments on verse 2:30, indicating that the jinn inhabited the earth, but were
expelled by the angels, who then resided on earth. God informed the angels that He
would place a Khalifa on earth (Hasan ibn ‘Ali 1409 AH, 216). Hawari, in his
exegesis, quotes al-Kalbi, who stated that the jinn corrupted the earth and shed
blood, leading God to send a group of angels to expel them to the islands of the
seas. Afterward, God informed the angels that He would establish a Khalifa on
earth, prompting the angels’ concern that this successor might repeat the jinn's
corruption and bloodshed (Hawari 1990, 1: 93-95).

However, in his commentary on verse 2:30, although Tabari (d. 310 AH)
transmits Ibn ‘Abbas’ view that the jinn previously inhabited the earth, causing
corruption and bloodshed and that Adam replaced them, he presents a differing
view from Ibn Zayd’s. According to Ibn Zayd, no beings, except the angels, existed
on earth before Adam’s creation. God announced to the angels His intention to
place a Khalifa on earth who would govern among His creation with divine justice.
Thus the interpretation of this verse is as follows: “Indeed, I will appoint a Khalifa
on earth from Myself, who will govern among My creation in accordance with My
commands.” This Khalifa is Adam and those who succeed him by ruling justly
among God’s creation (just rulers). Tabarl emphasizes that the term Khalifa refers
to the Khalifa Allah (God’s vicegerent) and Sultan Azam (the supreme sovereign)
(Tabari 1412 AH, 1: 156-157). TabarT’s interpretation of the word Khalifa in verse
2:30 (Shavarani 2024), however, appears influenced by the ancient Persian
concept of farr-e izadi (divine glory) (Shavarani 1403 SH, 125).

Overall, early exegetes with a philological approach and some access to Jewish
and Christian texts (isra’iliyyat) largely understood the term Khalifa and its
derivatives to mean “successor.” During the Umayyad period, exegetes had yet to
link the Quranic term Khalifa with the political-religious institution of the khilafa.
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However, by the mid-2nd century AH, a broader interpretive shift emerged. This
change, first noted by al-Suddi and later expanded by Sufyan al-Thawrl in his
exegesis of verse 55 of Suira al-Nur: “The believers who succeed others on the earth
are either rulers or a ruling nation.”

By the time of Tabari, a complete fusion had developed between the Quranic
Khalifa and the head of the Islamic caliphate in mainstream Sunni tafsir. Tabari, in
his commentary on Adam’s appointment as Khalifa in verse 2:30, initially describes
the term in its linguistic sense as “successor” or “replacement.” He then expands on
the term, stating: “The Sultdn al-A‘zam (the supreme ruler) is referred to as Khalifa
because he succeeds a predecessor, acting as his deputy in matters and serving as
his replacement.” This mainstream Sunni view underscores that the title Khalifa
for the head of the Islamic polity is an abbreviation of the longer, more complex
phrase Khalifa Allah, frequently employed by the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs
(Kadi 2001, 1: 277-278). Post-Tabari exegetes, due to his authoritative status,
widely accepted and reiterated his interpretation (Shavarani 1401 SH, 121-125).

Over time, the scope of Khalifa Allah expanded from the ruler or sovereign to
encompass all of humanity. In later Sunni, Shi‘i, and Zaydi tafsirs, the concept was
further broadened, asserting that all human beings serve as Khalifa Allah on earth
(Tabataba’1 1417 AH, 1: 116; 10: 303; Shawkani 1414 AH, 2: 212; 5: 200; Zuhaylt
1418 AH, 27: 299; Haqqi Bursawi n.d,, 8: 21).

Regarding the meaning of the word Khalifa in verse 26 of Siura Sad, when
considering verses 247 to 251 of Siura al-Bagarah, which briefly mention the
appointment of Talut (Saul) as the king of the Children of Israel, his battle against
Jalut (Goliath), Goliath’s death at the hands of Dawud (David), and David’s
subsequent kingship after Talut—it becomes evident that Khalifa signifies David'’s
succession to Talut, the king who preceded him. Furthermore, verses 17 to 26 of
Stura Sad, which recount David’s story, closely parallel chapters 1 to 10 of the
twelfth section of the Second Book of Samuel in the Bible. Although the Quran
summarizes these events, the Bible elaborates on the incidents before and after
Talut’s kingship in detail. Therefore, it can be concluded that the primary meaning
of Khalifa here is David’s succession to the former king, Talat, rather than his
succession to the position of God.

4. Uses of Khalifa Allah in Various Texts

An examination of the hadith sources from different Islamic traditions reveals
(Shavarani 1399 SH, 21-25) that the Prophet Muhammad often used the term
Khalifa independently, primarily in its linguistic sense, as seen in the supplication:
“0 God, You are the Companion in travel and the Khalifa in family affairs.” (Shaykh
Saduq 1362 SH, 2: 634; Muslim n.d., 2: 978; Malik ibn Anas n.d., 2: 977; Tirmidhi
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n.d.,, 5: 497; Nasa’i 1406 AH, 8: 273). Similarly, regarding the emergence of the
Dajjal, the Prophet said: “Indeed, God is my Khalifa over every Muslim.” (Abu
Dawid n.d., 4: 117; Muslim n.d., 4: 2251; Ahmad ibn Hanbal n.d., 4: 181; Tirmidhi
n.d., 4: 510; Ibn Majah n.d., 2: 1356).

However, concerning the successors of the Prophet, the term Khalifa appears
with its technical meaning: “This matter will not end until twelve khalifas pass
through it.” And: “The religion will continue to exist until the Hour arrives, or until
twelve khalifas, all from Quraysh, govern over you” (Muslim n.d., 3: 1452-1453).
“No prophet was sent, nor was any Khalifa appointed without having two intimate
friends: one guiding towards righteousness and urging it, while the other guiding
towards evil and urging it. The protected one is the one whom God protects”
(Bukhari 1407 AH, 6: 2632; Nasa’1 1406 AH, 7: 158).

In some sources, the term wali (governer) appears instead of khalifa. In al-
Haytham’s narration, the term khulafa’ (plural of khalifa) is used: “O God, have
mercy on my successors.”
They asked: “O Messenger of God, who are your successors?” He replied: “Those
who will come after me, narrating my hadiths and teaching them to the people”
(Haythami 1407 AH, 1: 126). Additionally, the term mustakhlaf (one entrusted as a
successor) appears meaning successor: “Indeed, the world is sweet and green, and
indeed Allah has made you successors in it to see how you will act. So, be mindful
of the world” (Muslim n.d., 4: 298; Ibn Majah n.d, 2: 1325; Tirmidhi n.d, 4: 483;
Ahmad ibn Hanbal n.d, 3: 19).

However, in collections such as Sahih Muslim, Sahih Bukhari, Sunan Tirmidhi,
Muwatta’ Malik, Sunan Nasa’l, and Sunan Daraqutni, the expressions Khalifa al-
Rahman (Vicegerent of the Merciful), Khalifa Rabb al-‘Alamin (Vicegerent of the
Lord of the Worlds), Khalifa Allah, and Khulafa’ Allah are not found. Only twice
does the phrase Khalifa Allah appear—once in Sunan Ibn Maja and once in Musnad
Ahmad ibn Hanbal (Ibn Majah 2: 1367; Ahmad n.d., 5: 277). These rare instances
have been criticized by some scholars, who argue that the phrase was not
authentically used by the Prophet (Rashid Rida 1990, 9: 416; Amin, Ahmad n.d., 3:
235-246; Alban1 1412 AH, 1: 195-198).

A historical review reveals (Shavarani 1398 SH, 101-109) that after the death of
the Prophet Muhammad, from the earliest days of the caliphate, Abti Bakr was
referred to as Khalifa Rasul Allah (Caliph of the Messenger of God) (Waqidi 1409
AH, 3: 1121). On one occasion, when a man addressed Abt Bakr as Khalifa Allah, he
responded: “I am not the Khalifa Allah, but the Khalifat Rasul Allah, and 1 am
content with that title” (Ibn Sa‘d 1410 AH, 3: 137; Ahmad n.d,, 1: 10; Baladhuri
1417 AH, 1: 529; Ibn Khaldiun 1408 AH, 1: 239; Qalgashandi n.d., 3: 250; Ibn “‘Abd
al-Barr 1412 AH, 3: 972). The title Khalifa Rasul Allah remained commonly used for
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Abu Bakr (Baladhurt 1: 528; Ibn Khaldun 1408 AH, 1: 282-283; Miskawayh 1379
SH, 1: 414; Qalgashandi n.d. 5: 475). After Abu Bakr’s death, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab
was referred to as Khalifa Khalifa Rasul Allah (Caliph of the Caliph of the
Messenger of God). Finding the title lengthy and cumbersome, he instead proposed
the term Amir al-Mu’minin (Commander of the Faithful) (Ibn A‘tham 1411 AH, 1:
124; Ibn Athir 1385 AH, 3: 58-59; Baladhuri n.d. 1: 528; Ibn Khaldion 1408 AH, 1:
282-283; Miskawayh 1379 SH, 1: 414; Qalgashandi n.d., 5: 475; Tabar1 1412 AH, 4:
208; Ibn Athir 1409 AH, 3: 667). When someone once called him Khalifa Allah, he
strongly objected, saying: “May God contradict you” (Ibn Abi1 al-Hadid 1385 AH, 12:
94; Tabar1 1967, 4: 209; Sam‘ani 1384 SH, 11: 237).

However, examinations reveal that this taboo has gradually been breaking, with
the concept of Khalifat Rastl Allah eventually giving way to the idea of Khalifa Allah
fi-I-Ard (Successor of God on Earth). In this reinterpretation, the term Khalifa ,
fundamentally at odds with early Islam, seems to have gradually evolved to signify
the successor of Zoroastrian or Christian kings. The exact time and circumstances
of this transformation remain unclear—whether Byzantine influence played a role
is uncertain. What can be asserted is that the title Khalifa Allah was used during the
Umayyad era (Barthold 1377 SH, 23).

However, Siktwari Basnawl believed that the first to be titled Khalifa Allah was
al-Mu‘tasim, son of Harun al-Rashid (1300 AH, 58). Nevertheless, titles such as
Khalifa Allah, Khulafa’ Allah, Khalifa Rabb al-‘Alamin (Successor of the Lord of the
Worlds), Khalifa al-Rahman (Successor of the Merciful), and Khilafa Allah have also
been attributed to various figures:

Mu‘awiyah: (Baladhurt 1417 AH, 5: 20, 216; Mas‘udi 1409 AH, 3: 43; Tabari
1412 AH, 5: 223; Ibn A‘tham 1411 AH, 4: 301, 330). Yazid: (Qalgashandi n.d., 9:
278; Mas‘udi 1409 AH, 3: 65; Ibn Kathir 1407 AH, 8: 235; Baladhuri 1417 AH, 5:
345; Ibn Qutaybah al-Dinawari 1368 SH, 1: 240). ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan: (Ibn
al-Jawz1l 1412 AH, 6: 39; Mas‘udi 1409 AH, 3: 143; Abu Dawud n.d. 4: 210;
Qalgashandi n.d., 9: 281; Akhbar al-Dawla al-‘Abbasiyyah 1391 AH, 152; Ibn Kathir
1407 AH, 9: 64; Dhahab1 1413 AH, 6: 140; Mubarrad 1409 AH, 1: 539; Baladhur1
1417 AH, 13: 379). al-Walid: (Baladhuri 1417 AH, 8: 69, 83, 117; Akhbar al-Dawla
al-‘Abbasiyyah 1391 AH, 152; Maqdisi n.d., 6: 41). Sulayman: (Ibn al-Jawzi 1412
AH, 7: 14; Tabari 1967, 6: 544, 548; Miskawayh 1379 SH, 2: 454). ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz: (Ibn al-Jawzi 1412 AH, 7: 38; Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam 1404 AH, 51, 52; Ibn
Qutaybah al-Dinawari 1410 AH, 2: 134). Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik: (Ibn ‘Asakir 1415
AH, 69: 229; Ibn al-Jawzi 1962, 614; Mas‘udi 1409 AH, 3: 201). Hisham: (Dinawari
1368 SH, 346; Baladhuri 1417 AH, 9: 60, 64, 106; Ibn ‘Imad al-Hanbali 1406 AH, 2:
113; Ibn al-Athir 1385 AH, 5: 263, 278; Ibn Kathir 1407 AH, 9: 351). al-Walid ibn
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Yazid: (Tabari 1967, 7: 220). Yazid ibn al-Walid: (Baladhuri 1417 AH, 9: 195, 292;
Tabari 1967, 7: 275).

In the Abbasid period, the expressions Khalifa Allah, Khalifa al-Rahman, Khulafa’
Allah, Khalifa Rabb al-Alamin, and Khilafa Allah were employed concerning the
rulers such as “al-Saffah” (Zamakhshar1 1412 AH, 4: 252; Qalgashandi n.d., 9: 278),
“al-Mansur” (Dhahabt 1413 AH, 8: 356; 9: 634; Mas‘udi 1409 AH, 3: 286; Ibn ‘Imad
al-Hanbali 1406 AH, 2: 237; Ibn al-Athir 1385 AH, 5: 473, 603; Ibn al-Jawz1 8: 10,
147; Miskawayh 1379 SH, 3: 359, 448; Tabari 1412 AH, 7: 486; 8: 38; Ibn Khaldin
1408 AH, 3: 250), “Mahd1” (Tabari 1412 AH, 8: 74; Ibn al-Tiqtaqi 1418 AH, 182; Ibn
Kathir 1407 AH, 10: 147; Ibn al-‘Imrani 1421 AH, 71; Dhahabi 1413 AH, 10: 22; Ibn
al-Athir 1385 AH, 6: 70; Mustawfl 1364 SH, 300; Ibn al-‘Imrani 1421 AH, 71; Ibn
Khayyat 1405 AH, 444), “Harun al-Rashid” (Tabari 1412 AH, 8: 350; Ibn al-‘Imrani
1421 AH, 88; Dhahabi 1413 AH, 12: 32; Ibn Kathir 1407 AH, 10: 221), “al-Amin”
(Tabar1 1412 AH, 8: 503), “al-Ma’mun” (Tabar1 1412 AH, 8: 453, 655, 662; Ibn al-
Jawzi 1412 AH, 10: 95; Barthold 1377 SH, 24), “al-Mu‘tasim” (Ibn al-Tiqtaqt 1418
AH, 228), “al-Wathiq” (Dhahabi 1413 AH, 17: 382), “al-Mutawakkil” (Tabari 1412
AH, 9: 176), “al-Muntasir bi-Llah” (Tabart 1412 AH, 9: 247), “al-Muhtadi bi-Llah”
(Ibn al-‘Imrani 1421 AH, 133), “al-Mu‘tadid bi-Llah” (Ibn al-‘Imrani 1421 AH, 145),
“al-Mu‘tadid” (Tabari 1412 AH, 10: 62), “al-Ta’i‘ li-Llah” (Dhahabi 1413 AH, 26:
274), “al-Qadir bi-LIah” (Gardizi 1363 SH, 209; Miskawayh 1379 SH, 7: 243), and
“al-Zahir bi-Amr Allah” (Ibn al-Athir 1385 AH, 12: 457; Ibn Khaldin 1408 AH, 3:
661; Ibn Kathir 1407 AH, 13: 113).

The prominent Mu‘tazilite litterateur al-Jahiz (1332 AH, 84) even argued that it
was obligatory to address Muslim rulers as Khalifa Allah.

In the philosophical works of the 4th to 6th centuries AH, such as the Rasa’il
Ikhwan al-Safa’ (1412 AH, 1: 297, 306; 3: 174), llahiyyat al-Shifa’ by Ibn Sina
(Avicenna 1960, 455), Hikmat al-Ishraq (1380 SH, 2: 11-12), and Alwah ‘Imadi by
Shaykh al-Ishraq (1380 SH, 3: 194), the expression Khalifa Allah and its derivatives
are also mentioned.

However, the most frequent usage of this expression is found within the realm
of Sufism and mysticism. During the 2nd and 3rd centuries AH, the use of Khalifa
Allah and its derivatives among the Sufis was rare. Notably, figures like Ma‘adh al-
Razi, Sahl al-Tustari, and Junayd al-Baghdadi avoided its usage. The expression
appears only once in al-Wasaya by Harith al-Muhasib1 (1986, 72, 214), Riyadat al-
Nafs (1426 AH, 72), Khatm al-Awliya’ by Hakim Tirmidhi (1422 AH, 430), and the
Diwan of Mansur al-Hallaj (1305 AH, 148).

In the works of the 4th and 5t centuries, such as Qit al-Qulib by Abu Talib al-
Makki (1417 AH, 2: 107), al-Muqgaddima fi al-Tasawwuf by Sulami (1426 AH, 101,
142), and Lata’if al-Isharat by Qushayri (1981, 1: 80), the expression appears only
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once in each text. However, it is mentioned multiple times in Hilyat al-Awliya’ by
Abt Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (n.d., 1: 80; 7: 48; 10: 194; 4: 295; 10: 167, 318),
Mukashafat al-Qulub (1422 AH, 65), and lhya’ ‘Ulim al-Din by al-Ghazali (n.d., 1:
23;7:80;9:192; 14: 61, 117).

During this period, prominent figures like Niffari, Sarraj, Kalabadhi, Bakri,
Kharaqushi, Mustamli Bukhari, Abu al-Hasan Daylami, Hujwiri, Khwaja
‘AbdullahAnsari, Qalansi, Qaysarani, and Ahmad Ghazali did not use the
expression. Nevertheless, its appearance increased slightly in the 4t and 5t
centuries compared to earlier periods, indicating a gradual rise in its usage.

In the 6t and 7t centuries AH, the expressions Khalifa Allah and its derivatives
were mentioned in several mystical and philosophical works, such as Ruh al-Arwah
by Sam‘ani (1384 SH, 406, 251), Hadiqat al-Haqiqa by Sana’t (1383 SH, 467), Asrar
al-Tawhid by Muhammad ibn Munawwar (1899, 9), Kashf al-Asrar by Maybudi
(1371 SH, 2: 234; 6: 561), Sirr al-Asrar (1428 AH, 74, 274, 275), al-Fath al-Rabbani
(1426 AH, 79, 157, 197, 286), Fatiih al-Ghayb by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani (1428 AH,
101), ‘Abhar al-‘Ashigin (1366 SH, 3), Tafsir ‘Ara’is al-Bayan (2008, 1: 518; 2: 370;
1: 456; 3: 249), Mashrab al-Arwah (1426 AH, 227, 279), Risalat al-Quds (1381 SH,
99), al-Misbah (1428 AH, 77), Taqsim al-Khawatir (1428 AH, 139), Sharh
Shathiyyat by Ruzbihan Baqli (1374 SH, 368), Tadhkirat al-Awliya’ by ‘Attar
Nishaburi (1905, 1: 204), ‘Awarif al-Ma‘arif by Suhrawardi (1427 AH, 1: 228), and
the Diwan of Ibn al-Farid (1410 AH, 60).

Ibn ‘Arabi, more extensively than others, employed the term and its synonyms
in numerous works, including al-Futihat al-Makkiyya (n.d., 1: 50, 118, 124, 242,
596, 757; 3: 16, 278, 280, 319, 337, 363, 400; 4: 26, 319), Fusus al-Hikam (1946, 1:
84, 162, 163), Majmuii‘at Rasa’il Ibn ‘Arabi (1421 AH, 1: 94), Majmii‘at Rasa’il Ibn
‘Arabi (1367 AH, 1: 5,12, 16, 19), Tarjuman al-Ashwaq (1378 SH, 115), Muhadarat
al-Abrar wa Musamarat al-Akhyar (1422 AH, 1: 218), Tafsir Ibn ‘Arabi (Ta’wilat
‘Abd al-Razzaq) (1422 AH, 1: 116), Dhakha’ir al-A‘laq: Sharh Tarjuman al-Ashwaq
(1420 AH, 98), and his Diwan (1423 AH, 201, 219, 302). He frequently linked the
concept of Khalifa Allah with the “Perfect Man” (al-Insan al-Kamil).

Despite the increased usage of this expression during the 6t and 7t centuries,
several notable figures abstained from using the term in their writings, including
‘Ayn al-Qudat Hamadani, Ahmad Jam, Abu Sa‘ld Abu al-Khayr, Husayn ibn Nasr
(Ibn Khamis al-Mawsili), Ahmad al-Rifa‘T, ‘Ammar Badlisi, Daylami, Taj al-Din Tis;,
Zhandapil al-Ghaznawi, Riuzbihan al-Thani, Ahmad al-Bini, Baha® al-Din
Muhammad Balkhi, Abu Ya‘qub Tadili (Ibn Zayyat), Awhad al-Din Kirmani,
Tirmidhi, Fakhr al-Din ‘Iraqi, Muhammad Razi, Muhammad Mazali, and Hasan
Palasi Shirazi. The term was also absent in works such as Makatib by Sana’, al-
Safina al-Qadiriyya by al-Jilani, and several works of ‘Attar and Nasafi. This
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omission suggests deliberate caution and reluctance by these authors regarding
the term’s usage.

In the 8% and 9t centuries, the expression Khalifa Allah became fully
institutionalized, particularly in the works of ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani, Qaysari,
Sayyid Haydar Amuli, and Shah Ni‘mat Allah Wali. However, it remained absent in
the writings of prominent figures such as Nur al-Din Asfara’ini, Shaykh Mahmud
Shabistari, ‘Izz al-Din Kashani, ‘Ala’ al-Dawla Simnani, Khwaji Kirmani, Wafa Kabir,
Mas‘ud Shirazi (Baba Rukna), Hafiz Shirazi, Sajzi Dehlawi, ‘Umar Misri (Ibn al-
Mulaqqin), Shams al-Din Maghribi, Khwaja Muhammad Parsa, Muhammad
Shadhili, Zaruq Fasi, Muhammad Tabadkani, Farahi Harawi (Mulla Maskin), Jamali
Dehlawi, Khilasat al-Mafakhir by Yafil, Madarij al-Salikin by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawzi,
Ta‘rifat by Jurjani, Tamhid al-Qawa‘id by Ibn Turka, and Nafhat al-Uns by Jami. The
lack of reference in these works warrants further examination (see: Shavarani
1399 SH, 134-138).

5. Critics of the Khalifa Allah Belief

Mawardi explains the term Khalifa as signifying the successor to the Messenger of
God among his followers. He states that it is permissible to use the expression
Khalifat Rasul Allah or simply Khalifa. However, scholars have differed on the
permissibility of the term Khalifa Allah. Some permitted its use based on the
Quranic verse: “He it is Who appointed you vicegerents upon the earth” (Quran
35:39). Nevertheless, the majority of scholars opposed the usage of Khalifa Allah,
arguing that it implies the absence or death of the one being replaced, whereas God
neither dies nor becomes absent (Mawardi 1427 AH, 39).

Similarly, al-Farra’ (1421 AH, 27) echoed Mawardi’s stance, suggesting that
while some permit the term as a metaphor for implementing divine commandes, it
remains inappropriate since God neither dies nor becomes absent. Maybudi (1371
SH, 8: 339) also noted scholarly discomfort with the term, pointing out that the
Quran never uses Khalifa in reference to God directly. However, those who permit
it cite figures such as Adam and David (PBUT) as examples, linking it to prophetic
missions and divine law. Furthermore, the Prophet Muhammad, when referring to
the emergence of the Dajjal, used the term in the statement: “God is my Khalifa
over every Muslim.” Therefore, it was deemed acceptable to use Khalifa Allah for
Adam and David as well.

Baghawsi, citing verses 30 of Surah al-Bagarah and 26 of Surah Sad, argued that
the title Khalifa Allah is exclusively reserved for Adam and David (Baghawi 1403
AH, 14: 75). Al-Maha’im1 also emphasized that the plurality of Khilafa is only
consistent with the title Khalifa Rastl Allah and not Khalifa Allah (al-Maha’imi 1428
AH, 494). Al-Nawaw1, similarly, opposed the use of Khalifa Allah for Muslim rulers,
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suggesting that it is more appropriate to use Khalifa, Khalifa Rastl Allah, or Amir al-
Mu’minin, since only Adam and David were referred to as Khalifa Allah in the
Quran (al-Nawawi 1414 AH, 360-361).

Ibn al-Rif'ah also refers to the disagreement among scholars on this matter,
stating that some have deemed its use permissible solely for the purpose of
upholding divine rights among people. However, citing verse 165 of Siira al-An‘am,
most scholars have refrained from using it and have attributed sin and
transgression to those who do, as God, the Most High, neither becomes absent nor
dies (Ibn al-Rif'a 2009, 18: 3). Ibn Jama‘a also supported the appropriateness of the
term Khalifa Rasul Allah, emphasizing that succession pertains only to the
Prophet’s role within the community, while Khalifa Allah is incorrect (Ibn Jama‘a
1405 AH, 57).

Ibn al-Qayyim also held that calling a ruler Khalifa Allah or na’ibullah fi al-ard
(Deputy of God on Earth) is discouraged because Khalifa and Na’ib imply the
absence of the one being represented, whereas God, the Exalted, Himself becomes
the Khalifa for a person absent from his family and the guardian of a believing
servant (Ibn al-Qayyim 1415 AH, 2: 474-475).

Similarly, Fayyumi stated that some scholars prohibited the use of the term
Khalifa Allah except for Adam and David, and only because of explicit textual
references (Fayyumi 1414 AH, 178). Damiri also acknowledged that the majority of
scholars avoided using the title Khalifa Allah since the concept of Khalifa implies
the absence of the one being replaced (Damiri 1425 AH, 9: 59).

Ibn Khaldiin addressed this scholarly disagreement, noting that the majority
prohibited the term as the Quranic verses did not support such a meaning. He
added that succession applies only to an absent figure, while a present figure needs
no successor (Ibn Khaldiin 1408 AH, 1: 239).

In Minhaj al-Sunnah, Ibn Taymiyyah explained that Khalifa refers to succeeding
someone who is absent. Therefore, during the Prophet’s (PBUH) presence in
Medina, he refrained from appointing a Khalifa for himself. When he temporarily
appointed deputies during his absence, their authority ended upon his return.
Hence, it is incorrect to claim that God appoints a Khalifa for Himself, as He is al-
Hayy (the Ever-Living), al-Qayyum (the Sustainer), al-Shahid (the Witness), and al-
Mudabbir (the Manager of affairs), free from death, sleep, or absence. All Quranic
references to Khildafah pertain to succession over creation, not God (Ibn Taymiyyah
1426 AH, 8: 256).

In Talmis al-Jahmiyyah, Ibn Taymiyyah attributed the belief in humanity being
Khalifa Allah to a faction of the Ittihadiyyah and others who argued that Adam was
Khalifa Allah because divine names and attributes were manifested in him. He
identified two groups within this belief: one claimed that since God transcends the
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universe, humans act as Khalifa Allah; the other asserted that God is the existence
of the world, and humanity is a condensed reflection of this reality, making
humans comprehensive successors in the world. This belief aligns with the idea of
al-insan al-saghir (“the microcosmic man”) (Ibn Taymiyyah 1426 AH, 6: 577).

Among later scholars, Rashid Rida suggested that a group of rational animals
existed on earth before Adam but eventually perished. He argued that the angels’
awareness of these beings was the basis for their statement in the Quran, and the
term Khala’if refers to this succession (Rashid Rida 1990, 1: 215).

6. God, the Ever-Living and Present

The God described in the Quran, both explicitly and implicitly, possesses
unparalleled power: The Sovereign (Malik), the Owner of all dominion (Malik al-
Mulk), the true Heir and Possessor (Warith), the All-Powerful (Qadir, Qadir,
Qahhar), the Dominant (Qahir), the Mighty (Mugqtadir, Qawi), the Ever-Lasting and
Sustainer of all (Qayyiim), the Judge (Qadi), the Best of Rulers (Khair al-Hakimin),
the One whose help is sought (Musta‘an), the Avenger (Muntaqim), the Swift in
Accounting (Sari® al-Hisab), the Swift in Punishment (Sari® al-‘lqab, Shadid al-
‘Adhab), the Severe in Retribution (Shadid al-Mahal, Shadid al-‘Iqab), the Possessor
of Firm Power (Dht al-Quwwah al-Matin), the Supreme Planner (Khair al-Makirin),
the Upholder of Justice (Qa’im bi al-Qist), the Bestower of Security (Mu’min), the
Guardian (Muhaymin), the All-Encompassing (Muhit), the Vast (Wasi9), the
Sufficient (Kafi), the Victorious (Ghalib), the All-Prevailing (‘Aziz), the Compeller
(Jabbar), the Guardian of Affairs (Wakil), the Watchful Protector (Ragqib), the
Splitter of the Seed (Faliq al-Habb wa al-Nawa), the Most High and Supreme (A4,
Mut‘al, ‘Ali), the Magnificent (‘Azim, Kabir), the One with Supreme Greatness
(Mutakabbir), the Ever-Kind and Compassionate (Ra’if), the Most Merciful (Arham
al-Rahimin), the Oft-Accepting of Repentance (Tawwab), the Best Provider (Khair
al-Raziqin), the Continuously Merciful (Rahman, Rahim), the Generous (Karim), the
Constant Sustainer (Razzaq), the Bestower (Wahhab), the Forgiving (Ghafiir,
Ghaffar, ‘Afiiw), the Subtle and Kind (Latif), the Healer (Shafi), the Beneficent and
Rewarder of Goodness (Barr), the Most Loving (Wadtid), the Close and Intimate
Friend (Mawla, Wali), the Answerer of Prayers (Mujib), the Supporter (Nasir), the
Best Preserver (Khair Hafiz, Hafiz), the Expander (Bdasit), the Remover of Harm
(Kashif al-Durr), the Guide (Hadi), the Helper of the Needy (Ghiyath), the Opener
(Fattah), the Lord of all Worlds (Rabb al-‘Alamin), and the Intercessor (Shafi?).
Moreover, God is described as the Knower of the Unseen (‘Allam al-Ghuyub), the
All-Knowing (A‘lam, ‘Alim, Hakim, Khabir), the All-Hearing (Sami®), the All-Aware
(Khabir), the Ever-Witnessing (Shahid). He is the Creator and Originator (Badi’,
Dharr’, Barr’, Sani‘, Fatir, Khaliq), the Giver of Life (Muhyi), the Taker of Life
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(Mumit), the Seizer of Souls (Qabid), the Fashioner (Musawwir), the Best of
Creators (Ahsan al-Khaligin), and the Constant Creator (Khallaq).

He is the First (Awwal), the Originator (Mubdi’), the Eternal (Qadim), the Last
(Akhir), the Ever-Remaining (Bdgqi), the Ultimate Everlasting (Abqd), the Manifest
(Zahir, Mubin), the Hidden (Batin), the Best of Heirs (Khair al-Warithin), the Ever-
Living (Hayy), the Self-Sufficient (Samad), the Absolutely Independent (Ghani), the
One and Unique (Ahad, Witr).

God’s power is absolute over all He wills: “Surely thy Lord does whatsoever He
wills” (11:107). Furthermore, He declares His closeness to human beings: “We are
nearer to him than his jugular vein” (50:16). He is the veil between the human and
their heart: “And know that God comes between a man and his heart, and that unto
Him shall you be gathered” (8:24).

God responds instantly to the supplication of the distressed: “He, Who answers
the one in distress when he calls upon Him and removes the evil” (27:62).
Additionally, His knowledge encompasses everything, even the falling of a single
leaf or the growth of a seed within the darkness of the earth: “no leaf falls but that
He knows it, nor any seed in the dark recesses of the earth, nor anything moist or
dry, but that it is in a clear Book” (6:59).

These attributes are incompatible with the idea of God’s absence. The notion of
human succession to God’s position implies His absence, while the Quran describes
humans with traits like weak (da‘if), transgressor (taghi), unjust (zaltim), ignorant
(jahul), and impatient (halii). These qualities make it clear that humans cannot
reflect the divine attributes required for such a role.

God is described as unique and incomparable: “naught is like unto Him” (42:11).
Claiming that a created human could succeed the Creator introduces a concept of
shirk (associating partners with God), which conflicts with the strictly
monotheistic theology of the Quran. The Quran emphasizes God’s uniqueness and
absolute authority, rejecting the idea of a human replacing God. This claim risks
implying a form of “human-godhood,” which contradicts the essential divine
oneness in [slamic belief.

7. Human as the Servant

The term ‘Abd (servant) in Islamic thought closely relates to humility and
submission. The word ‘ubtidiyya denotes the expression of humility and obedience,
while ibada (worship) carries a stronger connotation, signifying the highest form
of submission (Raghib 1416 AH, 542). The phrase tariq mu‘abbad refers to a road
that has been flattened (Ibn Manzur n.d., 3: 273).

The expression ‘Abd Allah (Servant of God) signifies one who is fully
surrendered, humble, and submissive before God. The Quran states that the
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purpose of the creation of jinn and humans is their ‘ubudiyya: “I did not create jinn
and mankind, save to worship Me” (51:56). The exclusive nature of servitude to
God is reinforced in Surah al-Fatiha: “Thee we worship” (1:5) and again in Surah
al-Zumar: “Rather, worship God and be among the thankful!” (39:66).

The Quran considers servants of the taghtt (false gods or tyrants) as the worst
of people: “Say, “Shall I inform you of something worse than that by way of
recompense from God? Whomsoever God has cursed and upon whom is His Wrath,
and among whom He has made some to be apes and swine, and who worship false
deities” (5:60). The prophets were sent to call people to the servitude of God and
away from taghut: “We indeed sent a messenger unto every community, ‘Worship
God, and shun false deities!"” (16:36).

The Quran repeatedly addresses prophets as ‘abd (servant). For instance: Nuh
(10:10, 9:3, 81:37), Ibrahim (37:111, 38:45), Lut (10:10), Ishaq and Ya‘qub
(38:45), Yusuf (12:24), Misa and Hartn (37:122), the companion of Misa (18:65),
llyas (37:132), Dawid (38:17), Sulayman (38:30), Ayyub (38:41, 38:44), Zakariyya
(19:2), Tsa (4:172, 43:59, 19:30), and the Prophet Muhammad (2:23, 8:41, 17:1,
18:1, 25:1,57:9, 72:19, 53:10, 96:10).

The Quran defines a reciprocal relationship between Rabb (Lord) and ‘abd
(servant). This relationship is grounded in the principle of Tawhid (monotheism),
the most fundamental Islamic belief. God is described as the sole Rabb al-‘Alamin
(Lord of the Worlds) while all creation is in the position of ‘ubiidiyya: “There is
none in the heavens and on the earth, but that it comes unto the Compassionate as
a servant” (19:93).

The Quran calls for exclusive servitude to God, rejecting shirk (associating
partners with God) and the belief in multiple lords: “that we shall worship none
but God, shall not associate aught with Him, and shall not take one another as lords
apart from God” (3:64). It rebukes those who claim divine lordship: “It is not for
any human being, God having given him the Book, judgment, and prophethood, to
then say to the people, ‘Be servants of me instead of God’” (3:79). Similarly, the
Quran criticizes the Jews and Christians for taking their rabbis, monks, and even
‘Isa (Jesus) as Rabb: “They have taken their rabbis and monks as lords apart from
God, as well as the Messiah, son of Mary, though they were only commanded to
worship one God” (9:31).

The term Gbad (servants) is also used in the Quran to praise those with high
spiritual ranks: “Say, ‘Praise be to God, and peace be upon His servants whom He
has chosen’ (27:59); “save Thy sincere servants among them” (15:40); “As for My
servants, truly thou hast no authority over them” (17:65); “Gardens of Eden, those
which the Compassionate promised His servants in the Unseen. Verily His Promise
shall come to pass” (19:61). Particularly in the verse: “The servants of the Most
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Merciful are those who walk upon the earth humbly” (25:63), the relationship
between ‘bad (servants) and ard (earth) is emphasized, with Hawnan (humility)
as the intermediary. This humility signifies that they do not seek corruption or
destruction on earth (Tabari 1412 AH, 19: 22). As mentioned earlier, the inherent
quality of ‘abd (servant) is humility, and this verse reinforces that ibad are those
who walk the earth with humility.

In the verse: “Worship God, and ascribe not partners unto Him. And be virtuous
toward parents” (4:36), ‘ubudiyya (servitude) is mentioned alongside ihsan
(kindness, benevolence, sincerity), indicating a connection between the two
concepts. The Prophet (PBUH) also linked ihsan with ‘ubiidiyya when he defined it
as: “To worship Allah as if you see Him, and if you do not see Him, then surely He
sees you” (Bukhari 1407 AH, 1: 27).

In multiple prophetic traditions, the term ‘abd has been used to signify the
spiritual rank and value of servitude: “No servant humbles himself for the sake of
Allah except that He elevates him.” (Malik ibn Anas n.d. 2: 1000). The Prophet
(PBUH) also said: “The most beloved names to Allah are ‘Abdullahand ‘Abd al-
Rahman.” (Ibn Majah n.d. 2: 1229; Tirmidhi, 5: 132; Nasa’i, 1406 AH, 6: 218;
Ahmad ibn Hanbal, 4: 345; Abu Dawud, 4: 287).

Regarding himself, the Prophet (PBUH) said: “Should I not be a grateful
servant?” (Bukhari 1407 AH, 1: 380; Muslim n.d., 4: 2171).

It is also reported that an angel appeared to the Prophet and said: “God has
given you the choice: to be a king and a prophet or a servant and a messenger.”
Jibrll (PBUH), standing beside the Prophet, advised him to show humility before
Allah. Thus, the Prophet chose servitude, stating: “I choose to be a servant and a
prophet.” Before introducing himself as Rastl Allah (messenger of Allah) among
the people, the Prophet would first call himself ‘Abd Allah(the servant of Allah): “I
am the servant of Allah and His messenger.” (Ibn Hisham n.d., 2: 317).

The concept of Abd Allah is frequently emphasized in the Prophet’s (PBUH)
words and teachings, which contrasts with the notion of Khalifa Allah (Shavarani
2022).

The Sufi masters and mystics have given profound attention to the concept of
servitude in the Quran (Shavarani 1401 SH, 95-100). They emphasize that God
praised the servitude of the Prophet Muhammad during his ascension (Mi‘raj):
“Glory be to Him Who carried His servant by night” (17:1). Similarly, Jesus took
pride in his servitude, declaring: “Indeed, [ am the servant of Allah; He has given
me the Scripture” (19:30) (Qushayri 1981, 1: 393; Mustamli Bukhar1 1363 SH, 1:
136; Razi 1425 AH, 180).

The mystics consider servitude the highest spiritual rank between the created
and the Creator (Sarraj 1914, 421). Abu ‘Al Daqaq stated: “There is no rank higher
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than servitude” (Qushayri 1374 SH, 304). Some have described servitude as a
station (maqam) and stage on the mystical path, identifying it as the ultimate goal
of spiritual journeying (Hujwirt 1375 SH, 95). Others regard servitude as the first
of twelve stages of divine love (Baqli 1366 SH, 100). Another explained servitude
in four pillars: knowledge as the first, practice as the second, sincerity as the third,
and certainty as the fourth (Badlisi 1999, 115).

They believe pure servitude is embodied in humility and self-effacement
(Tustari 1423 AH, 129). True servitude, they assert, involves complete submission
and self-nullification before God, where the servant has no independent existence
apart from divine will (Daylami 1428 AH, 203). The relationship between the
servant and the Creator is based on two inseparable elements: servitude and
Iftigar (spiritual poverty) (Ma‘adh Razi 1423 AH, 90).

This spiritual poverty compels the servant to recognize their total dependence
on God, fostering humility. God has made humility the external expression of
poverty, while its inward reality is reverence. Those who embody this state show
compassion to others, respect the elderly, and demonstrate mercy to those tested
by God. Their humility prevents them from seeing themselves as superior to others
and instead makes them perceive their own flaws while imagining others’
perfection. Such a person remains unknown among people. The ethics of spiritual
poverty (maqam al-faqr) include calmness, dignity, humility, self-sacrifice,
honoring others, and adhering to noble conduct (Sulami 1369 SH, 3: 34-36).

Furthermore, the concept of servitude prevents greed and attachment to
worldly possessions, emphasizing non-ownership as an essential mark of
servitude, since a servant cannot be both owned and an owner simultaneously
(Mustamli, 1363 SH, 1: 135). Abu Hafs al-Haddad explained: “True servitude is to
abandon everything you own” (‘Attar 1905, 1: 329).

How can someone truly be a servant of God while being a servant of something
else? For whatever draws a person towards itself becomes their object of worship,
and whatever they gain becomes their lord. According to the theologians, this
constitutes shirk. Such a person contradicts the supplication of the Prophet (PBUH)
and ultimately falls into spiritual downfall (Abu Talib al-Makki 1417 AH, 1: 160).
The Prophet said: “Cursed is the servant of dinar, the servant of dirham, the
servant of fine clothing” (al-Bukhari 1407 AH, 1: 380). Every servant whose heart
is attached to something becomes a servant of that very thing. A true servant of
God, however, is one whose heart is free from everything except God (Ghazali n.d.,
14: 199).

Muhammad ibn Fadl stated: Renunciation of the world and the self, and
considering them insignificant, is the foundation from which the authenticity of
spiritual poverty emerges. Poverty is a garment woven with the thread of
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contentment and the fiber of humility, and it is one of the qualities of servitude
(Sulam1 1369 SH, 3: 34, 37). Perseverance in spiritual poverty is among the
spiritual stations of a servant (Hujwiri 1375 SH, 29).

Moreover, according to the Sufis, servitude is deeply intertwined with serving
others. Ahmad Khidrawayh explained that the fifth level of servitude is
tahammuli—bearing the burdens of creation (Mustamli 1363 SH, 3: 85, 87), and to
serve others is to worship God (Mustamli 1363 SH, 4: 1656).

When a servant performs service in this world, they will gain closeness in the
Hereafter (Hujwiri 1375 SH, 252). In the sayings of the Prophet (PBUH), servitude
and ihsan (benevolence, sincerity, excellence) are closely linked. The highest level
of ithsan involves avoiding shirk and maintaining sincerity in worship and servitude
(Jandi 1423 AH, 222). Another level of Thsan is doing good to all things, as stated in
the hadith: “Indeed, Allah has prescribed ihsan in everything” (Muslim n.d., 3:
1548).

God mentions all the rights of creation upon one another under the category of
Muhsintin (those who excel in goodness) (Mibadi 1371 SH, 3: 607). Fadil ibn ‘Iyad
emphasized this by saying: “If a servant does all good deeds but fails to be kind
even to their domestic hen, they cannot be considered among the Muhsiniin
(Qushayri 1374 SH, 391).

Performing lhsan through one’s body and wealth towards the servants of God is
an act of worship and the key to eternal happiness, like a seed of everlasting
success. One should strive not to be excluded from the ranks of Ashab al-Yamin
(the people of the right hand) who are the people of ihsan and futuwwa (chivalry)
(Hamadhani 1370 SH, 358).

In the works of Abu ‘Uthman Hiri, futuwwa means servitude. A true chivalrous
person embodies all qualities of servitude and has reached a level where they
claim no good for themselves, as the perfect chivalrous person is the selfless
servant (“Afifi 1369 SH, 2: 368).

Muhammad ibn Fadl al-Balkhi stated: “God adorned Abtu ‘Uthman Hirl with the
arts of servitude and created him to teach the etiquettes of servitude to people”
(Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahani n.d., 10: 244).

The believers, or the ahl al-futuwwa (people of chivalry), devote their souls and
wealth to fulfilling the rights of servitude. They are compassionate and kind to all
creation, considering it their duty to fulfill the rights of others. They have bound
themselves to a life of service, making their existence a pathway for various forms
of goodness and benevolence (Hamadhani 1370 SH, 362).
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8. Conclusion

The term Khalifa signifies someone who takes the position of an absent individual.
Early Muslim commentators with a linguistic approach understood the primary
meaning of Khalifa and its cognates as “successor.” These pre-Tabari exegetes
interpreted the term Khalifa in verse 30 of Stira al-Baqarah, referring to Adam, as
khalifat al-Jinn (successor of the jinn). The Umayyad caliphs, and even more
prominently the Abbasid caliphs, used the title Khalifa Allah (“God’s Caliph”) to
sanctify their social and political authority.

Under the influence of the evolving socio-political context of his time, Tabarl
introduced a new meaning for Khalifa, redefining it as Khalifa Allah and replacing
the earlier interpretations. He identified its application with the sultan al-a‘zam
(supreme ruler) and the governing caliphs. Subsequent commentators and
theologians, influenced by TabarT’s religious prominence, echoed and affirmed his
views. Over time, the scope of Khalifa Allah expanded further in exegetical,
theological, philosophical, and mystical texts, where the entire human race was
described as God'’s vicegerent on earth.

In Islamic mysticism and Sufism, more than in other fields, the notion of
humanity as Khalifa Allah was emphasized. However, the concept of Khalifa Allah,
originating from “political theology” rather than “Quranic theology,” has always
faced significant opposition. It conflicts with the Quranic attributes of God as the
Ever-Living, Present, All-Powerful, All-Knowing, and Sustainer.

Moreover, this doctrine, as the most human-centric belief in Islamic thought,
risks elevating humanity to a “human-god” status, fostering a sense of superiority
and dominance over nature, leading to its exploitation and destruction. In contrast,
the Quran and the sayings of the Prophet (PBUH) emphasize the concept of ‘Abd
Allah (servant of God), presenting servitude as the highest spiritual rank, even for
great figures such as the prophets.

A defining trait of servitude (‘ubidiyya) is humility and modesty. Therefore, the
human role as a servant emphasizes humility, lack of greed, service, and
coexistence with nature, moving away from domination and exploitation. As Lynn
White observed, this view aligns closely with that of Saint Francis of Assisi.
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Notes

1. All Quranic references in this paper are sourced from Nasr et al. (2015). However, to avoid
repetition, only chapter and verse numbers are cited without restating the reference.
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