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The Style of Reflective Thought 
in the Risale-i Nur

Ümit Şimşek

What is the Risale-i Nur?
The Risale-i N ur has been defined and described in various ways, in regard 

both to the subjects it covers and the manner in which it deals with them. It is 
m ost frequently described as “a Q ur’anic com m entary” (tefsir), and in various 
places in the work itself the author uses similar expressions to describe it.1 He 
also calls it “a kalam  w ork,” that is, is a work of the science o f kaldm  or theol­
ogy.2 Also, if not frequently, from time to time people have suggested that the 
Risale-i N ur is related to sufism, although the author made no such statements, 
or have wanted to drag it into political channels.

ÜMİT ŞİMŞEK (Writer, Researcher)
Ü m it Ş im şek was born in Istanbul 1950, and entered the world o f journalism  and publish­

ing a t an early age. He began work on various newspapers and m agazines in 1967, working 
for the Yeni A sya  and Yeni N esil new spapers from their inception. He played an active role in 
the setting up o f the Y eni Asya Research C entre in 1979, and the preparation o f their *îlim- 
Teknİk S erisi’ (Series on Science and Technology), which brought together religion and sci­
ence. He becam e the G eneral C o-ordinator o f  the Centre.

His published works include:
Atom; B ig B ang - Kâinatın D oğuşu  (The Big Bang - T he Birth o f the Universe); B ir A n m n  

H atıra D efteri (The Diary o f  a Bee); A raştırm a Tekniklen  (Techniques in Research); Uzay 
(Space); G ezegenler  (The Planets); M adde ve Enerji (M atter and Energy); D ünya  (The 
W orld); K ur'ân ım ızı Ö ğrenelim  (L et’s Learn the Q ur’an); K ur'ân-ı Kerim  ve Açıklam alı 
M eâli (The M eaning o f  the  Q ur’an, trans.) (W ith others); Şeytanla M ünazara  (A D ispute with 
the Devil); R isale-İ N ur Işığında Cevşen M eâli (The M eaning o f the Jaw shan at-K abir  in the 
L ight o f  the Risaİe-i Nur); Varlıklardan A lla h 'a  (From  Beings to God).

1. Nursî, Bediüzzaman Said, Mektûbat, Istanbul, Sözler Yayınevi 1981, 343; /  Bediuzzaman 
Said Nursi, Letters J 928-7932 [Eng. trans: Şükran Vahide], İstanbul, Sözler Publications 1994, 434; 
Şualar, Istanbul, Çeltut Matbaa s s I960, 65, 112, 611; Kastamonu Lahikası, İstanbul, Sinan Mat­
baası 1960, 48.

2. Nursî, Bediüzzaman Said, Barla Lahikası, İstanbul, Sinan Matbaası 1960, 162; Kastamonu 
Lahikası, 172; Emirdağ Lahikası, İstanbul, Sinan Matbaası İ959, i, 90.
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28 Third International Sym posium  on Bediuzzaman

W hen taken as a whole, it is in fact difficult to place the Risale-i N ur within a 
single discipline. If it is thought of as a Q ur’anic commentary, with the excep­
tion of Is karat al-Vjaz, it has to be considered a commentary bearing its own 
particular characteristics, both in regard to method, and contents, and com posi­
tion, and style. For example, rather than the verses being expounded in the pas­
sages which they head in the way one would expect in a com m entary, a journey 
in knowledge and reflective thought is made in the passage, within the horizons 
which the verse in question has opened up. The subjects treated in these journeys 
are for the most part within the bounds of the science of kalâm. Yet their com po­
sition is not that o f the classic kalâm  books; a way is followed that is still partic­
ular to the Risale-i Nur. Perhaps it would be more apt to define the Risale-i Nur 
as bearing characteristics o f both a Q ur’anic commentary, and a work of kalâm. 
But first o f all it is necessary to consider its unique style and the principles that 
form  the basis o f its style.

The Risale-i Nur’s principles
Bediuzzaman Said Nursi states that the Risale-i Nur is based on four princi­

ples and he lists these as 1) impotence, 2) poverty or want, 3) com passion, and 
4) reflective thought.3 O f these, impotence and poverty, that is, a person realiz­
ing his absolute impotence and poverty before the universe’s Creator, are studied 
in the passages comprising reflective thought on m an’s inner self. It therefore 
will probably not be wrong to refer these two principles to reflective thought too. 
The principle of compassion produces results in a person like his making it the 
aim o f his life to convey the truths expounded in the work, that is, the fruits of 
the Risale-i N ur’s reflective thought, to others.4

Having described the first three principles thus, the fourth, that is, reflective 
thought, appears as the most important principle o f the Risale-i Nur. This princi­
ple was at the same time, the most important factor shaping Bediuzzam an’s life. 
The Risale-i N ur’s reflective thought began to take shape in the author’s mind 
while he was still in his youth, while it matured in his middle age and produced 
the profound chain of reflective thought called the M esnevi-l Nuriye, which con­
tains a significant part o f the Risale-i Nur in nascent form, and was written in the 
period that marked the transformation of the Old Said into the New Said.3 This 
reflective thought then influenced every facet o f Bediuzzam an’s life, and devel­
oping and broadening in the course o f time, produced the Risale-i N ur Collection 
and its service to the Q ur’an and belief.

3. Nursî, Bediuzzaman Said, Sözler, Istanbul, Sözler Yayınevi 1980, 445 / The Words [Eng. 
trans: Şükran Valıidej, İstanbul, Sözler Publications 1992, 491.

4. Nursî, Bediuzzaman Said. Lem 'alar, İstanbul, Sözler Yaysnevi 1986, 190, 191 t The Flashes 
Collection [Eng. trans: Şükran Vahide], İstanbul, Sözler Publications 1995, 260, 261; Barla Lahi­
kası, 18; Emirdağ Lahikası, i, 73.

5. Kastamonu Lahikası, 172.
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Reflective thought in the Risale-i Nur
In Bediuzzam an’s eyes, £he whole world of existence is a tableau to be 

reflected on. The purpose of the creation of conscious beings Is to carry out the 
duty of reflective thought. Bediuzzaman saw the world in the form of two 
“spheres” and “tableaux,” which he described as follows:

“ O ne is a m ost m ag n ificen t, w ell-o rdered  sp h e re -o f d o m in icality , a  finely  fa sh ­
ioned, b e jew elled  s ig nboard  o f  art. T h e  o th e r is a m ost en ligh tened  and illum ined  
sphere  o f  w orsh ip , a b road  and com prehensive  signboard  o f  th o u g h t, re flection , 
adm ira tio n , th anks , and b e lie f.”6

The infinite art and adornment which the “art tableau,” that is, the sphere of 
dominicality, displays demands an infinite duty of reflective thought, due to 
which mystery, is the creation, not only of man and the jinn, but o f countless 
sorts o f angels and spirit beings.7 However, in regard to his abilities, man holds a 
unique place among beings. For the purpose of reflective thought is to observe 
the marvels o f the works, and to weigh them up one by one, and passing from 
the works to the M aker’s beauty, perfection, tremendousness, glory, and other 
attributes, to gain knowledge o f  Him and feel awe and love for Him, and a long­
ing to enter His presence and receive His favours.8

“It is m an w ho  w ill perform  th is duty , fo r a lthough  he is a  dark  and  ig n o ran t th ing , 
he p o ssesses such  ab ilitie s  he is w orthy o f  b e ing  a sam p le  and m odel o f  th e  w orld. 
A lso , a  tru st has been g ran ted  to  m an w ith w hich  he m ay d isco v er secre t treasu res 
and o pen  them . A lso , m an ’s pow ers have not been lim ited; they  are  abso lu te . In  
co n seq u en ce  he p o ssesses a  so rt o f  un iversal consc iousness w hereby  h e : perce ives 
th e  re sp len d en t m ajesty  and g ran d eu r o f  the  Su ltan  o f  P re -E te rn ity .”9

In other places in his works, Bediuzzaman describes the “trust given to man” 
as his T  or ego, and says that it is by means of this trust that man can under­
stand the Creator’s attributes and works.10 This trust has also rendered man 
superior to the angels.!! So too, man’s soul, “which receives the bounty of the 
m anifestations o f Divine m ercy” 12 is a cause of his superiority over the angels.13 
“In particular he can understand many Divine Names through the pleasure to be 
found in sustenance. W hereas the angels cannot know them through that pleas­
ure.” 14

M an, then, has been sent to this world decked out with abilities superior to all 
other creatures. Like an eminent guest invited to an exhibition of the choice 
works of an artist, he will travel in his mind throughout the universe, study all 
the works he encounters, decipher the subtleties of their art, listen to the testi­

6. Sözler, 2 1 6 1 The Words, 242; Mesnevi-yi Nûriye, İstanbul, Sözler Yayınevi 1980, 28-9.
7. Sözler, 474 / The Words, 522.
8. Sözler, 115, 306 t The Words, 140, 338-9; Mesnevi-yi Nûriye, 172.
9. Mesnevi-yi Nuriye, 172.
10. Sözler, 503, 641 / The Words, 558, 719; Emirdağ Lahikası, i, 143.
11. Sözler, 229 t The Words, 254.
12. Şualar, 637. For English trans., see, On Ramadan, Thanks, and Frugality, Sözler Publica­

tions 1994, 89.
13. Sözler, 3 3 1 / The Words, 367.
14. Lem ’alar, 335 t The Flashes Collection, 456.
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mony o f all beings, both singly and in unison, understand their worship and 
glorifications, and just like a commander who makes the finishes touches in the 
name of his unit, he will present in their name to the Divine Court the worship 
and benedictions o f the beings subjugated to him. All this can only be achieved 
through constant and intense practice of reflective thought.*5

It is stated in a Q ur’anic verse that men and jinn were created only that they 
should worship G od .16 But such worship is not a soulless, formal ceremony; the 
verse demands recognition of the One Who is worshipped, belief in Him, know l­
edge of Him and the boundless love within that knowledge, and sets this before 
us as the highest aim of creation.*7

The Risale-i N ur wants to achieve this result by means o f reflective thought, 
its chief principle. The result o f this reflection is not merely theoretical knowl­
edge which admits G od’s existence and unity; it has as its aim a “sense o f pres­
ence” which perm eates every aspect o f man’s life; that is, finding, knowing, and 
feeling everywhere, in everything, in every event, the Divine existence and 
unity, and living in awareness of these:

“D ism iss in g  b e ings from  w ork ing  on  their ow n acco u n t and em p lo y in g  th em  o n  
accoun t o f  the  A il-G lo rio u s C reator, and in the  du ty  o f  m an ifes tin g  th e  M o s t B e au ­
tifu l N am es and b e ing  m irro rs to  them , [T he  R isa le -i N u r’s w ay  o f  re flec tiv e  
th o u g h t] c o n sid e rs  them  from  th e  p o in t o f  v iew  o f  s ig n ify in g  so m eth in g  o th e r  than  
th em se lv es ; and b e ing  saved  from  ab so lu te  h eed lessness, [one w ho  fo llo w s it] 
en te rs  the  D iv in e  p resen ce  perm an en tly ; he fin d s a w ay lead ing  to  A lm ig h ty  G o d  in 
e v e ry th in g ,” 18

In another place, Bediuzzaman states that a sense o f the D ivine presence such 
as this may be gained through the strength o f certain, verified belief (tahkiki 
im an) and through the reflective thought on creatures which leads to knowledge 
of the M aker.19

The sorts of reflective thought
The Risale-i N ur offers us a very rich repertoire when it comes to the methods 

followed in reflective thought. For the universe was written as a vast book and 
set out as a magnificent exhibition of art, and there are numerous ways o f read­
ing the book and perusing the works,in the exhibition. However, since this sub­
jec t demands detailed study, here I shall suffice with mentioning briefly a classi­
fication which will hold up a light to the Risale-i N ur’s style of reflective 
thought.

The Risaie-i N ur’s reflective thought proceeds on two principles: (1) the outer 
world (2) m an’s inner self, In the former, summary exposition has been taken as 
basic, and in the latter, detailed exposition.20

3 5. Sözler, 311-5, 306 /  The Words, 136-40, 338-9; Şualar, 77-8,
16, Q ur’an, 51:56.
17. Mektûbat, 204 /  Letters, 264-5; Şualar, 84.
İ 8. Sözler, 448 i  The Words, 494.
19. Lem ’alar, 157 / The Flashes Collection, 217.
20. M esnevFyi Nuriye, 133.
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Reflection on the outer world
The Supreme Sign (AyetiiT-Kubra), which consists of the observations of a 

traveller questioning the universe about his Maker, is rich in examples o f the 
Risale-i N ur’s reflective thought on the outer world.25 In this treatise, the uni­
verse is studied together with all its beings and its visible and invisible worlds, 
and its testimony to its Creator ss described on thirty-three different levels or 
degrees. In the first chapter, the main subject is the necessary existence o f God 
and proofs of it, and Divine unity is secondary, while in Chapter Two the uni­
verse as a whole is discussed from various angles and the question of Divine 
unity is stressed. The method which is followed on a broad scale In The Supreme 
Sign represents the Risale-i Ntir’s general approach. We may summarize this 
method as “considering aspects o f a being or event together with others resem­
bling it in the universe and approaching them with a view as wide as the uni­
verse.” This is probably what is meant by the “summary” reflection on the outer 
world. This way prevents thought being scattered in the realms of multiplicity; all 
the beings or events we observe in the universe become proofs of knowledge of 
God as powerful as the universe or means to the sense o f His presence.

Bediuzzaman expresses this truth at the beginning of the Second Ray as 
“Divine beauty and dominical perfection become apparent in Divine unity and 
the affirmation o f  it,” and he sets out examples o f  it. For example, if considered 
on its own, a sick person being healed may be attributed to various causes such 
as medicine. But if all the sick in the world are thought of who are recovering at 
that same time, and even all those of the past and future, the face of the earth 
takes on the form of a hospital, and the existence and compassion of a Healer 
who restores to health all those suffering ills both physical and spiritual, will be 
felt in powerful fashion.22

In the Fourth Ray, Bediuzzaman follows the same method, and sets out the 
face of the earth before the imagination just as though it was a small garden. The 
imagination then gazes on the beauty o f Divine compassion in all the young in 
the garden being fed on their m other’s milk; and the beauty of Divine mercy in 
all living beings being given their sustenance; and the beauty of Divine wisdom 
in all beings being created purposefully and with wisdom; and the beauty of 
Divine justice in the harmony and proportion in the creation of all things; and 
the beauty of Divine preservation in all things beings created with faculties and 
members that will preserve and perpetuate their lives; and the beauty of Divine 
munificence in the bestowal on all living beings of bounties appropriate to 
them.23 These are what appear to “the eye of the imagination,” but they are not 
imagination, they are reality. For what is described is what is happening all 
around us all the t im e ,;whether we see it or not. But since our physical eyes are 
incapable of seeing it, the rest of the picture can be completed only with the help 
of the power of imagination and by means of reflective thought.

21. §ttalar, 88-148.
22. §ualar, 7.
23. $uala>\ 62-3.
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Once this way of looking at things is grasped, all works are seen in one work, 
all acts in one act, and all Names in one Name. Observing the manifestation of 
one Nam e in a being, the thought is transferred to the One signified by all the 
Names manifested in the universe.24 After this a single being, or even a single 
particle, may perform the function of all the universe. For a single minute parti­
cle, proves Almighty God together with His essence and attributes, and makes 
Him known,25

W hen the universe together with all its beings becomes the means to know l­
edge o f God, no need arises to abandon the realms o f multiplicity in order to find 
Divine unity and gain a sense o f the Divine presence. On the contrary, the oppor­
tunity iost by abandoning multiplicity performs an important function in the 
Risale-İ N ur’s reflective thought:

“ [T he R isa le -i N ur] sh o w s in such a  w ay th a t from  to p  to  b o tto m  the  u n iverse  
re flects the  m an ifes ta tio n s o f  the D iv ine  N am es like m irrors, th a t no  p o ssib ility  
rem ain s fo r  h eed lessness. N o th in g  becom es an o b stac le  to  the D iv in e  p resen ce . I 
saw  th a t un like  the su fis and people  o f  reality  w ho in o rd e r to  g a in  perm an en t 
access to  the  D iv in e ’presence , banish o r fo rget o r do  not recall the  un iverse, it ga ins 
a  sen se  o f  the  D iv in e  p resence  as ex ten siv e  as the u n iv erse , and  o p ens up  a  sphere  
o f  w o rsh ip  as b road  and un iversal and perm anen t as the  u n iv erse ...”26

Reflective thought on man’s inner self
The same may be applied to reflective thought on m an’s inner self. Factors 

which are generally considered to be obstacles to spiritual development like ego­
ism and the soul, are seen in the Risale-i Nur to be important means to knowl­
edge o f God. For one thing, nothing can take the place of egoism and the func­
tion it performs. For the C reator’s attributes, which it is our duty to know, are 
absolute, and without limit or like. If it was not for the analogies the ego makes, 
starting off with “H ow ever I make this house, that is how God made the uni­
verse,” and continuing successively to the highest levels o f abstract thought, it 
would not have been possible to reflect on the attributes, works, o r m anifesta­
tions o f a Creator W hose pow er embraces all things and does as H e wishes.27 
Both the Q ur’an and Hadith teach the attributes and acts o f the universe’s Crea­
tor İn this way. For example, G od’s not permitting the associating o f partners 
with Him is illustrated with the comparisons “giving an example from among 
yourselves,” and “would you consent to your slaves sharing your property and 
being equal to you?”2S Here, the fact that rulership does not permit rivals is illus­
trated by the exam ple o f m an’s apparent and relative ownership and rulership. 
And in a Hadith, the joy God feels at a sinner’s repentance is illustrated by the 
joy o f someone who has lost all his possessions in the desert and given up all 
hope o f life, sleeping and when he awakens finding his camel and everything 
beside him.29

24. MektCtbat, 309-J0 i  Letters, 392-3,
25. Emirdağ Lahikası, ii, 68.
26. Kastamonu Lahikası, 174-5.
27. Sözler, 502 ff, t The Words, 557 if.
28. Q ur’an, 30:28.
29. Bukhârî., Da'awat, 3; Muslim, Tawba, 3; Tirmidht, Da’awat, 98.
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Like egoism, m an’s instinctual soul is an important means to knowledge of 
God. As we saw above, due to the manifestations it receives, it is even the cause 
o f his superiority to the angels, in this matter, Bediuzzaman took the Com pan­
ions as an example, and rather than killing the soul or rendering it ineffective, he 
preferred the way of em ploying it as a soldier under the command o f the heart 
and driving to perform the worship particular to it.30

W ith adding the two facts that like other beings, man is a mirror to the D ivine 
Names, and that with his ‘deficient’ attributes, he acts as a mirror to the Crea­
tor’s perfect attributes, the three fronts of reflective thought on m an’s inner self 
become clear.31 In fact, as deficient attributes, the principles o f im potence and 
poverty form the basis o f the Rİsaîe-i N ur’s reflective thought. These principles 
also act as a sort o f insurance against the potential dangers o f egotism and the 
instinctual soul:

“ Y es, th is  path  is sho rte r, becau se  it consists  o f  fo u r steps. W h en  im p o ten ce  
rem o v es its  hand from  the  sou l, it g ives it d irec tly  to  the  A ll-P o w erfu l O n e  o f  
G lory ... A lso  th is path  is m uch  safer, b ecause  the  rav in g s and  h ig h -flo w n  c la im s o f  
the  sou l are  not p resen t o n  it. F o r  apart from  im potence , poverty , and d e fec t, the 
sou l p o ssesses no th in g  so  th a t it ov erstep s its m ark .” 32

Just as Bediuzzam an favours detailed thought in internal reflection, so is he of 
the opinion that it is a swifter and more direct way than reflection on the outer 
world. Even, although he describes the certainty resulting from reflection on the 
outer world as “knowledge o f certainty,” he speaks of “absolute certainty” in 
connection with reflection on m an’s inner world. This is understood from  his 
later adding a section entitled “the testimony of man’s essentia! nature” to the 
HülâsatüT-Hiilâsa, an A rabic summary of The Supreme Sign, which forms the 
peak of reflection on the outer world. He explained the reason for this addition 
as follows in one o f his Em irdağ letters:

“ Y es, w hen  I  read  the Hülâsatü'l-Hülâsa, I see  the vast un iverse  as a  c irc le  fo r  the 
rem em b ran ce  o f  G od. B u t s ince  th e  tongue  o f  each  realm  o f  b e ings is  very  ex ten ­
sive, th e  in te llect has to  w ork  ex cessive ly  to  com p reh en d  the D iv in e  N am es and 
a ttrib u tes  by  w ay o f  re flective  th o u g h t a t th e  deg ree  o f  ‘the  k n o w led g e  o f  c e r­
ta in ty ’ . O n ly  then  d oes it see  it com ple te ly . B u t w hen it con sid ers  the  h um an  re a l­
ity , it co n firm s th o se  N am es and  attribu tes in th a t co m p reh en siv e  m easu re , th a t tiny  
m ap , th a t tiny  true  sam p le , that tiny  sensitive  balance, and in that sen sitiv e  eg o ism  
w ith a co n sc ien ce , assu ran ce  and  b e lie f  w hich  are u tterly  certa in , d irec t, and 
assen ted  to  m en ta lly .”

Later in the same passage, Bediuzzaman states that reflective thought on 
m an’s inner self is the means to attaining belief which is at the degree of ‘abso­
lute certainty’ and free of every sort o f doubt and hesitation.33

30. Sözler, 464 /  The Words, 511.
31. Sözler, 640-2 /  The Words, 713-20; L em ’alar, 336-7 / The Flashes Collection, 457-9.
32. Sözler, 448 /  The Words, 493-4.
33. Emirdağ Lahikası, İ, 143.
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The source of reflective thought
If one has to place the reflective thought of the Risale-i N ur within Islamic 

thought, a number of currents resembling it may be found in the Islamic world. 
It is possible to find the traces .of sufism, the method o f kaldm, and even philoso- 
phy in certain aspects of it. If it is borne in mind that Bediuzzaman engaged in 
intensive study from a very early age, it will be clear that someone with his bril­
liant intelligence and high culture could not fail to be influenced by the works he 
studied and thought he encountered. Nevertheless it is understood from his earli­
est extant works that none of these ways satisfied Bediuzzaman completely, and 
that setting his sights on higher ground, he began to search for a different way. 
For example, in Muhctkemat, one o f  his earliest works, he defines the ways lead­
ing to knowledge of God as follows, setting forth his preference:

‘T h e  fir s t  is the  w ay o f  the sufi scho lars, w hich is based  on  p u rificatio n  and illu ­
m ination .

“The second  is the  w ay o f  the scholars o f  kaldm , w hich  is based  on con tin g en cy  
and erea tedness. F o r su re  these  tw o w ays have branched  o u t from  the  Q u r’an , bu t 
s ince  hum an th o ugh t has put them  in a d ifferen t m ould , they  have b ecom e lengthy 
and  d ifficu lt.

“The third is the  w ay o f  the ph ilosophers.

“T h ese  th ree  a re  no t free  o f  the assau lts  o f  doubts.

“ A s fo r  the fourth, it is the  Q u r’anic ascen t, w hich proc la im s the  lofty  rank  o f  
the  Q u r’a n ’s e loquence , and  is the  sh o rtest and m ost d irec t, and in resp ec t o f  c la rity  
is th e  m ost co m p reh en siv e , em b rac in g  all m ankind. W e too  have ch o sen  th is 
[w ay].”34

Bediuzzaman remained faithful to this claim throughout his life, and stated in 
numerous places in his works that the Risale-i N ur was based on the Q ur’an 
alone and had taken its inspiration from it. When we study the Risale-i Nur in 
the light o f this, we see that in fact it does reflect a number of characteristics of 
the Q ur’an’s style, the most important of which may be listed as follows:

1. The evidences the Q ur’an puts forward while proving forem ost the neces­
sary existence and unity of God and all the truths of belief, are taken from the 
world around us and the life we live: birds, sheep, clouds, mountains, the seas, 
grapes, dates, olives, the bee, the fly, the moon, the sun, fish, rotted bones, fruit 
ripe and unripe, eyes, ears, mounts ridden on journeys, and so on. These are all 
things which the peoples o f all ages are familiar, and the Q ur’an uses them all as 
evidences making known God, The things the Risale-i Nur employs in its reflec­
tive thought are nothing other than these.

2. The Risale-i Nur adopts exactly the method of the Q ur’an, which from 
beginning to end calls on the reason to testify to what it asserts, invites man to 
reflect, shows imitative belief to be the basis of associating partners with God, 
and eradicates it. Bediuzzaman states that the logical proofs and scholarly

33, Emirdağ Lahikası, İ, 143.
34. Nursî, Bediüzzaman S a id, Mııhâkemat, Istan bıd, Sözler Yay i nevi 1977, 107.
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arguments of the Risale-i Nur have taken the place of the spiritual journeying 
and recitations of sufism.35

3, The Q ur’an addresses everyone, Bediuzzaman also chose this way, particu­
larly in the Risale-i Nur, which he began to write while he was in Rarla, and 
addresses not an elite group, but every class of mankind. The role a person’s 
degree of knowledge and understanding play in their profiting from the works is 
another subject, exactly the same as their profiting from the Q ur’an.

4, A characteristic mentioned in the second matter above, that although it 
shares a basic characteristic with the science of kaldm, it departs from it in the 
matter of style, where it takes the Q ur’an as its direct example. For example, it is 
not possible to encounter in a work of kaldm  the style he uses in the Risale-i 
Nur, a method which consists o f studying side by side the manifestation in a par­
ticular being or event and universal beings and events:

“T hus, by analogy  w ith  these  exam ples, each  o f  the D iv in e  N am es has a  sac red  
beau ty  p a rticu la r to  it, a  sing le  m anifestation  o f  w hich m akes beau tifu l the  vast 
w orld and in n um erab le  spec ies o f  beings. You m ay see the m an ifes ta tio n  o f  a 
N a m e ’s beau ty  in a sin g le  flow er; the sp ring  is also a flow er; Parad ise  is a  f lo w er 
ye t unseen. I f  you can  v isu a lize  the w hole o f  spring  and see P arad ise  w ith the  eye 
o f  belief, you m ay und erstan d  the  u tte r m ajesty  o f  everlasting  B eauty . I f  you 
respond  to  th a t B eau ty  w ith the  beauty  o f  b e lie f  and w orship , you w ill be  a  m ost 
beau tifu l crea tu re . W h ile  if  you m eet it w ith  th e  bound less ug liness o f  m isgu idance  
and lo a th so m en ess o f  rebellion , you will be both a m ost ugly c rea tu re  and w ill in 
e ffec t be loathed  by a ll beau tifu l c rea tu res .”36

The fact that these phrases have a power which “surpass the mere words of 
the book” and when read, arouse some of m an’s inner faculties, is easily under­
stood both from the phrases themselves, and from the effect they have on those 
who read them. Islamic scholars who have chosen a similar style are not few in 
number; it is clear that like them, the Q ur’an is the source of this original style of 
the Risale-i Nur, The effect o f this style on the conscience is nothing other than 
proof of the Q ur’an’s miraculousness, which transcends the centuries and conti­
nents.37

5, Just as the Q ur’an addresses all the classes of mankind at once, so it 
addresses man him self as a totality. It is not only the intellect or the heart that 
receive effulgence from its address, but all m an’s being and ail his senses. The 
Risale-i Nur adopted this style also. In Bediuzzam an’s words:

35. Emirdağ Lahikası, i, 90.
36. Şualar, 63.
37. We should not continue without touching on a question which arises here: why is it that the 

Q ur’an, a mere flash of which in works written by man has such an effect over the mass of people, 
does not itself have a similar effect on our lives'? In my opinion, the answer to this question is that 
we have pushed the Qur’an out of our lives. If, as Mehmcd Akif complained, we had not sufficed 
with reading it in graveyards .and for the dead and had read it a bit for ourselves too, we would not 
have neglected to live that clear miracle’s works. Bediuzzaman suffers the same anguish as Meh- 
med Akif, and complains that "it has remained as something holy which is recited for its bless­
ings.^"(Siinûhat, 34), Et probably would not be inaccurate to classify the Risale-i Nur as the fruit of 
that anguish.
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“B oth  the  m ind, and the heart, and the spirit, and  the soui, and the  em otions m ay 
rece ive  th e ir share  o f  the  R isale-i N u r’s truths, w hich are like basic su s tenance ,” 38 

“T h e  W ord s and th o se  lights, w hich proceed  from  the  Q u r’an , a re  not on ly  
scho larly  m atters perta in in g  to  the  in te llect, they  are  ra th e r m atters o f  b e lie f  w hich 
perta in  to  the  heart, th e  spirit, and  sp iritua l states. T hey  resem ble  m ost e lev a ted  and  
va lu ab le  kn o w led g e  o f  G o d .”39

“T h e  R isa le-i N u r d oes not teach  on ly  w ith  the fee t and re aso n in g  o f  the  in te lle c t 
like the  w o rk s o f  o th e r re lig ious scho lars , and it d oes not p roceed  on ly  w ith the 
illu m in a tio n s and v isions o f  the h eart like the sain ts; it p ro ceed s w ith  the  fee t o f  the 
u n iting  and com b in in g  o f  the heart and intellect, and o f  the  co -o p era tio n  o f  th e  
sp irit and  o th e r sub tle  facu lties, and flies to  the  h ighest su m m its .”40

The author also attributes to the Q ur’an the fact that the reflective passages in 
the Risale-i Nur cause no boredom even when read over and over again 41

6. On its very first page, the Q ur’an, which was revealed as a mercy to believ­
ers,44 to a M essenger who was sent as a mercy to all the worlds42 and who is 
most compassionate and kind towards the believers,43 describes the Sustainer of 
All the W orlds with the Names of Merciful and Compassionate , In describing 
God to the people of today, who although they are more in need of Divine mercy 
than at any time, tend to think of God as wrathful and chastising as a result of 
what they hear from their environment, the Risale-i N ur for the most part 
employs the same style. It imparts hope rather than despair, encourages rather 
than frightens, even likening fear o f God to a child seeking refuge in his mothers 
tender breast.43 This characteristic undoubtedly comes from the Q ur’an and dem ­
onstrates that the Risale-i Nur is a reflection of the Divine Names of M erciful 
(.Rahman),46 Compassionate (Rahim) f 1 and Clement (R a u f)fs

What is the Risale-i Nur?
Having explained the above, if we return to the question posed at the begin­

ning, we may be faced with the need to attach a new name to the reflective 
thought of the Risale-i Nur, If you look from one angle, characteristics of this 
reflective thought resembling sufism are apparent, and if you look from another, 
those resembling kalam  appear to one. As was mentioned above, his being influ­
enced to a greater or lesser degree by both these may be seen as a natural conse­
quence of both his humanity and his broad culture. On the other hand, the 
author’s own statements on this matter sometimes hint o f contradiction. For

38. Emirdağ Lahikası, i, 64.
39. Mektûbat, 331 / Letters, 419.
40. Kastamonu Lahikası, 10.
4 1. Lem 'alar, 2 7 2 1 The Flashes Collection, 380-1,
42. Qur’an, 21:107.
43. Q ur’an, 9:128.
4'4. Q ur’an, 6:157; 7:52, 203; 10:57; 12:111; 16:89; 17:82; 28:86; 29:51; 31:3; 45:20.
45. Sözler, 29, 332 / The Words, 43, 368; Mesnevi-yİ Nûrtye, 196.
46. Şualar, 601,
47. Mektûbat, 18 i  Letters, 37; Şualar, 147, 598, 601; Emirdağ Lahikası, i, 41; Lem 'alar (Ott. 

ed.), İstanbul, Sözler Yayınevi 1995, 517 fn.; Sirâcü'n-Nûr, İstanbul, Tenvir Neşriyat 1988, 177.
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example, there is his well-known saying: “This is not the time o f the sufi tariqat, 
it is the time of ‘reality’ (haqiqat),”49 and his numerous clear statements to the 
effect that the Risale-i N ur was not a sufi path, leaving no room for doubt on the 
question,50 but then the question is expressed rather differently in one of his 
Emirdağ letters:

“U p  to  now  I h av e  th o u g h t on ly  o f the reality  o f  b e lie f  and said  ‘T h is is n o t the 
tim e o f  the  sufi tariqat', innovations do  not perm it it .’ B u t now  it is necessa ry  and 
essen tia l th a t ail the  fo llo w ers o f  the tariqats w ho are  w ith in  the b o u n d s o f  the 
P ro p h e t’s Sunna sh o u ld  regard  the circ le  o f  the R isale-i N ur, w hich is the  sum m ary  
o f  all the  tw e lv e  m ajo r tariqats and is th e ir  largest circle , as their ow n  tariqat c ir­
cle , and e n te r  İt. T h e  p resen t tim e  has show n th is .”51

Nevertheless, I am of the opinion that to conclude from the above that the 
Risale-i N ur is another large tariqat which embraces all the others is not correct. 
It is probably more accurate to understand this as meaning that (1) the Risale-i 
N ur produces more directly, by way of ‘the greater sainthood (velâyet-i k iib rd f 
and ‘the legacy of prophethood (veraset-i nübüvvet)’, the results sought from the 
sufi path,52 and that the Risale-i Nur does not form a separate movement like the 
sufi orders and other communities, and is a work which is common property, 
which everyone may identify with and from which everyone may profit to what­
ever tariqat, group, or school they belong.53

Certainly, we see that like the followers of the sufi path, supplications, litanies 
and recitations o f the Divine Names held an important place in the life of the 
author o f the Risale-i Nur, but besides these all having the purpose o f reflective 
thought and assisting in the unfolding o f numerous of the truths o f the Risale-i 
Nur, İt is a fact that the Rİsale-i N ur students were not left under any obligation 
to perform these litanies and recitations. The “ recitations” of the Risale-i Nur, 
which is based on the principles o f impotence, poverty, compassion and reflec­
tion, are (1) following the practices of the Prophet (PBUH), (2) carrying out ail 
the religious obligations, (3) avoiding serious sins, (4) performing the obligatory 
five daily prayers exactly as they should be performed, and (5) reciting the tesbi- 
hat after the five daily prayers. Here we see no obligation to recite any recita­
tions or supplications other than the tesbihatf'4

Another characteristic distinguishing the Risaie-i Nur from the sufi tariqats 
was Bediuzzam an’s explicitly rejecting “intermediaries"(vesiie)55 and “exces­
sively good opinions” of spiritual guides,56 which is favoured by the followers of 
the sufi way.
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N evertheless, even if only to a certain extent, ‘wonder-working’ (¡ceramet) 
and signs from the realms beyond m an’s normal perceptions (gayb) are to be 
seen in the Risale-i Nur. There are even treatises confined to this matter, such as 
the First and Eighth Rays. And the ‘wonders’ attributed to Bediuzzaman him self 
both in the writings of his students and in his official biography, are not few in 
number. The most important reason these were given importance by the Risale-i 
Nur students despite the author him self attaching no importance to wonder­
working and insistently correcting his students’ excessively good opinion o f 
him self and clearly stating that the way o f the Risale-i Nur is that o f ‘reality,’ 
was probably the need o f the Risale-i N ur students for moral support at that time 
o f severe oppression. A t the same time, the excessive fondness of society for 
‘extra-ordinary’ occurrences like illuminations and wonder-working should not 
be ignored. This tendency would certainly be reflected in a movement like the 
Risale-i Nur, which embraces all sectors of society. The temperaments o f a num ­
ber o f prom inent Risale-i Nur students with leanings towards sufism, both in the 
author’s time, and in our time, have played a significant role in this matter, and 
continue to do so.

However, Bediuzzam an’s own statements are the last word on this matter and 
state the Risale-i N ur’s position clearly:

“T h is  resu lt, w h ich , th rough  the  se rv ice  o f  the  R isale-i N ur, has en su red  fo r th o u ­
sands o f  b e liev ers  in Isp a rta  and its en v iro n s an ex trao rd in a ry  s treng th  o f  belief, is 
su ffic ien t fo r o u r ex trao rd in a ry  serv ice . E ven if  som eo n e  w as to  ap p ea r o f  th e  lo fti­
ness o f  ten sp iritua l po les and ra ise  a thousand  people  to  the  level o f  sa in th o o d , he  
still cou ld  not lo w er th is  degree  [o f the  R isa le-i N u r ’s ach iev em en t]. T h e  true  s tu ­
d en ts  o f  the  R isa ie-i N u r co n ten t th em se lv es w ith  resu lts  like th is ... W h at they  call 
in logic *q a ziye -i m a k b u l e that is, a ccep tin g  w ith o u t p ro o f the  w ords o f  the  g reat, 
d oes not ex p ress certa in ty  and su re ty  in logic; it is on ly  a  p rev ailin g  assu m p tio n . 
T h e  certa in  p ro o fs o f  logic do  not look to  good  op in io n s o f  peo p le  and  peo p le  w ho 
are  g en era lly  accep ted , th ey  look to  irrefu tab le  ev id en ce ; all the  p roofs o f  the 
R isa le -i N u r are o f  th is in co n tro v ertib le  type. F o r ex ac tly  like the  rea litie s  and  
tru th s o f  b e lie f  w hich  the  sa in ts (eh l-i velayet) ex p erien ce  th rough  th e ir  p ious acts 
and w orsh ip  and asce tic ism , and on  th e ir sp iritua l jo u rn ey in g s , and  w hich  th ey  
o b se rv e  b eh ind  veils, the  R isa le -i N u r has opened  a  w ay  to  reality  in k n o w led g e  in 
p lace  o f  w orsh ip ; it has o p en ed  up  a w ay lead ing  to  the essen ce  o f  rea lity  w ith in  
logical p ro o fs  and scho larly  a rg u m en ts  in p lace o f  sp iritua l jo u rn ey in g s  and rec ita ­
tions; it has o p en ed  up a w ay o f  ‘the  g rea te r  sa in th o o d ’ d irec tly  w ith in  the  sc ience  
o f  kalm n, the  sc ience  o f  the tene ts o f  belief, and  the sc ience  o f  the  p rin c ip les  o f  
re lig ion , in p lace  o f  the  sc ience  o f  su fism  and the  ta r iq a t ."57

Nevertheless, we are confronted with a number of differences between the sci­
ence of kalmn  and the Risale-i Nur. Before everything, the author was o f the 
opinion that the way followed by the scholars of kalmn was lengthy and far from 
answering the needs of the time, and did not go beyond addressing the intellect 
alone.58 Nevertheless, the facts that (1) the subjects the Risale-i Nur mostly deals 
with, and (2) it follows the method of proving the truths of belief with evidence,

57. Emirdag Lethikast, i, 90.
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bring it closer to kaldm. It should be stated clearly here that the points the 
Risale-i Nur shares with kaldm  are more numerous and more fundamental that 
those it shares with sufism. It is exaggeration to say that the difference between 
the Risale-i N ur and the scholars of kaldm  is merely one of style, for Bediuzza- 
man’s own statements place the Risale-i Nur within that science:

“ Y ou w anted  in stru c tio n  in the sc ience o f  kaldm from  m e. Y ou anyw ay receive  
such  in struction , fo r all the W ords that you w rite [out by hand] are  lessons in the 
lum inous, true  sc ien ce  o f  kaldm.”̂

“ S ince  early  tim es in m ost p laces the scho lars o f  the re lig ious schoo ls (medrese) 
b ow ed to the peop le  o f  the  sufi co n v en ts {tekke), that is, they subm itted  to  them  and 
ap p lied  to  them  fo r the  fru its  o f  sa in thood  (veldyet). T h ey  sough t the  illum inations 
o f  b e lie f  and the  ligh ts o f  reality  in th e ir shops’. A  prom inent medrese sch o lar even, 
w ould  k iss  the  h and  o f  a  m inor shaykh o f  the  tekkes, and fo llow  him . T h ey  sough t 
the  sp rin g  o f  th a t w ater o f  life  in  the  tekke. N everth e less  in the  medrese w as a m ore 
d irec t path  lead ing  to  the  ligh ts o f  reality , and in the  sc iences o f  b e lie f  a  p u re r and 
c le a re r  sp rin g  d f  the  w a ter Of life, and in [in te llectual] k n o w ledge  ( ‘‘dm) and  the 
tru th s o f  b e lie f  and the  sc ience o f  kalam o f  the  S unn is a w ay o f  sa in th o o d  h igher, 
sw ee ter, and  m ore pow erfu l than  laudable  acts, w orsh ip  and the  sufi w ay; thus, the 
R isa le -i N u r has o p en ed  up as a  m iracle  o f  the Q u r’an o f  M iracu lo u s E x p osition , 
and has d em o n s tra ted , and it is there  fo r all to see .”60

“T he R isa le-i N u r has opened  ... a w ay  o f  ‘the  g rea te r sa in th o o d ’ d irec tly  w ith in  
the  sc ience  o f  kalam, the  sc ience o f  the tene ts o f  belief, and the sc ience  o f  th e  p rin ­
c ip le s  o f  re lig ion , in p lace o f  the  sc ience o f  sufism  and the tariqat.”61

If we leave aside as the subjects for another discussion, “the greater saint­
hood” and “legacy of Prophethood,” the Risaie-i N ur confronts us with its own 
particular style of reflective thought as a different, original, and brand-new work 
of kaldm..

It is a work which in the words of Mehmed Akif, receives inspiration directly 
from  the Q ur’an; reads the books of the macrocosm and microcosm within the 
broad horizons the Q ur’an has revealed; addresses simultaneously the intellect 
and the heart; and by stirring into action with this style of address the potential 
energy in man, makes Isiam liveable in all areas of his life; and has proved its 
originality and effectiveness over the mass o f people.

Having opened up a new path in the history of the science of kaldm  with the 
horizon of reflective thought that it has laid out before twentieth — and probably 
twenty-first—-  century man, the Risale-i Nur is certainly worthy o f being thought 
of as unique. For once it has been discovered, the style of Q ur’anic kalam that it 
introduced will acquaint people directly with the Q ur’an, and concealed in the 
Q ur’an is the potential to ensure they will find much more in the Q ur’an than the 
Risale-i N ur can explain.
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