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Abstract:

Sacred architecture in religious traditions is not merely a response to ritual requirements or a product of historical and stylistic developments;
rather, it reflects the manner in which each tradition understands the relationship between God, the cosmos, and the human being. The central
problem of this study is how sacred truth, despite its essential unity within the Traditionalist interpretation, has manifested itself in Islamic
and Christian architecture through two distinct formal languages: abstraction and iconicity. This study seeks to elucidate the relationship
among metaphysical foundations, theological principles, and architectural form on the basis of the ideas of thinkers associated with the
Traditionalist School, including René Guénon, Frithjof Schuon, Titus Burckhardt, and Seyyed Hossein Nasr. The research employs a
descriptive-analytical method with a philosophical-comparative approach, while the data were collected through library research and the
conceptual analysis of relevant sources. The scope of the study is limited to traditional premodern architecture, with particular emphasis on
classical congregational mosques and Byzantine, Romanesque, and Gothic churches. The comparative analysis is structured around four
components: “metaphysical truth,” “theological principle,” “symbolic language,” and “architectural form.” The findings demonstrate that,
within the Traditionalist framework, the distinction between Islamic abstraction and Christian iconicity does not represent a conflict between
two aesthetic systems; rather, it results from two different modes through which sacred truth is manifested, grounded respectively in the
theological principles of divine transcendence and the Incarnation. Accordingly, the principal contribution of this article is the development
of a conceptual model for explaining the relationship among metaphysical truth, theology, symbolic language, and architectural form. This
model demonstrates that the unity of truth does not necessarily entail the unity of form; instead, within different religious traditions, the same
transcendent truth may be actualized through distinct symbolic languages.
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Extended Abstract

Sacred architecture in premodern religious traditions cannot be adequately understood as a merely functional response to
ritual requirements, nor can its formal diversity be explained exclusively through historical, geographical, technological, or
stylistic developments. Rather, sacred architecture embodies a tradition’s conception of the relationship among God, the
cosmos, the human being, and the hierarchy of reality. The central problem addressed in this study concerns the apparent
tension between the unity of sacred truth and the multiplicity of its architectural manifestations. If sacred truth is understood,
within the Traditionalist School, as metaphysically one, absolute, and transhistorical, why does it appear in Islamic and
Christian architecture through markedly different formal languages? More specifically, why does the mosque generally avoid
iconic representation and instead organize the experience of the sacred through geometry, light, calligraphy, repetition, and
abstraction, whereas the traditional Christian church incorporates icons, figural representation, liturgical imagery, and spatial
narration into its articulation of sacred presence? The study argues that this difference should not be reduced to a contrast
between an aniconic and an iconic artistic culture. Rather, it must be interpreted in relation to different theological
understandings of the manifestation of divine reality in the sensible world. Within the Traditionalist perspective, sacred space
possesses an ontological quality that distinguishes it from homogeneous profane space and enables human beings to orient
themselves toward transcendent reality (1). Contemporary studies of sacred architecture likewise emphasize that religious
buildings mediate relationships among ritual, spatial experience, symbolism, theological imagination, and communal identity
(2-4). Nevertheless, a theoretical gap remains concerning how distinct symbolic and architectural systems may manifest a single
metaphysical truth. The present research therefore develops a comparative philosophical explanation of Islamic abstraction and
Christian iconicity within the framework of the Traditionalist School, treating them not as mutually exclusive aesthetic systems
but as distinct modes through which sacred truth becomes formally present.

The theoretical framework of the study is grounded in the metaphysical and aesthetic writings of René Guénon, Frithjof
Schuon, Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, Titus Burckhardt, and Seyyed Hossein Nasr. Within this intellectual tradition, sacred art
does not begin with beauty as an autonomous aesthetic category but with Truth as the ontological principle from which form,
symbolism, beauty, and artistic production derive. Guénon’s conception of Tradition refers not simply to inherited customs or
historical continuity, but to the transmission of principles of supra-individual and ultimately supra-human origin; consequently,

authentic traditional forms are understood as symbolic expressions of metaphysical realities rather than products of individual
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artistic subjectivity (5, 15). Schuon develops this position through the doctrine of the transcendent unity of religions, according
to which religious traditions differ at the level of doctrines, rites, symbolic languages, and historical forms while remaining
rooted in a transcendent metaphysical truth beyond those determinations (6). This distinction between transcendent unity and
formal plurality provides the principal philosophical foundation for the present comparative analysis. Nasr extends this
perspective into the domain of sacred art by arguing that authentic religious arts emerge from a sacred worldview and disclose
metaphysical truth through forms governed by cosmological, symbolic, and spiritual principles (9, 10). Similarly, Burckhardt
maintains that form in sacred art is not a neutral container for externally imposed meaning but an actual mode through which
spiritual reality becomes perceptible in the sensible realm (8). Symbol, therefore, differs from an arbitrary sign because it
participates analogically in the reality to which it refers; sacred geometry, light, proportion, orientation, color, script, and image
constitute meaningful expressions of a metaphysical order (7, 15). Beauty, within this framework, emerges from the harmony
of truth, form, and symbolic order rather than from individual taste, novelty, or sensory attraction alone (6, 9). Accordingly,
the study conceptualizes sacred architecture through four interrelated levels: metaphysical truth, theological principle, symbolic
language, and architectural form.

Methodologically, the research is fundamental and theoretical in purpose and employs a descriptive-analytical method
combined with a philosophical-comparative approach. Data were gathered through library research and documentary analysis
of primary and secondary sources concerning Traditionalist metaphysics, Islamic aesthetics, Christian theological aesthetics,
icon theology, and sacred architecture. Conceptual analysis was used to clarify the meanings and interrelationships of such
categories as truth, form, symbol, beauty, sacred art, transcendence, incarnation, abstraction, and iconicity, while comparative
analysis was employed to examine how these categories are embodied differently in Islamic and Christian architectural
traditions. The scope of the research is deliberately limited to premodern traditional architecture in order to maintain conceptual
consistency with the Traditionalist understanding of sacred art. On the Islamic side, particular emphasis is placed on classical
congregational mosques and on such architectural and artistic components as geometric organization, the dome, the mihrab,
qibla orientation, illumination, Qur’anic calligraphy, arabesque ornament, repetition, and spatial continuity. Studies of Islamic
art and architecture have demonstrated the importance of ornament, script, geometry, material culture, and spatial organization
in producing complex systems of religious meaning rather than merely decorative effects (13, 14, 20). On the Christian side,
the analysis focuses primarily on Byzantine, Romanesque, and Gothic churches, with particular attention to the cruciform plan,
altar, dome, vertical articulation, iconostasis, sacred imagery, colored light, and the symbolic organization of liturgical space.
Scholarship on traditional Christian architecture likewise confirms that church form, liturgical order, visual imagery, and spatial
hierarchy are closely interconnected with theological conceptions of sacred presence and worship (4, 19). The comparative
procedure does not seek to establish direct causal equivalence between theological doctrine and individual architectural forms;
instead, it interprets architectural elements as symbolic expressions whose meanings become intelligible within the broader
theological and metaphysical horizon of each tradition.

The analysis of Islamic sacred architecture indicates that abstraction is best interpreted, within the Traditionalist framework,
through the theological principles of tawhid and divine transcendence. Tawhid is not treated merely as a doctrinal assertion of
divine unity, but as an ontological principle through which the multiplicity of creation is understood in relation to the absolute
unity of God. Nasr therefore interprets Islamic civilization, including its arts and architecture, as structured by the metaphysical
implications of unity (9, 17). Closely associated with tawhid is the principle of tanzih, or the incomparability and transcendence
of God, which resists the confinement of divine reality within finite and determinate forms (24). In this interpretive framework,

the relative avoidance of iconic representation in the mosque should not be understood as an absence of sacred imagery in the
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broad sense, but as the emergence of a different symbolic language. Geometry becomes an especially powerful vehicle because
it can manifest unity, order, infinity, centrality, and proportion without representing the Divine anthropomorphically (8, 9). The
circle and square, the transformation from square base to circular dome, repeated geometric patterns, and the arabesque all
symbolically articulate relations between multiplicity and unity, earth and heaven, manifestation and principle. Repetition
generates not mechanical sameness but an experience of ordered multiplicity whose underlying coherence points toward
metaphysical unity (6). Light performs a similarly important function: because it reveals forms without itself possessing a fixed
material form, it becomes an especially appropriate symbolic medium for expressing divine presence without figural
representation (9, 27). Qur’anic calligraphy further transforms revealed language into visual and spatial presence, allowing the
Word to permeate the architectural environment without resorting to anthropomorphic sacred imagery (8, 13). Thus, the
mosque’s geometry, light, calligraphy, dome, mihrab, qgibla orientation, and rhythmic ornament together create a unified
symbolic system in which sacred reality is encountered through ordered space rather than through a single representational
image.

The analysis of traditional Christian architecture reveals a different but structurally comparable symbolic logic, one rooted
in the doctrine of the Incarnation. Within Christian theology, the Incarnation affirms that the Logos assumed human flesh;
accordingly, visible and material form may become a bearer of sacred presence without being identified with divine essence.
This theological principle provides the foundation for Christian iconicity, especially in Byzantine and other premodern ecclesial
traditions. Schuon interprets this difference as a legitimate alternative mode of sacred manifestation rather than as a
contradiction of metaphysical transcendence (6). Icon theology likewise insists that the icon is not a naturalistic imitation or an
autonomous aesthetic object, but a symbolic and liturgical form through which the believer is oriented toward the prototype
represented (18, 23, 28). Consequently, the icon participates in a broader spatial and liturgical system: the location of Christ
Pantocrator in a dome, the arrangement of saints, the iconostasis, the altar, and the axial movement of the church all organize
sacred perception according to a hierarchical theological order (19, 31). The cruciform plan embodies the narrative and
theological centrality of the Cross, while verticality and domical organization articulate the symbolic relation between earth
and heaven. Gothic architecture further develops the symbolism of transcendence through height, pointed arches, towers, and
luminous interiors; colored glass transforms natural illumination into a mediated experience of sacred light, thereby linking
material substance with theological notions of divine radiance (30). Christian sacred beauty, therefore, does not depend simply
on figurative representation but on the transfiguration of visible form within a sacramental and incarnational worldview (21,
22). The comparison consequently demonstrates that Islamic abstraction and Christian iconicity are not opposites at the level
of sacred purpose. In both traditions, architectural form functions symbolically, directs perception beyond itself, and seeks to
transform the experience of material space into an encounter with transcendent reality (8, 9).

The study concludes that the apparent opposition between Islamic abstraction and Christian iconicity becomes intelligible
when examined through the relationship among metaphysical truth, theological principle, symbolic language, and architectural
form. The unity of sacred truth does not require uniformity of religious or architectural form, because metaphysical unity may
be expressed through different theological determinations and consequently through different symbolic systems. In Islamic
sacred architecture, the theological horizon of tawhid and tanzih supports a predominantly abstract language in which geometry,
calligraphy, light, repetition, spatial continuity, and non-figural ornament direct consciousness from multiplicity toward unity.
In traditional Christian architecture, the doctrine of the Incarnation legitimizes a symbolic language in which image, icon,

cruciform organization, liturgical hierarchy, colored light, and spatial narrative manifest sacred presence through visible form.
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The principal theoretical contribution of this research is therefore a comparative model in which metaphysical truth constitutes
the foundational level, theological principle determines the mode through which that truth is understood within a religious
tradition, symbolic language translates theological meaning into perceptible structures, and architectural form gives those
structures concrete spatial embodiment. Such a model moves the interpretation of sacred architecture beyond a simple
opposition between image and abstraction or between Islamic and Christian aesthetics. It also avoids reducing architectural
form to a direct mechanical consequence of doctrine, instead treating it as part of a broader symbolic and traditional order in
which theology, cosmology, ritual, artistic convention, and spatial experience interact. From this perspective, the mosque and
the church represent neither competing truths nor mutually exclusive aesthetic conceptions; rather, they constitute distinct
architectural languages through which traditions articulate and experience sacred reality. The concept of the “unity of truth and
multiplicity of forms” thus offers a philosophical framework for understanding how sacred art may preserve metaphysical unity
while producing genuine formal diversity. The study ultimately proposes that the deepest commonality between Islamic and
Christian sacred architecture lies not in similarity of appearance, spatial organization, or representational strategy, but in their

shared orientation toward transforming material form into a means of disclosing a reality that transcends material form itself.
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