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In the Name of God, the Beneficent, the Merciful

Introduction

This book is based on a series of 30 lectures delivered by the
author on Islamic Ethics in Qum in winter 2012. The seties
was delivered as a course for a correspondence degree on
the subject. Each lecture was around 25 minutes and was

recorded in a studio.

Thanks to God, the series has been used by correspondence
students from the academic year 2012-2013 till now. Due to
the importance of the subject on the one hand, and need for
more texts on the subject in English on the other, it was
decided to publish it as a book as well. After preparing
the transcripts, the text was edited and references were
added. Some parts which were more philosophical were
removed. We are now pleased to present this humble book
to our dear readers. It is hoped that they will find it useful
for their study of Islamic morals and find it of help in their

personal moral development. At the same time, I admit that



motre work needs to be done on this in order to make it

more precise and concie.

I take this opportunity to thank God for all His blessing in
the past and present, and ask Him to help us in our search
for knowledge and virtues. I thank all the brothers and
sisters who helped me in this project and pray to God to

bless their lives and multiply their reward.

Mohammad Ali Shomali

London, 20" January 2017



Lesson One:

Definition of Akhlaq

Introduction

The science of Islamic morality, which in Arabic is called %/
al-akblaq al-Islami, is a very broad area of study. In the
present work we are only able to touch upon certain issues
in this field. It is not possible to do justice to this important
topic, particularly in view of its central role in Islam.
Nonetheless, this should not prevent us from studying it to

some degree.

Before studying the issues and problems discussed in any
science, it is necessary to understand some things about the
science itself; for example, we need to know the definition of
the science, its purpose, its goal, the methods of approaching
its problems, and the benefits of studying it. Accordingly,
before advancing any further in our study of % al-akblag,
we must define the term. Even before that, however, we
ought to have a clear definition of the word akblag itself, a
word that has been used for centuries by Muslim scholars to

refer to ethics.



Definition of the Term Akhlaq

Akblag is the plural form of &hulg which comes from the
same root as the word £halg. In order to fully understand the
meaning of the word akblag and its singular form which is

khulg, we must first study the meaning of the word &halg.

Khalg 1s a very familiar term in Arabic and has been used in
different ways in the Qur’an. Khalg means “to create” or
“creation.” God uses various terms in the Qut’an to refer to
the act of creation. However, one of the most frequently
used terms is &halg which is the root for the verb &ha-la-ga.'
His names a/-Khalig (meaning “the Creator”) and a/-Kballag
(meaning “the Creative” or “the One who creates a lot”)
come from the same root. This term also serves as the basis

for the term akblag.

Every human being possesses both &balg and kbulg. In this
lesson we will define each of these terms and look into the

difference between them.

Khalg

If we could observe each and every creature we would find
that God has created human beings in the very best way. In
the Qur'an, God says: “We certainly created man in the best of
Sorms (95:4).”

1 .
The past tense which means “He created.”
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As far as our creation is concerned, we have been given the
best form of creation. The point here is that we have been
given the best form of creation to serve our purpose as
human beings. In order to reach our maximum level of
perfection we do not need to be the largest or fastest animal.
What we require is a body that serves our purpose as human
beings, and more importantly, a soul which has no limit for
achieving understanding, for acquiring virtues and vices, and
for moving towards or away from God. This is why in the

Qur’an God says:

-

) Sl JAT 365, 55 s il s Bl Gl o
oien el il Sl T,z Tt o
We certainly created man in the best of forms then We
relegated him to the lowest of the low, except those who
have faith and do righteous deeds. There will be an
everlasting reward for them. (95:4-6)

Mankind has been given the best form of creation. But
human beings can end up becoming the lowest of the low or
the highest of the high depending on how they utilise their
potential. Of course, there are also people who occupy a

position somewhere in between these two points.

We can find people who are the lowest of the low, indeed
even lower than animals because animals do not have an

intellect and so they are not expected to act rationally like we



are. It is not wrong for them to do things for pleasure or to
satisfy their desires. However, as human beings who possess
intellect, it is wrong for us to drop everything and decide
only to seek worldly pleasure and satisfy our desires.
Describing such people, the Qur’an says:

s s
They are like cattle; rather they are more astray.
(25:44)

This means that animals cannot be regarded as misguided
for acting in the way that they do. But human beings can be
considered misguided when they act out and this is why they

can be counted as lower than animals.

However, human beings can also reach a very elevated
position to which even angels cannot access. Of course,
angels are very good and pious, and they glorify and praise
God all the time. But since angels do not face the challenges
that we face and they do not have any desire for worldly
pleasures, they are not capable of achieving the same
elevated position as human beings who have to endure a
vast array of challenges in order to perform the same things

that angels do, such as glorifying and praising God.

Therefore, there is a wide spectrum of levels that a human

being can achieve, from being the lowest of the low to being

10



the highest of the high. Every human being holds a rank

somewhere along this spectrum.

The whole purpose of our creation and of being given free
will and guidance is to make sure that we endeavour to
elevate ourselves higher and higher in order to reach the
height of perfection. But naturally, not everyone chooses to
try to be the best, or at the very least to be good. Therefore

we have a whole range of different kinds of human beings.

Now, we will return to the term &balg. As far as our form of
creation is concerned, we are almost all the same. If we
observe both the most virtuous people and the most vicious,
we do not find much of a difference between them as far as
their form of creation is concerned. Of course, there may be
some differences. Some people may possess talents that
others do not possess (or at least which are not as developed
or strong in them), some people are taller than others, some
are physically stronger, and some may be more beautiful, and
so on, but these differences are not great enough to prevent
us from being considered and categorised as human beings.
As proof that there is no relationship between having a
physically strong body and a strong soul, history contains
numerous examples of wicked people with physical
attributes which are better than those of virtuous people.
There are virtuous people who are physically weak, and
wicked people who are physically strong, and vice versa.

One should not be surprised to encounter a very pious

11



person suffering from physical illnesses. Therefore, we can
conclude that what makes us a better human being is not our
physical creation; our physical creation has been taken care
of by God in the best possible way given the realities and
limitations of the physical world.

Khulg

Khulg is what we are able to acquire. It refers to those
aspects of a human being — good or bad qualities, virtues or
vices — which are shaped and formed over time. The ability

to elevate or degrade ourselves spiritually is related to our
khulg.

A supplication which is recommended to recite when one

sees oneself in the mirror is as follows:

O Allah! In the same way that you have made
my physical creation (&balg) good, please
make my qualities of the heart (Rhulg) good as

well.”

God has given us so much in our physical creation. He has
given us numerous blessings, many of which we do not even
know about or are not able to understand. Within our body

there are countless things that have been designed by God to

2 Tubaf al-Ugqil, p. 11
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keep it healthy. Even those who suffer from various ailments
should understand that compared to what is functioning
properly, the problems which they have are like one in a
thousand if not one in a million because usually we only
suffer in certain areas of our functioning. Therefore, our

body, which is part of the creation of God, is very great.

In addition to our body, we have our heart in its spiritual
sense, which is even greater. There is a phrase in a poem

attributed to Imam Ali (a) which reads:
oo p o Sl o 51

S Ul iy

And you think you are a small mass while

inside you there is the greater world.’

According to Muslim mystics there is a universe inside us,
like the external universe around us, which is so magnificent
and so great that even when compared with the external
universe — with all the galaxies positioned in it — it can be
called ‘the greater universe’ (whilst the external universe can
be called ‘the smaller universe’). Therefore, if one could
understand all the wonders of one’s soul it would no longer
be surprising to know that the greater world is inside of us.

This is precisely why in the Qut’an God has described a very

* al-Wafi, vol. 2, p. 319
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high status for mankind. Indeed, He has given human beings
His Trust which is something that it was not possible for

even the mountains and the earth to bear. The Qur’an says:
ol il JUadl 5 (25N il e T & 2 )
2 . o ~s 0r0 g 0
ol Qi g izl ) Lgtdady

Indeed We presented the Trust to the heavens and the
earth and the mountains, but they refused to bear it,

and were apprebensive of it; but man undertook it.
(33:72)

The mountains refused because they did not feel like they
were able to hold such a weighty trust from God. However,
mankind accepted it because human beings have been given

a spirit which is so great that God attributes it to Himself:

% AP
S pA Ry

And 1 have breathed into him of My spirit, (15:29)

So this is the condition of mankind with regards to their
creation. Then they have to actualise and realise their
potential, and benefit from those talents. If they do so then
they will achieve an excellent &bulg (moral character).
However, if they do not make such efforts and instead are

lazy or make efforts in the wrong direction by insisting on
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doing incorrect things, then they will go in the opposite

direction.

Thus, with regards to &bulg, we find good and bad, virtuous
and vicious. This is why whenever we look at ourselves in
the mirror we are recommended to ask God to make our
moral character good in the same way that He has made our
physical creation good. So we can realise why % al-akhlaq is
so important and why for us as human beings it relates to

the very essence of our humanity.

Difference between Khalq and Khulg

So far we have tried to explain the meaning of the term
akhlag and in doing so we started with its root which is &balg
(creation). After this we mentioned that a human being has
two aspects. One aspect is our £balg, which is the common
physical or even spiritual creation of man in its state of
potentiality which is more or less the same in all human
beings. The second aspect is our khulg. Khulg consists of the
good or bad qualities which we acquire over time. Now we
will explore further the difference between these two aspects

of a human being.

Some people are selfish and others are very much in control
of their ego. Some people are brave whilst others are fearful.
Some are greedy and some are not. People exhibit many
differences in character which are of utmost importance

because the physical characteristics which we all have in
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common as human beings are generally something given to
us and so we cannot claim any credit for them. The reason
for this is clear. For example, being tall or handsome, or
reaching a certain age, are not consequences or results of our
own efforts. We are given these things simply due to the
state of being human and thus we are not responsible for
them in the sense of being questioned about why they
happened as they did. Of course, we are responsible for
looking after our health, but our health or our body in
themselves or our reaching a certain age, are given to us as
blessings. We are not responsible for simply having them but
rather about how we use them. For example, on the Day of
Judgment we will not be asked why we are male or female,
tall or short. Therefore, most physical qualities are merely
things which we have been given and are more or less
common to all human beings. Therefore, being or not being
a good person is not based on or even related to those

physical qualities.

However, there is another aspect of our existence, which is
the moral one. This is where we find many differences
between individual people. Sometimes we discover two
human beings who look very much alike but who are totally
different in terms of their behaviour. This difference can be
even more marked than the difference between a human
being and an animal. It could actually be said that sometimes
the difference between two human beings is greater than the

difference between an angel and an animal. How do we

16



know this? The answer is simple. Given that a human being
can rise to a position higher than that of the angels or
descend to one which is lower than animals, it can easily be
understood that therefore the difference between two
individual human beings can be more than that found
between an angel and an animal. Thus, we can conclude that

this aspect of a human being is very crucial.

There is a beautiful expression in the Qur’an in which God
refers to the Day of Judgment as the day in which the

hidden qualities of man will become manifest:

ARV s
On the day when hidden things shall be made manifest
(86:9)

In this world we have some qualities which are obvious and
apparent to all, such as the physical qualities of the colour of
our skin, our size, our age, our ethnicity and so on. These are
things which we recognize by simply looking at people. And
then there are also things which are inner qualities. These are
called sard’ir! We cannot see these qualities. We can see
someone’s colour immediately but we cannot realise
straightaway whether someone is a brave person or not.

Indeed, even if we witness brave actions performed by a

Y Sard'ir ( %) is the plural form of sarirah (5 jw) which is the hidden

. . . . v .
quality and it comes from the Arabic word s (,w) which means secret.
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particular person, this does not necessarily mean that in
reality they are brave since those actions might have been

accidental.

In this world we only see the outward appearance’ of people
and sometimes their deeper qualities may remain unknown
to us for years. Sometimes we live alongside someone such
as a colleague, neighbour, or even a spouse and yet we are
not aware of some of the inner qualities of that person.
Sometimes we believe a person to be good whilst their

reality is the opposite of what we think, and vice versa.

Therefore, we have to be very careful when making
judgments about people. Firstly, we ought to try to avoid
being in any way judgmental. Secondly, if it is really
necessary to make a judgment we should avoid being hasty
and jumping to conclusions. Thirdly, after having to make a
judgment we should not pass it on to others. Thus, even if it
becomes absolutely necessary to make a judgment, we must
then keep it to ourselves. Furthermore, even for ourselves,
we should not think that our judgment is necessarily
definitely correct. Human beings are very complicated,
making it extremely difficult to form a sound judgment
about them unless we know them very well and have the
insight needed to see beyond outward actions in order to

form a clear judgment about the reality and hidden qualities

> Ssirab (3,92)
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of that person. Moreover, human beings can change, and so
the judgment we may have made — based on particular
things we thought we knew about that person — may now be
incorrect because those things have changed. For example,
the person may have realised a mistake in their thinking or
actions, and decided to repent, to God and reform
themselves. Or they may have acquired a new virtue, or even

a new vice, making our previous judgment void.

However, on the Day of Judgment we will be in a very
different condition. On that day, in the same way that today
we can look at people and recognize their physical
appearances, we will be able to look at people and realise
whether they are believers or not, whether they are pious or
not. We will even be able to look at people and realise which
bad qualities they have. This is why it is referred to as the
day when all the hidden qualities become manifest.

Regarding this God says:

X
The guilty shall be recognized by their marks [on their
Sface]. (55:41)

Elsewhere in the Qur’an, in Chapter a/Tabrim (the
Forbidding) and Chapter a/-Hadid (Iron), God says that on
the Day of Judgment we will see that believers have light and
this light goes ahead fast in front of them and on their right
hand side. The same idea is found in both chapters with only

19



slightly different phrasing.” However, on the same day we
will see that those people who are hypocrites have no light
and ask the believers: “Please let up on us, that we may glean

something from your light!” (57:13)"

Thus, we will be able to realise who is a good person and
who is a bad one simply by looking at them, without even

needing to see the record of their deeds.

Khulg is the hidden side of us in this world. On the Day of
Judgment everything becomes very obvious and indeed,
most of the focus, if not all, will be on our £&h#lg and not on
our khalg. If we are judged, praised or blamed, rewarded or
punished, allowed to join the group of good people or
ordered to join the group of bad people on the Day of
Judgment, it is not because of our £halg but rather it is due
to our kbulg; it is not due to our skin colour, gender, age,
physical strength, or weight. It is due to the qualities of the

soul which we have either achieved or failed to achieve.

® Chapter al-Hadid (57), verse 12:
by ST P T
The day you will see the faithful, men and women, with their
light moving swiftly before them and on their right. . .

Chapter al-Tabrim (66), verse 8:
Their light will move swiftly before them and on their right.
”"The Arabic text is as follows:

s 3 N s MR ;/‘o’/ :r‘D‘ :“_‘
(533 conib o AL BoBE ) B0 7
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Therefore, this is the most important challenge for us. Each
and every one of us must take care of our spiritual health in
the same way that we take care of our physical health.
Indeed, we should care about our spiritual health much
more; we only need our physical health for a maximum of
about a hundred years but we need our spiritual health for
eternity. If we suffer physically it won’t last forever but if we
suffer in our soul then it will bring about bad results forever

and lead to eternal suffering.

ook

Summary

Akblag is the plural form of &bulg which comes from the
same root as the word khalg. Khalg means “to create” or
“creation.” God uses various terms in the Qut’an to refer to
the act of creation. However, one of the most frequently
used terms is &halg which is the root of the verb &ha-la-ga.
His names a/-Khalig (meaning the Creator) and a/-Kballag
(meaning “the Creative” or “the One who creates
extensively”) come from the same root. This term also

serves as the basis for the term akblaq.
Human Beings Have Two Aspects:

Khalq: the common physical or spiritual creation of
mankind in its state of potentiality, which is more or less the

same in all human beings. These physical characteristics are

21



not the factors which determine whether we are good bad.
There can be no possible form of creation for mankind,
other than the one that we have, which would better serve
the purpose of our creation — this being to achieve utmost
closeness to God — and this is something unattainable by any

other form of creation.

What makes us a better human being is not our physical
creation; our physical creation has been taken care of by

God in the best possible way.

Khulq: This is what we are able to acquire. It refers to those
aspects of a human being — good or bad qualities, virtues or
vices — which are shaped and formed over time. The ability
to elevate or degrade ourselves spiritually is related to our
khulg. This is the moral side of our creation wherein lies the

real difference between people.

In this world the physical appearance of people is seen and
the reality of their moral qualities is generally hidden.
However, on the Day of Judgment, the qualities of the soul

become obvious and people will be judged based on them.
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Lesson Two:

The Science of Akhlaq

Introduction

In this lesson we will first study the subject of the science of
akhlag. Then we will try to further explore the definition of
this science and refer to various people’s thoughts on the
subject. Finally, we will discuss the aim of the science of
akhlag.

The Subject of the Science of Akhlaq
The science of akhlag (9m  al-akblag) deals with

understanding our present position and discovering how we
can elevate it. In the science of akblag we study £hulg, which
is our spiritual or moral aspect and refers to those qualities

which are not physical. We also study good and bad actions.

The science of akhblig is the science which deals with
mankind’s character traits, vices, and virtues. In Islamic
morality we deal with virtues and vices, and also with the
actions which are related to them. We do not merely discuss
actions as do some ethical systems. Some ethical systems,
especially in the twentieth century, are influenced by the

theory of behaviourism in psychology. According to this



theory, everything is a form of behaviour, and the spirit — as
an immaterial substance from which behaviour sprout —
does not exist. Their focus is placed solely on behaviour and
thus, some people have also restricted ethics merely to a
study of the moral behaviour of human beings which
constitutes their good and bad actions. However, we believe
that the most important things to study are the qualities of
the soul, such as vices and virtues, and also actions and
behaviour, because our actions are very important in
forming or maintaining our virtues and also in helping us to
achieve our aims and objectives. We need to acquire virtues
so that we can become pious, move closer to God, and find
happiness in the hereafter. For these same reasons we
should also perform good actions. We can neither disregard
actions nor disregard qualities of the soul. However,
relatively speaking, qualities of the soul are much more
important because they are enduring, they form our
personality, and we will be resurrected in a condition which

is based on the qualities that we have.

The Difference between “Ethics” and “Morality”

So far we have studied the subject of the science of akblag.
At this point, we need to further explore the definition of
this science. When it comes to the term commonly used in
Arabic, there is no ambiguity and it is easily understood
when we say 7w al-akblag. However, in English, two

different terms are used: the science of Islamic ethics or the
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science of Islamic morality. We must first clarify these two

terms and then continue to define this science.

“Morality” and “ethics” are used in different ways.
Sometimes when the word morality is used what is meant is
the moral character of a person, group, religion, society, or
community. Thus, the set of morals adhered to by one
person can form the morality of that person and in such a
case, it is a matter of describing a reality rather than a
prescriptive science. However, at other times the word
morality is used to indicate a science which deals with moral
character traits or moral actions, and this is where it comes
very close to the science of alakhlag. Thus, it can be said
that Islamic Morality is the area of Islamic science which is

responsible for studying morals.

“Ethics” sometimes refers to the study of morals and at
other times refers to moral philosophy. Therefore, “ethics”
can mean morality as a science or it can mean moral
philosophy as a science. Moral philosophy deals with the
science of akbligq as a subject. In other words, it tries to
investigate the presuppositions, concepts, epistemology, and
even the ontology of the science of akblag. These are the

different things which can be meant by the term “ethics.”
g Y

Since we are concerned with the Islamic science of akblag, it
does not make much difference for us whether we use the

term Islamic morality or the term Islamic ethics. However,
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we have to be clear that at present we are discussing the
Islamic science of morality and we are not talking about

Islamic moral philosophy or Islamic philosophical ethics.

Definition of the Islamic Science of Akhlaq

The Islamic science of akblag (lm al-Akblag al-Islami) is
concerned with the study of moral virtues and vices —
acquiring moral virtues, protecting against moral vices, or
removing moral vices if already present — as well as good
and bad actions. Thus, in the Islamic science of morality, we

deal with both qualities of the soul and voluntary actions.

The discussion regarding actions is limited to those which
are voluntary. This is because we are not responsible for
those actions which are not under our control. For this
reason, involuntary actions are not studied in this science. As
an example, blood circulation in our body, the growth of our
hair, or our hair turning white as we become old all happen
involuntarily and so they are not under our control. This is

why they are not studied in the science of akblag.

On the other hand, anything that one has to voluntarily
decide to start doing or at least can decide to stop doing is
studied in this science. For example, breathing is something
that happens naturally but the decision to stop breathing is
something that can be studied in the science of akblig
because one has control over this action. This is why we say

that a person must not deliberately prevent themselves from
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breathing and commit suicide. For an action to be studied in
the science of akblag, there must be some role for human
freedom in it and thus, every voluntarily action, whether
good or bad, is studied in this science. Of course, good
actions are studied in order to be able to perform them more
easily and more frequently, and bad actions are studied with
the intention of preventing them from happening. This
concept is something very important which makes the

Islamic science of akhlag comprehensive.

Various People’s Thoughts on Akhlag

Before giving examples of Muslim scholars who have
studied akbliq in this way, as a contrast, it is good to read
about various other people’s thoughts on akblig. According
to some contemporary western ethicists, the science of
ethics is responsible for explaining what sort of behaviour is
appropriate. They only focuse on behaviour and do not go
beyond this. It would appear that they do not want to admit
that there is something much more profound underlying
these behaviours, which are the qualities of the human soul.
For example, Gex says that “Morality is to investigate
human behaviour as it ought to be”” Or a French
philosopher called Paul Foulquie says: “The science of

morality gives us a set of laws and regulations which relate to

! Gex, Falsafeh Akblag, translated by Pourhuseini, Abulqasim, p. 9

27



behaviour acting upon which can help us in achieving our
992

goals.
Thus, for such people akbliq is responsible for advising on
what sort of behaviour we should adopt in order to be
successful in achieving our goals. Therefore, for example, for
a businessperson, business ethics would merely explain how
to be a successful businessman and no more than that. Or
for a doctor, medical ethics would explain how to be a
successful doctor and how to reach one’s goals as a doctor.
It would be considered sufficient to behave properly and
observe the laws. However it is not considered to be of
concern should someone suffer from serious diseases of the
soul. For example, if a doctor helps their patient in
accordance with no more than the legal and professional
requirements but does not have heartfelt love and care for
them, this is considered perfectly acceptable as they have
outwardly behaved appropriately. So this is one approach to

the science of morality.

As we said, in the Islamic understanding of morality the
main focus is placed on the qualities of the soul and heart.
We should purify our heart, remove all bad qualities and
vices and, at the same time, we should also make sure that
we behave properly. These things go hand in hand with one

another. However, this does not mean that it is being

? Cited in Falsafeh Akblag, p. 10
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suggested that for some years one should first examine and
purify their heart and only then, after being certain about the
state of one’s heart, should one think about one’s actions.

This is not the Islamic way of doing things.

It is important to make sure that we are not completely
preoccupied with our actions. We should not be satisfied
merely by good performance or observing laws and
regulations. We should also place great emphasis on solving
the root causes of problems and not just their symptoms.

These two things need to go hand in hand.

Many famous Muslim scholars have voiced their thoughts
on the subject of akhlag. The late Mulla Sadra, Sadr al-Din
Shirazi, spoke about al-hikmah al-‘amaliyah (practical wisdom)
which is the title used for the practical aspect of philosophy

which also deals with morality. He said:

Sometimes when they say practical wisdom
they mean the traits of character themselves,
sometimes they mean knowledge of traits of
character, and sometimes they mean the
actions which result from traits of character.
Therefore, when it is used in contrast to
theoretical ~ wisdom  [which  included
metaphysics, mathematics, and physics] it

means the science which studies traits of
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character, whether good or bad, and every

action that originates from them. ’

Therefore, according to Mulla Sadra, practical wisdom, or in
other words the science of akbliq, is the science which deals
with character traits and the actions that originate from
them. As the Qur’an says, people act based on their

character:

P 2 g2
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Everyone acts according to bis character. (17:84)

In Persian there is a proverb which says: “What comes out
of a jug is the same as what it has inside.” In the past they
used to keep water in containers made out of clay. The
reason for this was that a small amount of water could
penetrate through the clay and find its way to the surface of
the jug. So there were always drops of water on the surface
of the jug which would then evaporate, resulting in a
reduction of temperature which would make the water inside
the jug cooler. Thus the jug would act as a natural cooler.

Other liquids could also be kept in such a jug. Therefore, the

: al-Asfar al-‘Aqliah al-Arba‘ah, vol. 4, p. 116. The original text is as
follows:
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poet says that, depending on what kind of liquid is put inside
this kind of jug, naturally the drops appearing on the surface
of the jug will be of the same type of liquid. If salty water is
put inside the jug then, when water penetrates through the
clay, there will be salty drops of water on the surface. If juice
is kept inside the jug then drops of juice will appear on the
surface. Although it will not come out completely but
somehow part of it will appear. However, it is impossible to
put orange juice in the jug and have apple juice on its

surface.

Human beings have hidden qualities inside their heart, of
course in a spiritual sense. These qualities may be so hidden
that even the person themselves may not be aware of all of
them. Therefore, we need to reflect on our own personal
qualities. However, the actions that we perform are like
those drops of water that appear on the surface of the clay
jug in the proverb mentioned above. In the science of akblaqg
we have to examine both the liquid inside and the wetness
which is on the surface, and that entails studying both

qualities of the heart and actions.

Actions can be suggestive of the quality of the soul which
has caused them. However, this is not always so
straightforward. For instance, we cannot be sure that a
person is generous merely by witnessing that they invite
guests to their home once or twice. Of course, there must be

something good involved in doing this but this does not
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necessarily mean it has become a habit which is rooted in

generosity as a quality of the soul.

It is necessary to study actions, whether good or bad, and
then encourage people to perform good actions and refrain
from bad actions, whilst at the same time encouraging them
to continue this journey until they have made sure that they
have achieved good qualities and virtues. After this, if and
when virtues have been acquired, it is not going to make that
much of a difference whether there is an opportunity to act

on them or not.

For example, someone might be a very generous person who
is looking for opportunities to help needy people but there
are none to be found. Of course, it does not mean that their
generosity is useless. Generosity is there and God loves that
person because of this generosity. It is simply that there is
no needy person around to help in order to show this sense
of generosity outwardly. Furthermore, maybe there are poor
people needing help but one does not have the means to

help them. Either way, one’s generosity is still very valuable.

Another example is that of a very brave person who is ready
to sacrifice himself to protect people who are weak or
vulnerable but there is no present need for this bravery to be
acted upon since everything is safe and sound. Regardless of

the situation, he is still considered to be a brave person.
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Therefore, sometimes there are virtues which do not appear
outwardly as actions because the opportunity did not arise.
This is not a problem, although of course it would be better

to find opportunities for action if possible.

Furthermore, actions can sometimes be accompanied by
virtues and at other times they are not accompanied by
viertues. Actions performed hand in hand with virtues are
much better, but even if they are performed without the
presence of virtues they are not useless and should be
persisted with until eventually the relevant virtues are

acquired and become a permanent feature of a person.

The late Ayatullah Mutahhari, in his book Understanding
Islamic Sciences, which is an introduction to Islamic sciences,
has a section on practical wisdom (bzkmate ‘amali), including
akhlag. In it he says that the science of agblag teaches us how
to live, and that this has two aspects. One aspect is with
respect to our behaviour, meaning how we should behave,
and the second concerns how we should be. This section is
deliberately chosen and mentioned here because he then
goes further to say that rather than the science of akblag
merely studying our behaviour and our qualities, it actually
teaches us how to be and how to behave. This demonstrates
and explains how qualities form and then influence who we
actually are. He continues by saying that our life and the way

in which we decide about our life have two aspects: one is
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our behaviour and the other is our very being.* This shows
that we are who we are mostly due to our qualities. Actions
are very important but as explained previously, there is a
great chance that they might not be very deeply ingrained

and established in us.

As mentioned previously, it is not possible to figure out
someone’s level of generosity by merely witnessing them
carry out two or three acts of generosity, or to conclude that
someone is not generous simply because they are not seen to
be acting generously. The latter situation may simply be due
to the fact that they do not have the means to do so or
maybe that they have the means but there is no one in need
at that particular time. So although that person is not actually
doing anything at that time, they may still be a generous
person and whenever it is necessary their generosity will
appear in the form of certain actions. Therefore, both our
behaviour, which relates to our performance, and our very
being, which relates to our qualities, are very important.
However, naturally, our qualities should receive more

attention.

Furthermore, in the first volume of his a/Mizan fi Tafsir al-
Quran, which is the best available commentary on the
Qur’an, the very well-known late ‘Allamah Tabataba’t

mentions that the science of akblig is the science that deals

* Ashnaci ba Ulim Islami , vol. 2, pp. 191-192
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with human character traits (walakah).” He then goes on to
say that these qualities can be related to the faculties that we
have, which may be related to our vegetative, animal, and
human life.” After this he says that the purpose and aim of
this science is to help us to a) discern between virtues and
vices, b) acquire virtues or strengthen the virtues we already
possess, and c) identify and remove vices. In this way we
should then be able to perform the good actions which are
implied by those virtues, and we would therefore have
people in our society whose actions are praiseworthy. He
also says that by acting according to akblig, people can
achieve their happiness and salvation with respect to both
the theoretical and practical aspects of humanity.” So,
according to him, the primary consideration is character

traits which of course then lead to certain actions.

It should be noted that when scholars like ‘Allamah
Tabatabat or Mulla Sadra say that practical wisdom deals

* Malakah is a quality which is established in a person in such a way that
it is not easily changed. It is a quality which is possessed in such a deeply
ingrained way that a person can act accordingly without much effort or
struggle.

® There are three different levels of soul and life: vegetative, animal, and
human. We possess all three of them. Of course, this does not mean that
we have three souls; rather, what we mean is that a human soul has the
perfections of the souls lower than it, these being the vegetative and the
animal souls. Plants possess only the level of the vegetative soul and
animals also possess the higher level of the animal soul. Human beings
possess the perfections of the vegetative and animal souls, as well as the
human soul.

7 al-Mizan fi Tafsir al-Qur'an, vol. 1, pp. 370-371
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with character traits and the actions which issue from them,
this does not mean that a person must necessarily have a
particular quality and then the corresponding action arises

from it.

Sometimes we have a quality and an action which
corresponds to that quality is practiced by us. For example,
someone is a generous person and an action like giving
charity originates from that quality. However, it is also
possible to have a person who acts generously but does not
have the quality of generosity. Indeed, one way to acquire
generosity is to act generously and by continuing to act in
such way, generosity gradually becomes a habit and then a
quality. Of course, if a person acts generously in a particular
case, although they do not have generosity as a quality, this
action still originates from their entire personality and so this
means that they must have some other factors within them
which have led to this action, but not necessarily a quality
which is directly related to it. Or, for example, a person who
is not brave has acted bravely in one particular case and so
this action has not originated from bravery as a quality but
from this person’s entire personality. Therefore, there must
be other factors which, when combined, produced this

action.

It is important to note that, of course, in the end everything
is filtered by our free will. A person may have all the good
qualities or all the bad qualities and still does not decide to
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act upon them. This is entirely another matter. However,
there does need to be some kind of relationship between our
qualities and our actions. As explained previously, whatever
is in our soul somehow emerges in our words and actions,

although not exactly or completely.

Another point that should be considered is that various
thinkers, ethicists, or schools of akblig may define and
understand what is good and what is bad in different ways.
In reality, in many cases people agree on at least the main
principles and values, but the details may differ.
Occasionally, there may even be people who question some
principles. However, this does not change the definition of
the science of akblig because people’s diverse
understandings of virtues and vices have nothing to do with
the definition of the science of akblag. In the science of
akhlag we study good qualities and bad qualities, and good
actions and bad actions. For example, people may have
different views about whether abortion is good or bad but it
can still be said that the science of akblig is a science that
deals with good and bad actions, and good and bad qualities.
Therefore, it should not be concluded that since people may

have different views about these values, then the science of
akhblag has to be defined differently.

The Aim of the Science of Akhlaq

Furthermore, the fact that people belong to different schools

of ethics does not mean that they do not all agree that we
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should promote virtues and good actions. This is something
which everyone accepts and tries to encourage. Therefore, it
is possible to say that the aim of the science of akhblag, or the
aim of someone who studies it, is to promote good actions
and virtues amongst human beings. Those actions and
virtues can sometimes be on a more personal level and
sometimes on a more social level. Some of the virtues which
will be discussed later may relate to our relationship with
God, our relationship with ourselves, our relationships with
other people, or even our relationships with nature and the
environment. These relationships can be very personal or
very social, but in any case the aim of the science of akbliq is
to try to promote these values and virtues. As human beings,
we aspire towards having individuals and communities that
are governed by moral virtues. This is why throughout the
centuries many people have reflected on and taught akblig

and have written numerous books and essays on the subject.

korskoksk

Summary

1. The subject of the science of akhlag is khulg, which is our
moral character and refers to those qualities which are not
physical. The science of akblig also deals with good and bad

actions.

2. Morality can be used to refer to different things, such as

the moral character of a person, a group, or a community; or
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to a science which deals with moral character traits or moral
actions, in which case it is very close to the Islamic science
of akblaq.

3. Ethics can mean morality as a science or it can mean
moral philosophy as a science. The latter deals with the
science of akbligq as a subject. In other words, it tries to
investigate the presuppositions, concepts, epistemology, and

even the ontology of the science of akblig.

4 As we are concerned with the Islamic science of akblag, it
does not make much of a difference if we use the term

“Islamic morality” or the term “Islamic ethics.”

5. The Islamic science of akblag is responsible for studying
moral virtues and how to achieve them, moral vices and how

to remove them, and good and bad actions.

6. Only voluntary actions are studied in akblig because there

should always be a role for human freedom and control.

7. Gex and Foulquie limit the science of morality to the

study of behaviour.

9. Mulla Sadra believes that the science of akblig is the
science which deals with character traits and the actions

which originate from them.
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10. Ayatullah Mutahhart: The science of akblig teaches us
how to behave and how to be. The science of akhlag is the
science that deals with human character traits. In the science
of akblag only the qualities that are possible to acquire or
remove are discussed because the aim of this science is to
help us to differentiate between virtues and vices and then to
try to acquire virtues or strengthen those we already possess,

and remove vices.

11. Actions originate from one's entire personality; however,
this does not necessarily mean that they come from a

directly related quality.

12. People’s diverse understandings of virtues and vices have
nothing to do with the definition of aghliq which is to study
good and bad qualities and actions.

13. The aim of the science of akblig or the aim of one who
studies it is to promote good actions and virtues amongst

human beings.
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Lesson Three:

Significance of Morality in Islam

Introduction

In the previous lesson we talked about the definition of the
science of akhlaq or the science of Islamic morlaity and then
we studied the aim of this science. In this lesson we will try
to discover the ultimate aim of akblig and its importance.
After this, in order to clarify the significance of akblig, we
will study a related subject which is the dependence of belief
on akhliq.

Ultimate Aim of Islamic Morality

To be able to understand the ultimate aim of Islamic
morality (akblaqg), we should make ourselves aware of the
distinction between two related yet different matters: the aim

of the science of akblig and the aim of Islamic morality.

As is the case with the study of any subject matter, there
should be an aim in studying the science of akblig. For
example, when studying business, mathematics, economics,
politics, or any other subject, there should be an aim which

gives meaning to our study of that particular aspect of



reality. In the present case, we study good qualities (virtues)
and bad qualities (vices) in order to improve ourselves and
to become better people. We study good actions so that we
can perform them and we study bad actions so that we make
sure to avoid them. The idea is to acquire a better
understanding, which would be followed bybetter
performance. Of course, it is not the case that everyone who
knows the science of akhlag or even masters it is necessarily
a good person. A person may know something and not
implement it in his life. There are doctors who know better
than anyone else the damage that smoking does to the body,
yet they smoke even more than other people do. Therefore,
knowing something does not necessarily mean that a person
is practicing it. However, knowing something is at least a
first step to implementing it. Furthermore, we cannot be

expected to practice something without first knowing it.

In the science of akblag we learn everything we need to
know about qualities and actions so that we can benefit from
them in order to become better human beings. However, the
aim of akblag and in a wider sense, spirituality, is not merely
to know in theory but rather to actually achieve all those
virtues and perform those good actions so that we can
become a very good person who resembles God in the best
way possible. Of course, we can never resemble God
completely but we can acquire qualities which are liked by
God and try to resemble Him as much as is possible for us

as human beings. We are advised by the Prophet (s) to
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“acquire those qualities that are available in God”’ except for

those which are directly related to His Lordship.

There are certain traits which are exclusive to God, like
kibriya’ (greatness), and we cannot resemble Him in such
traits. Indeed, if we wanted to become like that we would be
arrogant because this is a trait which is exclusive to God.”
However, these are not the only traits of God. He is also
Merciful, Forgiving, Grateful, Knowledgeable, Supporting,
Providing security and Giving peace. These qualities of God
indicate the level of perfection that is available to us, and so
when we try to resemble God and get closer to Him it
means that we are moving towards our own perfection.
Therefore, a person who is interested in akblig not merely as
a subject matter for academic studies but rather as a priority
in their life, aims to be as good, as perfect, and as close to
God as humanly possible. Moreover, it is not only ordinary
people like us who are involved in this spiritual journey and
practice of morality because in reality all prophets (a) were

also involved in it.

‘Rawdal al-Muttagin fi Sharh Man Layahdurubu al-Fagih, vol. 1, p. 312. The
original text is as follows:

O RS (o) e )

2 Irshad al-Qulib ila al-Sawab, vol. 1, p. 189. It is narrated by the
Prophet (s) that God says: “Greatness is my garment.” The original text
is as follows:

o5 2005 G 5 () A 0525 U6
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Importance of Morality in the Qur’an

Something very interesting in the Qur’an is the way in which
God talks about the people with whom He is pleased. In the
Qur’an we have examples in which God mentions people
whom He praises. Of course, He also mentions people with
whom He is not pleased such as Abu Lahab or Pharaoh. The
people praised in the Qur’an can be our role models. For
example, there are many verses in the Qur’an in which God
talks about the prophets (a) in general or about some of
them in particular. There is research published about the
characteristics of the prophets (a) mentioned in the Qur’an
which investigates how God describes Abraham (a), Ishmael
(a), Moses (a), Jesus (a), Prophet Muhammad (s) and other
prophets (a) when He praises them, and the important
things which God mentions about them. In this way, each
prophet (a) and every quality mentioned about him in the
Qur’an has been recorded.’ Interestingly, it was discovered
that most of the things for which God praises these
prophets (a) relate to akblig. For example, God refers to
them as patient, truthful, or merciful.Sometimes it was found
that these qualities were common to a few prophets (a) and
sometimes a quality is mentioned only for one particular
prophet (a), not necessarily because the others did not have
it but perhaps because it was more obvious or more strongly

manifested in the life of that prophet (a). When all of these

: Message of Thaqalayn, Moral Characteristics of the Prophets: A Qur'anic
Perspective, vol 11, no. 1, Spring 2010
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Qur’anic descriptions are combined, we realise that morality
is the most emphasised aspect of the lives of the prophets
(a). Furthermore, among the prophets (a) there are five who
have received even more attention: Prophets Noah (a),
Abraham (a), Moses (a), Jesus (a), and Muhammad (s). They
are the prophets (a) whom we call #/u al-‘aim (i.e. those of

great determination).

In the Qur’an, God says:

P I VUL I
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So be patient just as the resolute among the apostles
were patient. .. (46:35)

This shows the great significance of patience which is a very
important moral quality and will be discussed later. Patience
is considered to be the head of faith. If we imagine faith as a
body that has different parts and organs, it will have patience

as its head.!

Therefore, out of billions of human beings, 124,000 were
chosen, and out of these, five in particular were chosen.
Then God says that these are the people who were patient
and we should be patient like them. This is a moral

* Misbah al-Shari ‘ab, p. 184. The original text is as follows:
Sl o G TIE Gl o il () Lt G

“Patience to faith is like the head to the body.”
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description. These people are called #/u al-‘a$m, so perhaps
the reason they were able to remain patient is because they
were people of determination. ‘4% (determination) is a very
fundamental quality. It includes having will power, being
able to discover what is good, and then being determined to
do it; not giving up, not compromising one’s principles and
ideals, and not resting until one has made sure one’s goals
have been achieved. When someone finds something to be
true and right then if they have determination they will do
their best to implement and achieve it. These five prophets
(a) are not described as people of knowledge, even though
they are knowledgeable. They are not described as people of
bravery or anything similar to this. Instead, God places the
most emphasis on their determination; this is why they are

being singled out.

Interestingly, when it comes to Prophet Adam (a) God says:
and We did not find in him any determination. (20:115)°
Undoubtedly, he was a very good person and never
disobeyed God in the sense that we normally use the term
disobedience. When God says: Adam disobeyed his Lord
(20:121)° it was not a legal or jurisprudential disobedience.

He was in a kind of heaven similar to the eternal heaven of

> The Arabic text is as follows:
o]
® The Arabic text is as follows:

Lk s
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the Hereafter but not the same one, and in this heaven there
was no obligation. Therefore, our scholars say that according
to some hadiths his action was #ark-¢ awla, meaning Prophet
Adam (a) did something that was better to avoid doing and
not that he committed an actual sin by doing a prohibited
action which would mean he deserved to be punished by
being sent to hell. Thus, the problem with Prophet Adam (a)
was that he did not have determination. However, in
contrast to Prophet Adam (a), those five prophets (a) who
are prime examples of prophethood, are described by God

as “people of determination.”

Therefore, morality is something which makes a person very
special in the eyes of God and makes a person able to get
closer to Him and achieve the potential designed by God for
human beings. We have infinite potential to become
increasingly better and we can even precede angels. A
human being who, despite having lower desires, appetites,
and lusts, follows the instructions of God and reason, is
better than the angels who do not have such desires. We can
advance forever, without stopping, in striving to achieve
perfection because the difference between us and God is
infinite and therefore the chance for perfection is infinite.
However, God forbid that we go backwards and downwards

because we can also move infinitely and forever lower and
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lower, thus becoming even lower than animals: “They are like

cattle; rather they are more astray (7: 179).””

Morality as the Core

Morality is a journey from where we are at present to either
the best and highest or lowest possible level for humanity.
This is a journey in which our companions can be prophets

(a), righteous people, and truthful people. God says:

o el T Gl U U gl o
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Whoever obeys Allah and the Apostle they are with
those whom Allah has blessed, including the prophets

and the truthful, the martyrs and the righteous, and
excellent companions are they! (4:69)

So if we want to be on the right path and travel fast towards
God, we should take these people as our companions. On
the other hand, God forbid that instead we go downwards
and take bad people as our friends, such as those with whom

God is angry or those who are misguided.

Thus, the whole of life is a matter of struggling to become

better or failing to undertake this struggle to become better.

7 . .
The Arabic text is as follows:

EAEE

48



Certainly, we should equip ourselves with correct beliefs and
proper practices along with morality, but these are not
separate from moral enterprise and struggle. Indeed, if
someone has no commitment to the truth or is not
thoughtful or thankful, then how can they become a
believer?r Why do we believe? Is it not because we have
concern for the truth? Is it not because we want to be
humble before the truth? Is it not because we want to find
out who has given us all these blessings so that we can be
thankful to them? Is it not because we do not want to live a
life of negligence and heedlessness? These are all moral

qualities.

Why did Abu Dhar or Salman embrace Islam while others
did not accept Islam? There must be a reason for this and it
is a moral reason. There must have been certain good
qualities in Abu Dhar, Salman, ‘Ammar, Miqdad and others
who believed, which led to their embrace of Islam. They
were idol-worshippers or disbelievers in One God and yet
they later changed. However, there were also other people
who remained idol-worshippers and wanted to fight against
the Prophet (s). What was the difference between them? The
difference is something very fundamental. There may be two
idol-worshippers but one of them may worship idols out of
ignorance because they do not know the truth and have not
been introduced to it. However, as soon as they come to
know about the truth, and as soon as truth becomes

available in their search for the truth, they believe in it
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wholeheartedly. On the other hand, there are also people

who insist on doing wrong.

Therefore, after careful thought and consideration, faith also
appears to be something very much related to our moral
character. This is why we find that in many verses in the
Qur’an, God blames those who have decided not to become
faithful. They could not be blamed if it was not a matter of
their own choice, but from the Qut’an we realise that faith
and disbelief are voluntary actions which require certain
moral qualities. Therefore, we have to realise that morality is
an issue which should be the focal point in our struggle to
become a better person and to be as close to God as

possible.

Dependence of Belief on Morality

So far we have been discussing the significance of akhlag.
We have said that our struggle for perfection is very much a
moral struggle. Although in addition to morality we have to
make sure that we have correct beliefs and proper practices,
these beliefs and practices are very much related to akbliq
and in a sense, dependent on it. Correct beliefs and practices
in themselves can prepare us to become much better people
and to observe morality in a better way; however, in order to
accept the truth as our belief, we need to be moral to a
certain extent in the first place. We have to at least have

qualities such as truthfulness, thankfulness, and humility. If a
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person is not truthful, thankful, or humble, they will not at

all be concerned about having a belief system.

There have been people who knew the truth but did not
believe in; to believe in something involves more than

simply knowing it. In the Qur’an God says:

ol e e Jo e, b il o
And they denied them, though their sonls acknowledge
them wrongfully and ont of pride: so see what was the
end of those who acted corruptly! (27:14)

This means that a person may know something but still
reject it. For someone to believe means that they must
accept, admit, and acknowledge what they know. Whilst it is
true that we should endeavour to know, this is not sufficient.
There were people who were very sure about the truth of
Islam yet they did not believe in it. They knew that the
Prophet (s) was honest; the Prophet (s) exhibited honesty —
a very important moral quality — even before being
appointed as a prophet. Indeed, he was known as amin
(honest). Before and after the advent of Islam, if anyone was
asked to identify the most honest person in Makkah, the
answer was Muhammad (s). When the Prophet (s) wanted to
migrate to Madinah thirteen years after the advent of Islam,
he had in his possession many items that he had been
entrusted with by the people of Makkah — the very same

people who were his enemies or did not believe in him;
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people who opposed him knew that he was so honest that
they entrusted him with their goods. Indeed, they never
witnessed anything bad from him during his entire lifetime.
Thus, it was not that they did not have faith because they did
not know; rather, they simply did not want to believe. Of

course, some of them believed later on.

Therefore, certain good qualities need to be present in a
person in order for them to believe, and the same is the case
with being able to practice. There are people who do not
practice by observing God’s laws even if they believe,
whether it’s because they are lazy or because they are not
determined enough or for some other reason. There are
many different reasons for this and if we carefully and
deeply examine these things, we will realise that all of the
reasons are connected to a person’s morality. Therefore,

morality is a very important and fundamental matter.
In a very well-known hadith, Prophet Muhammad (s) said:

Verily, I have been sent by God only to

complete the noble traits of character. 8

In this narration, the Prophet (s) used the word innama,

. . . 9
which means that he has mentioned an exclusive reason.

& Makdrim al-Akbldg, p. 8
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Thus, when the Prophet (s) mentioned akblag as the goal of
his prophethood, he meant that if he pursued any other goal
it was because it was related to akblig. The priority at the top
of his agenda was to accomplish noble traits of character.
Firstly, this shows that this was not a journey which he
started but rather that he came to accomplish a mission
which had already been started. Previous prophets had
started this task and each and every one of them made
efforts to take the people of their time a step further.
However, the final Prophet (s) planned and implemented the
final stage because no other prophet was going to be sent; he
therefore had to provide humanity with all instructions
necessary to achieve the highest levels of noble character

traits.

® In Arabic, innamd (L;fl) is different from #nna (21). Inna means ‘truly’

whilst /znama shows exclusiveness. In this narration, the Prophet (s) used

the word znmama which means that the reason he mentioned is the
exclusive reason. This exclusiveness is of two types: absolute and
relative. For example, sometimes someone asks a person if they have
seen Ali and Hasan and Husayn. The person replies by saying that they
have only seen Ali. This does not mean that they have not seen any other
human being; it is possible that they had seen many other people, but
from amongst the people they were asked about, they had exclusively

seen Ali. This is called relative exclusiveness ( $loY¥ jaadl). On the other

hand, sometimes when someone says they have only met such-and-such
a person, it means that they have only seen that person and no one else.

This is absolute exclusiveness ( dsdl jasl). Thus, relative or absolute

exclusiveness can be established according to the context and the
evidence surrounding what a person says.
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Furthermore, he did not say that he had come merely to
teach makarim al-akhlag; rather, he said that his mission was
to complete and to accomplish noble character traits. He
first achieved them in himself and then demonstrated them
in practice through his words and actions. Therefore, the
holy Prophet (s) did not just teach or preach; he practically
showed people what they should do.

Another beautiful point is that the Prophet (s) said makdrim
al-akblag and not mabasin al-akbliq. There are good character
traits and there are also noble character traits. Good
character traits can be very general whereas noble ones are at
the highest level of goodness. Examples of good character
traits (mahdsin al-akblag) — are: not harming people, not
annoying anyone, not disregarding the rights of people,
reciprocating good with good, and being kind to our parents
when they become old. But these are not enough. So what
does it actually mean when we say that the Prophet (s) came
to accomplish noble character traits? In practice this means,
for example, to visit those who have abandoned us."” We
may have relatives who never visit or ask about us but we
should still go and visit them. Maybe they did not visit us
when we were ill but we should still visit them when they
become ill, without even mentioning that we have done so.

We should not even think that we are doing something

' Mishih al-Shari‘ah, p. 159. The original text is as follows:
S oo Sl A 2 g T A
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important; we should simply go and do it. Or, for example,
we should help the person who denied us help when we
needed it."" Maybe when we were in need of money they did
not help us even though we asked them to because we
wanted to buy a house or we were trying to arrange for our
son or daughter to be married. However, when they are in
need of money we should go and help them if we are able to
do so. Indeed, we should not even wait for them to come
and ask us for help; we should go and offer it to them before
they ask. This is what noble character traits consist of. We
must not simply reciprocate the good things that we have
received but rather we have to be the first to extend our

love, mercy, and help to others.

Thus, we now have an idea of what the Prophet’s mission
was, as explained by the Prophet himself. In the Qur'an God
says that he actually achieved this. Addressing the Prophet
(s), God says:

o g A
and indeed you possess a great character. (68:4)

We need to consider one further point in order to fully
understand the very beautiful idea contained in this phrase.

Being great or insignificant is a relative issue because we

Y Misbih al-Shari‘ah, p. 159. The original text is as follows:
S o el

55



evaluate the greatness or insignificance of other things based
on how great or insignificant we ourselves are. For example,
someone who is in secondary school appears to be very
knowledgeable in the eyes of a person who has only
attended primary school. However, for a person in
secondary school, a university student seems to be very
knowledgeable. Thus, it is a relative issue. If someone has
only a small amount of money they will consider a person
who has thousands of dollars to be very rich. However, for
the one who has thousands of dollars, a person who has
millions of dollars is seen as very rich. Therefore, when we
consider God and all His greatness, everything else is
insignificant in comparison. As God says in the Qur’an, this
material world — with all its beautiful countries, jungles,

. . . . . . . 12
rivers, gold mines, planets, and galaxies — is insignificant.

Therefore, when such a Lord says that something is great, it
means that it is definitely, absolutely great. When God says
that the Prophet (s) has great character traits then this shows
that according to God’s expectations and standards, the
Prophet’s character was truly great. He achieved this in
himself. But in addition to this, he had a mission to also

establish this amongst his followers. Some people achieved

 The Qur'an, 9:38:
SV B G 5 Bl 5]
Are you pleased with the life of this world instead of the

Hereafter? But the wares of the life of this world compared with
the Hereafter are but insignificant [little].
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this according to their capacity and others did not. The
achievement of this type of thing takes time. However, this
world will not come to an end until and unless there are true
followers of the Prophets (s), especially the last of them,
who will achieve these most noble character traits. It is then
that the mission of the Prophet (s), and indeed of all
prophets (a), will be fulfilled.

God says that being concerned about justice and equity is
one of the most important qualities that must be achieved by
humanity, and that all prophets (a) were sent for this

purpose:

R sl y S e 1 L 2

Certainly We sent Our apostles with manifest proofs,
and We sent down with them the Book and the

Balance, so that mankind may maintain justice;
(57:25)

Indeed, this must be attained both as a character trait and as
a practice. According to hadiths narrated by Sunnis and
Shi’as alike, at the end of times when Imam Mahdi (a)

comes, this level of justice and equity will be established.”

Y Sunan Abi Diwiid, vol. 4, kitab al-Mahdi. a/-Kafi, vol. 1, p. 338. The
original text is as follows:

ekt e Lo
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At that time, all the prophets (a) will be pleased that their

mission has been completed.

However, the Prophet of Islam’s mission was such that it
cannot be completed merely by the establishment of justice
and equity. He aspires to something much greater and that is
noble character traits. The establishment of justice and
equity would prepare the grounds for humanity to be
elevated even higher. Thus, justice is not the aim or end
result because it is only when we have justice and social
equity that we can then aspire to higher levels of perfection.
In that situation, we can aspire to having humanity as a
whole loving one another, being kind to each other, and not
only reciprocating good but offering it in the first place

without expectation.

We have a hadith which says that the people of Heaven and
Earth will all be pleased with Imam Mahdi (a),"* including
even birds in the sky,” because Imam Mahdi (a) and his
followers not only do not do any harm to anyone or
anything (including even animals and plants), but they are so
kind and merciful that they are also concerned about
everyone and everything’s goodness. According to some

hadiths, Imam Mahdi (a) is like a queen bee with whom all

Y al-Qibah (Tiisi), p. 178. The original text is as follows:
' Dali’il al-Imamah, p. 441. The original text is as follows:
A B
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bees take refuge.'® It is only love that can satisfy people and
it is only mercy that can really please people. So this is what
the Prophet (s) describes as his mission: “to complete noble

character traits.”

kekokskok

Summary

1. In the science of akblig we learn everything we need to
know about qualities and actions in order to become better
human beings. However, the aim of akblag — and in a wider
sense, spirituality — is not only to know in theory but to
actually achieve all those virtues and perform those good
actions so that we can become good people who resemble

God in His qualities in the best way humanly possible.

2. According to the Qur’an, morality is the most emphasised
aspect of the lives of the prophets (a).

3. Out of billions of human beings, 124,000 have been
chosen as prophets (a) and out of these, five in particular
were chosen (uln al-‘aim). God says that these five are the
people who were patient. They are not described as people
of knowledge — although they possessed this — nor people of
bravery or anything similar to this; instead, God places the

1 4l-Adad al-Qawiyah, p. 91. The original text is as follows:
FEHN WASTN P R
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most emphasis on their determination, which is a moral

quality.

4. Morality should be the focal point in our struggle to
become a better person and to be as close to God as

possible.

5. For someone to believe means that they must accept,
admit, and acknowledge what they know to be true; thus,
belief is more than simply knowing something. The reason
some people believe in what they know to be true and others
do not is rooted in their moral qualities. Therefore, faith and
disbelief are voluntary actions that require certain moral

qualities.

6. There is a very well-known hadith from Prophet
Muhammad (s) in which he says: The only reason for which
I have been appointed by God as a prophet is to accomplish

noble character traits.

7. Makarim al-akblag (noble character traits) are different
from mabasin  al-akblag (good character traits). Good
character traits can be very general whereas noble ones are at

the highest level of goodness.

8. According to the Qur'an, the Prophet (s) himself had
achieved noble character traits but then he also had to
establish them amongst his followers. The world will not

come to an end unless these character traits are established,
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after which the mission of Prophet Muhammad (s) and all
other prophets (a) will be accomplished.

9. At the end of times, Imam Mahdi (a) will reappear and
establish justice and equality amongst all people. However,
this will not be the end of the Prophet’s mission because
when justice and social equality are established, it will be

time for people to aspire to achieve noble character traits.
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Lesson Four:

History of the Science of Akhlaq

Introduction

Before starting to explain the moral teachings of Islam, it is
important to review the history of the development of the
science of akblag in Islam. In this lesson we will start with
the Qur’an and the Prophet (s). After this we will examine
the issue of morality in other Islamic sources which we have
inherited from the Ahl al-Bayt (a), such as Naly al-Balaghah
and al-Sabifa al-Sajjadiyah. We will also mention some of the
most significant books on akblig written in the centuries

after the time of the Prophet (s) and the Ahl al-Bayt (a).

Development of the Science of Akhliq in Islam

In the previous lesson we said that morality is very highly
regarded in Islam and that Prophet Muhammad (s) described
his mission as a mission for the accomplishment of noble

traits of character:
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Verily, I have been sent by God only to

complete the noble traits of character.'

We also said that when God introduces His chosen prophets
(a), He mentions their moral character more than anything
else. Therefore, morality is something which is extremely
important in Islam and is something which occupies a very
central, if not the most central, position in the Qur’an and in
the sunnah of the Prophet (s) and Ahl al-Bayt (a).

Thus, it is hardly surprising that right from the beginning
Muslims have paid attention to the study of akblig. Many
essays and books have been written about akblig and a lot of
research has been carried out on this topic. Of course, no
matter how much we do, it will not be sufficient; however, it
should be acknowledged that a great deal of good work has

been done.

The Qur’an

In order to study the history of the science of akblig in
Islam, we have to start with the Qur’an and the Prophet (s).
The Qur’an is the most important source for understanding
Islamic ethics. It is full of moral teachings which do not only
address Muslims since there are many teachings which

address all human beings. Accordingly, we believe that even

Y Makarim al-Akbliq, p. 8
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a person who is not religious would be able to understand

and appreciate these fundamental moral values.

For example, it is not necessary to be a religious person to
understand that justice is good and injustice is bad. It is not
necessaty to be a believer to understand that we should be
kind to our parents, supportive of our children, and that we
should not disregard the rights of other people. Thus, the
Qur’an is full of moral teachings which are relevant to all
human beings in general but with higher levels of

expectation for the believers.

The contents of the Qur’an alone are sufficient to encourage
its reader to be a moral person. It involves us so profoundly
in moral discourse that we need to have a good
understanding of morality. The Qur’an does not want us to
act like robots or machines. It wants us to be moral thinkers;

people who act with understanding and in a moral way.

Therefore, the Quran is a book that encourages us to
contemplate over serious questions; it does not expect us to
act without asking and understanding. Indeed, it requires us
to understand. So not only is there no problem with asking,

but the Qur’an says that we should be asking:

oy s
Ask the People of the Reminder if you do not know. (21:7)
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In some other religious traditions, asking questions can be
taken as a sign of weakness because when there is a religious
authority, one is expected to believe and act on what they
say without questioning anything. However, in Islam it is
quite the opposite. In order to respect the religion, and to
respect God and the Prophet (s), it is imperative to
understand why one is asked to do something, and if one
does not know then one should ask. This quest for
understanding is an act of worship. Not only is it not
considered bad, but it is in fact obligatory. When someone
does not know something, they must ask, study, and learn.
Islam does not want people to be close-minded and short-
sighted, or to easily accept or reject things without

understanding why.

Of course, there are things that may be beyond our
understanding or reach, but when we have a rational method
to prove that a particular person,such as the Prophet (s), has
authority, only then will they be accepted. However, first of
all it must be proven rationally that he is a true prophet, that
Islam is a true religion, and that the Quf’an really is a
message from God. When this has been established, it is
then possible to accept even the things which may be
beyond one’s reach; for example, issues regarding the
hereafter and details which cannot be understood by using

our reason.
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However, there is no problem in wanting to understand. We
should conduct extensive research and eventually, either a
clear answer or explanation will be found or at least we will
have realised that it is based on the authority of the Prophet
(s); even though we do not have direct access to it, it is not

something that goes against reason.

In Islam, there is nothing irrational and nothing that
contradicts something else. It is never expected that one
should have to accept something on the basis of “faith”
even if it goes against reason. Everything in Islam is such
that we have to be able to understand and accept it
independently, or at the very least, we have to be able to
argue for it in an indirect way. Certainly nothing that is either
in contradiction with itself or is irrational can meet these

requirements.

Therefore, the Qur’an is a book that encourages Muslims to
consider serious questions about ethics. Two important
questions are the question of justice and injustice, and the

question of goodness and badness.

Prophet Muhammad (s)

Prophet Muhammad (s) was himself primarily a moral figure.
If we were to characterise his life using a single heading, we
could describe his life as a moral life; it was a life filled with
the fragrance of morality, so much so that in the Qur’an

God says to the Prophet (s):
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And indeed you possess a great character. (68:4)

The Prophet (s) also expressed the significance of akblag in
his words and in his teachings. Thus, many hadiths of the
Prophet (s) are related to akbliq.

Imam Ali (a)

Amongst the companions of the Prophet (s), Imam Ali (a)
was the one who left a very rich heritage of morality and
spirituality, so much so that no one who has knowledge of
the early days of Islam and the companions of the Prophet
(s) would have any doubt that amongst the followers and
companions of the Prophet (s), Imam Ali (a) was the most

knowledgeable as well as the most spiritual.

This is not only evident in Shi’a Islam but also in Sufi Islam.
The majority of Sufis are not Shi’a but nevertheless they all
believe that their genealogy goes back to the Imams of the
Ahl al-Bayt (a), finally arriving at Imam Ali (a), and then
through Imam Ali (a) they connect themselves to the
Prophet (s). It is very rare to find a Sufi order which does
not trace its genealogy back to Imam Ali (a).

In any case, there is no doubt that in his way of life and in
his words, Imam Ali (a) represented the teachings of the
Prophet (s) more than anyone else from amongst the

companions of the Prophet (s). To understand this, it is
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sufficient simply to study Nalj al-Balaghah, which is a
collection of sermons, letters, and wise sayings containing
only a fraction of all the sayings of Imam Ali (a). There are
also many other books available such as Ghurar al-Hikam and
Upyan al-Hikam wa al-Mawa'idh in which many wise moral

sayings of Imam Ali (a) can be found.

In Nalyj al-Balaghah we find such important questions and
teachings on morality — in addition to philosophical and
theological issues — that any serious reader would be very
much encouraged to undertake a study of ethics. It is
impossible to read Nakj al-Balaghah carefully and not be
inspired to take morality seriously. Indeed, after reading it,
one realises that one’s whole life depends on taking morality

seriously.

For example, in one of Imam Ali’s letters addressed to his
son, Imam al-Hasan (a), the Imam (a) gives such important
moral advice that several books and commentaries have
been written on this letter alone. Indeed, a Sunni scholar
named Abu Ahmad Hasan b. ‘Abdillah quotes this letter in
his book a/-Zawajir wa al-Mawai and says that if there is one
piece of advice that needs to be written in gold, it is this
letter of Imam Ali (a) to Imam al-Hasan (s). Of course, this

is just one example amongst many others.
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Ahl al-Bayt (a)

There is a collection of the sayings of the Prophet (s) called
Naly al-Fasibah which was written after Naly al-Balaghah in
the 14" century (A.H.). The person who compiled it wanted
to give it a name similar to that of Naly al-Balaghah so he
named it thus. However, prior to the 14" century, hadiths of
the Prophet (s) can be found in the sayings of Imam Ali (a)
in Naly al-Balaghah, and in the sayings of Imam al-Hasan (a),
Imam al-Husayn (a), Imam Zayn al-‘Abidin (a), and all other

Imams (a).

It is well known that when the first three caliphs banned the
narration of hadiths — because they believed that if people
cared about hadiths, the Qur’an would be overshadowed —
the followers of the Ahl al-Bayt (a) did not observe this ban
and they continued to narrate the hadiths of the Prophet (s).
Therefore, in the school of the Ahl al-Bayt (a), the hadiths of
the Prophet (s) about akbliag are found throughout the
generations, going all the way back to the Prophet (s)
himself. However, in the other schools of Islam, the ban was
finally removed at the end of the first century by ‘Omar b.
‘Abd al-‘Aziz who ruled from 99 to 101 (A.H.), near the end
of the Umayyad period. The major collections of hadiths
were mostly compiled and came into existence in the time of
the ‘Abbasids. Unfortunately, this created a gap, whereas in
the school of the Ahl al-Bayt (a) there is no such gap;
generation after generation, the hadiths of the Prophet (s)
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were narrated, recorded in writing, and passed on to the next

generation.

Therefore, the teachings of the Prophet (s) and the teachings
of the Ahl al-Bayt (a) did not emerge only at the time when
major collections of hadiths were compiled. They existed
right from the beginning and, thanks to Allah (swt), today
we can trace all of these hadiths back to the Prophet (s) or
the Imams (a) of the Ahl al-Bayt (a). Even though it is now
thirteen or fourteen centuries after the Prophet (s) and the
Imams (a) lived (depending on which Imam (a) we are
talking about), even today it is possible to verify all the
people who have occurred in the chain of narrators. This is
very important. It demonstrates the great attention paid by
scholars to the preservation of these hadiths along with the
chain of narrators so that people can themselves evaluate

whether a particular chain is reliable or not.

Numerous hadiths of the Prophet (s) and of the Ahl al-Bayt
(a) are full of inspirations about morality. Some of these
moral narrations are collected in specific books such as a/-
Sabifa  al-Sajjadiyah of Imam Zayn al-‘Abidin (a). This
particular book contains about 50 of his supplications. It
has been translated into English at least twice. One such
translation is entitled The Psalms of Islam, translated by
William Chittick. It is a book on spirituality and morality; a

vast and deep ocean of moral teachings.
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In addition, there are many individual hadiths from the
Prophet (s) and the Ahl al-Bayt (a) regarding morality which
are not necessarily all gathered together in one book but are
to be found in various collections of hadiths or in short

essays.

Collections of Hadiths

In our collections of hadiths such as @/-Kafz, we have many
chapters and sections on morality and moral teachings. For
instance, we have Kizab al-Ishrah which is a chapter on social
life, containing advice on how to be a good citizen, a good
companion, a good neighbour, and a good friend. There is
also a section on the characteristics of the believers (Bab al-
Mu'min wa ‘Alamatihi wa Sifatibi).

Books on Akhlaq

We also have essays and books devoted to the subject of
akhlag. For example, among the companions of the Imam al-
Rida (a), there was a person called Isma‘l b. Mihran. He
wrote a book called Sifat al-Mu'min wa al-Fajir. This book is
entirely about the moral characteristics of believers and
sinners; it does not deal with, for example, history,

jurisprudence, or other issues.

From the 3" century (A.H.), we have a book called a/-Mani'‘it
min Dukbil al-Jannah or “Obstacles to Entering Heaven”,
which explains the things which can hinder entrance to

heaven. This was compiled by Ja‘far b. Ahmad al-Qummi.
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We also have Tubaf al-Ugil, a collection of hadiths which is
mostly about ethics with reference to hadiths from previous
prophets (a) and hadiths from Prophet Muhammad (s) and
the Imams (a). It was compiled by Ibn Shu‘bah Harrani.

From the 4™ century (A.H.), we have a book called a/-Adib
wa al-Makarim al-Akblag which was written by Abu al-Qasim
al-Kufi about noble traits of character. In the same century,
we have the book a/-Sa‘ddah wa al-Is‘ad by Abu al-Hasan
Muhammad b. Yiasuf al-‘Amiri about happiness and the way

to attain it.

From the 5" century (A.H.), there is Tabdhib al-Akblig wa
Tathir al-A‘rag by Ibn Miskawayh, which is about morality.

From the 6" century (A.H.), we have a major book called
Ihya’ al-Uliim al-Din written in Arabic by al-Ghazali, a very
famous Sunni scholar who wrote several volumes on ethics
and issues related to ethics. The title of the book means
“The Revival of Religious Sciences.” He also has another
book called Kimiyaye Sa‘adat or “Alchemy of Happiness”
which was written in Farsi. It aims to teach us how to

achieve happiness and salvation.

There is another important book about moral teachings
written in the 6" century called Tanbih al-Khawatir wa Nuzhat
al-Nazir — also known as Majmii‘eye Warram — written by
Warram b. Abi Faras. In this century, we also have Makdarim
al-Akblag written by Hasan b. Fadl Tabarsi.
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From the 7" century (A.H.) we have a great scholar called
Khajeh Nasir al-Din Tast* who was a distinguished
philosopher, astronomer, mathematician, and theologian, as
well as an eminent master of ethics. He has a book called
Akblag-e-Naseri and another called Awsdf al-Ashraf meaning
“Characteristics of the Noble.” The latter is a book that
describes different qualities and characteristics according to
the stages a wayfarer experiences while passing through the
different stations of mysticism. This is a very interesting
book which is related to practical mysticism or practical

spirituality.

From the 8" century (A.H.), we have Akhliq al-Ashrif which
was written by Khajeh Nizam al-Din ‘Ubayd Zakani.

From the 10" century (A.H.), we have two important books
called Akblag-e-Shamsi and Akhlag-e-Kashifi. Akblag-e-Shamsi
is by Mawla Hasan b. Razbahan Shirazi and Akblig-e-Kashifi
is by Hasan b. Ali Kashiff.

From the 11" century (A.H) we have many great and
important figures, one of which is Mulla Mohsin Fayd
Kashani. He has many books on hadiths, exegesis, theology,

and akblag. One of his most important works on akhlag is al-

*Not to be confused with Shaykh Tusi, known as Shaykh al-T2’ifah, who
lived earlier and was a great muhaddith. He was the author of Tahdhib al-
Abkdm and al-Istibsar which are two of the four major Shi‘a collections of

hadiths. He was also a jurist and wrote a very good commentary on the
Qur’an called al-Tibyan.
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Mabhajjah al-Bayda’ fi Tahdhib al-Ihya’. He very much liked the
book Ihya’ al-Ulim al-Din by al-Ghazali but found that it
needed some improvements, so he added hadiths from the
Ahl al-Bayt (a) and removed any narrations which did not
have strong supporting evidence. He also tried to add some
other important things which were missing in Ibya’ al-Uliim
al-Din. He compiled Mabhajjah al-Bayda’ fi Tahdbib al-Ihya’ in
eight volumes, but the latest edition is published in four

volumes with eight parts.

From the 12" century (A.H.) we have a very important book
called Jami‘ al-Sa‘adat by Mulla Mahdi Naraqi, written in
Arabic in three volumes. It is a very detailed book on ethics
and contains plenty of references from the Qur’an and
hadiths. However, at the same time it follows a form of
philosophical or Aristotelian approach to ethics and
therefore classifies moral virtues and vices according to the
faculties of human beings: the faculty of reason (al-guwwah al-
natigah or al-‘agliyah), the faculty of anger (al-guwwab al-
ghadabiyah), and the faculty of appetite (al-quwwah al-
shahawiyah). The book discusses the golden mean or the
balanced position which we should aim to achieve for each

faculty.

After Mulla Mahdi Naraqi, we have Mulla Ahmad Naraqt
who wrote the book Mi7dj al-Sa‘adabh. Jami* al-Sa‘adat is more
detailed and is written in three volumes in Arabic, whilst

Mi‘raj al-Sa‘adah is written in Farsi in one volume. Both
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books have received great attention. Recently, Dr. Jalal al-
Din Mujtabawi has translated the three volumes of Jawi* al-
Sa‘adat into Farsi. He also summarised them into one
volume. Some years ago a very brief summary of Jawi‘al-
Sa‘adat was translated into English and it contains about a

twentieth of the original book in Arabic.

From the 14" century, books like Tubaf al-Ugqil and Makarim
al-Akblag are frequently republished and reprinted. They are

available in any significant library.

From the 14" century, thanks to God, we have many great
books on akhlag and also some developments in the study of

akhblag which we will discuss in the next lesson.

skofokokok

Summary

1. Morality occupies a very central, if not #e central, position
in the Qur’an, in hadiths, and in the sunnah of the Prophet
(s) and the Ahl al-Bayt (a). As a result, morality became very
important for all Muslims, from the first generation onto

succeeding generations.

2. A study of the history of the science of akblag in Islam
must begin with the Qur’an and the Prophet (s).

3. The Qur’an does not want people to act like robots or

machines. It wants people to be moral thinkers and people
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who do things with understanding. Unlike some other
religious traditions, Islam encourages us to ask questions and

think about matters related to religion.

4. Among the companions of the Prophet (s), Imam Ali (a)
was the one who left a very rich heritage of morality and

spirituality.

5. In Naly al-Balaghah one finds such important questions
and teachings on morality that any serious reader would be

very much encouraged to undertake a study of ethics.

6. In the school of the Ahl al-Bayt (a), generation by
generation, the hadiths of the Prophet (s) were narrated,

recorded in writing, and passed on to the next generation.

7. The hadiths of the Prophet (s) and the Ahl al-Bayt (a)

which are reported to us are full of moral inspirations.

8. Today we are able to verify all of the people who are
mentioned in the chain of narrators. This demonstrates the
great attention paid by scholars to the preservation of the
hadiths along with the chain of narrators so that people can
themselves evaluate whether a particular chain is reliable or

not.

9. Since Muslims have always attached great importance to
the subject of morality, many collections of hadiths, and

many books and essays on morality and spirituality, have
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been produced in the Islamic world. Some of the most

important examples have been listed.
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Lesson Five:

Recent Developments

Introduction

In the previous lesson, we talked about the development of
the science of akbligq in the Islamic world and then we

promised to focus on the contemporary age.

As mentioned before, ethics has always received great
attention from Muslims in general and Muslim scholars in
particular. However, in contemporary times, the science of
akhblag has received even more attention because morality
has become increasingly important. The further we are from
the early days of Islam, the closer we come to the end of
times, and so our need for morality is greater. So many
challenges, old and new, emerge each and every day that we
will not be able to cope with them unless we are equipped
with morality. Of course, by this we mean morality in its
comprehensive sense, not merely morality with respect to,
for example, our behaviour with others. As will be explained
later, morality includes such aspects as our behaviour
towards ourselves, towards God, towards others, or indeed
towards the environment. It can be observed that due to the

development of Islamic sciences and because some people



have now started to specialise in different fields of Islamic
studies, more academic work has been done on morality and
related subjects such as moral philosophy. Therefore, in this
lesson we present a brief report on what has happened in the
last few decades until now. As you will see, the major part of
this development started and is happening in the Shi‘a
seminaries in general and in the Islamic seminaries of Qum

in particular.

Teaching Akhliq in the Seminaries

Here, practical akblag and theoretical akblag should be
distinguished from one another. What is meant by the
former is the seminarians’ efforts to purify themselves while
the latter deals with the steps taken in Shi‘a seminaries to
study akblag as an independent field of study. Each will be

discussed separately.

Practical Ethics in Shi‘a Seminaries

In the Shi‘a seminaries, the teaching and practice of morality
have always been highly regarded. Taking morality into
consideration is an indispensable part of life in the
seminaries where knowledge is not looked upon as the main
goal; rather, it is seen as a means for purification, for
attracting God’s pleasure, and for serving people for the sake
of God. Teachers in the seminaries always place great
emphasis on the fact that attending the seminary must be

done with pure intention and the seminarians should
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maintain this intention throughout their lifetime in the
seminary. In order for them to reach this goal, the
seminarians have to constantly ponder over morality and
spirituality. In Shi‘a seminaries it is taken for granted that
learning without self-purification is detrimental. Although
helping other people to purify themselves is counted
amongst the numerous duties of a seminarian, as a
prerequisite, they are expected to have already purified
themselves. The students of the seminaries always keep this

narration in mind:

N O Y A S PN P A e
Whoever learns for the sake of God, practices
for the sake of God. and then teaches for the

sake of God, would be held in high esteem in
the kingdom of God.'

In addition to the importance of morality in the seminarians’
way of life, it is believed that spirituality and piety are of
considerable influence in the process of learning. From the
viewpoint of the seminarians, this process is only partly
dependent on attending classes, engaging in discussions,
reading, and so on; a great part of it is attained when the
student reaches divine guidance through spirituality. In a

well-known hadith, Imam al-Sadiq (a) says:

Y alKafi, vol. 1, p. 35
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Knowledge is not only a matter of teaching
and learning; rather, it is a light which dwells

in the heart of those people whom God wills

to guide.2

Although learning by attending classes and discussions is a
necessary step, it is not the end of the story; one should do

one’s best to gain divine guidance as well.

Due to the significance of morality for seminarians, several
methods are followed in all Shi‘a seminaries, three of which

are of utmost importance:

1. The lecturers in the seminaries, irrespective of their field
of teaching — whether theology, jurisprudence, philosophy
exegesis and so on — generally begin or end their session

with moral advice, on a daily or weekly basis.

2. In every seminary there is a weekly session in which most
of the seminarians take part. Seminarians benefit from
ethical lectures given by great scholars and mystics in order
to improve their morality. In the Islamic seminary of Qum
and some other cities, thanks to the presence of a great
number of scholars and mystics, numerous meetings of this

type are held weekly.

2 Munyat al-Murid, p. 149
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3. Aside from the above-mentioned general classes on
morality, some of the great mystics choose a select group of
well-qualified pupils in order to train them for spiritual

wayfaring.

Theoretical Ethics in Shi‘a Seminaries

Introducing ethics as an independent field of study in the
Islamic seminary of Qum is a new and very significant step
in Iran. In the seminaries of Qum, developments in this
regard have been momentous in the last few decades. Several
journals on ethics have been published, many dissertations
have been compiled on the subject, and numerous projects
on ethics have been undertaken. Interestingly, inspired by
the steps taken by the seminaries of Qum, some of the
universities in Iran have followed the seminary’s example in

the above-mentioned ways.

What follows is a short account of these developments in
five spheres: fields of study, journals, dissertations, projects,
and books:

Fields of Study

As mentioned earlier, the Islamic seminaries of Qum took
the first step in the establishment of an independent
discipline on ethics and consequently, several fields were
introduced in numerous seminaries and universities. Among
the wvarious courses held on ethics, one may refer to

following:
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1. A master’s course in training spiritual mentors was
launched in 2002 in the Imam Khomeini Education and

Research Institute.

2. A master’s course on Islamic Spirituality was launched in
the International Section of Jami‘at al-Zahra (a)’ in 2002.
This course was the first of its kind in Iran. The curriculum
was designed by myself and approved by the relevant

authorities at Jami‘at al-Zahra (a).

3. After the successful experience in Jami‘at al-Zahra (a), I
proposed a similar course to the University of Payam-e-
Niar." The University welcomed this idea and obtained
permission from the Ministry of Culture and Higher
Education to offer two masters courses on moral philosophy
and Islamic ethics from 2004. The curriculum was designed
by Dr. Muhsin Javadi, Dr. Hamid Shahriari, and myself.

4. Afterwards, at the suggestion of Dr. Javadi and myself, the
organization for Islamic Seminaries Abroad’, started a
distance learning course on Islamic ethics at the masters
level in 2005. Until now, 200 students have completed this
course and motre than 90% of them have submitted their

dissertations.

: Jami‘at al-Zahra (a) is the largest seminary for Shia women in the
world.

* The University of Payam-e-Nur is the Iranian equivalent of the Open
University in the UK.
* Later incorporated into the International Jami‘at al-Mustafa (s).
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5. In 2008, the University of Qum obtained permission from
the Ministry of Culture and Higher Education to offer the
same courses designed for the Payam-e-Nur University (i.e.
the master’s courses on moral philosophy and Islamic

ethics).

Now the master’s in Islamic ethics programme is running in
Jami‘at al-Zahra (a), Payam-e-Nur University, al-Mustafa
University, and other universities such as the University of

Allamah Tabataba’1 in Tehran and the University of Qum.

6. A third level course’ on moral philosophy for seminarians
was approved by the main body in charge of the Islamic

seminaries of Qum in 2009.

7. A PhD course on moral philosophy in the University of

Qum commenced in the academic year 2010-2011.

8. A PhD course on comparative moral philosophy has been
approved at the Imam Khomeini Education and Research
Institute, where all the students are seminarians. It is
presently awaiting validation by the Ministry of Culture and
Higher Education.

9. Another important development has taken place in the
University of Ma‘arif which is an institution that mostly

trains lecturers who can teach general subjects in

6 .
Equivalent to masters level.
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universities. In the Iranian higher education system, every
bachelor’s degree student also studies certain general topics.
For example, they take Islamic thought (ma‘arif), Islamic
ethics, Farsi literature, physical exercise, and English as
general studies. So the University of Ma‘arif offers
programmes on Islamic theology and ethics and thus we
now have people who are studying ethics in these
programmes at the masters or PhD level and who write their

thesis or dissertation on ethics.

Thus, at the present time there are many programmes at the
masters or PhD level in which students study Islamic ethics,

moral philosophy, or comparative ethics.

Of course, studying akblag is merely one step towards
establishing moral virtues in society. We do not necessarily
become better people simply by studying and teaching
akblag, but it is hoped that it can at least facilitate the
process; when people are more aware and more educated,
there is greater hope that they will become more spiritual

and act morally.

Journals

Up until a few years ago, there did not exist any journal
specifically dedicated to morality and ethics, although one
could find some moral issues discussed in various journals

on Islamic studies. Today, however, there are several
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journals specifically on Islamic ethics, moral philosophy or

applied ethics such as:

1. Pazhubeshhay-e-Akblagi (Ethical Enquiries), a quarterly
journal published by the University of Ma‘arif. The first

edition of this journal was issued in 2009.

2. Ma'rifat-e-Akblagi (Ethical Knowledge), a quarterly journal
published by the Imam Khomeini Education and Research
Institute. The first edition of this journal was issued in the
winter of 2009 comprising 204 pages including abstracts in
English.

3. Akblag (Morality), a quarterly journal dedicated to
spirituality which is published by the Office for Islamic
Propagation of Seminaries in Isfahan. The first edition was
issued in the autumn of 2005. So far 15 issues have been

published.

4. Akblag-e-Pezeshki (Medical Ethics), published seasonally by
the University of Shahid Beheshti in Tehran. Some of the
seminarians such as Dr. Mustafa Muhaqqiq Damad have key
roles in the publication of this journal. The first edition was
published in the autumn of 2007.

5. Akblag wa Tarikh-e-Pegeshki (History and Ethics of
Medicine), published by the Tehran University of Medical

Sciences. The first edition of this quarterly journal was
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issued in the winter of 2007. The tenth edition was
published in the spring of 2010.

6. Khulng (Moral Traits of Character) is published every two
months by one research centre in Qum. The first issue was
published in the autumn of 2007 and so far sixteen issues
have been published.

7. Akblag Pazhihi (Ethical Studies), an e-journal on Islamic
morality and spirituality published by Jami‘at al-Zahra (a).
This is a quarterly which started in the winter of 2008. So

far, seven issues have been published online.

8. There is also an electronic encyclopaedia on morality and
spirituality on the website of the Centre for Computing
Islamic Sciences in Qum which contains 1,647 entries on

ethics and 452 entries on mysticism.

Dissertations

Many dissertations and theses for the third and fourth levels’
of the Islamic seminaries of Qum and Jami‘at al-Zahra (a)
have been written on ethics. One of the official websites of
the Islamic seminaries of Qum has registered 82
dissertations on different aspects of morality and ethics,
among which one may refer to the following: Status of
Moralsty in the Holy Qur'an, Status of Morality in Shi‘a Narrations,
Moral Concepts and V alues in the Holy Qur'an, Moral Concepts and

’ Equivalent to M.A. and PhD
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Values in Narrations, Applied Ethics, Moral Philosophy, The
Relationship between Morality and Politics, The Relationship between
Morality and [urisprudence, The Relationship between Morality and
Religion, Comparative Study of Ethics, Epistemology of Moral 1/ alues
and Concepts, Sexual Ethics in Islam, Environmental Ethics in

Islam, and Management Ethics in Lslam.

The official website of Jami‘at al-Zahra (a) has also
registered fifty dissertations on various issues in ethics such
as: Moral Values and Concepts in the Holy Qur'an and Narrations,
Inter-religions  Ethics, Economic Ethics, Social Ethics, Moral
Philosophy, Mysticism, The Relationship between Morality and
Education, The Relationship between Morality and Development, and
The Relationship between Morality and Mysticism

Projects

Various research projects are being carried out in some of

the research institutes and seminaries in Qum, such as:

1. The Imam Khomeini Education & Research Institute is
working on an encyclopaedia on applied ethics from an

Islamic perspective.

2. The Research Institute for Islamic Culture and Thought®
is working on an encyclopaedia on prophetic teachings and

the practice of morality (Danish Name-ye Sire-ye Nabawi). 1t

& Pazhuhishgah-e-Farhang wa Andishe-ye Islami
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comprises several volumes and will be published in the near

future.

3. The Office for the Islamic Propagation of Seminaries of
Qum has many ongoing projects on Islamic ethics and
applied ethics. For example, they have published a book
entitled Kitab Shenakht-e Akblig-e Islami which is a detailed
bibliography of texts on Islamic ethics. This is a very helpful
source as it includes reviews of all books written on Islamic
ethics, along with an analysis of the writer’s method and the
advantages and disadvantages of each book. They have also

published other books, including a volume on applied ethics.

Thus, it can be seen that great attention is being paid to
akblag at the moment. Many good and useful projects are
finished or are going to be finished soon, God willing, and
many will continue for years. We also need to launch new
projects and try to reach a point where we have a very
systematic and methodological account of Islamic morality
with all of its prerequisites, such as meta-ethical questions on

ontology, epistemology, and logic of ethics.

Books

There are also some excellent books on morality authored by

great scholars. The following is a list of some of them:

1) The late Ayatullah Khomeini has written several books on
ethics. A very famous one is Chebe/ Hadith (Forty Hadiths) in
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which he has not only mentioned the hadiths but has also
explained and analysed them. It is a very good book which is

used as a textbook in many places.’

He has also written a book which is a commentary on the
hadith about the armies of intellect and ignorance, Sharb-e
Hadith-e Juniid-e ‘Aql wa Jahl. This hadith is in a/Kdfi"” and
explains that there are two armies: the army of ignorance
and the army of intellect, each one having its own soldiers.

The hadith contrasts the soldiers of these two armies.

2) The late Allamah Tabataba’i wrote a/-Mizan fi Tafsir al-
Quran in twenty volumes in Arabic. It is perhaps the best

? According to several hadiths from Prophet Muhammad (s), whoever
memorises 40 hadiths which benefit them in this life would be raised by
Allah (swt) on the Day of Judgment as a knowledgeable person. The
Prophet (s) is quoted as saying:

885 s A o 0 0 G T Ll T B
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Whoever from my people memorises forty hadiths that
they need in matters related to their religion, God Most
High will revive him as a scholar and a knowledgeable

person on the Day of Judgment. Thawab al-A'mal wa
Tqab al-‘Amal, p. 134

Therefore, there has been a custom amongst scholars to compile
selections of 40 hadiths.

1 4LKafi, vol. 1, pp. 20-23
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commentary on the Qur’an and contains numerous beautiful

and informative discussions on ethics.

3) The late Ayatullah Mutahhari has authored many works
related to morality, including books and collections of his
lectures published as books such as Dah Goftar (Ten
Lectures), Bist Goftar (Twenty Lectures), and Goftarhaye
Ma‘navi (Spiritual Lectures) which include his lectures on
morality. His book Seiry dar Naly —al-Balaghah (An
Introduction to Naly al-Balaghah) contains discussions about
morality as does his Ashndei ba Uliim-¢ Islami (Introduction
to Islamic Sciences). There is also another series of his
lectures on the philosophy of morality which has been
published separately. He has also written a book about the

most perfect man, entitled Insan-e Kamel.

4) Grand Ayatullah Nasir Makarim Shirazi talks about akblig
in his commentary on the Qur’an, Tafsir-e Nemsineh, and in
other books, but in particular he has authored two volumes
entitled Agblag dar Our'an (Morality in the Qur’an) which are
dedicated to the study of akhlaq.

5) Grand Ayatullah Ja‘far Subhani has discussions on akblag
in his Tafsire Mawdn7 (Thematic Interpretation of the
Qur’an). He also has a commentary of the Chapter a/-Hujurat
which is related to akblag.

6) Ayatullah Mesbah Yazdi has written many books on

akblag and many commentaries on different hadiths from
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the Prophet (s) such as Rahian Kuaye Duist, which is a
commentary on the hadith of #i%aj, and Rah Tisheh, which is
a commentary on the Prophet’s (s) hadith to Abu Dhar.
Both are all full of moral lessons. However, particular
reference can be made to his book Akblig dar Qur'an,
written in three volumes, in which the major issues in
Islamic morality are studied. He also has two other books on
philosophical ethics. One is Falsafeh-ye Akblag, which is
mainly about meta-ethics, and the other is Makdteb-e Akblagi
(Moral Schools of Thought), which is mainly about

normative ethics.

7) Ayatullah Javadi Amuli has written many books about
akblag and Qur’anic ideas on akhlag. Particular reference
should be made to two books: Mabadi-e Akblag dar Qur'an
and Marahel-e Akblagi dar Qur'an, which are a combination of
Qur’anic studies together with philosophical discussions on
ethics. The former is about the principles and foundations of
morality according to the Qur’an and the latter is about the

stages of morality according to the Quran."

By virtue of the above activities, many people now specialise

in ethics and many books are published in Iran regarding

" Thanks to God translations of works by both Ayatullah Nasir
Makarim Shirazi and Ayatullah Javadi Amuli are now being published as
series in a new bi-annual journal in English called Spiritual Quest which
has been established by the International Institute for Islamic Studies. All
articles in this journal are related to Islamic morality and spirituality.
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theoretical and applied ethics. Ethics, with its various
branches, is now considered an independent field of study

and research in Iran.

This attention to morality must become apparent in every
aspect of Muslim life, including the academic sphere. Of
course this is only one small step in the right direction
because moral virtues should not merely be the subject of
thought and discussion but should also be present, shared,
and exhibited in society, God willing. Therefore, it is hoped
that soon the science of ethics would achieve the level of

recognition it deserves.

ook

Summary

1. Ethics has always received great attention from Muslims
in general and Muslim scholars in particular. However,
perhaps one can say that in contemporary times, it has
received even more attention because the need for morality

has become increasingly important.

2. Due to the development of Islamic sciences and because
people have started to specialise in different fields of Islamic
studies in recent years, more academic work has been done

on morality and related subjects such as moral philosophy.

3. There has always been a tradition of teaching akhlig and

related subjects in the Islamic seminaries, but in the past,
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akhblag was not studied as a discipline and as a separate field

of study.

4. Now there are courses and programmes which focus
entirely on ethics running in Jami‘at al-Zahra (a), the Islamic
seminaries of Qum, Payam-e-Nur University, Al-Mustafa (s)
University and also in other universities such as the
University of Allamah Tabataba’t in Tehran and the

University of Qum.

5. There have been many developments in the field of moral
studies in recent years: the emergence of journals devoted to
the specialised study of ethics, useful dissertations on ethical
subjects, and the publication of encyclopaedias and very
good books on morality written by great scholars.

95






Lesson Six:

Islamic Theory of Ethics

Introduction

Although Islamic moral philosophy is not studied in this
book, it is nonetheless important to have some idea about
the Islamic ethical theory so that the Islamic approach to
ethics is known. In doing so it will be understood why
certain qualities and actions are regarded as virtues or good
actions. Of course, these issues are studied in more detail in
books on Islamic moral philosophy or Islamic philosophical

theory of ethics.

I. Importance of Both Actions and Qualities

From an Islamic point of view, we must pay attention to
both voluntary actions and qualities which are not fixed and

can be changed. This was discussed in detail previously.

II. Importance of Intention

From an Islamic perspective, actions alone are not valuable
and it is only when accompanied by good intentions that
they become valuable. Therefore, thinkers like Kant are

correct in saying that intention is very important. There are



many hadiths in our sources and many verses in the Qur’an
from which the importance of intention can be understood.
A particular action could be counted as either good or bad
depending on the intention behind it. For instance, daily
prayers can be performed solely for the sake of God or
instead to show off to people and gain their admiration.
Thus, the very same action which could help us and elevate
us a step higher, can be destructive when done with bad

intentions.

This is why we read in hadiths that “the intention is the

. . ‘1
foundation of an action”

or “action depends on intentions
and what each person receives is according to their
intention.”” Therefore, actions are to be evaluated according
to intention and not merely according to physical action.
This is why in Islam both actions and intentions are

important.

A person should not think that since their intentions are
good, any action they perform is necessarily going to be
good. There are many people with good intentions who
unintentionally do damage because their actions are not

good. Therefore, in Islam both husn-¢ fi’li (goodness of the

! Uydin al-Hikam wa al-Mawa idh, p. 29. The original text is as follows:
ST ) Je
? Misbah al-Shari ‘ab, p. 53. The original text is as follows:
GBI AL e S8
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action) and husn-e fa'ili (goodness of the agent) are necessary.
“Goodness of the action” means that in and of itself the
action must lead to good outcomes, and “goodness of the
agent” means that the doer of the action must also have

good intentions.

Although scholars such as Kant also believed that actions
must be performed out of moral responsibility, which is in a
way the same thing as good intention, according to Islamic

ethicists goodness of the agent has many aspects.

First of all, the agent must understand what they are doing.
An action done while the agent is not in a conscious state or
awake is not considered moral even if the action is in itself
good. A moral action is when someone decides to do

something and does it with understanding.

Furthermore, it is entirely possible that a person who has a
bad intention performs actions which result in good
outcomes. In this case, the agent will not be credited for
those good outcomes which were not intended. The same
can also be true of a person who is doing an action with
good intentions because there is a hierarchy of good
intentions. To illustrate this, let us consider the example of
helping people which by itself is a good action. If this action
is performed without any good intention then there will be
no credit for the agent. However, as soon as good intentions

arise, the action becomes wvaluable, but the value of the
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action may vary according to the level of goodness of the
intention. If it is done in order to bring good to the life of
certain people, it will be valuable. However if it is done to
please God through serving His servants, the intention is
more valuable and so the action becomes better and the
agent gains credit which the one who only did it out of
sympathy for people will not receive. The value of an action
can also vary depending on how strong the agent is in their

moral character or in their faith.

Sometimes two people perform a similar action — like
performing the morning prayer — but their intention and
understanding is different, which causes their prayers to be
different. Sometimes the intention of a person is so pure
that God allocates verses of His Qur’an to telling the story
of it. For example, on one occasion the members of the
family of Prophet (s), the Ahl al-Bayt (a), fasted for three
consecutive days and every evening as they were about to
break their fast a person would come to their door asking
for help. On the first day it was a needy person, on the
second an orphan, and on the third a captive who went to
them and asked for food. The family offered them all the
food they had and were left with no food with which to
break their fast. God loved this action so much that He

revealed some verses about this incident in Chapter Insan:
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They give food, for the love of Him, to the needy, the
orphan and the prisoner, saying, “We feed you only
Jor the sake of Allah. We do not want any reward
[from you nor any thanks.” (76:8-9)

God found this honest and sincere act so worthy that He
praised it in the Qur’an and it will therefore remain alive
forever in the memory of mankind. Many people have given
away food but they are not all listed and registered in history.
However, these members of the Ahl al-Bayt (a) had so much
sincerity and purity in their intention that God decided to
create a memory of this event which cannot be forgotten

since it is preserved in the final message of God, the Qur’an.

Another example is the following story about Imam Ali (a).
Imam Ali (a) was praying in the masjid and whilst he was in
the state of ruks’, a needy person entered the masjid and
started asking people for help. However, no one helped him.
Then Imam Ali (a) stretched out his hand towards the needy
person indicating to him that he should come and take the
ring from Imam Ali’s finger. It was then that God revealed

the following verse:
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Your gnardian is only Allah, His Apostle, and the
Saithful who maintain the prayer and give the zakat
while bowing down. (5:55)

Thus, it can be understood from the above quoted verses
that the intention behind an action plays a very important

role in the value of that action.

However, at the same time the action is also important. It is
not acceptable to say that someone’s intention is very good
and therefore they are allowed to do anything they like.
There are people who have good intentions but make things
worse. For example, there are people who have not taken
any medical training and yet they prescribe medicine.
Although their intention is to help, prescribing medicine
without having the necessary knowledge to do so is very
dangerous. Another example is people who start teaching or
preaching without having the knowledge and skills needed
for such a job. They might do some good but the harm
resulting from their lack of knowledge is at times so great
that their action cannot be considered moral no matter how

good their intention may be.

There is a famous historical event in which an old man was

given a drink and was told to offer it to Malik al-Ashtar, a

102



great companion of Imam Ali (a). He did not know the
person who gave him the drink and yet he gave it to Malik
al-Ashtar. Malik took the drink and drank it because he
thought it was provided by the old man who appeared to be
a good person. However, the drink was poisoned and Malik
was martyred. The old man had the intention of helping
Malik but he gave Malik a drink the contents of which he did
not know and also did not tell Malik that the drink came
from someone else. Therefore, the old man’s action was not

moral and led to the death of a very respectable person.

Thus, we have to make sure that we have both good
intentions and good actions, and in the Qur’an there is the
concept of al-‘amal al-salih (the righteous deed). It should be
noted that a righteous deed is one that is good in itself as an
action and is also performed with good intentions by the

agent.

I1I1. Self-Love as a Major Motive

In addition to taking actions, qualities, and intentions into
account, another point to be considered is that we human
beings certainly have self-love (bubb al-dhai). Self-love exists
to such an extent that it has caused some people to believe
that human beings have psychological egoism. Human
beings are created in such a way that we are naturally
concerned with our own interests. Therefore, some people
say that there is no point in asking people to behave

differently since it is due to our creation that we think about
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ourselves and do what serves our own interests. They believe
that the reason we make efforts throughout our lives and
struggle to survive is that we love ourselves and we want to
remain alive and active. As a result, they say that morality
cannot ask a person to become something which is contrary
to what they are naturally. Those who believe in egoism
sometimes use psychological egoism as a back-up or even as

an argument for their point of view.

Of course, there are also people who do not accept this.
They say that if this is the case then there is no point in
having morality. If we are already automatically and naturally
only concerned with our own interests, then there would be
no need for a morality which tells us to safeguard our own
interests because we would already be doing that in the first
place. However, the egoist answers this question by saying
that what is needed is to educate people so that instead of
only being attentive to their short term interests, they also
tend towards their long term interests. In addition, they can
also learn to accommodate the interests of others without

sacrificing their own interests.

IV. Genuine Desire for the Good of Othets

We definitely do possess a desire for serving our own
interests. However, at the same time, it would appear that we
human beings have a genuine desire to serve the interests of
other people as well. Human sympathy is a genuine desire.

When we see a person in need, such as a blind person who
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wishes to cross the road, and we help him, we are not
thinking of what we will be able to gain out of that action.
When a mother sees that her child is crying, the mother does
not help the child in order to gain anything. Of course, we
know that she would gain peace of mind or reward from
God when she looks after her child, but in many if not most
cases the intention behind her action is not to gain peace of

mind or reward; she does it merely because she loves her

child.

In my opinion, we human beings have two types of desires:
desires which are oriented towards our own self-interest and
desires which are oriented towards the interests of others. It
is quite possible to do something to benefit others without

even implicitly thinking about our own self-interest.

V. Serving God and Serving Others for the Sake of God

According to the Islamic moral theory, the interests of other
people are very important. Even the interests of animals and
plants are very important. When we want to serve God we
are asked to serve Him through serving His creation. God
does not need our service Himself as He is free from any
need. We are serving God when we do what serves our own
interests or the interests of our family members, friends,
colleagues, class mates, or indeed any other human being, or
even animals or plants (for example by giving water to a
flower), provided that we have good intentions. We must

not be serving in order to pretend that we are nice people
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who are, for example, helping animals. When we do these
actions in order to please God, they all become moral

actions.

So far we have learnt that from the Islamic point of view,
actions, qualities of the soul, intentions, the agent’s interests,
and everyone else’s interests are all important and should all

be taken into consideration.

VI. Islamic Ethics Covers All Aspects of Human Life

Although there are different views amongst Muslim ethicists
on how to classify moral virtues and actions and their
opposites, they agree that Islamic ethics addresses all
voluntary human actions and qualities. In what follows, we
will try to elaborate on some of the ways in which different
trends in Islamic ethics have classified moral values. It is
necessary to be able to classify discussions on ethics because

there are very many things which could be said.
Classification According to the Facuilties of the Soul

Certain books that discuss human faculties have a mainly
philosophical approach to ethics. For example, somewhat
influenced by the Aristotelian approach to ethics, scholars
such as Naraqi in his Mi74j al-Sa‘adab, say that human beings
have three faculties: the faculty of reason (alquwwab al-
natigah or al-‘agliyah), the faculty of anger (al-guwwab al-
ghadabiyah), and the faculty of appetite (al-guwwab al-
shahawiyah).
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These faculties are the principles which help us to work,
function, and react. Each faculty has its own virtues and
vices which if taken to extremes, become vicious, but if

balanced, become virtuous.

Faculty of Reason

In the balanced position with respect to the faculty of
rationality, we find hikmah (wisdom). It is not good if one
becomes too critical, too analytica, and too rational, but it is
also not good if one is not thinking and reasoning
sufficiently. It is wrong to go to extremes at either end of the
spectrum. We must make sure that we are in the middle

position which will result in hikmah (wisdom).

Faculty of Anger

With respect to anger, it is not good if one has an angry
disposition and is usually easily angered. On the other hand,
it is also not good if one never gets angry, never reacts, and
never shows any dissatisfaction. The balanced position is
shaja‘ab, to be brave, which means taking a stand when
necessary because rationally, such a situation is supposed to

be handled with power, strength, and resistance.

Faculty of Appetite

If the faculty responsible for appetite is functioning well,
then we have %fah or modesty. If it is too active, it leads to

sinful actions. However, if it is not active at all, then one
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becomes inactive and passive, and in this state marriage does
not take place; no communication occurs within society and
no one works in order to earn money for buying goods,
building a house, and so on and so forth. Therefore, we need
to have this appetite but in a proportionate and appropriate

amount or intensity.

Classification According to the Social and Personal Aspects of Ethics

In some books, ethics is divided into only two major areas:
social ethics and personal ethics (akblag-e-¢jtima‘7 and akblag-
e-fardi). The teachings of the Qur’an on morality are about
cither what each and every person must achieve and refrain
from, or what the society or members of the society must

achieve and refrain from.

Therefore, the realm of social ethics concerns everything
that we need to do as a member of society; it covers such
things as behaviour with respect to neighbours, teachers,
students, family members, colleagues, and so on. On the
other hand, behaviour related to oneself or one’s
relationship with God is very personal. Of course, sooner or
later it will also affect other people because if someone is a
good person then this will also be good for other people.
However, in principle these things are primarily personal

issues.
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Classification According to Four Groups of Human Relations

This classification divides ethics into four groups of moral
teachings concerning our relationship with God, our
relationship with ourselves, our relationships with other
people, and our relationship with the rest of the world such
as with the environment, animals, plants, water, air, and so

on and so forth.

There are other ways of classifying ethics but these are the

major ways which are presently available.

In future lessons, we will refer to the four classes of morality
mentioned above and study firstly, our relationship with our
Lord, secondly, our relationship with ourself, thirdly, our
relationships  with other people, and fourthly, our

relationships with the rest of the world and the environment.

skofokokok

Summary
1. From an Islamic point of view, we should pay attention to

both voluntary actions and to qualities which are not fixed.

2. From an Islamic perspective, actions on their own are not
valuable and it is only when accompanied by good intentions

that they become valuable.

3. In Islam both husn-e-fi’li (goodness of the action) and husn-

e-faili (goodness of the agent) are necessary.
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4. If the agent is to receive credit for their actions, they must

be in a conscious state and have good intentions.

5. A righteous deed is the one which is good in itself as an
action and is also performed with a good intention by the

agent.

6. Human beings have self-love and a desire for doing what
serves their own interests. Although some scholars believe
that this is not only the dominant but indeed the sole desire
in human beings, it seems much closer to the truth that at
the same time we human beings have genuine desire for

doing what also serves the interests of other people.

7. When we want to serve God, we are asked to serve Him
by serving His creation such as other human beings, animals,
plants, and indeed any other creation in this world since God

Himself is free from any need.

8. Muslim scholars have used different models to classify
their discussions on ethics, some of which were mentioned
in the text. One such classification is to divide ethics into
four parts: teachings concerning our relationship with God,
our relationship with ourselves, our relationships with other
people, and our relationship with the rest of the world (i.e.
with the environment, animals, plants, water, air, and so on.)
It is according to the above classification that we will

continue our discussion.
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Lesson Seven:

Outcomes of Living a Moral Life

Introduction

In this lesson, we will study some of the beautiful outcomes
of living a moral life. We will mention some of the points
that can be found in the Qur’an and the hadiths. However, it
is certainly most beneficial to experience these things
ourselves. We can best understand and feel such things
when we achieve them outselves or when we at least live

with someone who has these qualities.

I. Complete Support by God
God will fully support such people in addition to His general

support for all human beings. There is a very famous hadith
in which Prophet Muhammad (s) asked God about the

status of believers and God’s answer included the following:

None of My servants can seek proximity to
Me by that which is dearer to Me than the
things I have made obligatory on them. Then

with the performance of the nawafi/



(recommended acts)' they continuously
attain proximity to Me so that I love them.
When I love them I will be the ear with
which they hear, the eyes with which they
see, and the hand with which they write. If
they call Me, I will answer, and if they make a

request, I will grant it.”

It is very important to note that God says that He loves such
a person as a whole person. God loves everyone, even His
enemies in a sense, but in most cases with some reservations.

For God to love someone completely is what really counts.

See the beauty of God! When someone like a king really
loves someone and wants to praise them, he says that that
person is his “right hand” or is his “eye” and they only say
this for a very select number of people. However, God does
not say that the person becomes His eye or His hand;
instead, God says that He becomes that person’s ear, eye,
and hand. In a sense, this means that God will be at the
service of that person and will do for them whatever they

want. See how generous God is! See God’s loyalty to His

! This hadith is called the hadith of Qurb al-Nawafil which means
proximity (to God) caused by rawafil.
? Irshad al-Qulith ila al-Sawab, vol. 1, p. 9. The original text is as follows:
e el G T e Ll el L) OO e 0y
A o) G it ol 05 2 el ol ety i il
el
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beloved ones — those who love Him so much that He then

loves them.

I1. Knowledge

This knowledge is not conventional knowledge which is
limited, and subject to mistakes and being forgotten. This
knowledge is given by God. The Prophet (s) says that

regarding such servants, God told him:

I will love them when they love Me and I will
make them loved by My creation. And I will
open up their inward eyes to My Glory and
Grandeur and I will not hide from them [the
knowledge of] the select of My creation. In
the darkness of night and the light of day, I
will tell them secrets so that their
conversations with creatures and with their
companions will be cut off. I will make them
hear My words and the words of My angels.
And I will reveal to them the secret I have

hidden from My creation.’

* Irshad al-Qulith ila al-Sawab, vol. 1, p. 204. The original text is as follows:
A Ll il 06 P )4l e pty st T
5 ol b s i g\i:-" 33;3 f};i” rﬁ’ ) ,*:’?G\;
S ol 0GR B 98 a6 el e il
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Such a person is inspired by God so much, and receives
communications from Him, that they do not need to ask
anyone about anything or speak to anyone. Therefore, their
conversations with others are kept to a minimum. This
means that either they only speak when necessary, or it can
mean that even when they are talking and listening to people
they are in constant communication with God, listening for
God’s message to them in the form of words coming from
other people. We can receive messages from God through
the words of people. For example, sometimes a child may
give us a message which is from God even though they
themselves do not know this. Sometimes even our enemies
may tell us something which is very useful and thus it is a
message for us from God coming through that channel.
Therefore, it is possible that the hadith means that such
people will keep their conversations with people to a
minimum or that they would effectively be listening to God
all the time, even when engaged in conversation with people.

Indeed it can actually mean that both things are true.

ITI. Exclusive Devotion to God

Exclusive devotion means to be cut off from anything other
than God. In other words, to be free from reliance on
anything other than Him and to see everything as a sign and
manifestation of His power and grace. True servants of
God live within society and do not isolate themselves from

other people, but at the same time, they remain totally
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mindful of God and remember Him constantly. The Qut’an
praises a group of people for whom neither business nor
trading distracts them from remembering God, keeping up

prayers, and giving alms:

by men whom neither trading nor bargaining
distracts from the remembrance of Allah and the
maintenance of prayer and the giving of gakat. They
are fearful of a day wherein the heart and the sight
will be transformed (24:37)*

Imam Ali (a) and other members of the household of the

Prophet (s) called upon God saying:

My God! Make me completely cut off from all
else but You, and enlighten the vision of our
hearts with the radiance of looking at You,
until the vision of our hearts penetrates the
veils of light and reaches the source of
grandeur. And set our spirit to be suspended

at the glory of Your sanctity.’

*The Arabic text is as follows:
ST o) 5 Xl 5] 5 Al 35 02 T Y 5 ke el ¥ U
Ay L s LI L
Slqbd/ al-A'mal, vol. 2, p. 687. The original text is as follows:

115



This short paragraph needs at least a complete essay to
explain it properly; however, in brief, after experiencing the
light of God, the sweetness of talking to God, and the
beauty of being close to God, such a servant of God then
goes further and further on their journey and becomes
detached from everything, dedicating themselves to God
alone and striving to go forward and reach the source of

grandeur and glory which is God Himself.

IV. Entrance to the Realm of Light

God says in the Qur’an:

God is the guardian of the believers, taking them from
darfknesses to light. (2:257)

V. Immense Love for God

The mystic (‘arf) is not the one who merely loves God;
rather, they are someone who loves God alone because their
love or hatred, like and dislike, for anything else is only for
the sake of God. Such a person wills and desires only what
his Beloved wills and desires and has no will other than that

of his Beloved. The mystic’s love for God permeates their

S 6 Gl ol 515 ) gl OGS s

.’ ‘., "’r.’. .. Y e F) L a2 l:o‘ . .arr‘: 8,
23 s Bl gk J] e 553 Cas oLl Sal 550

S "y Tl A
® The Arabic text is as follows:
Al T Ey, 4
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love for anything else. Thus, the mystic loves God, and
through God they love their family, children, and friends.
Indeed, through God they love all of humanity and even the
whole of creation, including animals. The only issue here is
that all of this love for the different parts of creation are

through God and are therefore not independent.

There is a verse in the Qur’an where God recounts the story
of Abraham (a) asking God for a pure heart. He (a) asks
God not to be abandoned on the Day of Resurrection when
neither children nor money can help, and only having a pure

heart will be of any use:

The day when neither wealth nor children will avail,
exccept him who comes to God with a sound heart
(26:88-89)7

So God grants him a pure heart as we know from other

verses in the Qur’an where God says:

Indeed Abraham was among bis followers, when he
came to his Lord with a sound heart (37:83-84)8

Commenting on this verse, Imam al-Sadiq (a) said:

" The Arabic text is as follows:
Bl T o e
8 The Arabic text is as follows:
LB Yullas s
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The pure heart is the one that meets its Lord
while it is free from anyone else. Any heart in
which there is doubt, or there is polytheism, is
i’

Nothing short of reaching God can satisfy a spiritual

wayfarer. The Qur’an says:

Surely with the remembrance of God do hearts come to
rest. (13:28)10

Imam al-Sajjad (a) says:

Nothing will cool my burning thirst except
reaching You, nothing will quench my ardour
except meeting You, nothing will dampen my
yearning except gazing upon Your face,
nothing will settle me in my settling place

. 11
without closeness to You,

° al-Kafz, vol. 2, p. 16. The original text is as follows:
o A5 5 UG o 22T a9 (5 35 A ot LI
L eyl
' The Arabic text is as follows:
T AR R
Y Zid al-Ma'id, p. 414. The original text is as follows:
) gon s S5 ) iy i sl ey ey
o ‘Jrjﬁ’ L. o . r’/.f 1.
S gsf,b o9 LN ‘53\) ) ‘b%?) &,J’l Jh:."\l’l ALAY
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Thus, he is saying to God that he is like a thirsty person
whose thirst can only be quenched by God’s love.

VI. Witnessing God in Everything

The real mystic is the one who witnesses God in everything.
In his Du‘a of ‘Arafah, Imam Husayn (a) says:

O my God, through the variety of Your signs
in the world of being, and the changes in
states and conditions, 1 realize that the
purpose is to make Yourself known to me in
everything so that I would not ignore You in

anything.12

Of course, we are not significant but God is so concerned

about us that He makes Himself known to us.
Imam Ali (a) says:

I saw nothing except that I saw God before it
and with it and after it."”

Iqbg/ al-A ma/ vol 1 p. 348. The orlgmal text is as follows:
u.ll G ol g A ,r,L\Jl s )\nn _,u.,\, ke dn

ot Sl B e
Y Mirit al- Ugqiil fi Sharh Akbbar Al al-Rasoul, vol. 10, p. 391. The original

text is as follows:
m,iam,i&.’m\ ‘)_,Y‘L‘.MZ T L
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Naturally, the vision mentioned here is not a physical vision
of God. It is a vision of the heart; a spiritual connection with
God.

Therefore, we should be certain that if we lived by moral
standards we would have a very pleasant life, even in this
world. We would start experiencing the blessings of God
given to the people of heaven. The greatest reward would
then be given to us in heaven, which is the place where there
is no limitation. God cannot demonstrate all His great mercy
and blessings to pious people in a complete and perfect way
in this world because this world is very limited. However, in
heaven there are no restrictions. Heaven is the place where
God’s mercy becomes manifest in the best possible way.
However, even in this limited world we can still experience
enough of the blessings of heaven to make us prefer one
hour of such a life to living hundreds of years of a

materialistic life.

Hopefully, all of us have experienced those beautiful
moments in life when we feel connected to God — maybe
during prayer, during the month of Ramadan, or at Hajj. At
these times we feel that we are totally connected to God. We
experience how beautiful such a life is, how much we enjoy
talking to God, how much we enjoy our heart becoming soft
and enlightened, and how we feel that we love everyone. We
feel that nothing matters to us apart from God the Almighty
and that we have no problems at all. These beautiful
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moments are so valuable that we yearn to experience them
again and again, even if this would mean that we were to
lose everything that we have. If someone were to tell us that
we would be able to purchase those beautiful connections to
God by giving up everything that we have, even our very

life, we would surely do so.
Imam al-Sajjad (a) says:

O Allah! Who is the one who has tasted the
sweetness of Your love and then has looked

for a substitute?"

Unfortunately, the problem which some of us have is that
we have not tasted this closeness to God, and this makes us
pleased with other things. If someone has really tasted such

an experience, they will not be satisfied with anything else.

korskksk

Summary

1. God will fully support the one who lives a moral life, in

addition to His general support for all human beings.

Y Zad al-Ma'ad, p. #12. The otiginal text is as follows:
Yo S 3 Ko 1536 G il 6 2
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2. They also will be given a special type of knowledge which
is not limited, nor is it subject to mistakes and being

forgotten.

3. Such people will be cut off from anything other than God,
which means to be free from reliance on anything other than
God and to see everything as a sign and manifestation of His

power and grace.

4. They see God in everything by vision of the heart and

spiritual connection with God.

5. The mystic is not the one who merely loves God; rather,
they are someone who loves God alone because their love or
hatred, like and dislike, for anything else is only for the sake
of God.
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Lesson Eight:

Remembrance of God

Introduction

In this lesson we will begin to study the values that are
encouraged and urged according to the Islamic moral
system, following the four-fold classification of moral

virtues.

We should also remember that many of the values which we
are going to study can be considered as qualities of the soul
and as human actions. Therefore, sometimes it is something
which has been achieved by a person (in the sense that it is
enduring and has become part of their very being as one of
their attributes), and sometimes it is an action. Previously
there was a discussion about the difference between a quality
and an action and we said that although both are important
in Islamic ethics, qualities are of course much more
important than actions in most cases because they are
enduring, have long-term effects, and are an integral part of

who we are.

Therefore, firstly we will discuss values related to our

relationship with God, starting with remembrance of God.



Remembrance of God is a quality as well as an action.
Initially we will refer to some verses of the Qur’an and then

we will try to elaborate on this very important concept.

Remembering God Much and at All Times

In many verses of the Qur'an God speaks about
remembrance of God. Interestingly, this topic is also
discussed a great deal in the Bible, in both the OIld
Testament and the New Testament. As far as the Qur’an is
concerned, there are many verses about remembrance of
God; about those who remember God, those who have

forgotten God, and the consequences of each.

One such verse is verse 41 of chapter 3. The verse reads:

S8 i s [E S S5
Remember your Lord much and glorify Him in the
evening and the morning. (3:41)

This tells us that we should remember God as much as
possible; kathiran literally means “a great deal” or “in
abundance” but in reality it means “as much as one can”
because there is no limit to the remembrance of God.
Indeed there is a hadith from Imam Sadiq (a) which says that

everything has a limit except remembrance of God:
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This includes for example fasting, pilgrimage to Makkah, and
even prayer. There are things about which God has
mentioned specific timings, numbers, units, and so on and
so forth. However, there is no limit when it comes to
remembrance of God in general. We should remember Him
as much as possible: in the daytime, at night, when working
ot resting. We should remember God in all circumstances: in
times of ease and difficulty, at times when we are healthy or
ill, and at times when we are respected by people or
abandoned by them. Thus, there is no limit for doing this. In
the Qur’an God says:

L& a1,
Remenmber Allah much (8:45)

Therefore, we are advised to remember God very much — as

much as we can.

Glorifying God ( Tasbih)

Tashih (glorification) is a very important way of remembering

God. According to the Qur’an, the concept of zasbhih, or

' ALKaf vol. 2, p. 498
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glorification of God, is a very far-reaching concept.
Everything in this world glorifies God:
A G

Everything which exists in the heavens and in the
earth glorifies God (62:1)

Even God Himself glorifies Himself. For example, God
says:
) ) o0 sl 2 S iy ol sl B

s

Glory to (Allah) Who did take His Servant for a
Journey by night from the Sacred Mosque to the
Farthest Mosque (17:1)

It is God Who is glorifying Himself in this verse. Elsewhere
He says:

p) .
. c\5. & s e

Glory to (Allah)! He is free (from the things they
ascribe) to Him! (37:159)

126



Here once again God glorifies Himself. Therefore, this is a
very important concept as everything in this world, including
God Himself, does zasbih of God.

The angels and the people of heaven also glorify God. For
example, when God told the angels that He wanted to
appoint a caliph, or a vicegerent on the earth, they were
surprised. They did not object but simply questioned the
need for having a human vicegerent on the earth because, by
nature, human beings are subject to committing sins. Human
beings will not necessarily commit sin but they do possess
such a tendency. So if they are not purified and disciplined,
they may do wrong things. Therefore the angels said:

6 e 2 el ) Sl 1 U6 3 5
su 2L e Ao s o fo o A Sa ,/.‘,-:’
éuw;;hﬂ\@;%%u%&@‘
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Behold, Your Lord said to the angels: “1 will create a
vicegerent on earth.” They said: “Will You place
therein one who will make mischief therein and shed
blood whilst we do celebrate Y our praises and glorify
Your holy (name)? (2:30)

? Online lectures on fashih available at: www.al-islam.otg/file/reflections-
concept-tasbih-glorification-sheikh-dr-shomali-part-1
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They did not mean that Adam (a) himself was going to do
such things but they realised that this vicegerency did not
only involve Adam (a); since it is an ongoing process, they
knew that the progeny of Adam (a) had this potential. This
happened in the very first generation of the children of
Adam (a) when Cain killed Abel, an act which commenced
the problem of shedding blood and making mischief
amongst human beings. The angels were therefore right, but
what they did not remember or did not know was that there
are both positive and negative things about human beings.

They concentrated only on the negative things. So God said:

o5l G AT ) U6
Indeed 1 know what you do not know. (2:30)

Furthermore, later on, when God proved to them that Adam

(a) had an immense capacity for knowledge, He told them:

AT B A R A S P R

03 (28 U 45
Did I not tell you that 1 indeed know the unseen in
the heavens and the earth, and that 1 know whatever

you disclose and whatever you were concealing? (2:33)

In any case, when the angels wanted to express maximum
surprise they said: “Will You place therein one who will matke
mischief therein and shed blood whilst we do celebrate Y our praises and
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lorify Your holy (name)? (2:30) This is very important because it
means that the best thing that they do is Zasbih and this fasbib

is accompanied with praising God.

Tasbih Includes Praise of God

According to my understanding fasbih includes praising God.
I can bring several proofs from the Qur’an to support this
but here I will mention only one verse.” In the chapter

entitled Yznus, God says of the people who are in heaven:

el Sl G Ra1 e
Their call therein will be, Glory to You, O Allah!
(10:10)

The content of their conversations, their words and their
speech, will be “Glory to You, O Allah!”

Furthermore, their mode of greeting is described in the

following verse:

P G s
And their greeting therein will be, ‘Peace’! (10:10)

Therefore when they greet one another they will offer peace
by saying salim. And then they will end their conversation as

follows:

? Please refer to footnote 1, p. 147.
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And their concluding call, ‘All praise belongs to
Allab, the Lord of all the worlds.” (10:10)

Thus the last part of their conversations will be: “A/ praise
belongs to Allah, the Lord of all the worlds.” The last part of a
conversation is actually part of the whole conversation. If a
person speaks for one hour, the last five minutes of their
speech is also counted as part of the whole speech. Thus,
firstly God says: “Their call therein will be, Glory to You, O
Allah!” and after this He says that the concluding part of it
is: “All praise belongs to Allah, the Lord of all the worlds.” This
means that praising God (hamd) is a part of glorification

(tasbih). There are many more arguments to support this.

Thus, fasbib is a very profound way of remembering God. As

the following verse says, it should be done frequently:

)

Yoo 5 5800500
Glorify your Lord in morning and evenings (33:42)

When God says “in morning and evenings” this does not
mean that Zasbih should only be performed in the mornings
and the evenings. It means that these particular two times of
the day should receive more attention because they are the
times when we want to start our activities for the day and

when we reach the end of our active day to commence a
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restful night. The end of the day is a time for reflection and
meditation, for reviewing what we have done, for making
plans and decisions for our future, for being with our family,
and then for being alone with God. Therefore, these are two
important parts of the day during which we ought to
remember God. We should then demarcate our 24 hours
with remembrance of God by connection of these two times

through further remembrance of God.

Exclusive Devotion to God

In another verse regarding remembering God we read:

N ) U5 5 L
And remember the Name of your Lord and devote

yourself to Him with exclusive devotion (73:8)

One way of remembering God is to remember His names.
When we remember His names we remember Him and then
we should devote ourselves to Him with exclusive devotion.
We ought to try to detach ourselves from anything other
than God and then devote ourselves solely to God.

Outcomes of Remembering God

There are many verses in the Qur’an about the outcomes of

the remembrance of God.

Tranquillity of the Heart

In particular, in verse 28 of Chapter a/-Ra'd, God says:
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Those who believe and whose hearts find serenity by
the remembrance of God (13:28)

These verses describe those who first have belief and faith,
and then their hearts achieve serenity, tranquillity, peace, and

confidence due to their remembrance of God.

Then God mentions this as a general rule which is not
exclusive to the people whom He is praising in the first part

of the verse:

ol ks i g3, ¥
Be aware that it is by the remembrance of God that
hearts come to rest. (13:28)

Thus it is by the remembrance of God that hearts can find
serenity and tranquillity. This is a general rule. It is not only
about specific people; every heart can achieve tranquillity
and serenity by remembrance of God. The fact that the
phrase “by the remembrance of God” is mentioned before the
verb is perhaps for emphasis but it is more likely to be for
exclusiveness which indicates that it is only by the

remembrance of God that hearts can come to rest.* In some

4 . . . . .
In Arabic grammar whenever we bring something earlier which should
have come later in a phrase, this is done either for emphasis or to show
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other places in the Qur’an it is actually mentioned that it is
impossible to find tranquillity without remembrance of God
and thus this exclusivity can also be proved by these other

verses.
For example, God says:

¢ . -5 - ° s #o0
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But whoever disregards My remembrance, his shall be
a wretched life. (20:124)

- e 3 . .
exclusiveness. They say: (Lawdis 584 L), For example, in Arabic the
verb comes first and the object and subject come later in a sentence.

In Chapter al-Fatibab verse 5 we read:

oeid S 5 M5 8¢

We only worship You and we only ask assistance from Y on.
In this verse WG} (You) is the object, so it should have been mentioned

after 4% and it was supposed to be i (We worship You). However,

the object has come eatlier to denote exclusiveness, so the meaning has
become: We only worship You.

In verse 28 of Chapter a/-Ra‘d, the natural order would be as follows:
FIRR A F PA RN
However, God said :

RV PPA R AR
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Such people will not have a life filled with peace and
tranquillity and will not enjoy their life. Of course it is
possible that they may enjoy life superficially, but deep in
their heart they will have great worries and concerns, and

they will not find their life meaningful or worth living.
Furthermore God says:
L

....and on the Day of Resurrection We shall raise him
blind. (20:124)

This is a very dire warning which continues with:
ST BT PP
et cS Wy a2l 525 W, 6

He will say, ‘My Lord! Why have You raised me
blind, though 1 used to see?’ (20:125)

The answer to this is stated thus:
o 2 38, g Gl ST (I8 U6

So it is. Our signs came to yon, but you forgot them,
and thus yon will be forgotten today. (20:126)

What does it mean to be forgotten? Does it mean that God
loses track of such a person? Actually, it means that God

does not remember them with His special love, care, and

134



mercy. When we say that someone is forgotten it means that
they are not receiving special attention; they are forsaken and

abandoned.

Therefore, God says that those who have forgotten Him
have a miserable life. In contrast, those who remember Him
have tranquil hearts; they have confidence, peace, and
serenity in their life. There are many, many verses in the

Qur’an which could be mentioned regarding this.

Therefore, one important benefit of remembrance of God is
to acquire this tranquillity. A person who remembers God is
like a container of water connected to an ocean. If we are
connected to an ocean, then we would not easily evaporate
or be finished. So we are connected to an ocean and this
gives us the maximum amount of tranquillity. A zu’min (i.c.
believer) who is connected to God feels confident and
peaceful even if he faces a great many struggles and
challenges because he knows that he will always have

adequate support and backing from God.

IIlumination of the Heart

Another benefit of remembrance of God which should be
mentioned is that our hearts become illuminated. For
example, there is a hadith from Imam Ali (a) in which he

says:
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Certainly God, the Glorified, the Sublime, has
made His remembrance a polish and an
illumination for the hearts that hear with its
help despite deafness, see with its help despite
blindness, and become submissive with its

help despite unruliness.’

When metals become rusty or eroded, we have to clean and
polish them.” When they are cleaned, for example by using
some kind of chemicals, and then they are polished, they
become shiny again. Hearts are like this. Sometimes they can
become dusty and maybe even very dirty. They need to be
polished and they can be polished by the remembrance of
God. Imam Ali (a) says that God has made His
remembrance a way to polish our hearts. Thus, after being
unable to hear and see as if they are deaf and blind because
they cannot understand the truth, hearts then start hearing,
seeing. and understanding again because of remembrance.
Then he says that hearts which are hostile become soft and

obedient with remembrance of God.

° Naly al-Balaghah (Subbi Salib), p. 342, sermon 221
®In Arabic this is called jala’ (a).
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These are merely a few of the very many things which can be
said about the remembrance of God. God willing, towards
the end of this book there will be a chance to discuss this
subject in more detail, especially with reference to the
beautiful Verse of Nzr (light) which is in Chapter a/-Nzr, and
the verse following it which is about people who constantly

remember God.

So in this session we have said that one of the most
important virtues with respect to our relationship with God
is to remember God as much as possible. If we remember
God propetly then everything else can be achieved and will
fall into place.

skofokokok

Summary

1. One of the virtues regarding our relationship with God is
remembrance of God which is both an important quality

and an important action.

2. Many verses of the Qut’an speak about remembrance of
God and interestingly, we find that this topic is also
discussed a great deal in the Bible, both in the OIld

Testament and the New Testament.

3. When it comes to remembrance of God in general there is

no limit. We should remember Him as much as possible.
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4. Tasbih (glorification of God) is a very important way of
remembering God. According to the Qur’an, the concept of
tasbih 1s a very far-reaching concept. Everything in this world

glorifies God and even God Himself glorifies Himself.

5. Tasbih is something which is carried out by the people of

heaven and by angels and it includes praising God.

6. God says that those who have forgotten Him have a
miserable life and will be resurrected blind on the Day of
Judgment. However, those who remember Him have
tranquil hearts with confidence, peace, and serenity in their
life.

7. Another benefit of the remembrance of God is that our

hearts become illuminated.
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Lesson Nine:

Worshipping God

Introduction

The second virtue with respect to our relationship with God
is to be a worshipper (‘@bid) of Him. In this lesson we will
discuss the virtues of worshipping and serving God, and the
difference between them. Then we will explain how

servitude is the core of the Islamic moral system.
Worshipping God is not merely a physical action.
Worshipping God is one of the goals of creation. God says
in the Qur’an:
° 4 v (e
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I did not create the jinn and the humans except that

they may worship Me. I desire no provision from them,
nor do 1 desire that they should feed Me. (51:56-57)

God does not need our actions, worship, or donations.
Everything that we have comes from Him and He is

absolutely free from need. He has created us and He gives us



opportunities to achieve righteousness and perfection. The
best way for us to achieve these qualities is to serve God
Who is the Most Perfect and Who has no need. He has no
reason for creating us and no reason for asking us to do
certain things except for our own improvement and
wellbeing. Therefore, if we worship God Who is the Most
Perfect, it means that we serve perfection, truth,
righteousness, and beauty. By doing so, we ourselves also
gradually achieve these qualities. We can begin to get closer
to God by worshipping Him, following Him, and listening

to Him.

However, it is very important that we remember that
worshipping God is not merely carried out by physical
action. Unfortunately, sometimes we become too ritualistic;
we forget the spirit behind the actions because we only
concern ourselves with the physical or outward side of them.
We need to remember God and one of the best ways of

remembering God is to pray:

54 5,0l 3
Maintain the prayer for My remembrance. (20:14)
However, sometimes we begin to perform prayer whilst we
are not remembering God. As a result, our prayer becomes

like an action or a routine which we do automatically, like a

robot, without having understanding.
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Our other acts of worship (ibadah), may suffer from the
same problem because sometimes we human beings become
involved only in physical actions. We go to the masjid or to
other places of worship and we automatically start doing
things out of habit. Sometimes we spend hours doing things
which are supposed to be examples of worshipping God but
we do not make any progress nor take any steps towards
God because we are only doing certain routine actions
devoid of understanding; in this way we are not

strengthening our devotion to God.

Difference Between Worshipping and Serving God

We should distinguish between two things: worshipping
God (‘tbadah) and serving God (‘ubadiyah). Being a
worshipper may not mean that one is a servant of God. We
should want to become a servant (‘abd), not just a
worshipper (‘abid), although of course a proper ‘@bid is also a
‘abd. Unfortunately, as there is a problem with people being
merely ritualistic, we must make this distinction by
explaining that although it is good to worship God, we
should not want to become mere worshippers but rather

should want to become servants of God.

When we talk about Prophet Muhammad (s) we say:

2t 5., 220, 6,204, %
7\ | o) ugal
gy s e ) Jgd
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I bear witness that Muhammad (s) is His

servant and messenger.

We do not say “I bear witness that Muhammad (s) is His
worshipper.” We do not say that he only worshipped God
and was 4bid. On the contrary, he was a ‘abd, a servant of
God.

When we are servants of God it is not only our physical acts
of worship that are counted. We are servants of God even
when we are eating, drinking, or sleeping because we have

dedicated everything that we have to God.

A servant is not rewarded for his actions alone. A servant
does not receive payment, wages, or reward from his master
only for certain actions. A master feels responsible for the

welfare of his servants 24 hours a day.

If, however, a person works for someone for a few hours a
day, then during those working hours his employer feels
responsible for him. After that, the employee is free to do
whatever he wants and is responsible for his own life. The
employer will not feel responsible for him and will not be
concerned about whether or not he has a place to live, food
to eat, family or financial problems, and so on. Such things
do not make any difference to the employer because he
employed the person for a specific number of hours and so
he is only responsible for paying a fair salary for those

working hours. Of course, if the employer is a kind and
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merciful person the situation may be different, but such
extra care is not an obligation on them because a person
who is working for an agreed amount of time has no right to
ask for support outside of their working hours or for

payment for their free time.

However, when a person becomes someone’s servant
permanently and lives with his employer, he becomes like
part of the family and the employer feels responsible for
everything related to that person. There is no time limit for
this responsibility because the servant is with his employer,
available and at his service 24 hours a day, seven days a
week. So the employer feels responsible and has to care for

his servant all the time.

Accordingly, God even rewards believers for sleeping in the
month of Ramadan. As Prophet Muhammad (s) said in a
sermon delivered in the month of Sha‘ban when the month

of Ramadan was approaching:

A - - A ~on
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Your breathing in this month is considered as

tasbih (glorification of God) and your sleep as
badih."

Y Amili (Sadig), p. 93
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This is so because such a person is constantly in the state of
thadah since they are fasting and listening to God. Therefore,
God treats them so generously and kindly that even their
sleep is considered %badih, whether it is during the day or the
night. Of course, sleeping during the day when fasting is
ibadah but it is even considered as such at night when one is
not fasting because the whole month of Ramadan is the feast
of God and God treats all believers in this month as His

permanent, full-time servants.

However, after the month of Ramadan the situation is
different. If we have learnt how to maintain this servitude,
then we will remain present at the feast of God; God will
give us so much that we will be fully satisfied and He will
reward us for everything. There is no reason why our sleep
should be %badih only in the month of Ramdan. Even after
the month of Ramadan there are people whose sleeping,
walking, talking, eating, and drinking are counted as %badab
because they have devoted everything they have to God and
they are always at His service. God knows that they have
certain needs and so He considersmeeting those needs as

also part of their servitude.

Therefore, through worshipping God we need to be able to
achieve servitude; through %badih we have to achieve
‘ubidiyah rather than only being satisfied with mere physical

actions.
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Servitude as the Core of the Islamic Moral System

The following are two verses of the Qur’an about serving

God. One is the second verse of chapter 39:

I ARSI ‘,,JL s ] Wt \;‘;

Surely We have revealed to you the Book with the
truth, therefore serve Allah, being sincere to Him in
obedience (39:2)

God has revealed the Qur’an with the truth, and truthfully,
to the Prophet (s). What should the Prophet (s) do in
response? He has to do many things but to summarise them,
God says: therefore serve Allah, being sincere to Him in obedience
(39:2) If we are sincere and truthfully serving God, then
everything else will come with this. The most important
thing is to achieve the status of being the servant of God the
Almighty.

The second verse is verse 162 of chapter 6:

onall L5 Al ) (sl (S35 e )

Say, surely my prayer and my sacrifice and my life and
my death, all are for Allah, the Lord of the worlds.
(6:162)

This is said by Prophet Abraham (a) and is a very profound

statement. He said that his prayer is for his Lord and not
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only his prayer but his sacrifice and everything else are also
offered by him to God. Moreover, he said that all of his life
is for his Lord and indeed even his death is for his Lord.

This means that because one has given one’s life to God,
then when one dies it is because of Him. This is a very
amazing and profound statement. How is it possible to
dedicate our death to someone? Death is not something
which we bring about voluntarily so how can someone say
that they have died for the sake of God? Of course, those
who are killed in the way of God can say that they have died
for the sake of God. But what about those people who die
of natural causes? The answer is that when one dedicates
one’s life to God, then one’s death is automatically also
counted as part of that dedication. If our intention is to
serve God as long as we are alive, then when we die, our
death is also counted as part of that service. It is like a seal
which is placed on one’s life stating that this person has been
at the service of His Lord all the time. Therefore, when one
dies in such a state of servitude to God, one will be
resurrected as a servant of God. God alone knows how
much such people will be given because those believers who

are servants of God will be enormously and generously
rewarded by God.

By saying “Surely my prayer and my sacrifice and my life and my
death, all are for Allah, the Lord of the worlds” we are stating that

we want to live as long as our Lord so wishes. So if He
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wants us to be alive, we are satisfied with that and if He
wants us to die, we are equally content with that. Regardless

of what He wills, we will continue to be at His service.

This shows that in the Islamic moral system we have to be
engaged in acts of worship and then aim to achieve the
quality of being a servant of God. We should start with
ibadah by becoming a worshipper, but then we should reach
the level of wbidiyah, servitude. We should strive to become

a servant rather than merely remaining a worshipper.

This is one of the absolutely essential elements — indeed one
could say the core — of the Islamic moral system, because
then one will do all good things through this servitude. If
someone is a servant of God then they will be good to
themselves, to their friends, family members, parents,
neighbours, partners, and so on. Such a person will always
try to be kind and helpful, and will even support animals and
plants because they are a servant of God Who is the Lord of
the universe, the One who is the Most Merciful and
therefore they too should become merciful. Thus, this
servitude is a very essential quality in the Islamic moral

system.

Prophet Muhammad (s) was chosen by God as His final
messenger because of this quality and so it is not accidental
that amongst all the qualities which he possessed, we must

repeat in every prayer:
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I bear witness that Muhammad was a servant
of Allah and a messenger of Allah.

Therefore, being a servant of God was what he achieved,
and being a messenger of God was what God gave him. In
return for his servitude, God made him His messenger, and
because he was the most humble servant of God, God chose
him for the highest position. This is because when someone

achieves such servitude, God raises and elevates him.

In this regard Imam al-Sadiq (a) is quoted as saying:

% 2 AP TER TP H
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Servitude to God is a substance whose

essence (core) is lordship.”

When we obey and serve God then we become like a lord.
We gain nobility, prestige, and lordship. God elevates us so
much that we will be given control over many other

creatures of God.

korskoksk

2 Mishih al-Shari‘ah, p. T
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Summary

1. Worshipping God is considered as one of the goals of
creation. God does not need us to worship Him, so our
worship of Him is for our own perfection. The best way to
achieve perfection is to serve God Who is the most perfect

Being.

2. We should distinguish between two things: worshipping
God (‘thadah) and serving God (‘ubiidiyab).

3. Our physical acts of worship are only counted when we
are servants of God. When we dedicate everything we have
to God then we are considered to be His servants even
when we are, for example, sleeping. Thus, even our sleep

becomes an act of worship.

4. In the Islamic moral system we have to be engaged in acts
of worship and then aim at achieving servitude which is the

quality of being a servant of God.

5. If someone is a servant of God then they will be good to
themselves, good to their friends, family members, parents,
neighbours, and partners, and they will even support animals
and plants because they are a servant of God Who is the
Lotd of the universe, the One who is the Most Merciful and
therefore they too should become merciful. Thus, servitude

to God is a very essential quality in the Islamic moral system.
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6. Servitude to God is a substance whose essence (core) is

lordship.
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Lesson Ten:

Trusting God

Introduction

The third quality which we want to discuss in regard to our
relationship with God is trusting God (fawakkul). In this
lesson we will study the concept of trusting God and will

examine the reasons why we should trust only in God.

Trusting God is a Quality of Believers

It is a very important quality to be able to have complete
trust in God and this is very much emphasised in the
Qur’an. It is considered to be one of the characteristics of
believers. There are many verses of the Qur’an which talk
about this subject, so we will first look at some of these

verses and then we will try to reflect on this concept.

God says that if someone is a »#’min, a believer, then they
should place their trust in God because believers are those

who put their trust in God in each and every situation.

o3 Sl 4 e
weand in Allah shounld the faithful (ever) put their
trust (3:122)



In verse 23 of chapter 5 God says:

i ol 5 D1
And on Allah should you rely [trust] if you are
believers. (5:23)

Elsewhere when talking about the characteristics of
believers, God says:

s B il el 41085 ) Gl il
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The faithful are only those whose hearts tremble] with

awe [when Allah is mentioned, and when His signs

are recited to them, they increase their faith, and who

put their trust in their Lord (8:2)

If someone claims to be a believer, they should place their
trust in God. A believer should not trust in any other person
or thing apart from God because a believer knows that this
world belongs to God because it is created and maintained
by Him. The only one who has control over this world is
God Himself because everyone else is fully dependent on

Him.!

' Of course, this is different from what we mean when we say that we
trust people. We trust people in the sense that, for example, we accept
what they say because they are trustworthy and we can trust them when
they say something. This is a separate issue.
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Lord of the east and the west, there is no god except
Him, so take Him for your trustee (73:9)

Reasons for Trusting in God Alone
1) God has full power over His affairs.

Trusting (tawakknl), in the sense in which the Qur’an talks
about it, means to believe that someone is capable of
carrying out whatever they want or whatever they say. God
is the only one in the whole world who can do whatever He
says that He is going to do it no matter what the

circumstances are. In chapter 65 verse 3, God says:

. 38 sk . o8 M (e T L.
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And whoever puts his trust in Allah, He will suffice

him. Indeed Allah carries through His command.
(65:3)

Elsewhere He says:

A R A
And Allah hath full power and control over His
affairs (12:21)

God has all power and all knowledge and there is no one
capable of standing in His way to prevent Him from doing

anything.
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Shoutd Allah visit you with some distress there is no
one to remove it except Himy and should He bring you

some good, then He has power over all things. (6:17)

Everything is under His command, subordinate to Him and
dependent on Him. Even the most trustworthy people can
never say that they will definitely do something for us. They
may not have sufficient means available to them, other
people may prevent them from doing what they want to do,
ot they may even die before completing their task. It is only
God Who can achieve whatever He wants and is always

there.

ot e U
Put your trust in the Living One who does not die
(25:58)

2) God has knowledge of everything.

God is all-Knowing; He is aware of all of our needs and He
also knows the best way for our needs to be met. He knows
about all enemies, all problems, and all solutions. God says
in the Qur’an:
W5 & &W,MJSL.?)C‘,
Our Lord embraces all things in [His] knowledge. In
Allalh we have put our trust. (7:89)
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Elsewhere in the Qur’an God says:

ol el 52 5] 0 e 85
..... and put your trust in Allah. Indeed He is the All-
hearing, the All-knowing. (8:61)

3) God is all-Merciful.

God is the One who wants our perfection and our
happiness. He does not expect or need anything from us. He
is the One who is kind and merciful. He is simply there to

give and to support.

A
And put your trust in the All-mighty, the All-
merciful (26:217)

Furthermore, He is so very kind that He Himself has offered
to be our Master, Helper, and Trustee (i.e. the one who is

responsible for looking after our affairs).

In the verses of the Qur’an we read:

sl 55 (S s (S B BT B T o)
And if they turn away, then know that Allab is your

master: an excellent master and an excellent helper!
(8:40)

He is the only one who does not want us for any selfish
reason. Of course, people who are godly and are following

the example of God are also kind to us and do not want us
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for selfish reasons, but this is because of God. However,
anyone disconnected from God usually only wants us for

him or herself.

4) God has been helping and supporting us.

There is a beautiful verse about the people of Bani Isra’l
(the children of Israel) who were the progeny of Prophet
Jacob (a). They were tried and tested. Some of them
successfully passed their tests but some of them failed. In
any case, some of the people who were loyal and obedient

said:

L bla 6 1 e Jes YT d w
And why should we not put our trust in Allah, seeing
that He has guided us in onr ways? (14:12)

This should be particularly true for us as believers, especially
when we remember that in the past, God has guided us,
shown us the way, cared for us, and supported us. There is
no teason not to trust Him now because God does not
change, nor does He lose His power, knowledge, or mercy.
If we do not change by becoming a worse kind of person
then we do not need to have any worries. God is not going

to withdraw His mercy and support from us.

As we read in the Qur’an:
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That is becanse Allah never changes a blessing that
He has bestowed on a people unless they change what
75 in their own souls. (8:53)

God will not change our affairs, not for better nor for worse,
unless we first change ourselves. God has never been the
kind to give us blessing and support, and then change it,
unless we ourselves have changed. If we are grateful and

thankful, God will leave these blessings with us.

Therefore, those members of Bani Isr2’ll mentioned

previously, who were good and true believers, said:

R R VR R T
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Surely, we will put up patiently with whatever torment

you may inflict upon us. And in Allah let all the
trusting put their trust. (14:12)

They declared that they would remain patient with respect to
all the annoying behaviour of the people who had been
hurting them and causing difficulties for them. They
remained patient because they were connected to God and
had confidence that God was supporting them; they knew
that he would not abandon them. After this they said that if
they want to trust anyone, they should trust God.
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Therefore, when we know that a) God is the sole Lord of
the universe; He has absolute authority, sovereignty, and
control over everything, b) God knows the best way to do
things and the easiest solutions to the problems which we
must overcome, and ¢) God is all-Merciful, then we should

only trust God.

If we are left alone, counting only on ourselves or counting
on our friends or heroes (essentially, masters other than
God), then we are nothing and our efforts will come to
nothing. We cannot even be sure of achieving the very least
of our expectations. If, however, God is on our side, our
results can be as we wish, our work can bear fruit, and we

can achieve what we want through our efforts.

God says in the Qur’an:

AEA AP ERN P
And they said, “Allah is sufficient for us and He is
an excellent trustee.” (3:173)
Elsewhere He says:
ool S le oo

Say, “Allab is sufficient for me. In Him let all the
trusting put their trust.” (39:38)

Addressing the Prophet (s), God says:
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....once you are resolved, put your trust in Allab.
Indeed Allah loves those who trust in Him. (3:159)

Thus, according to the Qur’an, it is a firmly established idea
that we should trust God and we cannot trust anyone or
anything other than God. With Him, all things are easy. But

what does it mean to trust God?

Islamic Understanding of Trusting God

Unfortunately, there is sometimes a misunderstanding about
the concept of trusting God. Some people want to shift all
responsibility to God. They want to be lazy, do nothing, and
avold taking any responsibility. They only say that they are
doing tawakkul, trusting God. They claim that they have
entrusted and submitted all of their affairs to God, then they
do not do anything themselves. This is not the true meaning
of tawakkul. This is not the way in which the Prophet (s)
trusted God. He did not sit around doing nothing apart
from praying, and then claim that he was trusting God. On
the contrary, he was a very hard-working person who
planned and did his best to implement his plans whilst at the
same time trusting God. It has been narrated that once the
Prophet (s) saw a group of farmers who were not working

but said that they were trusting God. The Prophet (s) told
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them that they were not really trusting God; instead, they

had become a burden on others.

To trust God means to do our best but also to count only
on Him rather than on our own efforts, plans, helpers,
friends, or allies. Thus, trusting God does not mean being
lazy or just doing things without planning, thinking,
consulting, and networking, and without organisational
skills. To trust God means to commence everything we do
with trusting and relying on Him and then to proceed to do
our very best, to do everything that we can, to exhaust all
our energies; we say to our Lord that we have honestly done
our best and request Him to kindly take over and take care
of what remains to be done. This in itself is a very spiritual
exercise because we can only trust God in this way when we

are doing good things.

We should not make mischief, do wrong things, and harm
people, and then tell God that we are trusting Him. We must
first choose sacred goals then entrust our affairs to God. We
do our very best and after this we leave the results in the
God’s hands.

? Mustadrak al-Wasa'il wa Mustanbat al-Masi i, vol. 11, p. 217. The original
text is as follows:
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When we look at Prophet Muhammad (s), the great
companions of the Prophet (s), the household of the
Prophet (s), Abraham (a), Moses (a), Jesus (a), Noah (a), and
all of the great leaders of humanity, we see that they were
hard-working, dedicated people. They used to think, plan,
and use all available techniques and legitimate means to
fulfill their goals, but at the same time, they knew that any

success or progress came from God.

May God include us amongst those who trust Him all the
time, devote themselves sincerely to Him, remain at His
service, and continuously expect His support. When His
support is there, it is possible to do things that no one could
imagine; God will make us into a channel and through us

God will send His mercy to others.

We can become a scholar, a leader, a parent, a social activist,
a teacher, or a doctor and in this way countless people can
benefit from us. When people look at such a person’s life,
they are amazed by how much they have done and achieved.
They wonder how a person who has lived such a short life
can do so many things. The key is that it is not due to this
person themselves but due to God who has found them to
be a good channel for sending His mercy to other people.
This person was not selfish but instead was selfless, and as a
result, God chose them to be His agent and used them to

bless His people.
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May God include us amongst those people who achieve this
quality of being selfless so that God chooses us and not only
blesses us but, through us, blesses countless people and even

humanity as a whole.
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Summary

1. Trusting God is a very important quality and is very much
emphasised in the Qur’an. Indeed, it is one of the

characteristics of the believers.

2. We should only trust in God who is the sole Lord of the
universe. He has absolute authority, sovereignty, and control
over everything. He has knowledge of all our needs and He
is Merciful and kind to us.

3. To trust God means that once we have decided to do
something, we should commence our efforts by making our
intention trusting in Him and then do everything we can to
achieve our goal. It is only then that we say to our Lord: “IWe
have honestly done our best. We ask that You kindly take over and

take care of what remains to be done.”
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Lesson Eleven:

Repentance

Introduction

We have been studying the virtues related to our relationship
with God and we have talked about remembering Him,
worshipping Him, and serving Him. We then discussed the
need to put our trust in God. In this lesson we want to refer
to another important quality which once again can be
considered both as an action and also as a state, condition,
or quality. This is repentance. We will first explain the
meaning of repentance and then we will study different

aspects of it.

Meaning of Repentance

In Arabic, the term which is used for repentance is Zawbah. It
comes from the root #a-wa-ba and has derivatives, such as
tawbab, taba, yatibn, ta’th, and tawwab. They all share the root
meaning, with additional individual meanings according to

the particular structure of each word.



Regret and Return

Tawbah means to return. A person who commits a
wrongdoing has somehow damaged their relationship with
God. They have in some way separated themselves from
God. Of course, it is impossible to be absolutely and
completely separated from God because we are all creatures
of God, which means we are always connected to Him. Here
we are talking about a spiritual connection with God or a

close relationship with Him which can be ruined.

Therefore, a person who commits a sin has damaged their
relationship with God. It is called zawbah (to return) when
they sincerely regret what they did and they want to return to
their original condition before having committed the sin;
they want to reverse the damage caused by committing the

sin.

For example, sometimes a child may misbehave and this
makes his parents unhappy. He may even run away from
home because he feels that his parents are angry with him or
maybe he thinks that by, for example, visiting strangers and
spending time with them outside the family environment, he
would have more fun. So the child leaves his parents and
runs away from home. But after a while, he starts to feel
regretful; he thinks about why he annoyed and disobeyed his
parents. After a while, he decides to go back to his parents.

164



The idea of going back to one’s parents is like the return or
tawbah of a servant who has committed sins and now wants
to go back to God by asking for forgiveness. Indeed, the
core of fawbab is that very remorse and regret which comes

from the understanding that one has done something wrong.
Imam al-Baqir (a) is quoted as saying:

Regret is sufficient as tawbah.!

Of course, this must be automatically accompanied by a
decision not to repeat the wrongdoing. Sincere regret for
doing something wrong must necessarily include a decision
not to do it again. The intention at the time of repentance is
that one definitely does not want to commit the wrongdoing
again. If a person does happen to commit the same sin again

in the future, this would not be intentional.

Different Aspects of Repentance

Repentance is a very important concept in the Qur’an. As far
as the Qur’an is concerned, there is no limit for repentance.
In order to further clarify this we will study some verses of

the Qur’an regarding various aspects of repentance.

LalKdfi, vol. 2, p. 426
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Sincere, True Repentance

Unfortunately, sometimes we only verbally declare that we
are sorry; we merely recite istighfar (to ask for forgiveness)
but in our heart there is no effect, no remorse, and no
change. This is not sincere repentance because we keep on
saying astaghfir Allah-a Rabbi wa atibn ilayh (I ask God, my
Lord, to forgive me, and I return to Him) but then continue

to commit the same kind of wrongdoing,.

In this regard, the Qur’an says:

Byl 5 41 ) Tt oot el T
O you who have faith! Repent to God with sincere
repentance! (66:8)

Sincere repentance is that which occurs when a person is
genuinely sorry for what they have done. They feel terrible
and may even cry over their crimes. They beg God to kindly
forgive their sins and they promise to do their very best not
to repeat them. They also resolve to remedy all the damage

which has been caused.

Once, a person was repeatedly saying astaghfir Allah and
Imam Ali (a) told him: is#ighfar (to ask for forgiveness) is not
as easy as you imagine. Is#zghfar is a very important position.

This position is for the good servants of God; it is for
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righteous people. If you want to do proper istighfar, you

should fulfill several requirements.”

Of course, some of the things Imam Ali (a) mentioned in
that hadith are necessary for achieving perfection in one’s
repentance and Zszghfar, but some of them are very basic

essentials.

Therefore, we should not merely ask God to forgive us
verbally, but we should also be genuinely remorseful in our
heart. Furthermore, we should try not to repeat the
wrongdoing. As Imam Ali (a) says, we should let our soul
suffer the pain of doing righteous actions after our soul has
sinfully enjoyed the pleasure of doing prohibited actions.
Those who enjoyed themselves by committing sinful actions

should put pressure on themselves by doing good actions.

zi\Talyj al-Balaghah (Subbi Salib), p. 549, wise saying no. 417. The original
text is as follows :
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In order to perfect our fawbah, Imam Ali (a) has even said
that the flesh which has grown on our bones due to haram —
for example, from eating haram food — should be made to
disappear. We must put so much pressure on ourselves by
reducing how much we eat, sleep, and so on, that our flesh
melts away and we become a new person. Therefore, we

need absolute sincerity in our return to God.

Compensation

Compensation must also be made for the wrong that has
been done. For example, if a person has not said their
prayers or they have not fasted, they should compensate for
this by petforming their gada as explained in Islamic
jurisprudence. Therefore, if the time to perform an
obligation has passed but there is still time to compensate, it
should be carried out. If a person owes someone some
money, they must pay it back. If someone has violated the
rights of another person, they should try to please them and

restore their rights to them.

These issues are studied in a very detailed way in Islamic
jurisprudence, but basically the idea is that because one
wants to return to the condition in which one was before
committing a sin, then one must try to repair every last bit of
damage inflicted on oneself and on others. God is never
harmed by our misbehaviour, but our relationship with God
is harmed, we ourselves are harmed, and in addition to this

other people may also be harmed.
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God Forgives All Sins

Another aspect of repentance is explained by a very beautiful

verse in chapter 39. In this verse we read:
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Say [that God declares,] ‘O }\/I)/ servants who /mye:
committed excesses against their own souls, do not
despair of the merey of God. Indeed God will forgive
all sins. Indeed He is the All- Forgiving, the All-
Merciful. (39:53)

There are many beautiful points in this verse, some of which

we will mention here.

First of all, in addressing sinful people God says, “O My
servants.” This is much more intimate than saying, “Oh those
who have done wrong.” God wants sinful people to feel

close to Him.

Moreover, God says, “Do not despair of the mercy of God.” God
is telling us not to despair of His mercy. We must not think
or say that God will never forgive us because we have done
so many bad things. Even if someone has been doing wrong
actions all throughout his life, he should still not despair of

God’s forgiveness.
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Another point is that when someone sincerely repents, God
does not ask them how many sins they have committed in
the sense that He only wants to forgive a few of them. On
the contrary, if our repentance is sincere and we are really
sorry for all of our wrongdoings, then all of our sins can be

forgiven.

In this verse, /nna (indeed) is used, followed by the word
dbunnb (sins). The word dbunib is accompanied by a/f and
lim, which implies generality.” However, in addition to this

God also says jami‘an (all) for maximum emphasis.

Furthermore, God says, “Indeed He is the All-Forgiving, the
All-Merciful.” This again means that all sins are forgiven by
God because He is the A/-Forgiving, the All-Merciful.

The only condition for this is that we should sincerely repent
before we actually experience death arriving. When someone
is dying and sees death approaching, it is too late. However,
God forgives us as long as there is still an opportunity to
change our way of life and we sincerely want to change. He
places no restrictions on this. He does not start investigating

the details of what we have done by, for example, asking

3 . I

In Arabic, the plural form of a word, when the structure of its singular
form is not preserved (jam‘ mukassar) and it is accompanied by a/f and
lam, indicates generality.
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why and where we did something or how many wrong

things we have done.

What is important for God is that we have now decided to
become a new person. We now decided to change from
disobedience to obedience, from impurity to purity, and we
are ready to compensate for all of the damage that we have

caused.

Transformation of Bad Deeds into Good Deeds

There are different levels of forgiveness. Sometimes there is
simple forgiveness and sometimes our sins are wiped away
from our record of deeds. Sometimes God even transforms

our bad actions into good actions:
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For such, God will replace their misdeeds with good
deeds. (25:70)

This is truly amazing. After their sincere repentance, God
may not only forgive the sins of a person who has
committed them but in addition, He may transform those
sins into good actions; in that person’s record of deeds, God

replaces their sins with good actions.

For example, a person may have spent £100 on gambling
but later on he feels very regretful. He regrets his loss of

time, money, and energy, and he feels remorse over what he
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has lost from being far from God. He realises how much he
could have achieved if instead he had spent that time,
money, and energy on serving God. As a consequence, God
may change his record so that instead of showing that he
spent £100 on gambling, it is now written that he spent
£100 on charity work.

Therefore, not only is God not going to use our sins against
us and continuously remind us that we have committed
such-and-such sins, He may actually transform them into

good actions.

Furthermore, with regards to a person who has committed a
sin and is then sincerely repentant and wants to change, God
not only transforms their bad action into a good action on a
one-for-one basis, but there is also a possibility that He may

transform the bad action into multiple good actions.

In his Sabifah al-Sajadyyah, Imam Zayn al-‘Abidin (a)
addresses God saying:
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O the One who transforms bad actions into

multiple good actions.”

This means that God may even register several good actions

in place of the single bad action that was committed. This is

* Sabifah al-Sajiadyyah, p. 36
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the extraordinary amount of mercy available to us through

God.

Every Return of a Human Being is Accompanied by Two

Returns from God

There is a beautiful point in the Qur’an, mentioned by the
great Allamah Tabataba’t in his a/Mizan fi Tafsir al-Qur'an
and also by several other scholars, which is that every zawbah,
every return, by a human being, is accompanied by two

returns by God. ’

The Qur’an says:

154 el
He turned to them (mercifully) that they might turn
(to Him) (9:118)

Every case of repentance is preceded by God returning to
us. Then, after we return to Him, He comes back to us
again. It means that when we damage our relationship with
God it is actually God Who initially invites us to go back to
Him and prepares us for this return. Thus, the initiative
starts with Him. He asks us to come to Him because He
wants to forgive us. He makes our heart soft so that we go
back to Him. Then when we go back to Him, He embraces

us with His mercy and forgives us. The return of God to us

° al-Mizan fi Tafsir al-Qur'an, vol. 4, p. 376 & vol. 9, p. 401
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before we repent and the return of God to us after we

repent are both mentioned in the Qur’an.

It is the same with parents who want their runaway child to
come back home. They themselves send messages to their
child or they send friends or relatives to speak to their child
in order to encourage and persuade him to come back home.
When the child returns, his parents hug and kiss him, and try
to make him feel comfortable. The parents may not even
remind their child of his bad behaviour because they know
that the child himself has realised that what he did was
wrong. The child then cries and apologises, and wants to do

everything he can to please his parents.

Thus, the parents are happy again and they do not want their
child to suffer nor to be constantly reminded of those bad
events. Of course, the child himself should feel responsible
to make sure that he remembers his mistakes so that he does
not repeat them. The parents do not have to keep reminding
him because the child has reached a level of understanding
which results in automatically doing this himself; showing
regret by crying and wanting to do additional good actions.
In a similar way, God invites us to return to Him and when

we return to Him, He embraces us with His mercy.

God’s Acceptance of Sincere Repentance is Compulsory

It is impossible to be rejected when we sincerely go to God.

In the Qur'an God says:
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[Acceptance of] repentance by God is only for those

who commit evil out of ignorance, then repent

promptly. (4:17)

Tawbah, which in this case means the second return of God
which is the acceptance of our return, is compulsory. God

has made it obligatory on Himself to accept our repentance.

He says that it is compulsory on Himself to forgive those
who do wrong things out of ignorance and then return to
Him before it is too late. No one can make anything
obligatory on God. This compulsory acceptance of our
repentance is a result of the essential nature of God. It is
made obligatory by a quality of God not by an outside
force.’ It is impossible for such a merciful Lord not to

accept the sincere repentance of His servants.

In another place in the Qur’an, God says:
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® al-Mizan fi Tafsir al-Qur'an, vol. 4, p. 238
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When those who have faith in Our signs come to_you,
say, Peace to you! Your Lord has made mercy
incumbent upon Himself: whoever of you commits an
evil [deed] ont of ignorance and then repents after that
and reforms, then He is indeed All- Forgiving, All-
Merciful. (6:54)

This clearly indicates that He has made it obligatory upon
Himself to be merciful. Therefore, there is no limit to God’s
mercy and if we sincerely return to Him, He will certainly

accept our repentance, God-willing.

korskoksk

Summary

1. Repentance is another important quality which can be

considered an action as well as a state, condition, or quality.

2. A person who has committed a sin has damaged their
relationship with God. It is called zawbah, to return, when
they regret this and want to return to their original condition
— before having committed the sin — and they want to repair

the damage caused by committing it.

3. The core of tawbah is that very remorse and regret which
comes from understanding that one has done something

wrong and must not do it again.

176



4. A sincere repentance is one which occurs when a person
is genuinely sorry for what they have done. Such a person
will feel terrible, will ask God to forgive their sins, will
decide not to do the same things again, and will do their best

to remedy all damage caused by their wrong actions.

5. Compensation must also be made for what has been

done.

6. As far as God’s mercy is concerned, He can forgive all of

our sins.

7. There are different levels of forgiveness. Sometimes there
is simple forgiveness and other times there is a wiping out of
our sins from our record of deeds. Sometimes God even

transforms our bad actions into good actions.

8. Every return by a human being is accompanied by two
returns by God. This means that when we damage our
relationship with God, it is God Who initially invites us to
go back to Him and prepares us for this return. Then when
we go back to Him, He embraces us with His mercy and

forgives us.

9. God says that it is compulsory on Himself to forgive
those who do wrong things out of ignorance and then return

to Him in repentance before it is too late.
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Lesson Twelve:

Purification of the Soul

Introduction

Thanks to God, we have discussed several examples of the
major virtues and actions related to our relationship with
God. Now we will move on to the second group of virtues
which concern our relationship with ourselves and what we

need to do with respect to ourselves.

The first thing to be mentioned is purification of the soul. In
this lesson we will explain this concept and its importance
according to verses of the Qur’an, and we will also talk
about different levels of the soul. Furthermore, there will be
a discussion about purification of the soul as an aim in
Islamic spirituality in contrast to those forms of spirituality

which aim at strengthening the soul.

Purification of the Soul Brings Happiness

Purification of the soul, fagkiyah al-nafs, is an expression
taken from the Qutr’an itself. The concept of purification of
the soul is mentioned in several places in the Qur’an. For
example, God begins Chapter A/-Shams with a series of

oaths:
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By the sun and her forenoon splendour, by the moon
when he follows her, by the day when it reveals her, by
the night when it covers her, by the sky and Him who
built 1t, by the earth and Him who spread it, by the
soul and Him who fashioned it, and inspired it with

[discernment between] its virtues and vices. (91: 1-8)

After God swears by these various things, eleven in total, He

says:
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One who purifies it is certainly felicitons and one who
betrays it certainly fails. (91:9-10)

The person who purifies their soul becomes happy and
prosperous whilst, on the other hand, the one who fails to
purify their soul and does not do anything to look after it
will lose everything. Indeed, the one who purifies their soul
will be successful and the one who pollutes and corrupts it
will fail. Therefore, what we have to do with respect to our
soul is to look after it. We should not simply be indifferent
and ignore our soul, telling ourselves that we can do

whatever we like. We should not neglect our piety and
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purity, and allow our soul to associate with whatever it
wishes and do whatever it likes. On the contrary, we have to
bring our soul under control. We have to educate, tame, and
purify it. When our soul is purified, then it only wants and

desires good things.

Different Levels of the Soul
The Commanding Soul

Prior to purification, our soul may prompt us to do wrong
things. There are different levels of the soul. At the first and
lowest level, the soul (#afs) commands us to do bad things.
At this level, the soul (nafs), is called al-nafs al-ammarah (the

commanding soul).

In the Qur’an, in the story of Prophet Joseph (a), we find

this important sentence:
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Yet I do not absolve my [own carnal] soul, for the
[carnal] soul indeed prompts [men] to evil, except

inasmuch as my Lord has mercy. Indeed my Lord is
All-Forgiving, All- Merciful. (12:53)

There are different views about this verse amongst Qur’anic
commentators. Some say it was said by Joseph (a) and others

say it was said by Zulaykha, the wife of the chief minister of
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Egypt. In either case, it means that no one should
automatically assume that they are a pious and pure person
who will never desire or do anything wrong, because at its
lowest level, our soul tends to command us to do bad things

— that is, unless the mercy of God embraces us.

One of the things God’s mercy does is to protect us and
help us resist temptations. When surrounded by the mercy
of God, we can keep ourselves far away from sinning.
Indeed, due to His mercy some people even become
infallible. However, if we are left to our own devices and the
whims of our souls, we cannot guarantee or be 100% sure
that we are not going to do anything wrong. The only thing
which we can be 100% sure of are God’s mercy, power,

knowledge, kindness, and so on.

Of course, this does not mean that everyone is destined to
do bad things. There are people who have received this
mercy from God and so they are protected. It means that it
is God who is needed to help and protect us. Therefore, we
should ask Him to do so by inviting Him into our life and

letting Him take charge of our affairs.

As we read in the Qur’an:
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I entrust my affair to God. Indeed God sees best the
servants. (40:44)
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We should implore God to kindly take control of our life so
that it is driven and guided by Him. This is what God does

for believers:
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God is the Master of the faithful: He brings them ont
of darkness into light. (2:257)

God is the Guardian of believers; He is the One who helps

them and takes them from darkness into light.

The Blaming Soul

Therefore, at its first and lowest level, the #afs commands us
to do bad things. Then, after resisting the temptations of our
soul, we reach a level where our soul becomes alnafs al-
lawwamah, the blaming soul, which is mentioned in the

Qur’an:

FAA 00 (R N
And I swear by the self-blaming soul! (75:2)

This means that when we do something wrong or fail to do
something right, our soul starts blaming us. This shows that
progress has been made because the same soul which was
previously commanding us to do bad things is now blaming

us if we do such things.

183



The Tranquil Soul

Having been purified, our soul then reaches the next level
and becomes al-nafs al-mutma’innah, the tranquil soul, which is

also mentioned in the Qur’an:
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O soul at peace! Return to your Lord, pleased,

Ppleasing! Then enter among My servants! And enter
My paradise! (89:27-30)

This soul is connected and confident. It is a soul which

remembers God all the time and has become pure.

Importance and Necessity of Controlling and Purifying
the Soul

To reiterate, we must first control our soul and then purify
it. Controlling our soul is mentioned in the Qur’an as

follows:
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But as for hinm who is awed to stand before his Lord
and forbids the soul from [following] desire, his refuge
will indeed be paradise. (79:40-41)

184



Heaven is the place of residence for the person who feels
awe at the position of the Lord and prohibits their soul from
pursuing its desires and lusts. Such people will be able to

settle in heaven permanently.

Purification of the soul is also mentioned in several verses of
the Quran, including the verses of Chapter ALShams
mentioned previously and some verses concerning the task
of Prophet Muhammad (s). The Prophet (s) had many tasks,

but one of his major tasks was to purify believers.

For example, in Chapter .A/-Bagarah, verse 151, God says:
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As We sent to you an Apostle from amongst
yourselves, who recites to you Our signs and purifies

you and teaches you the Book and wisdom and teaches
you what you did not know. (2:151)

We find a similar point being made in verse 164 of Chapter
Al Tmran and the second verse of Chapter Al-Jumu'ah. Thus,
one of the central tasks of the Prophet (s) was fagkiyab, to

purify.'

Y The Arabic text is as follows:
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Interestingly, we find that this was the prayer of Abraham (a)
and Ishmael (a). They asked God to raise a messenger
amongst the people of Makkah who would recite divine
verses to them, teach them the Book and wisdom, and purify
them. This prayer is to be found in verses 127 to 129 of
Chapter _A/-Bagarah. They recited it whilst they were
restoring the foundations of the Kaba® at that sacred

moment in time, they prayed to God saying:
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God certainly favoured the faithful when He raised up among
them an apostle from among themselves to recite to them His
signs and to purify them, and to feach them the Book and
wisdom, and earlier they had indeed been in manifest error.
(3:164)
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It is He who sent to the unlettered [people] an apostle from
among themselves, to recite to them His signs, to purify them,
and to teach them the Book and wisdom, and earlier they had
indeed been in manifest error. (62:2)

? The Ka‘ba existed before the time of Prophet Abraham (a) but had

been damaged and ruined by the flood at the time of Prophet Noah (a).
So God had asked them to repair and restore it.
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As Abrabham raised the foundations of the House
with Ishmael, [they prayed]: ‘Onr Lord, accept it from
us! Indeed You are the All-Hearing, the All-
Knowing.” (2:127)

It is very interesting to see how humble they were. Abraham
(a) was a prophet and was raising the walls of the Ka‘ba, but
even so, he was not sure whether his action was accepted or
not. So he asked God to kindly accept their deed. Sometimes
we do very minor good things and we become proud of
ourselves, thinking that they must certainly be accepted.
However, Abraham (a) was not sure about his action being
worthy and acceptable even though he was rebuilding the
House of God.

They then asked God for other things, such as showing
them their rituals, and after this they reached the point at
which they asked Him for a messenger to be raised from
their descendants, as explained in the following verses of

Qur’an:
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Our Lord, raise amongst them an apostle from
among them, who should recite to them Your signs,
and teach them the Book and wisdom, and purify

them. Indeed You are the Al-Mighty, the All-Wise.’
(2:129)
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God answered Abraham (a) and Ishmael’s (a) prayer and
actually raised such a prophet and messenger from that
nation. However, there is a change in the order of the three
tasks approved by God. In the prayer of Abraham (a) and
Ishmael (a), recitation comes first, teaching the Book and
wisdom come second, and purification comes third. On the
other hand, in all three places where God refers to the tasks
of Prophet Muhammad (s), He mentions recitation first,
purification second, and teaching the Book and wisdom
third. This means that purification precedes teaching the

Book and wisdom.

Thus, the process starts with introducing Qur’anic verses
and then continues with following the instructions of the
Qur’an and listening to the Prophet (s) as a teacher and role
model. Through this process, we are able to purify ourselves
and after this we will be able to be taught the Book, which is
a pure, sacred, hidden book about which the Qut’an says:
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This is indeed a noble Qur'an, in a guarded Book, no
one touches it except the pure ones. (56:77-79)

The noble Qur’an is in a hidden book and no one other than
those who are purified can touch it. If we want to reach the
depths of the Qur'an — or in other words, if we want to
reach the deeper layers of the meaning of the Qur’an and

experience the light of the Qur’an — we have to be purified.
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Furthermore, we have to first be purified if we want to be
taught wisdom, which is something so important that God

says:
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<....and he who is given wisdom, is certainly given an

abundant good. But none takes admonition except
those who possess intellect. (2:269)

Therefore, in contrast to the prayer of Abraham (a) and
Ishmael (a), in the three places in which God refers to the
task of the Prophet (s), He mentions purification before
teaching the Book and wisdom. This shows how extremely
important it is and explains once again why God says: One
who purifies it is certainly felicitous, and one who betrays it certainly
fails. (91:9-10)

In addition, even when He refers to the Prophet’s task of

collecting &hums, charity, and alms from people, God says:
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Take charity from their possessions to cleanse them
and purify them thereby (9:103)
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There are many other verses of the Quran about zazkiyah.’

Thus, we understand that the notion of purification of the
soul is very important in Islam and it relates to our
relationship with ourselves. The reason for such a great
emphasis on self-purification is the fact that God is the Most
Pure and the Most Perfect, and it is only by purification of
the soul that we can achieve our ambition of getting close to
Him.

Purification of the Soul in Contrast to Strengthening It

In Islamic thought we have the concept of purification of
the soul rather than strengthening the soul. We are not
supposed to make our soul powerful so that we can do
extraordinary things as some other spiritual schools may
teach. In Islam, it is important to have a pure soul which is
tranquil and obedient. Whether we are able to do
extraordinary acts or not is not important for us because
although God does grant such powers to people with whom
He is pleased, these are not at all important for someone
who is a servant of God. A servant of God is not someone
who purifies his soul so that he can read people’s minds or

do strange things or engage in fortune-telling. It is not

? Refer to a paper entitled The Significance of Self-Control and Self-Purification
by the author of this book, Dr. Shomali, which can be found online at
http://messageofthaqalayn.com/37-significance.pdf. In it, he explains
the concept of purity of the soul and the connection between giving alms

and purity of the soul.
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correct to do any good action with the intention of gaining
such powers. This type of action is not serving God but is
serving our own desires to be special, famous, and powerful.
For this reason it is not right. Our aim should be to purify
ourselves in order to be at the service of God who is the

Most Pure and Most Perfect being.

kofokokox

Summary

1. The second group of virtues consists of those concerning
our relationship with ourselves. The first of these is
purification of the soul, Zagkiyah al-nafs, which is an

expression taken from the Qur’an itself.

2. According to the Qur’an, the one who purifies his soul
becomes happy and prosperous, whilst on the other hand,
the one who fails to purify his soul and pollutes it will fail

and will lose everything.

3. The first and lowest level of the soul is al-nafs al-ammarah
(the commanding soul) which commands us to do bad

things.

4. Then, after resisting against the temptations of the soul,
we reach a level where our soul becomes al-nafs al-lawwamab,
the blaming soul, which blames us when we do something
wrong. This means that progress has been made because the

soul which was previously commanding us to do wrong
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things is now blaming us if we do them. After this, the soul
becomes al-nafs al-mutma’innah, the tranquil soul, which is a
soul that remembers God all the time, is connected to God,

and has become pure.

5. The Prophet (s) had many tasks but one of his major tasks

was to purify believers.

6. We have to be purified if we want to reach the depths of
the Qur’an, to experience the light of the Qut’an, and to be

taught wisdom.

7. In Islamic thought we have the concept of purification of
the soul, not strengthening the soul. We are not supposed to
try to make our soul powerful so that we can do
extraordinary things as some other spiritual schools may
encourage. In Islam it is important to have a pure soul which

is tranquil and obedient.
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Lesson Thirteen:

Truthfulness

Introduction

In our study of the virtues related to one’s relationship with
oneself, we previously talked about the necessity for self-
control and self-purification. Now we want to talk about
another virtue related to one’s relationship with oneself:
truthfulness. In this lesson we will first explain the concept
of truthfulness as a quality independent of one’s life in
society. Then, with reference to verses of the Qur’an and
some hadiths, we will explain the importance of truthfulness
in our social life and expand on its social implications.

Finally, we will reflect further on this concept.

Truthfulness as a Quality Independent of One’s Social

Context

Although it may appear that truthfulness is primarily related
to our relationship with other people or with God, it seems
that we can also argue that truthfulness is a quality which can
exist within us even if we live alone and are concerned only
with ourselves. Of course, no one can ever be completely

alone because God is always there, but we can reflect on our



relationship with ourselves independently from other people,

society, and social life.

For example, we might consider a particular person to be
knowledgeable. This is a quality of that person even when
they are isolated from others, although of course existentially
no one is really alone. However, if that person is considered
to be a person possessing this quality regardless of the
relationships which they may or may not have with other
people and with God, calling them knowledgeable still

makes sense.

Truthfulness is similar because we can even be truthful with
respect to ourselves. On the other hand, sometimes we are
not even honest with ourselves because we deceive
ourselves, tell ourselves lies, and are in a state of self-denial
with respect to our own faults. Thus, truthfulness is a quality
which can exist even when we are considering a person

individually, independent of their social context.

Now we will study some Qur’anic verses and hadiths on the
subject.
Truthfulness and Piety

In chapter 33, verse 70 of the Qur’an, God says:
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O you who believe, be aware of God and speak only
the truth. (33:70)

The two instructions which are given in this verse are to
have piety (fagwd)' and to tell the truth. Telling the truth
comes next to fagwa, which in itself is a very important
quality. There is no doubt that according to the Qur’an,
tagwa is something which brings all good things together and
is very essential to mankind’s progress and perfection. After
asking us to have zagwa, God tells us that we should tell the
truth. This indicates that there is a close connection between
tagwa and telling the truth. It also shows us that telling the
truth is so important that it is mentioned immediately after
asking for fagwa, which is a general concept. Therefore,
truthfulness is not something marginal and unimportant, but
rather it is fundamentally and extremely important to tell the

truth.

Necessity of Being with Truthful People
In verse 119 of chapter 9 God says:
cdalall 15,87 &8t ol T

O you who have faith! Be wary of God, and be with
the Truthful, (9:119)

1. . . .
Listed in some translations as “to be God-fearing” or “to be aware or
conscious of God.”
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As mentioned earlier, it is very important to have zagwa. This
is a necessity and is repeated in both verses. However, in the
previous verse (33:70) we also had the notion of telling the
truth since the verse told us to speak only the truth. In order
to avoid the misconception that perhaps truthfulness only
means telling the truth, in this verse God makes it clear that
telling the truth, for example verbally, is not the end of the
story. To tell the truth is the first step to becoming truthful.

After this we need to become a member of the community
of the truthful.

What does it mean to need to be with truthful people?
Firstly, it means that it is not enough simply to tell the truth;
rather, we have to “become truthful,”” which is much motre
than merely telling the truth. Secondly, it shows that this is
something which should be achieved by being an active
member of the community of the faithful, by uniting with
those who are truthful. This is not something which we can
do individually whilst at the same time disregarding our
social responsibilities — although, as we explained previously,
the concept of truthfulness makes sense even if we are
alone. In Islamic thought, truthfulness comprises two things:
to try to be truthful and to unite with those who are truthful.
Therefore, to be a completely truthful person we cannot

exist in a vacuum; we have to join with other people.
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Who are the Truthful?

In the first instance, those who are truthful are the prophets
because they have been chosen by God due to being
truthful. After this come those who are appointed by God as
leaders, such as Imams and very holy and pious people. We
have to seek out such people and join them. This has to be a
collective initiative because although the virtue itself is
something which everyone should achieve personally, in
addition to this, we also have a responsibility to identify
those who have already established it in themselves. By
following them, being with them, and trying to resemble
them, we can ensure that we make progress in getting closer

to God. This is of utmost importance.

We should realise that we have leaders who have established
this truthfulness in themselves and so we should follow
them. We have friends, allies, and associates who advise us
concerning the truth and we in turn should advise them
about truth. Therefore, we ought to seek out good leaders

and true believers with whom to associate.

Social Implications of Being Truthful

Although in many places in the Qut’an the emphasis is
placed on zman (faith) and a/-‘amal al-salih (righteous deed),
the Qur’an itself clearly states that these two then have
immense social implications. We also have social

relationships and responsibilities to observe.
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In Chapter A/-‘Asr, God says:
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By Time! Indeed man is in loss (103:1-2)

Moment by moment, our life and time in this world, which
is our most important and precious asset, is continuously
slipping away. Having this life enables us to achieve guidance
and work for happiness in the hereafter. Life in this world is
the foundation for achieving everlasting felicity; it is our
main asset. With the passage of time, we lose our physical
powers and sometimes even our mental powers, so we have
to understand that we are living in a state of loss. This is like
a shopkeeper whose capital is the stock in their shop. They
have to pay rent, taxes, and bills for electricity, gas,
telephone, and so on. Employees also have to be paid.
Therefore, they will not gain anything unless they gain more
profits. If all they can manage to do is use up their capital,
they will only incur losses and sooner or later they will

become bankrupt.

Accordingly, in the Qur’an God says:
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...exccept those who have faith and do righteous deeds
(103:2)
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a) Associate with Others in Society.

Having faith and doing righteous deed are extremely good,
but they are not enough. Unfortunately, sometimes we have
a very limited understanding of faith (#zan) and righteous
deed (al-‘amal al-salih). We restrict them to the personal,
individual realm when this is actually not enough. Iman and
righteous deeds have to be extended to one’s social life. At
the same time, of course a person can be a #u min, a faithful

believer, and perform righteous deeds while he is alone.

Imagine a person who is living alone on an island, in a
desert, or in a cave. It is certainly possible for him to be a
mu'min and perform righteous deeds even if there is no one
else present; at least they can do this between themselves
and God, or between themselves and their environment.
There is not necessarily a need for a society because a person
can still be muttagi, pious, while alone. However, we are not
living in these kinds of conditions. Even if someone has the
choice to do so, should they go and live alone, completely
forgetting society, community, and family? It is possible to
imagine individual circumstances due to which a person may
choose or be forced to live alone; however, firstly, this
cannot be generalized, and secondly, it is not advisable. The
vast majority of human beings live in a social context.
Therefore, to be mu'min and muttagi, we have to fulfill our
social responsibilities. For this reason, one of the main

things which we must do is to identify people who are good
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and associate with them in order to receive inspiration,

energy, and luminosity from them.

b) Advise each other to follow the truth.

God says in the Qur’an:
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And [they] enjoin one another to [follow] the truth

and enjoin one another to patience. (103:3)

It is so important to be truthful that God says that one of
the requirements of being safe from loss is that we should
advise one another to follow the truth. The word fawasaw
means “mutual advising.”® Therefore, believers are those
who help and advise each other; they enjoin and encourage
one another to observe good, and they forbid and

discourage each other from doing anything bad and evil.

c) Advise each other to be patient.

Furthermore, the second part of the verse is also very
important: “And [they] enjoin one another to patience.”” (103:3) We
cannot achieve anything important without patience.
Important things are costly; they demand a high price to be
paid for them. We need to be patient and have control over

our emotions in order to avoid becoming angry. We should

Tawdsaw is in the form of #afi‘ul. In Arabic, the main meaning of the
form fafi‘ul is mutual cooperation in something. Therefore, fawdsaw

which is from the root wasZ (to advise), means mutual advising,.
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be constantly patient and persistent; we should not give up,
even if sometimes we face many challenges. Sometimes it
may take years to finally witness the results and fruits of our

actions.

God says that those people who have faith, do righteous
deeds, and advise each other concerning truth and patience
will be saved from loss. Thus, it can be seen that there is a
social relationship which plays an important role in being
saved from loss. This is very similar to the verses in Chapter
Al-Tawbal: Be wary of God, and be with the Truthful. (9:119)

d) Advise each other to be merciful.

There is a verse in Chapter .A/-Balad which says that the
believers are those who advise one another and ask each

other to observe patience and mercifulness.
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< ...while being one of those who have faith and who
enjoin one another to patience and enjoin one another
to compassion. (90:17)

This is very interesting. In Chapter AL Asr, tawasaw is
mentioned with respect to truth and patience. Here we have
tawasary mentioned with respect to patience and being
merciful. It is very important that we should ask each other
to be compassionate and merciful. This demonstrates the

value of being merciful in Islamic thought.
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There are many more Qur’anic verses about truthfulness.
Now I would like to refer to a hadith about being truthful.

One of the companions of the Prophet (s) was Ma‘adh b.
Jabal. When the Prophet (s) appointed him as the governor
of Yemen, he told him:

o -
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I command you to fear God, tell the truth,

deliver trusts, be lenient, and keep your

promises!3

As a governor, these values are enormously important and
must be observed. Of course, these are virtues which every
person should observe but are of even more importance for

those who have positions of responsibility and influence.

Reflection on the Concept of Truthfulness

We have to begin with telling the truth, but this is only the
first step. In addition to telling the truth, we should believe
in the truth, accept the truth, and commit ourselves to the

truth.

A person who tells the truth but does not actually believe in

it is not a truthful person, like, for example, the hypocrites

 Irshad al-Quiiib ila al-Swab ,vol. 1, p. 73
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(munafigin) at the time of the Prophet (s) who did not believe
at all.

In Chapter A/-Mundfigin, God says:
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When the hypocrites come to you they say, We bear
witness that you are indeed the Messenger of God.’

God knows that you are indeed His Messenger and

God bears witness that the hypocrites are indeed liars.
(63:1)

The hypocrites said that Prophet Muhammad (s) was Rasz/
Allah, the Messenger of God. This was both a lie and not a
lie. It was not a lie because what they said was indeed true:
the Prophet (s) was in reality the Messenger of God. On the
other hand, it was a lie because they said that they bore
witness that the Prophet (s) was the Messenger of God but
they did not actually believe it.

Furthermore, sometimes we say the truth and believe in it
but we do not act upon it. If we tell people not to cheat or
backbite, or not to be greedy or jealous, we are telling the
truth; however, if we do not put these things into practice
ourselves, then again we are not truthful. This is like a

doctor who says that smoking is harmful and believes this
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but still smokes. Such a doctor is not observing the

requirement of the knowledge that he has.

Therefore, our scholars say that sometimes we have
truthfulness of speech and sometimes we have truthfulness
of the heart. Sometimes we merely say a word, a sentence, or
a statement which is true or false, but sometimes we say
what we actually believe or do not believe. Thus we have to
tell the truth, believe in the truth, and observe and
implement the truth. We must at the very least have the
intention of following the truth even if we are not actually

able to do so.

Those who observe the truth in every aspect are called
siddig,* the most truthful. We find this concept of siddig in
the Qur’an.

For example, God says:
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And mention in the Book Abraham. Indeed he was
a truthful one, a prophet. (19:41)

In addition, God says about Lady Mary:
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And his (Jesus’s) mother was a truthful one. (5:75)

* This is singular. Its plural form is siddigin.
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Furthermore, when God talks about four groups of people
upon whom He has bestowed His blessing, who are on the

right path, and whom we should follow, God says:
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Whoever obeys God and the Apostle they are with
those whom God has blessed, including the prophets

and the truthful, the martyrs and the righteous, and
excellent companions are they! (4:69)

Those who obey God and obey the Prophet (s) are with the
people upon whom God has bestowed His mercy. These are

those people to whom we refer to in Chapter A/~-Hamd:
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Guide us on the straight path, the path of those whom

You have blessed, such as have not incurred Your

wrath nor are astray. (1:6-7)

These people are the prophets (a), the witnesses, the most
truthful people, and the righteous people. Of course, all
these qualities can exist in one person. Prophet Muhammad
(s), for example, was a prophet, a witness, the most truthful,

and righteous. However, other people may only have some
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of these qualities. These four qualities are the most
outstanding qualities. Whoever has even one of them is on
the Right Path, but naturally there are different levels which
can be achieved. However, the one who can be considered
siddiq 1s the person who is completely in compliance with the

truth, in every way.

kofokokox

Summary

1. Truthfulness is mostly about our relationship with other
people or with God; however, it seems that we can argue
that truthfulness is a quality that can exist even if someone
lives alone and is concerned only with themselves. This is

because one can be truthful even with respect to oneself.

2. According to the Qur’an, fagwa (piety) is what brings all
good things together and is very essential to mankind’s
progress and perfection. Therefore, after asking for fagwa,

God says that we should tell the truth.

3. To tell the truth is the first step to being truthful, but after
this we have to become a member of the community of the
truthful. This means that it is not enough to simply tell the

truth; one has to become entirely truthful.

4. In the first instance, those who are truthful are the
prophets who have been chosen by God due to being
truthful. Then there are those who are appointed by God as
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leaders, such as Imams and holy people, whom we should

seek out and join.

5. It is so important to be truthful that God says that to be

safe from loss, we should advise each other to truthfulness

6. In Chapter A/-Asr, we find the word zawdsaw (advising

one another) mentioned with respect to truth and patience.

In Chapter A/-Balad, we find tawdsaw mentioned with respect

to patience and being merciful.

7. If one tells the truth but does not believe in it, one is not
truthful. Furthermore, if one believes in the truth but still

does not put it into practice, one is not truthful.

8. Sometimes we have truthfulness of speech and sometimes
truthfulness of the heart. Sometimes we say a word,
sentence, or a statement which is true or false and

sometimes we say what we actually believe or do not believe.

9. The person who is considered to be siddig is the one who

is completely in compliance with the truth in every way.
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Lesson Fourteen:

Humility

Introduction

Another quality with which we need to equip ourselves is
humility. In this lesson, we will explain this concept and its
opposite (arrogance) according to the Qur’an and Islamic
teachings. Then we will refer to humility as a characteristic
of believers. Finally, we will mention some examples of
humility in the life of the Prophet (s) and the Ahl al-Bayt (a).

Our Absolute Dependence on God

To be humble means to strengthen our understanding of our
profound need for God and to achieve a sense of complete
reliance on Him. In other words, in order to understand
what our attitude should be with regard to this trait, we

should become aware of our position in this world.

We are absolutely dependent on God. In the Quran, God

says:
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O mankind! You are the ones who stand in need of
God, and God, He is the All- Sufficient, the All-
Laudable. (35:15)

We are all creatures of God and all the things we appear to
possess are in reality God’s possessions; He has given them
to us out of His mercy. We are in need of God to give us
energy, life, and indeed anything and everything else —
whether small or great — which we need to continue with our

lives.

Imam Husayn (a) prays to God thus:
S 7l st 1 il e L sl i Gl
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By which thing can I now meet You, O my
Master? Can I come with my ears, my sight,
my tongue, my hands, my feet? Is it not the

case that all of these are your blessings which

you have given me?'

Elsewhere Imam Husayn (a) says:
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U Bibar al-Amwar, vol. 95, p. 222.
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O My Lord! I am poor in my richness so

how can I not be poor in my poverty? *

Whatever we have is a sign of our need, a sign of our
dependence. What about that which we do not have? For
creatures like us, to claim to be significant and expect
everyone to respect us and to be at our service is sheer

arrogance.

Lack of Humility

Humility is the opposite of arrogance. A person who
possesses this trait believes themselves to be in an elevated
position when in reality they are not. Arrogance is one of the
most vicious traits that a person can possess. On the other
hand, humility occupies such an important role in a person’s
success that a lack of it is said to be the reason for one of the
greatest failures in history. When God talks about the story
of creation and the way in which Satan failed to pass his test,

God says:
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....he refused and acted arrogantly and he was one of
the faithless. (2:34)

The reason Satan refused to prostrate in front of Adam (a)

when God asked him to do so was that he was arrogant.

2Tbid., p. 225.
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In another place in the Qur’an, God addresses Satan thus:

Al e S T
Are you arrogant, or are you [one] of the exalted
ones? (38:75)

Hence, in Islamic traditions there is a beautiful teaching
which says that we should never think that we are better
than any other person. Even if we see people committing
very bad actions, we should not think that we are better than
them since there may be some good qualities in them which
we do not know about and, more importantly, because
people may have a good trait in their heart which would help
them repent. On the other hand, there may be a trait in our
heart which would sooner or later manifest itself and ruin all
the good deeds that we have done. The reason Satan refused
to prostrate in front of Adam (a) lies with a hidden trait
which he had possessed throughout his life right up until
that point; it was a fault in him that led to his disobedience

despite his very long history of worshipping God.

In the verse mentioned above, God stated that Satan
suffered from a false belief about himself; he regarded
himself as very important and special, and so he had become
arrogant as well as ungrateful. When the time came to be
tested, he failed the test and disobeyed God because of that
very trait which he had not removed from himself. This

happened even though he was someone who had been
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worshipping God for 6,000 years. In Naky al-Balighah, Imam
Ali (a) says that it is not known [to normal people] whether
these years were of the years of this world or the years of the
hereafter.’ According to the Qur’an, every year of the

hereafter is equal to one thousand years in this world.*

If one year in the hereafter is equivalent to 1,000 years in our
timescale, then 6,000 years in the hereafter would amount to
a remarkable number of years during which Satan had
worshipped God. However, despite this vast amount of time
spent in worship, he did not achieve servitude and this

caused him to fail.

This teaches us that even if we were to have worshipped
God for 6,000 years, it would still be possible for us to make
a mistake and fail, thereby ruining everything we had
previously done. Therefore, we should never think that we
are better than others just because we have been

worshipping for a mere 30 or 40 years.

} Naly al-Balaghab (Subhi Salib), p. 287. The original text is as follows:
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*This has been mentioned, for example, in verse 47 of chapter 22:
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Indeed a day with your Lord is like a thousand years of your
reckoning. (22:47)
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Humility is a Characteristic of a Servant of God

Servants of God do not feel superior towards other people.
They do not reply in a wrong manner even if people behave
badly towards them. Furthermore, they do not find it hard to
respond in a merciful way with good and pleasant words.
Firstly, they do this because it is good for them and it is what
their sense of honour requires. A person who has honour,
dignity and nobility never uses indecent and bad words or
expressions. Secondly, it is also better with respect to the
other person. If someone thinks that they are right and that
the other person has made a mistake, they should speak
politely with them because then there is a chance that the
other person may realise that they made a mistake. They may
reflect on what has happened and sooner or later come and
ask to be forgiven. However, if we respond to a person who
has verbally insulted us in a similar or worse manner, the
chances of that person realising their mistake and changing

are greatly reduced.

There is a verse in the Qur’an regarding the behaviour of

believers which says:

b 1315 T W1 o 5 o B
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The servants of the All-Beneficent are those who walk

humbly on the earth and when the ignorant address
them, say," Peace!" (25:63)
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It is important to note that the verb “walk” in the above
verse is used as an example of all actions carried out during
the day. The reason that this particular verb is used may be
because those who are arrogant even display their arrogance

in the way in which they walk and appear in public.

Thus, a true servant does everything with humility. Even
when someone challenges them and says bad things to them,
they do not get angry but instead remain tranquil and
patient, and they offer “salam” which means “May God’s

peace be with you.”
On the other hand, verse 18 of chapter 31 says:
v&|2;L;¢;§|£&¢v3¢Gq3£%v;

Do not turn your cheek disdainfully from the people,
and do not walk exultantly on the earth. Indeed
Allah does not like any swaggering braggart. (31:18)

So God does not love those who feel superior to others and

are proud of themselves.

Therefore, humility is one of the very important and
fundamental qualities which we need to achieve, and we
should be very careful not to allow any trace of arrogance to

remain in ourselves.
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In the Qur'an God says:
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(As for) that future abode, We assign it to those who

have no desire to exalt themselves in the earth nor to
matke mischief. And the good end is for those who
guard (against evil). (28:83)

If any real superiority exists in a particular person, it is not
due to their worldly position, reputation, money, followers,
or friends; rather, it comes from being more humble and

closer to God.

The important point to notice here is that the result of
humility for the sake of God is that when someone feels that
they are the neediest person in the sight of God, it is then
that God makes them the richest of people.

There is a beautiful hadith which says:

2%, Lol L8 g

Indeed, the one who tries to be humble for
the sake of God, God will elevate him.’

® al-Kafi, vol. 2, p.122
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This hadith teaches us that in order to be elevated by God,
we have to be humble. Therefore, a person who has been
elevated must have been humble, otherwise they would not
have been raised up by God. Of course, people may also
elevate us by giving us power or money, or by making us a
president or a minister, but this does not mean that we have
been raised up by God. Without humility, it is impossible to
be elevated by God to the higher levels of perfection and

closeness to Him.

Humility of the Prophet (s) and the Ahl al-Bayt (a)

One of the most important qualities of Prophet Muhammad
(s) was his humility and it was through this that he managed
to reach the level of being a true servant of God, a position
that is superior to being a messenger of God as seen in the

phrase:

J ,/u,iﬁ,J‘T /‘i
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I bear witness that Muhammad is a servant of

God and His messenger.

The Prophet (s) was the most humble person and this led
him to be chosen by God as his prophet. However, he never
claimed any form of superiority for himself. He was even
very careful not to appear different from other people and
he did not have any special kind of arrangements for his

daily living. Many people in Madinah lived in a better
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situation materially than did the Prophet (s). He did not have
a palace or an expensive office, and he would either meet
people in his house or in the masjid. He used to sit as part of
a circle of people in a gathering and on many occasions
those who had come from other cities to Madinah to meet
him for the first time were not able to identify him in the
masjid without asking other people. They may have expected
to find someone who wore special clothes and who sat in a
special place surrounded by security guards, but the Prophet
(s) would always sit alongside other people and he did not
wear distinctive clothing. He was always available to people
and he spent most of his time listening to them, so much so

that in the Qur'an God says:
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Among them are those who torment the Prophet, and
say, He is an ear.’ Say, ‘An ear that is good for you.
He has faith in God and trusts the faithful, and is a
merey for those of you who have faith.” As for those

who torment the Apostle of God, there is a painful
punishment for them. (9:61)

Prophet Muhammad (s) listened to people and spoke to
them. He played with children and was ready to help anyone.
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He never believed or said that he was special, and even after
all the victories he achieved for the Muslim nation, he
attributed all that success to God alone; he did not claim
anything to be from himself. Of course, we know that the
Prophet (s) is very special. He is the most beloved person in
the sight of God and the closest person to Him. The quality
of the knowledge, piety, patience, generosity, and mercy
which he possessed were all unique. But as far as he was
concerned, there was nothing special about him. He
sincerely believed that he was the poorest of the poor and in

the greatest need of God’s help, support, and guidance.

There are numerous instances of such humble and patient
behaviour in the life of the Prophet (s) and the Ahl al-Bayt
(a). For example, on one occasion, someone, who had been
psychologically poisoned by the influence of the deceitful
propagation carried out by the Umayyad dynasty, went to
Imam al-Hasan (a), accused him, and treated him with
utmost disrespect. But the Imam (a) treated that person with
such kind manners and courtesy that later he realised that he
had made a big mistake. He saw for himself that contrary to
what he had believed, the Imam’s manner was not that of a
stranger with no faith. He realised that such a person was
truly a member of the household of the Prophet (s) and a

man of noble character. Therefore, he went to the Imam (a)
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and asked for forgiveness saying, “Allah knows best where

to place His apostleship!”® This is the result of humility.

Summary

1. To be humble means to strengthen our understanding of
our profound and absolute need for God and to achieve a

sense of complete reliance on Him.

2. Humility is the opposite of arrogance, which is the
characteristic that caused Satan to be sent out of heaven
after thousands of years of worship. As explained in the
Qur’an, Satan refused to prostrate before Adam (a) because

of his arrogance.

3. In Islamic teachings, we are strongly prohibited from

thinking that we are better than other people.

¢ Managib Al Abi Talib (a), vol. 4, p. 19. The original text is as follows:
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4. Humility has been mentioned in the Quran as a

characteristic of believers.

5. One of the most important qualities of Prophet
Muhammad (s) was his humility and it was through this
quality that he managed to reach the level of being a true
servant of God — a position that is superior to being a

messenger of God.

6. Studying the Qur’an and Islamic traditions leaves us with
no doubt that we should try our best to gain humility and
banish from our mind any thought that makes us feel
superior to others. Hence, a person who has managed to
control and subdue their arrogance will have a stronger
sense of servitude towards God and will thus reach the

highest status before Him.
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Lesson Fifteen:

Moderation

Introduction

Another quality which relates to one’s relationship with
oneself is moderation. Of course, this is a quality which also
greatly affects one’s relationships with other people and even
with God, but initially it starts from within oneself. We
know that God has created this world in a very balanced and
measured way. In this lesson, we will study Islamic sources
which mention moderation as an important virtue and also
the Aristotelian approach to ethics which considers

moderation to be the main criterion in ethics.

Balance in Creation and Legislation

In the Qur’an, there are verses which refer to creation being

balanced and measured. For example God says:

- &4 8
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Indeed We have created everything in a measure.
(54:49)



Everything in this world has been created in a measure
carefully decided by God. Nothing happens by chance,

without planning or measuring.

God also says in the Qur’an:
snl 5 ol o Tl 1 60l 52 5 G5 2l
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And the heaven, He raised it high and He made the
balance. That you may not be inordinate in respect of

the measure. And keep up the balance with equity
and do not marke the measure deficient. (55:7-9)

These verses clearly explain that everything has been created
according to a very well-defined measure which God has
designed. It is a very important point to note that not only
has God observed this balance in His creation and
generation of the world, but He has also asked us to keep a
balance through the legislation and instructions which He

has given us.

In our physical life, problems start when we do not observe
balance either by not eating enough or eating too much, not
sleeping enough or sleeping too much, or by not socializing
with people or socializing too much. Everything that can be
imagined has a certain balance, and if we go to extremes in

either direction, it will create problems.
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We also have to strike a balance in our life. If we do certain
things too much or too little, it will create problems.
Therefore, in addition to this general rule about creation and
legislation, in the Qur’an God says that one has to achieve

balance in two particular cases.

One instance is with regard to balance in giving charity. In
verse number 67 of chapter 25, God says:
U T8 o 0875 1y 15 1580 o 11 ) sl
.. [the servants of God are] those who, when spending,
are neither wasteful nor tightfisted, and moderation
lies between these [extremes]. (25:67)

The servants of God never go to extremes. They are neither
extravagant nor miserly. They do not give too much so that
they become poor and bankrupt — or for example, spend too
much on one project, forgetting that there are other areas
which also need help. We have to discover and establish
priorities and then treat each priority in a very wise and
rational way. What is imperative is to find a balance.
Achieving this balance between two extremes is of crucial
importance, even for things like giving money to charity
which, although essential in Islam, still needs to be carried

out in a balanced way.
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Another case where balance is needed, which is mentioned
in particular in the Qur’an, concerns our tone of voice while

speaking.
In chapter 17, verse 110, God says:

St Y o 1 g 28U Y S 5 Y

Neither speak your prayer alond nor speak it in a low
tone! But seek a middle conrse between. (17:110)

We should not speak too loud even when we want to speak
to God in prayer. Unfortunately, sometimes we are not
careful and when we say our prayers or recite Qur’an, we do
it in a very loud voice. This may then annoy other people
who may be trying to study or concentrate on something.
We should not shout, even when we are alone, because we
are speaking to God. When speaking to God, there is no

need to speak either too loud or in a very low tone.'

These were just some specific examples where God has
asked us to observe balance. In general, we should try to

find balance in everything.

1 . .
Of course, there are some legal requirements regarding the volume of
one’s voice when reciting daily prayers. The details can be learned from

books of figh.
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Aristotelian Approach to Ethics

In the Aristotelian approach to ethics, which is welcomed by
many Muslim ethicists, it has been argued that striking a
balance is the most important requirement for a virtue and
that a virtue is a virtue only when it is the middle position
between two extremes. They speak about different faculties
of the human soul — that each faculty has its own virtues and
vices. The virtues are only to be found when we strike a
balance and the vices are found when we miss the balance

and go to extremes.

For example, they say that we have a faculty responsible for
reasoning and rationality (al-quwwabh al-natiqah or al-‘aqliyab).
There are people who almost never use their reasoning.
They hardly ever argue or ask for explanations. When they
hear something, almost always they either automatically
accept it or they automatically reject it. For such people,
accepting something as truth is merely a matter of liking or
not liking it, and not a matter of reasoning and argument.
On the other hand, there are people who are too critical and
never believe anything no matter how good one’s argument
might be. They just want to question and argue for the sake
of arguing. This is also not good. These people always
remain in a state of doubt, suspicion, and skepticism.
Therefore, what we need to do is to strike a balance between
these two extreme positions and this is then called wisdom

(hikmah). 'This wisdom appears when our faculty of
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reasoning is functioning propetly, in a very balanced and

measured way.

Another faculty is the faculty of anger (alquwwah al-
ghadabiyah). This is the faculty responsible for our actions in
the sense that it gives us courage and power, and urges and
motivates us to do things. If we do not have such a faculty
or if it does not function properly, then when danger and
threats are present, or when we are attacked or put at risk,
we do not do anything and our life is put in danger. Thus,
this faculty is very important in motivating us to work to
solve challenges and to protect ourselves from threats, risks,
and enemies. However, if it becomes too active, another
problem arises: we easily get angry with everyone. We want
to attack everyone and we think everyone is actually or
potentially an enemy, and we treat them accordingly. These
are the kind of people who never show any kindness and are
always fighting, angry, and aggressive. This is also not
acceptable. When we find a balance, it is called bravery (a/-
shaja‘ab).

Another faculty which we possess is the faculty responsible
for our appetites (al-quwwah al-shabawiyah). We need to eat
and drink in order to survive. If there was no appetite for
eating and drinking, most people would not eat or drink. We
rarely find people who eat and drink because they rationally
know that they need to eat or drink; usually people eat and

drink only when they feel hungry or thirsty. Of course, it is
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good to refrain from eating or drinking when we are not
feeling hungry or thirsty, but this is the way God has
planned for our need for eating and drinking to manifest
itself normally. If there was no appetite for eating and
drinking, we would only eat food because our rational
understanding would say that we should, and this would

present many difficulties.

For example, imagine that a person wakes up in the morning
and has to hurry to their office. They do not feel very hungry
just as many people do not have an appetite for eating in the
morning, and therefore they do not eat breakfast even
though their body is in need. Furthermore, during the day
they are also busy with work and because they do not feel
hungry they may forget to eat and in this way harm their
body. In order to warn us, God has given us appetites and
many people only eat and drink due to these appetites,
although a rational person would eat even without having an

appetite if they knew that their body was in need.

However, on the other hand, there are people who may not
have any desires at all. This is something which creates
problems because, for example, in the case of a lack of
sexual desire, such people would never get married, form a
family, or have children. Should this become common and
widespread, the continuation of human generations, and the
beauties of families and family life, would cease to exist.

There are so many challenges for someone who does not
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have this appetite at all. On the other hand, if the same
natural and necessary desire becomes too active, this creates
other difficulties. Such a person would never be able to
satisfy their desires and would seek more and more sexual
gratification, which would create many additional problems.

Therefore, finding the correct balance is crucial.

Thus, according to the Aristotelian approach to ethics, every
faculty has its own middle position and balance, and when
one strikes this balance, one has achieved the corresponding
virtue. If someone achieves balance with respect to their
faculty of reasoning, faculty of anger, and faculty of appetite,
then they have achieved wisdom, bravery, and modesty
(‘4ffab). Furthermore, this person would have gained justice
(‘adalah), which would mean that all of their faculties are

functioning properly, in a balanced way.

As mentioned before, the Aristotelian view is welcomed by
many Muslim scholars of ethics and we can find some
evidence in support of it in the Qur’an and in the narrations
of our religious leaders. The following hadith quoted from

Imam al-Kazim (a) is one such instance:
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The best of affairs is what lies in the middle.’

2 al-Kdfi, vol. 6, p. 541
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In addition, in the Sermon of the Pious, Imam Ali (a) says that
one of the characteristics of the pious is that they are able to

. . . 3
strike a balance in their conduct and mannet.

Of course, here there are some technical discussions in
ethics which we cannot go into. However, whether we agree
with the Aristotelian approach or not, and whether or not
we can say that in Islam in all circumstances the middle path
is promoted, in most cases, finding the middle position is a

good criterion to be used.

In other words, we should never have #frat or tafrit, meaning
we should never go to extremes. Of course, there may be
some qualities or actions regarding which it is not
problematic to acquire the maximum amount of them as we
are able, and doing so would even be recommended. For
example, regarding remembrance of God, we previously said
that there is a hadith which says everything has a limit apart
from remembrance of God. So in this case it would make no
sense to say that one has remembered God too much. Of
course, it is reasonable to say this if, for example,
remembrance of God is done in such a way that it leads to
extremism, this is not good. For example, it is wrong if a

person mistakenly thinks that remembering God means that

: Naly al-Balaghah (Subbi Salib), sermon 193, p. 303. The original text is as
follows:

iVl
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in every meeting they attend they should only talk about
God.

However, a believer can indeed remember God all the time
and still manage their life in a proper way, just as God says

in the Qur’an:
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There are people for whom neither business nor
merchandise makes them forget God. (24:37)

This does not mean that they avoid doing business or fail to
progress in earning money. The point is that they carry out
all the necessary activities of life and at the same time they

remember God.

These were all examples to show that maintaining a balance
is very important in every aspect of life. As individuals, and
also as a community of the faithful, we should always try to

establish this value in our life.

kekoksksk

Summary

1. Some verses of the Qur’an explain that everything has

been created according to a clearly defined measure designed
by God.
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2. Not only has God observed this balance in His creation of
the world, but He also has asked us to keep a balance
through the legislation and the instructions which He has

offered us.
3. We are also asked to strike a balance in our spiritual life.

4. In the Aristotelian approach to ethics, which is welcomed
by many Muslim ethicists, it has been argued that to strike a
balance is the most important requirement for a virtue, and
that a virtue is a virtue only when it is the middle position

between two extremes.

5. If someone achieves balance with respect to their faculty
of reasoning, faculty of anger, and faculty of appetite, then
they have achieved wisdom, bravery, and modesty.

Furthermore, this means that they have achieved justice.

6. There may be some qualities or actions regarding which it
is not problematic to acquire the maximum amount of them
as we are able. For example, it is recommended in the

Qur’an and hadith to remember God as much as possible.
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Lesson Sixteen:

Patience

Introduction

In the course of the previous lessons, different personal
virtues related to one’s relationship with one’s self have been
studied. The present lesson will be dedicated to the subject
of patience. We will study verses of the Qur’an and also
hadiths which talk about patience. We will also explain the
concept of patience and discuss the three types of patience.
Finally, we will talk about the position and reward of a

patient person.

Importance of Patience in the Qur’an and Hadith

To prove the importance of patience, it is sufficient to go
through the verses of the Qur’an and the hadiths which talk
about the significance of patience. We can begin with the
following two verses of the Qur’an. In verse 153 of the

second chapter of the Qur’an, we read:
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O you who have faith! Take recourse in patience and
prayer; indeed God is with the patient. (2:153)

One should seek God’s assistance through prayer, which is
very important and is the best form of remembrance of
God, and through patience. Although in some hadiths the
patience mentioned here has been interpreted as fasting, this
could be due to its role as the best example of patience and
does not mean that patience is necessarily limited to fasting.
It is through fasting that we can exercise and strengthen our
patience. Thus, God says that we should seek assistance

from patience and prayer.

The second verse which talks about patience is verse 200 of

chapter 3 which says:
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O You who believe! Be patient and excel in patience

and remain steadfast and be careful of your duty to
God that you may be successful. (3:200)

In this verse, we have the verb isbird, which means to have
patience in one’s personal life, and sabiri, which means to
have patience in one’s social life and as a community of
patient people. It is not enough to be patient merely as

individuals because we also need to have patience as a
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quality in our community and in our interpersonal

relationships.

Concept of Patience

We should first discover what patience really means.
Unfortunately, sometimes there is a misunderstanding and
people think that having patience means to simply allow
things to happen and not do anything — that a person should
remain indifferent and tolerate the situation until matters are
resolved. However, this is not the true meaning of patience.
Patience means to carry out our responsibilities and to try to
do our best to improve our situation or improve the
condition of our own particular society, of human society in
general, or of the whole world, including non-humans.
Naturally, we will face challenges and problems in the
process of doing our best to bring improvements; there is no
great task which does not have problems attached to it. We
cannot expect to do something great without going through
difficulties and facing many challenges and problems.
Patience means to not give up; to remain persistent and and
focused on pursuing our ideals and goals without admitting
defeat, getting angry, or, for example, getting overly excited
and then doing the wrong things.

Thus, patience is a form of resistance against problems and
it involves persistence and commitment. Each and every
person who has a sacred goal remains patient. As students, if

we were not patient we would not study, focus on learning,
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or give up part of our rest and leisure for the sake of
learning. We would not pursue a path which involves
regularly attending classes, studying, taking notes, having
discussions with friends, asking questions of our teachers,
preparing for exams, reflecting on a subject, trying to be
creative, and trying to write something — all of which need
some kind of deep commitment and sacrifice. If we are not
prepared and determined to do this, then either we will not

learn anything or we will learn very little.

It is the same case with everything important because
everything important requires sacrifice and persistence.
Thus, a person who is patient is able to continue their

struggle for improvement.

Types of Patience

In the hadiths we find that sabris of three types:'

I. Patience with respect to acts of obedience (al-sabr ‘ala al-
ta‘ah).

We have many obligations and duties, and we require
patience in order to perform them. For example, praying five
times a day in all circumstances, whether at home or outside,

travelling or not, healthy or ill, is something that needs

! al-Kafs, vol. 2, p. 91. The original text is as follows:
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patience, especially for those who have not yet been able to
taste the sweetness and beauty of prayer. For such people,
prayer is a kind of burden and zz£/f (obligation), and as we
know, “There is no situation in which the obligation of
prayer is removed.”” Even a person who is about to draw
their last breath should make their prayer, although in that
situation, prayer may be reduced to uttering a single phrase;
so the obligation is never fully removed.’

Fasting also means that one must restrain oneself from
eating and drinking for a long period of time, which in some
countries may amount to more than two thirds of the day,
requiring greater patience. The same is true for giving alms —
gakat and kbums — which are all instances of having patience

with respect to an act of obedience.

II. Patience with respect to acts of disobedience (al-sabr ‘an
al-ma‘siyah).

Another type of patience requires resisting the temptation to
commit sinful actions. For example, a person who is

suffering from hunger and has no money to buy food may

2 Mustamsak al-Urwah al-Wuthga, vol. 5, p. 447. The original text is as
follows:
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> of course, in certain circumstances ladies are not required to perform
daily obligatory prayers, but this is a special case. Except in that specific
situation, in all circumstances men and women who meet all the
requirements for being considered as mature and having understanding,
must say their prayers and this needs patience.
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be tempted to steal. Patience is then needed to refrain from
such an action. The same is true with controlling what we
say in times of anger, something which can prove to be
difficult. All too often, people regret having said something
or having made a decision at times of anger — all of which

could have been prevented if patience had been preserved.

ITI. Patience with respect to suffering (al-sabr ‘ala al-

musibah).

In addition to being patient with respect to acts of
obedience, in the sense of overcoming that which prevents
us from performing them, and also with respect to acts of
disobedience, in the sense of being strong enough to refrain
from them, we also need to be patient with respect to the
calamities, problems, and sufferings which we must endure.
During our lifetime, it frequently happens that either we
ourselves become ill or we see a loved one go through an
illness that is very painful and terminal. Some people
experience severe poverty, which affects all aspects of their
life. Sometimes people are not treated propetrly by others. In
any case, there are many situations which can lead to
suffering, be it a lack of security or employment, emotional
breakdown, or many other types of problems which can
happen in our life as a result of which we may suffer. This is
why a believer has to be patient and is required to be very

Stt‘Oﬂg.

There is a beautiful hadith which is as follows:
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The believer is like a firm mountain, even

storms cannot move it.*

Although the problems we go through in life may be
difficult, bitter, or painful, they should not cause a believer
to be defeated. A true believer remains very strong, very
hopeful, and very active at all times and under all
circumstances. God has given us so much potential and so
much power that it is possible for us to resist all problems

and keep moving forward.

Therefore, we are in need of patience with respect to all
three situations: when we want to do something obligatory,
when we want to avoid something sinful, and when we are

suffering.

Reward for the Patient

There is great reward reserved for those who are patient, so

much so that God says in the Qur’an:

- [ S I s, ?

* This is a very famous hadith; however, so far we have not been able to
locate it in early collections of hadiths. The closest thing to it is what has
been related as a description of Imam Ali (a) by Prophet Khidr (a) in
Mandgib Al Abi Talib (a), vol. 2, p. 347. The original text is as follows:
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Those who are patient will be rewarded without
measure. (39:10)

The reward which a patient person receives for their
patience is not ten, a hundred, or even a thousand times
greater than the single action it is based on; rather, God says

that their reward will be immeasurable.

Finally, there are beautiful hadiths which indicate that the
reward given to patient people will be even more than the
reward given to martyrs. For example, Abu Hamzah al-

Thumali quotes Imam al-Sadiq (a) as saying:
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Whosoever from amongst the believers bears
a tribulation which befalls them patiently, has

the reward of a thousand martyrs.’

One explanation for this could be that martyrs have given
their life once for the sake of God, whereas the patient are
those who have endured so many difficulties and calamities
that it is as if they have died each and every day. It might be
easier for them to die once as a martyr rather than endure

these daily tragedies and difficulties, but nevertheless, they

* ALKafi, vol. 2, p. 92
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have remained patient and pleased with whatever God has
decided for them.

Sometimes it is very difficult to remain patient when faced
with all the problems, pressures, and challenges surrounding
us. Sometimes someone who has died or was martyred faces
fewer difficulties than the relatives who are left behind. The
wife or children of a martyr who remain patient may gain an
equal or even higher position than that martyr because they
have sometimes suffered for years and yet they remained
patient. Of course, if a martyr has also been patient during

their lifetime then their reward would be even greater.

Thus, patience is such an important quality that God
rewards us immeasurably for having it. It is such that it may
even elevate us above those people who have offered their
life for the sake of God. Furthermore, those who are patient
and finally also offer their life in the way of God, will be
counted amongst the very best of patient people.

korskoksk

Summary

1. In the Quran, God tells believers to take advantage of
prayer and patience when they want to seek assistance from
Him.
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2. Patience is a form of resistance against problems which
will help the patient person continue on their path towards

their goals despite all the challenges they may face.

3. Believers should establish patience both as individuals and

as a community.

4. There are three types of patience. First, patience with
respect to acts of obedience in the sense of overcoming
whatever prevents us from performing them. Second,
patience with respect to acts of disobedience in the sense of
being strong enough to refrain from them. And third,
patience with respect to the calamities and problems which

happen in our lives.

5. A person who manages to remain patient with respect to
all three types of patience will reach a level where their
position will be higher than that of martyrs and the reward

they will receive will be immeasurable.
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Lesson Seventeen:

Suppression of Anger, Avoiding Suspicion and
Controlling One’s Tongue

Introduction

Suppression of anger is another virtue which we need to
achieve for our personal development. It is closely related to
the virtue of patience studied in the previous lesson where it
was stated that we have a faculty responsible for anger and,
as necessary as this faculty is, sometimes we need to be
patient and control it. However, although it is a facet of
patience which has already been covered, due to its
importance we have singled it out in order to emphasise it
further. After this we will address the virtue of avoiding
suspicion and will study what the Qur’an and narrations
have to say about this. Finally, we will address the virtue of
having control over our tongue, which, as explained in

narrations, has significant outcomes.

Suppression of Anger

Anger is not always discouraged. Sometimes we need to get
angry in order to protect ourselves from threats. However,

we need to examine the issue of when it is appropriate to



become angry and which actions are acceptable when we are
angry. Both ends of the spectrum of anger are wrong; it is
problematic if one never gets angry just as it is problematic if
one is easily angered. It is a problem if a person becomes
angry and loses control over their words and actions,
whereas it is a good thing and indeed sometimes necessary
for a person to become angry at an appropriate time whilst

maintaining control over their words and actions.

For example, if a person is trying to kill us or to kill an
innocent person in front of us, then we need to have a
certain level of anger to be able to defend ourselves or the
other person. If we are indifferent, we will not be able to act.
In such circumstances we should indeed exercise our faculty
of anger; however, this must be guided and regulated by our
faculty of rationality. It is the use of reason which should
determine the extent to which one becomes angry and what

should be done in order to solve a problem.

Unfortunately, in many cases, what happens is that initially
we become angry for appropriate reasons but instead of
using our anger in a correct way, we overreact and then
misuse it. For instance, we might see our child, spouse,
sibling, or even a stranger doing something wrong and
attempting to harm us, and we may become excessively
angry and overreact. If we then do something that harms

them, it is we who have now done something wrong. This is
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where the concept of suppressing anger becomes

meaningful.

Notice what God says about believers:
8., ok, 2, 2 rbe TR R e I
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O you who believe! Stand out firmly for Allab, as
witnesses to fair dealing, and let not the hatred of
others to you mafke you swerve to wrong and depart
[from justice. Be just: that is next to piety: and fear

Allah. For Allah is well-acquainted with all that ye
do. (5:8)

Believers must possess the good quality of being able to
suppress their anger. They need to be in control of their
anger even with respect to their enemies. It is very important
to understand that we must control ourselves even when

dealing with enemies.

In chapter 3, verses 133 and 134 of the Qur’an, God counts
suppression of anger as a characteristic of pious people for

whom Paradise has been prepared:
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And hasten towards your Lord's forgiveness and a
paradise as vast as the heavens and the earth,
prepared for the God wary. Those who spend in ease
and adyersity, and suppress their anger, and (excuse

the faults of) the people, and Allah loves the virtuous.
(3:133-134)

In order to enter heaven, one of the qualities we need is the

ability to suppress our anger.

Avoiding Suspicion

Another quality which is also very important to mention as a
personal quality is being able to avoid suspicion. This quality
or lack of it very frequently appears in society. However, it
does not necessarily manifest itself outwardly but instead can

be found in one’s heart and thus it is counted as a personal

quality.

Unfortunately, there are some people who very quickly and
easily make negative judgments about other people.
Sometimes they form an opinion that someone is a bad
person merely by listening to a few words from them or

after hearing inaccurate things about them from other
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people. They may jump to conclusions and make hasty
judgments simply because they have seen something or met

someone once.

As believers, we are asked to be very much in control of our
words, our actions, and even our thoughts. We should be
careful not to develop any kind of suspicion even in our

thoughts.

In chapter 49, verse 12, God says:
1 Ol Lk o) ol e T8 1 1T il T
O you who have faith! Avoid much suspicion. Indeed

some suspicions are sins (49:12)

The point which can be understood from the above verse is
that because suspicion is sometimes a sin, we have to avoid
it completely. This can be clarified using an example.
Suppose that there are a few cups of water and we know that
at least one of them is poisoned but we don’t know exactly
which one is poisoned. There is a high risk that the cup we
choose to drink from might be the poisoned one which
would kill us. Therefore, we would naturally be cautious and
avoid drinking from any of the cups. Of course, if it were
possible to discover which cup is the poisoned one, there
would be no need to avoid all of them. But the above
example is not like this. The verse tells us that a similar

scenario is true regarding suspicion. Suspicion is so
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destructive that God says we should avoid it altogether
because unless we have a way to examine a particular case in
order to become certain that our judgment is an accurate
and appropriate one, we could fall into the trap of having

unfounded suspicions about someone or something.

There is a beautiful saying by Imam Ali (a) which says:

A @ s 2T g el e e s 1S Y
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Do not regard an expression uttered by any
person as evil if you can find it capable of

bearing some good.l

Sometimes a person says something which could be
interpreted in more than one way. As long as there is even a
slight possibility of interpreting what has been said in a
positive way, we should do so and not make a judgment that
that person meant something bad or wanted to hurt or
offend us. We must make the utmost effort to convince
ourselves that maybe that person meant something else,
since it often happens that people say something which we
find offensive but later on, when they explain what they
really wanted to convey to us, we discover that in actuality,
they meant no offense. Therefore, we should always be

optimistic about people, and respect them. If they say that

! Naly al-Balaghah (Subbi Salib), p. 538, wise saying no. 360

250



they did not mean any harm, we should accept what they say
even supposing that person actually did mean something

negative.

Avoiding suspicion is very important for a successful social
life, as well as a flourishing and strong community. It also
facilitates personal comfort. If we start developing
suspicions about other people and this becomes an ingrained
habit, even if we do not act on them, our heart will suffer.
We will over-think things and come to believe that we are
surrounded by bad people. This is all preventable if we

simply avoid baseless and groundless suspicions.

Protecting the Tongue from Inappropriate Speech

Many people underestimate the significance of the tongue in
our speech and conversations because it is very easy to
speak. Even if someone is physically unable to move or even
unable to move an object, they can still speak. Speaking may
be one of the last things that ceases in many people’s lives.
Therefore, we take it for granted and fail to understand its
significance. However, speaking is indeed one of the most
crucial, fundamental, and influential things in our life.
Sometimes a few simple words can change one’s life for the
better or for the worse. We may say something appropriate
at the right time and in the right way which will give hope
and direction to someone and from which they will benefit
throughout their entire life. The opposite effect is also

possible when we say something wrong and damage our
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own reputation or misguide someone who then suffers for
the rest of their life as a result of our inappropriate words.
Therefore, we have to be very careful regarding our speech

and conversations.

Prophet Muhammad (s) is quoted as saying:

The salvation of believers is in the protection

of their tongue.2

In another hadith, Prophet Mohammad (s) said:
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The belief of a person cannot become firm
unless his heart is firm, and his heart cannot

be firm unless his tongue is firm and fully

controlled.’

If there is one thing that we can learn from these narrations,
it is that there is a close and direct relationship between
controlling the tongue and having firm belief that will lead to

salvation.

2 al-Kafi, vol. 2, p. 114
* Tanbih al-Khawitir wa Nuzhabh al-Nawazir (Majmdi‘ab Warram), vol. 1, p.
105
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Once, a few people asked the Prophet (s) whether it is
possible to go to hell because of what we have said. The

Prophet (s) replied:

P X O] | B RPN A I L S 9
And will people not be thrown face down

into the fire only on account of the harvest of

their tongue?4

The Prophet’s rhetorical question shows us the significance
of the tongue and how we use it; it suggests that the only
reason someone would fall face-first into the fire of hell is if
he misuses his tongue. Therefore, we have to be very careful
to use it properly and to avoid the harms which can be done
with it. We have to watch our words very carefully and avoid
any unnecessary talking, let alone sinful speech. Scholars
have mentioned up to 70 different types of sins related to

the tongue. Telling lies and backbiting are only two of them.

Let us end this lesson by mentioning a word of advice from

Lugman the Wise who once said to his son:
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O my son! If you think that speech is silver,

then surely silence is gold.”

* alKafi, vol. 2, p. 115
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Summary

1. Suppression of anger is a form of patience.

2. On both ends of the spectrum, anger is wrong; it is
problematic if one never gets angry just as it is problematic
when one is easily angered. It is the use of reason which

should determine to what extent one should become angty.

3. We should be careful not to develop any kind of suspicion
— even in our thoughts, mind, or heart — because suspicion is
sometimes a sin. This quality — or lack of it — appears very
frequently in society. However, it can only be counted as a

personal quality when it is in one’s heart.

4. Protecting our tongue from inappropriate and sinful
speech is one of the most significant virtues that is often

underestimated due to the fact that talking is very easy.

5. According to Islamic narrations, there is a close and direct
relationship between controlling the tongue and having firm
belief that will lead to salvation.

* al-Kafi, vol. 2, p. 114
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Lesson Eighteen:

Thirst for Knowledge

Introduction

Another quality which we need to achieve with regard to our
personal development is to be knowledgeable. To pursue
knowledge, to try to learn, and to increase our knowledge are
all considered great virtues; in fact, they are regarded as
obligatory. Knowledge is said to be a preferential factor in
Islamic culture, meaning that a person with more knowledge

is worthy of more respect and status.

Significance of Knowledge in the Qur’an

There are several verses in the Qur’an about the significance
of knowledge and the merits of knowledgeable people.
There are also many narrations that mention these points. As
always, we will start with what the Qur’an has to offer

concerning knowledge. In chapter 39, verse 9, God says:

0 Y el 0,05l s e
Are those who know equal to those who do not know?
(39:9)



It is clear from the rhetorical question asked in this verse
that the Qur’an is telling us that it is not possible for those

who know and those who do not know to be treated equally.

There are many things which people may believe to be
important, but Islam has not considered them as significant
or as reasons for the preferential treatment or elevation of a
person. Ethnicity, skin colour, geographical location, lineage,
friends, and financial situation, are all insignificant. These
features, in and of themselves, are not important merits and

preferences; they do not raise a person’s status.

On the other hand, piety (fagwa) is something which is
considered to be the reason for the elevation of people. God

says:
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O mankind! Indeed We created you from a male and
a female, and made you nations and tribes that yon
may identify yourselves with one another. Indeed the

noblest of you in the sight of Allah is the most God
wary among you. (49:13)

Therefore, we observe that according to Islamic culture,
those who are pious are better than those who do not have

piety (fagwa) at all or who have it to a lesser degree. In other
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words, in Islamic culture, piety is the benchmark, not race,

colour, ethnicity, and so on.

When studying the virtue of knowledge, we find that having
knowledge can cause one person to be superior to another,
as was stated in the verse we mentioned eatrlier. Those who
have knowledge are not like those who have money or a
good job or a high position. To reinforce this observation,
we can refer to more verses of the Qur’an which point out

the significance of knowledge and the knowledgeable.

We read the following in the Qur’an:

AWK PRI R It
Only those of God's servants having knowledge fear
Him. (35:28)

And also:
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Allah raises those of you who have faith and those
who have been given knowledge in ranks. (58:11)

Therefore, gaining knowledge is certainly considered to be a
very important achievement and, along with piety, a reason
for preferential treatment. Of course, there is a difference
between knowledge and piety in the sense that having piety

is guaranteed to bring forth only good outcomes, whereas if
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knowledge is not used well and with correct intentions, it
can cause problems. Furthermore, a knowledgeable person
who acts against piety or neglects it can cause more damage
than a person with no knowledge. Thus, with regard to
knowledge, there is a chance that it will be misused. In any

case, we need to gain both knowledge and piety.

Knowledge is of two types in Islamic culture. It is necessary
for everyone to seek one type but sufficient if only a certain
section of society specializes in the other type. Examples of
the latter are mathematics, physics, chemistry, engineering,
and even many aspects of philosophy and of theology. A
certain section of society should specialize in these branches
of knowledge and then be responsible to take care of the

needs of the rest of society in these subjects.

On the other hand, there is another type of knowledge
which everyone must achieve. This is the knowledge which
helps us to have a better understanding of God, His
creation, ourselves, and what we are supposed to do. There
are questions for which everyone must seek their own
answers and which include researching such things as where
we came from, where we are at the moment, where we are
heading, what we should do to become happy and

prosperous, and which rights we must observe.
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Significance of Knowledge in Hadiths

So far we have studied the significance of knowledge in the
Qur’an. However, we find that knowledge is also highly
regarded in our hadiths and so we will now mention some

examples which illustrate this point.

One example is the hadith of Prophet Muhammad (s) which

reads:

Ly ol 5 o T (1 LD
Acquiring knowledge is an obligation upon

every Muslim, male and female.'

The Prophet (s) clearly says that every Muslim man and
woman must pursue knowledge and learn. Even if the hadith
had not mentioned both men and women, it would be clear
that this refers to both of them because in Arabic, as in
many other languages, when a point is made about Muslims
or a group of people, it includes both men and women —
unless there is evidence to suggest otherwise. However, in
this case, in order to emphasise and show the significance of
seeking knowledge, both men and women have been

mentioned separately.

Another point in the hadith is that the Prophet (s) does not
merely say that seeking knowledge is good; rather, he uses

Y Misbdh al-Shari‘ah, p. 13
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the term faridah, which means compulsory. Some people
assume that religion is against seeking knowledge and they
therefore fear progress and believe that knowledge should be
avoided. Other people think that it is better to have
knowledge. However, the Prophet (s) says that not only is it
not bad and indeed better to seek and gain knowledge, but it

is actually compulsory to do so.

Following on from this, certain questions could be raised.
For example, where should we gain knowledge from?
Should we learn only in our own town, which would mean
that if there is no knowledge available in town — for
example, if there is a lack of scholars and/or opportunities —

then the obligation is therefore lifted?

Prophet Muhammad (s) answers this question in the

following way:

oially 7 el 1,
Seek knowledge even if you have to travel as

far as Chinal®

When we know the context and the environment in which
this hadith was related, its significance becomes clearer. This
hadith originates from more than a thousand years ago,

when travelling to China (a country thousands of miles away

2 Mishah al-Shari‘ah, p. 13
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from Makkah and Madinah), was a very difficult task. We
can only begin to imagine the amount of time and effort
required to undertake such a journey using the means of
transport available at that time. Yet the Prophet (s) said that
if the only place to gain knowledge is in China, then we even
have to travel there in order to learn. Hence, in Islam there
is no limit to learning, as far as the distance travelled is

concerned.

The second question which needs answering is whether
there is an age limit for acquiring knowledge; is seeking
knowledge only an obligation on those who are young? Or

are the middle-aged and the old included in this obligation?

Regarding this Prophet Muhammad (s) has said:

Al ) G o a5

Seek knowledge from [when you are in] the

cradle to [when you are put in] the grave.’

From the very beginning of our life right up until its end we
must be involved in learning. Therefore, even with regard to

age there is no limit to seeking knowledge.

Another question which comes to mind concerns the kind
of people to whom we should seck knowledge from. Of

course, we should try to find teachers who are moral and

* Naly al-Fasdhah, p. 218
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pious since they will help us gain both knowledge and the
morals needed to utilise that knowledge properly. However,
there may be certain things which someone needs to know
but there are no pious teachers in those particular fields. In
this case, if someone is a person of understanding and
discernment, and would not be misguided, confused, or
affected by the bad morals of others, then they can learn or
even should learn from non-pious people who have the

required knowledge.

In this regard we have a hadith which says:
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Go and seek wisdom, even if it should be

from hypocrites.*

In Islam, hypocrisy is strongly condemned; in the Qur’an,
hypocrites are described as being in the lowest level of hell.”
However, if we are in need of a piece of wisdom and for
some reason it is available with people who are hypocrites,
then we should not hesitate to go and learn it from them,
bearing in mind that, as we mentioned previously, this has

some conditions.

¢ Naly al-Balaghah (Subbi Salib), p.481, wise saying no. 79
> The Qur’an (4:145). The Arabic text is as follows:
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Therefore, as the hadiths clearly state, there is no limit to
seeking knowledge; we are commanded to go and seek it
regardless of our age, how far away the source of knowledge
is, and the kind of person who has knowledge. We should
use all available means which can help us acquire knowledge
in a moral and legitimate way because to know more results
in having a better chance of gaining both personal perfection

and community improvement.

There is another hadith which says:

é 3
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If someone leaves their house with the
intention of gaining some kind of knowledge,
for every step that they take God shall bestow

upon them the reward reserved for a

prophet.’

This demonstrates how much attention and merit Islam

gives to knowledge and its seeker.

The description of the merits of the seeker of knowledge

goes even further in a hadith which says:

;o ooe
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® Jami’ al-Akhbar, p. 38
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Indeed, the angels spread their wings under

the feet of the seekers of knowledge.’

Of course, angels do not possess physical bodies and so
what is meant here is that they would be at the service of
seckers of knowledge. Angels would be so humble in front
of seekers of knowledge that it would be as if they are
putting their wings under those people’s feet.

The same respect is given to the secker of knowledge by
great Islamic scholars. Regarding this, we can refer to the
story of Grand Ayatullah Mar‘ashi Najafi. Ayatullah Mar‘ashi
established a great library in Qum. His story is very
interesting. He started collecting money by fasting and
praying on behalf of others or working for them. With the
money he earned, he would buy important manuscripts in
Najaf, one by one. Eventually, he had collected so many
books, all kept in a great library which exists until today.
When he made his will, he asked to be buried on the ground
floor of his library in order to be under the feet of those

who go to study and learn.

Let us finish this lesson by mentioning and explaining a
beautiful hadith. The hadith declares:

7 al-Kafi, vol. 1, p. 34
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Whoever learns, teaches, and acts for the sake
of God would be mentioned with respect and
considered to be a great personality in the

kingdom of God in the heavens.®

There is a point to be made here which helps us to
understand the importance of this hadith. It is not very
difficult to be considered as someone important in dunya
because here on Earth, people easily say that some one is
great. However, to be considered as a great personality in the
kingdom of God is a truly excellent achievement. The hadith
says that the seeker of knowledge who acts upon the

knowledge acquired will achieve this position.

Having studied the Qur’an and the hadiths, there remains no
doubt that the seeker of knowledge has a great status in
Islam and in front of God. Seeking knowledge is said to be
an obligation for all people, no matter how old they are and

even if it means that they should travel far to gain it.

However, there remains a point which needs careful
consideration. Some people deprive themselves of all the
merits of knowledge because they fear the responsibilities

that a knowledgeable person has. They believe correctly that

® al-Kafi, vol. 1, p. 35
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if a person has knowledge and does not act upon it, they will
be held responsible. So in an effort to avoid this, they
deprive themselves of knowledge altogether. There are two
points which they should take into consideration. The first is
that what they fear only happens if a person does not act
according to their knowledge. Therefore, why not try to act
according to one’s knowledge and then be considered a great
personality in the kingdom of God? Secondly, although God
expects more from knowledgeable people, a person who was
able to learn yet refused to do so will be treated just the
same as one who has gained knowledge; therefore, the same

expectations exist.

There is a hadith that on the Day of Judgment some people
will be asked about why they did not act. When they reply
that they did not have knowledge, they will be asked why
they did not learn.” If we are able to learn and we do not do
so, our excuse is not accepted. Therefore, we should always
try to increase our knowledge and at the same time be

determined to act upon it. Through it, we can achieve and

® Amili (T7si), p. 9. The original text is as follows:
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enjoy the great merits made available to the seeker of
10

knowledge.

Summary

1. In Islamic culture, those who are pious are considered to
be better than those who do not have piety at all or have it
to a lesser degree. Unlike race, colour, or ethnicity, piety is

considered to be a benchmark.

2. It is understood from the Qur’an that having knowledge is
also considered to be something which can mean that one

person is considered as better than another.

3. In Islamic culture, correct knowledge is the knowledge
which helps us to have a better understanding of God, His

creation, ourselves, and what we are supposed to do.

4. Prophet Muhammad (s) says that not only is it not bad
and indeed better to seck and gain knowledge, but even
more than this, it is actually compulsory for every Muslim

man and woman to do so.

5. In Islam, there is no limit to acquiring knowledge as far as

age and distance are concerned. The Prophet (s) advised us

10 . .
If you are interested to know more about the significance of

knowledge and its value, please refer to a paper by Ayatollah Mutahhari.
This paper has been translated into English and published in the journal
Message of Thagalayn. You can find a free online copy of the paper at:
http://messageofthaqalayn.com/43-Duty.pdf
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to seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave. He also
advised us to seek knowledge even if we have to travel as far

as China to find it.

6. In Islam, hypocrisy is strongly condemned, and hypocrites
are described as being in the lowest level of hell. However, if
we are in need of a piece of wisdom and for some reason it
is available with people who are hypocrites, then we should

not hesitate to go and learn it from them.

7. 1f someone leaves their house with the intention of
gaining knowledge, for every step that they take God shall
bestow upon them the reward reserved for prophets. This
demonstrates how much attention and merit Islam gives to

knowledge and its seeker.

8. Whoever learns, teaches, and acts for the sake of God
would be mentioned with respect and considered as a great

personality in the kingdom of God in the heavens.

9. If someone is able to acquire knowledge and yet refuses to
do so because he fears the consequences of not acting

accordingly, his excuse will not be accepted.
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Lesson Ninteen:

Contemplation, Focusing on Our Own

Problems and Avoiding Jealousy

Introduction

In this lesson, we will study the virtues of reflection and
contemplation. For many people, learning is simply a matter
of reading and memorizing facts. However, in Islam, it is
very important for knowledge to be accompanied by
reasoning and understanding. It is not enough to merely
accumulate information and data. In Islamic culture, it is said

that contemplation is the best type of worship.

We will then address another virtue which is very crucial for
those who want to pursue a spiritual journey: to focus on
our own problems instead of being overly concerned about
other people’s issues. We will study hadiths from the Imams
(a) on this subject

Finally, we will learn about avoiding jealousy. We will explain
the consequences of jealousy and introduce a moral

alternative to it.



Contemplation

In the Qur’an, God advises people to use their intellect 47
times. He says that we should think 18 times, and He
encourages us to reflect four times. For example, in chapter

3, He says:
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Indeed in the creation of the heavens and the earth and
in the alternation of night and day, there are signs for
those who possess intellect. Those who rementber Allah
standing, sitting, and lying on their sides and reflect on
the creation of the heavens and the earth |and say),
“Our Lord, You have not created this in vain!
Immaculate are You! Save us from the punishment of

the Fire.” (3:190-191)

This shows the importance of thinking about creations and
thinking about ourselves, our relationship with God, our

moral condition, and our positive and negative points.

There is a hadith from Imam al-Kazim (a), which is a few

pages long, in which he addresses Hisham Ibn al-Hakam.
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This hadith is very beautiful and profound, and actually
needs a separate discussion to do it justice. The Imam (a)
starts the hadith by referring to the verses of Qur’an which

are about intellect. Then he (a) says:
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O Hisham! Nothing more precious than
reason has been given to people. The slumber

of a man of reason is better than the worship

of an ignorant person throughout the night.1

If a person who has no understanding worships all night,
this worship is not as valuable as the sleep of one who has
understanding. Of course, if a person of understanding — as
a believer who reflects and comprehends — also worships,
then that would be even more valuable. For example, we
have a hadith which says that to reflect for an hour is better
than worshipping for one year’. In other hadiths sixty’ and

Y Tubaf al-Uqgil, p. 397.
2 Tafsir al-‘Ayydshi, vol. 2, p. 208
T iabe oo e Tl S5 o (p) Al s ol 0
* Mir'at al- Uqil fi Sharh Akbbar Al al-Rasont, vol. 9, p. 257. The original
text is as follows:
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seventy' years are also mentioned. This depends on the

quality of the reflection.

Thus, reflecting on important issues is described as being
more valuable than worshipping a great deal but without
understanding. For example, there are people who worship
for 60 years but because they do so without understanding
and without knowing the true requirements of their worship,
they are not elevated by it as much as they could be, nor as

much as is the one who has simply been reflecting.

Regarding this, there is a beautiful hadith about one of the

great personalities in Islam, Aba Dhar:
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Most of Aba Dhar’s worship was

. . . 5
contemplation and consideration.

Of course, this does not mean that we should become idle,
refrain from doing anything, and pretend to be thinking.
First of all, we have to perform our obligatory actions and
then, whenever we get a chance, we should occupy ourselves
with contemplation. We can reflect when we are reading the
Qur’an, studying, talking, listening to people, or even when

we are walking. This reflection should be planned and

4 Riyad al-Salikin, vol. 3, p. 370. The original text is as follows:
L crpms B2l g0 s Lol S5
* Wasii’l al-Shi‘ah, vol. 15, p. 197
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organised, and we should make note of our thoughts and
discuss our ideas with other people. If a person thinks and
contemplates in such an active way, then not only will they
not become idle but since they have understood the value of

worship, they will benefit more from it and in a wiser way.

There is a hadith from Imam al-‘Askart (a) which says:

b S R B W ol Ll 5 R S el

Worship is not a matter of continuous prayer
and fasting; rather, worship is nothing but

reflecting often over divine matters.’

We should not imagine that if we continuously say prayers
or fast every day, we will necessarily be considered a good
servant of God. On the contrary, the Imam (a) teaches us
that these are not enough. Real worship or servitude towards
God is to engage oneself in reflection over divine matters.
We should reflect and ponder. In the Qur’an we are advised
numerous times by God to ponder, especially about the

Qur’an itself:

W o6 e #1570y S

® Bibar al-Amwar, vol. 68, p. 325
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Don't they ponder on Qur'an or are their hearts
sealed? (47:24)

Sometimes people are merely concerned with reciting the
entire Qur’an again and again. As important and valuable as
this is, if we are to choose between reciting the entire Qur’an
without reflection and reciting less of it but with more
contemplation, the latter is a wiser choice. The Qur’an is a
book for life, for understanding, and for reflection — not
merely a book from which we only try to gain reward. If
there is so much emphasis on reading and reciting the
Qur’an, it is because this is an initial step towards

understanding the Quran.’

Focusing on Oneself

Another virtue which we should try to achieve is being
focused on our own moral problems. Sometimes people
who are commencing their spiritual journey become very
conscious of and concerned about other people’s problems.
For example, if they hear about the significance of reflecting,
they start blaming others for not being thoughtful. Or when
they hear that one should not pursue worldly pleasures as an

ultimate goal, they become judgmental about others and say

7 To read more about thinking and contemplation from the Islamic
perspective, please refer to the paper Contemplation in Islam by Mahnaz
Heidarpour, published in the first volume of A Catholic-Shi‘a Dialogue.
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that they are not observing this point. However, the truth is
that the more we learn about morality, the more we should
become concerned with ourselves and our own situation.
Indeed, we should be so greatly concerned with improving
ourselves that we do not have time to look for problems in

other people.

Of course, this does not mean that we do not have a
responsibility towards other people. This is another matter.
For example, if we come to know that someone has a habit
of doing something wrong, we have a responsibility to try to
help them. However, one should never be nosy and

investigate other people’s lives.

In any case, a believer has to be more concerned with

correcting his own faults and disciplining himself. Imam Ali
(a) says:
The person who sees their own defects stays

away from looking into other people’s

shortcornings.8

In another hadith he (a) says:
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® Nalyj al-Balaghah (Subhi Sdlih), p. 536, wise-saying 349
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Well done to those whose own defects have
made them so busy that they don't have time

to think about other people’s defects.’

Therefore, we should try to be more suspicious about own

selves rather than being suspicious about other people.

Liberation from Jealousy

Refraining from jealousy is another virtue which we need to
acquire. Jealousy is very destructive. It damages us from
within and without, and it deprives us from feeling
comfortable. A jealous person will never have a peaceful life.
They will be annoyed whenever other people are respected,
have children, have money, or have more knowledge. They
feel sad and negative all the time. Even more, when a person
is jealous, this feeling of jealousy usually makes them carry
out bad actions and so they may start saying bad things
about the person of whom they are jealous, or they will try
to damage their reputation or their relationships with their

family members and friends.

Furthermore, when a person is jealous they are actually

questioning God’s wisdom.

In the Qur'an God says:

® Naly al-Balaghah (Subhi Salih), p. 255
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Or do they envy people for what God has given them
of his grace? (4:54)

Moreover, when a jealous person damages someone’s
reputation out of jealousy, God becomes very displeased
because He is deeply concerned about people's good

reputation.

For example, imagine there is an active member of society —
like a politician, a scholar, a doctor, or a teacher — who, after
many years of hard and dedicated work, is now trusted and
respected by people. This makes it easy for him to work in
the community. A person such as a scholar who is not
respected and loved by people cannot help them in religious
matters. Therefore, if a person feels jealous of that scholar
and starts spreading rumours about them, they are not only
damaging the reputation and life of that scholar, but also
taking lots of opportunities away from both the scholar and
the people who are supported by the scholar. Thus, the
jealous person gains nothing and others also gain nothing

from this jealousy; instead, they are indeed harmed by it.

A hadith states:

A R S GER TN It A |
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Jealousy consumes all good deeds in the same

way that fire consumes logs and wood."

Nothing remains with jealousy; all good actions are burnt. In
some books on morality, it is said that sometimes people are
even ready to harm themselves in order to harm the person
of whom they are jealous. There is a very sad story about a
person who was extremely jealous of his neighbour.
Consumed by his jealousy, he ordered his own servant to kill
him and put his head on the roof of the neighbout’s house
so that when people find his head, they would think that the
neighbour had killed him and would in turn have him killed
in retribution. The servant initially refused to carry it out, but
the jealous person insisted. Under pressure, the servant
finally accepted to do as he was ordered. When the head was
found, the neighbour was arrested but he was not found
guilty by the court and was later released. Thus, the jealous
person wasted his life trying to harm his neighbour and yet
did not benefit from his actions nor achieve anything.
Indeed, he had lost everything in both this world and the

hereafter."

Therefore, we should strive to avoid being jealous. It is good
for our psychological health, our tranquility and serenity, and
our social relationships. But most importantly, it makes God

pleased with us. We should be happy with God’s decisions

0 4lKdfivol. 8, p. 45
Y Jibdd bi Naf, vol. 2, Mawane“-e Seir ila Allah (hasad)
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about other people. Of course, we are told in hadiths that
instead of being jealous, a believer may envy in a positive
way. This is called gzbtah. Qibtah is different from hasad which
is jealousy. Hasad is to be upset that others have a good
quality or possess something good, and to want them to lose
it. On the other hand, ¢ibtah is to want the same good quality
or benefit without wanting the other person to lose theirs.
Not only is gibtah not disliked, but indeed it is encouraged.
For example, if a friend of ours has good children or a good
position in society and we are sincerely happy for them —
wishing and praying that God preserves these blessings for
them and indeed increases them — then it is definitely not a
bad thing if at the same time we pray to have similar

blessings.

korskoksk

Summary

1. Contemplation is a great virtue according to Islam. It is
the best type of worship. Worship does not simply mean to
occupy oneself with prayer and fasting. It also means that

one must reflects over divine matters.

2. According to Islam, thinking for an hour is better than
worshipping for one whole year. Of course, if a person of
understanding — as a believer who reflects and comprehends

— also worships, then this would be even more valuable.
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3. The more we learn about morality, the more we should be
focused on our own moral problems. We should be
concerned with correcting and disciplining ourselves, rather

than concerning ourselves about other people’s problems.

4. Refraining from jealousy is another task which we need to
accomplish. A jealous person will never have a peaceful life.
Jealous people feel sad and negative all the time.
Furthermore, when a person is jealous, this jealousy usually

makes them carry out bad actions.

5. When a person is jealous, they are actually questioning
God’s wisdom. Furthermore, when a jealous person
damages someone's reputation due to their jealousy, God
becomes very displeased because He is deeply concerned

about people's good reputation.

6. Jealousy or hasad means to be upset that others have a
good quality or benefit, whereas gibtah is to want to have a
similar good quality or benefit without wanting the other

person to lose theirs.
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Lesson Twenty:

Fulfilling Promises, Trustworthiness, Forgiving

and Serving Others

Introduction

We explained that moral virtues can be divided into four
groups. We have already studied the first and second
categories regarding those virtues which relate to our
relationship with God and those related to our relationship
with ourselves. In this lesson, we will start studying the third
group which comprises of virtues related to our relationships
with other people. This will be followed by a study of the
last group which is concerned with our relationships with
the rest of the world, including all beings other than human
beings and God.

In this very significant lesson, we will need to study the
many important virtues associated with our social
relationships with other people because these form the
foundations of any sustainable society. First, we will address
the fact that it is impossible to have a peaceful and
sustainable society if people do not fulfill their promises.

Second, we will briefly refer to the subject of the return of



trusts to their owners, which is closely related to fulfilling
promises. Third, we will address two further social virtues:

forgiving those who have wronged us and serving people.

We will study verses of the Qur’an and hadiths concerning
these virtues, and attempt to discover the position of these

virtues in Islamic culture.

Fulfilling Promises

An atmosphere of contentment cannot be established in a
society where people do not keep their promises. This leads
to a loss in trust. When people in such a society believe that
their family members, friends, neighbours, or colleagues are
not going to keep their promises, life becomes incredibly
miserable for everyone involved. In such a society, nothing
can be planned properly and no significant progress can be

made. In the Qur’an God says:

¥l ol 0l o) el 150
And fulfill the promise. Surely (every) promise shall
be questioned about. (17:34)

We will be questioned about our promises. We should not
simply disregard our promises for our own convenience. We
have to keep and fulfill them. Furthermore, in verse 32 of
chapter 70, when enumerating the characteristics of good

people, God says:
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And those who are faithful to their trust and their
covenant (710:32)

God praises people who not only keep their promise to God
and observe the covenant which they have made with Him,
but they also fulfill any kind of promise and covenant that
they have made with people. Therefore, according to Islam,
one of the most important characteristics of a believer is to

be able to keep promises.

In the hadiths we are even instructed to keep promises made
to children. Some people think that they only need to keep
promises made to adults and they do not take promises

made to children seriously. However, the hadith says:
0 a8 70l ATt 0 s ale . (i 08 Lo T ¥ 41
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Love children and show mercy to them. And
when you promise them, keep your promise,

for they do not know other than you as their

. 1
providers.

We should either not make a promise to our children in the

first place, or fulfill our promises when we make them. If we

Y alKafi, vol. 6, p. 49
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cannot do something, then it is much better not to make a
false promise which we do not intend to keep or are unable
to keep. The hadith states that children consider adults to be
their sustainers. Therefore, it is very important that we show
them love and trust. Imagine how miserable life would
become if we, as adults, thought that God who is our Lord
did not care about keeping His promises. If parents do not
demonstrate reliability and love, their children will suffer
tremendously. Therefore, we should keep our promises to
everyone, including children, and indeed even to our

enemies.

Returning Trusts to their Owners

Something which is closely related to fulfilling that which
we have promised is to return trusts. When people entrust us

with something then we must return it to them.

Verse 58 of chapter 4 of the Qur’an reads:

%
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Indeed God commands you to deliver the trusts to
their owners. (4:58)

In addition, verse 283 of chapter 2 says:
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And if one of you entrusts (something) to another, let
him who is trusted deliver his trust. (2:283)

Furthermore, it is written in our hadiths that even if a very
wicked person such as the killer of Imam Husayn (a)
entrusts us with something, we should still give it back to

them.’

As we have said before, everyone called Prophet
Muhammad (s) al-amin, the trusted one. He was so greatly
trusted that even people who did not believe in him and in
the message he brought still kept their valuables with him.
When the Prophet (s) wanted to emigrate to Madinah, he
asked Imam Ali (a) to return all of the people’s valuables that
they had entrusted to him.

Forgiving People

We should observe forgiveness with respect to other people
because according to Islam, to forgive people is a virtue. In
the Qur’an, when describing the pious people for whom

paradise has been prepared, God says:
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2 Amali (Sadiig), p. 245. The original text is as follows:
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....and (those who) suppress their anger and excuse

[the fanlts of] the people, and Allah loves the
virtuous. (3:134)

In verse 22 of chapter 24, God tells us to forgive even those

who have wronged us:
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Let them pardon and overlook. Do you not love that
Allah should forgive you? And Allah is Forgiving,
Merciful. (24:22)

In the same way that we expect God to forgive us, we
should also forgive those who have wronged us. First of all,
in many cases we are not really able to ascertain whether we
are guilty or the other person is guilty. This is because
sometimes we are not aware of the intention of the other
person, or we might not remember exactly what has
happened. Sometimes due to our love for ourselves, we
forget that we were actually the one who created the
problem in the first place. When selfishness and ego exist in
us, it is very difficult to admit that we are responsible for a
problem, so we consider the other person to be responsible
and we refuse to forgive them. Islamic teachings explain that
no matter who is responsible for a problem, there should be

no enmity, hostility, or hatred between people; we should
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forgive one another. Even when the other person is actually
in the wrong, we should still try to forgive them and create
peace between the two of us. Thus, the main principle is to
forgive people and pardon the wrong that was carried out

against us.

Of course, there are some exceptions to this general rule.
For example, if we know that a person will repeat his
mistake after having been forgiven, we should use a different
method. We should not forgive or pardon the wrong done
to us by someone if they will then go on to do something
similar to someone else. For example, if the rights of a
nation or a group of people are infringed, we should not
forgive this action. However, if the wrong that has been
done is a personal matter, or if it is now over and done with,
then we should forgive. For example, issues of conflict
between couples or siblings are not usually systematic
violations of another person’s rights. These are normally the
kind of things which people often do, without even noticing
what they have done. Thus, the main principle is to forgive
and pardon wunless doing so would create worse

consequences in the future.

There is a hadith from the Prophet (s) in which he says:
AT AR NN FPRN P TP B A AR
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Shall I lead you to the best forms of morality
for this world and the life to come? (These
forms of morality are) to regard the one who
has disregarded you, to give to the one who
has deprived you, and to pardon the one who

has wronged you.’

In the previous lessons we mentioned that the Prophet (s)
said that he was appointed as a prophet to accomplish noble
traits of character." These are some of those noble traits of
character which involve much more than just reciprocating a
good action. If someone has been kind to us and we are then
kind to them, we have merely reciprocated their kindness.
But if we are kind to someone who has not been kind to us,
if we give to someone who deprived us when we were in
need, or if we visit someone who did not visit us when we
were ill, then we have indeed acquired noble traits of

character. Imam Ali (a) said:
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When you gain power over your adversary,
pardon them by way of thanks for being able

5
to overpower them.

* al-Kafi, vol. 2,p. 107

* Makdrin al-Akblag, p. 8. The original text is as follows:
Y7 L

SJ\Talyj al-Balaghah (Subbi Salib), p. 470, wise-saying 11

288



To demonstrate that we are thankful to God, when we have
more power than our adversary, we should forgive them! Of
course, if that person insists on doing wrong, or if there is a
systematic violation of another person’s rights, then the
proper action is to speak to that person and ask them to

cease their wrong actions.

It is also recommended to forgive someone who owes us
money and they are unable to repay it. In this case, to

forgive is to cancelling all debts owed.

Serving Others

According to Islam, it is very important to serve people and
to be a channel of God’s mercy to others. This does not only
apply to family members or close friends, but to everyone
and everything so that even animals and plants benefit from
our presence. Serving people is hugely important and in

Islam, this is extended to even include other creatures of

God.

In the Qur’an, when talking about Prophet Jesus (a), one of
the things which God mentions is that Jesus (a) said:

= e [
And He |God] has made me blessed wherever 1 may
be. (19:31)

The Prophet (s) explains that what Prophet Jesus (a) meant

in this verse is that God made him very useful and beneficial
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to people.” Furthermore, there is another hadith from
Prophet Muhammad (s) in which he says: “To believe in
God and to benefit His servants are the two highest
characteristics.”” If someone believes in God and helps
people, they should be very pleased that God has blessed
them with these two great qualities.

In another hadith we read that God loves most those
servants who benefit other servants the most.® For example,
if we have children and one of them very much loves our
other children and helps them, then naturally, this child will
receive greater respect from us. We want the very best for all
of our children. So if one of them helps the others, we feel
that they are in fact helping us and so somehow we have to
thank them. This helps us understand why God says that He
loves most those who love others the most. There is another
hadith which says:

e al-Mizan i Tafsir al-Qur’an, vol. 14, p. 53
o) JB =3 U T s 5 (p) e J5b ol JG
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7 Tuhaf al-Uqgil, p. 35. The original text is as follows:
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& al-Kafz, vol. 2, p. 164. The original text is as follows:
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There are some servants of God to whom
people resort when in need. They will be safe
from  punishment on the Day of
Resurrection.”

Sometimes people approach a particular person for help
because that person has experience, knowledge, money, or
friends. Such a person should not think that helping these
people is a waste of time or energy. It is indeed an honour
and blessing when it is through us that God helps people. In
this way we also receive immense benefits. Therefore, when
someone comes to us for help we should appreciate this

great opportunity.

There are plenty of hadiths about the reward that God gives
to people who help others and fulfill their needs. This
reward is even greater than the reward given for performing
Hajj, which is an obligation under certain conditions."
Therefore, it is very important that we help one another as
much as we can and this would then make God very pleased

with us.

* Tubaf al-Ugl, p. 52
° Amali (Sadng), p. 237. The original text is as follows:
ot i o 1 e Yol o5l 226 28

291



Summary

1. One of the major characteristics of a believer is to keep
promises. God praises people who not only keep their
promise to God, but who also observe any sort of promise

which they have made with anyone else.

2. We should always keep our promises, even when we have
made promises to children, to enemies, or to people who we

do not consider to be good.

3. Something which is closely related to fulfilling that which
is promised is to return a trust to its owner. When people

entrust us with something, we must return it.

4. According to Islam, to forgive people is a virtue. The
main principle is to forgive people and pardon wrongs done
to us, unless doing so would create worse consequences in

the future.

5. According to Islam, it is of utmost importance to serve
people and to be a channel of God’s mercy to others. This
does not only apply to family members or close friends, but
also to everyone and everything — meaning even animals and

plants should benefit from our presence.
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Lesson Twenty-One:

Family and Hospitality

Introduction

We have studied the first aspect of virtues related to our
relationships with other people and we mentioned some of
the things which are related to all groups of people, such as
keeping our promises, safeguarding and returning trusts,

forgiving people, and being helpful and beneficial to others.

Now we want to address some of those virtues which relate
to specific groups of people. For example, one of the things
found in Islamic morality is safeguarding our families. This is
not a responsibility for everyone or towards everyone;
rather, it is an additional responsibility for those who are

part of a family.

Another group towards whom we have extra responsibility is

our guests, and this is what is known as hospitality.

In this lesson, we will study these two virtues using the
Qur’an and hadiths.



Safeguarding the Family

In Islamic teachings we find great emphasis placed on
marriage and indeed it has been considered as the most

beloved of constructions.
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Withing Islam, there is no construction more

beloved to Allah than marriage.1

Marriage is considered to be a sacred covenant between two
people, while divorce is regarded as the most disliked
permissible act according to hadith.” That said, according to
Islam divorce is still possible because it is sometimes a social
need. Therefore, anything that helps a family stay together
and remain united is very valuable and important, and
anything that separates families or brings forth division is
very bad and disliked.

Regarding the philosophy of marriage, the Qur’an says:
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Y Makarim al-Akhlig, p196
2 Naly al-Fasdhah, p. 157. The Arabic text is as follows:
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Among His signs is that He bas created mates for yon
Sfrom amongst yourselves so that you find peace and
tranquility with them and He bas established love and
mercy between you. (30:21)

This relationship and bond is planned by God and should be
appreciated. The Qur’an also urges members of the family to
have love and mercy for one another. For example, when it
comes to men, God asks them to be kind to their wives and

to interact with them in an honourable manner.’

Unity of the family is very important, even for a couple that
does not have children. However, for a family with children
it becomes much more important and everyone is then even
more responsible for safeguarding the family unit. There are
numerous guidelines in Islamic culture about the love and
care that parents should render to their children, and how
they should try to cater to their needs. These needs are not
merely physical; they also include psychological and spiritual
needs. Parents are responsible for giving their children an
Islamic and moral upbringing, and for nurturing them in
order for them to become good and successful people, as

well as active members of society.

On the other hand, children should also respect their parents

and obey them as much as possible. According to Islam, no

*The Qur’an 4:19. The original text is as follows:
u’u““-‘ i):‘};:ﬁb 5
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matter how old we are or what status we have in society, we
must obey our parents. The only situation in which God tells
us not to obey our parents is when they ask us to commit a
sin. For example, if our parents ask us not to say our prayers
or not to fast obligatory fasts, or if they ask us to annoy and
hurt our spouse, children, or neighbour, we should not obey
them because in these instances, obeying them means to
disobey God.

A hadith says:

S i b sl by
There is no way to obey a creature of God by
disobeying God.*

Therefore, unless our parents pressure us to do something
wrong, God says that we should obey them. But even in a
situation where they try to make us do something wrong and
we have to resist, we should still be kind and benevolent

towards them.
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But if they urge you to ascribe to Me as partner that of
which you have no knowledge, then do not obey them.
Keep their company honourably in this world (31:15)

There are even instances in the Qur’an where God mentions
parents alongside mentioning Himself:
Bl ol 5 861 3] 1,5 ML) o)

Your Lord has decreed that you shall not worship
anyone except Him, and [He has enjoined] kindness
t0 parents. (17:23)

Parents have such a high position in the sight of God that
He commands us to be kind to them immediately after

commanding us to worship Him.

The rest of the verse also contains advice on how to treat

our parents:
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Should they reach old age at your side—one of them

or both—do not say to them, “Fie!” And do not chide
them, but speak to them noble words. (17:23)

Both parents have great rights upon us, but our mothers

have an even greater right over us. When Prophet Jesus (a)
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was born, he (a) said that God asked him to be kind to his

mother:

G 1 o (35 s
..... and to be good to my mother, and He has not
made me self-willed and wretched. (19:32)

Regarding the high status of mothers, Prophet Muhammad
(s) said:

—ﬁ‘ ’:,’ ’rl-ﬁ’l
Sl plis] wou 25|
Heaven is under the feet of mothers.’

On one occasion, the Prophet (s) told a person to be kind to
his mother, repeating this three times before telling him to
be kind to his father.® On another occasion, someone told
the Prophet (s) that he had buried his daughter alive. The
Prophet (s) asked that man if his mother was alive and he
said that his mother had passed away. Then the Prophet (s)

> Naly al-Fasdhabh, p. 434
e al-Kafz, vol. 2, p. 159. The original text is as follows:

o U525 60 (o) L I 0552 106 () b e e
syl g6
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told him to be kind to the sister of his mother, saying that
this would compensate for the sin of killing his daughter.”

The above examples are just a few instances of many in
which people have been told to be kind to their parents;
there are many hadiths about this. For example, Prophet
Muhammad (s) said that it is an act of worship to look at
either of our parents with affection and kindness® and that
God is pleased when someone has pleased their parents and
God gets angry when someone has angered either one of

their parents.()

Among these hadiths, there is one which is very moving. It
says that if a child looks at either of their parents with anger,
even though they have mistreated that child, then the child's
prayer will not be accepted." The hadith explains that even if

7 al-Kafz, vol. 2, p. 162. The original text is as follows:
el ) @ 5 T 2l 8 08 ) L ) B e
LT E8 5w b s b ) G i G 5 G
SRR A RE R A A AR TN NI
e R A1 2, G 6 06 1 06 e WG B 06
& Tubaf al-Uqil, p. 46. The original text is as follows:
e W & galny J) B B () 06
? Naly al-Fasahah, p. 760. The original text is as follows:
A Ll s s dlly S e B 2,1 0w ally o) o
1 4LKafi, vol. 2, p. 349. The original text is as follows:
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parents have wronged their children, these children should
still not look at them with anger. If they do, their prayers will
not be accepted. Accordingly, we can only imagine what
would happen if a child looks at their parents with anger
when they have not even mistreated them. Respecting
parents is obligatory and at the same time a very good
opportunity for us to make God pleased with us. Helping
our parents, being available to them, praying for them, or
giving charity on their behalf — in other words, doing
anything we can to show our love and thanks to our parents

— makes God pleased with us.

Of course, as we said previously, obeying parents has a limit:
if obeying them leads to disobeying God. For example, a
married man who now has a family to look after should not
divorce his wife simply because his mother says he should.
He must not even stop showing love to his wife because of
his mother. This is simply unacceptable. A married person is
responsible for his new family. One has to be careful and
clever enough to find out how to please both one’s parents
and one’s spouse. One should not upset one’s parents for
the sake of one’s spouse, and vice versa. This needs
experience and asking God for help and guidance. There
have been instances where a man has abandoned his wife

because of his parents. This is very much condemned in

B Ul S 0 b Gy st T ) B
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Islamic culture and such a person will be questioned about

this by God on the Day of Judgment.

Hospitality

Believers should be hospitable because we have a special
responsibility towards people whom we accept as guests. We
have to be kinder and more helpful to our guests than we
normally are to other people. We have to serve everyone —
all people and all creatures of God — as much as possible.
However, as we said earlier, there are certain groups of
people for whom this becomes even more necessary, such as
family members. Following on from this, Islamic teachings
are very much supportive of guests. These teachings ask us
to observe their rights, which includes treating them with
honour and love, and showing that we are happy that they
are visiting us. There is a very important hadith in which

Prophet Muhammad (s) says to Lady Fatimah (a):

s S 2N P A, a3l S
Whoever believes in God and the hereafter

must honour their guest.11

A guest must be honoured and should be treated as
someone who is sent by God to our house. If God Himself
had told us to look after a guest then we would do our very

best to please that guest and thereby show God that we have

Y alKafi, vol. 2, p. 667
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been kind to the person sent by Him. Every guest must be
treated like this, especially a guest who is invited; although,
even an unexpected guest should be treated with honour. To
reject people is un-Islamic. At the same time, we should not
put ourselves under pressure to look after our guests.
Sometimes people want to treat their guests in a very
luxurious way, when they cannot afford it. Islam tells us to
do our best and to provide as much as we reasonably can.
We should not go out of our way to host people by, for
example, borrowing money and putting ourselves into
difficulty for several months to pay back our debts. This is
strongly condemned. This is a very delicate matter.
Sometimes we do not have anything at all to offer to our
guest, so we have to borrow money. But even in this case, it
is acceptable to give our guest only the minimum that we
can manage. We have to judge according to what is

reasonable.

According to Islam, hospitality is very wvaluable and
encouraged because Islamic teachings want us to take the
matter of hosting guests very easily and do not want the host
to be put through undue trouble. Being hospitable should
not be made very difficult because in that case, people would

be discouraged from being hospitable towards guests.

Guests are also morally responsible to behave well and to
comply with the wishes and instructions of their host. For

example, a host might ask their guest to sit in a certain part
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of the house for some reason. The guest should listen and
comply. A guest should not expect too much from their host
or put too much pressure on them. For example, a guest
should understand that at times the host might need to leave
them on their own whilst they attend to some important
business. A guest should also not stay in the house of their
host for such a long time that it would disturb or annoy the

host.

Therefore, both guest and host should try their best to
respect one another and make each other feel comfortable.
The guest should feel so comfortable that they think that
even if they lived there for several weeks the host would not
mind. Guests should behave in such a way that their visit
does not cause any trouble to their host; for example, they
should not stay for too long even if their host has not asked

them to leave.

korskksk

Summary

1. Family unity is very important, even for a couple that does
not have children. However, for a family with children, it
becomes vastly more important and everyone is then even

more responsible for safeguarding the family unit.

2. According to Islam, no matter how old we are or what

status we have in society, we have to obey our parents. The
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only situation in which God tells us not to obey our parents

is when they ask us to commit a sin.

3. Parents have such a high position in the sight of God that
He mentions kindness to them immediately after speaking

about worshipping Him.

4. Both of our parents have great rights upon us, but this is

even more so with respect to our mothers.

5. Believers have a special responsibility towards people
whom they accept as guests. We have to be kinder and more

helpful to our guests than we normally are to other people.

6. According to Islam, hospitality is very valuable and
encouraged because Islamic teachings want us to take the
matter of hosting guests very easily and do not want the host

to be put to undue trouble.

7. Guests are also morally responsible to behave well and to

comply with the wishes and instructions of their host.
ply
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Lesson Twenty-Two:

Respecting Elders, the Sick and Teachers and
Supporting the Oppressed and the Needy

Introduction

We have been studying the virtues related to our
relationships with different groups of people. We have
discussed those related to relationships with family members
— with particular attention to parents — and then we talked
about guests and being hospitable towards them. Now we
want to talk about other groups of people who deserve our
special attention and respect. In this lesson, we will study

each group briefly.

One such group is elders. This is not limited to the elders
who are our relatives. In society in general, all elderly people
deserve extra care, love, and support. Another group of
people is those are ill. We will study some of the many
traditions about the importance of visiting the sick and its
etiquettes in Islam. The next group of people who deserve
extra respect is teachers and scholars. We will then learn
about the need to support oppressed people. We will see

how, according to Islam, we are expected to stand by them



and help them. Finally, we will also study the significance of
helping the poor and needy.

We will then move on to the fourth category of virtues
which concerns our relationship with the environment and
our responsibilities towards nature, animals, and plants. We
will briefly study the many guidelines and instructions that
Islam sets out regarding this subject. We will also provide

sources for further study on the subject.

Respecting Elders

In Islamic culture, elders enjoy a very high status. The idea
that elders are just like other people, or that they are a
burden, is strongly condemned. Elders have great rights over
us. They have done an enormous amount for us as
individuals and for society as a whole, and so naturally, when
they are in need of our help, we should show our
appreciation for what they have done. Furthermore, this is

what God wants from us.

In a very beautiful hadith, Imam al-Sadiq (a) considers all the

elders in society as his own relatives. He says:

VYR VA T e AT
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He is not one of us who does not respect our
elders and who does not show love and

compassion to our children.'

Therefore, just as we have to show love to all children, even
those who are not our own children, we also have to love all

elders.

Attending to the Sick

There are many guidelines about the importance of visiting
the sick and the manner in which it should be carried out.
For example, we should pray for them, talk to them about
the blessings of God, and bring them gifts. When we visit
them, we should make our visit brief, unless the sick person
themselves asks us to stay longer. In other words, we have to
do our best to help them, make them happy, and lessen the
pain of their illness. There is a hadith which states:

o BB lons e o ol Wi sle i W
The believt who visits a [sick] believer is
immersed in the mercy [of God] and when he

sits he will be encompassed by the mercy.”

Y alKafi, vol. 2, p. 165
2 al-Kdfi, vol. 3, p. 120
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It is very significant if the one who is sick prays for us
because if they ask God to give us something, it is very likely
that their request will be answered by God.

There is a story in some hadiths which is similar to what is
found in the New Testament, in the Gospel of Matthew.’ It
says that on the Day of Judgment, God will ask some people
why they had not visited Him when He was sick, why they
had not fed Him when He was hungry, and why they had
not given water to Him when He was thirsty. Those people
will reply by asking how God could become thirsty, hungty,
ot sick. Then God will answer that such-and-such a person
was sick and they did not visit them, such-and-such a person
was hungry and they did not feed them, and that such-and-
such a person was thirsty and they did not give them water.
Then God will ask them why they did not know that if they
had helped the sick, the hungry, or the thirsty, they would

have found Him with that person.4 This short but moving

* Matthew, 25: 31 - 36
4]\%/7/’ al-Haqq wa Kashf al-Sidg, p. 374. The original text is as follows:
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story demonstrates that visiting the sick is like visiting God
Himself.

In addition, it is the responsibility of the whole society to try
to treat and cure the sick. A sick person also has to be
prepared to accept treatment and cannot refuse treatment
and decide to die. Then it is the role of society to provide
the sick person with the treatment they need. If they cannot
afford it themselves, then the government must pay for the
treatment. These are some of the issues in Islamic bioethics.

God says in the Qur’an:
WERN: [P R AN

Whoever saves one life, it is as if he has saved the lives

of all people. (5:32)

One way of saving people’s lives is to treat them when they
become sick. It is a mutual responsibility of the sick and of
physicians or society in general. In other words, seeking
treatment is the duty of the person who is ill, and offering
treatment is an obligation on society, doctors, nurses,
hospitals, and even on other people who can help. Society
cannot leave the poor to die. People must collect money in
order to help them, or the government must pay for the

treatment.

s »
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Prophet Muhammad (s) said:

, /: L. ’ﬁJ /””’ L. ’/“I‘H‘
\,,D.u ‘;\,a :‘3 JSE > 9 ;,i\l\, ;\f).l\ JJ’;\ &l "J!

Seek treatment for God has not sent down
any illness without sending down its

treatment.’

Thus, every illness has a treatment and a cure. This means

that medical scientists should therefore be very hopeful that

they can find treatments and cures for all types of diseases.

Being Humble in Front of Teachers

Another group that deserves more attention and love is

teachers and scholars. In his Treatise on Rngz‘ff Imam al

Sajjad (a) lists the rights of teachers. Some of them are as

follows:

Your teacher has the following rights. First,
that you offer him your total respect. Second,

that you listen attentively when he speaks.

* Bihar al-Amvir, vol. 59, p. 76
® Risdlah al-Hugig. The original text is as follows:
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Third, that you never raise your voice in his

7
presence.

The more we know, the more humble we must be in front
of our teacher. Even if our knowledge surpasses the
knowledge of our teacher, we still have to be respectful to
them. If someone was our teacher in primary school, we
have to continue to respect them and pray for them.
Unfortunately, in modern times, respect for teachers is

disappearing just as it is for parents and for elders.

Supporting the Oppressed

Oppressed people are another group of people who deserve
special attention according to Islam. If someone is
mistreated or wronged, we must not sit back and take no
action. People should not allow this sort of oppression to
become so widespread that the fact that it goes unchecked
makes it seem normal and people are no longer concerned

about supporting the oppressed.

Now that we know that supporting the oppressed is
obligatory, we should learn how to do this propetly and
effectively. First, we should give them moral support, and
second, we should help them — by any means necessary and
with any kind of support needed — to overcome the situation

and to bring the person who has wronged them to justice.

7 Bihar al-Amvar, vol. 2, p. 42
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Indeed, if we prevent unjust people from committing
injustice, this is actually beneficial for them as well. In some
hadiths we read that one of the things which we have to
observe with respect to our brothers in faith is to help them
whether they are the oppressor or oppressed. The necessity
for helping them when they are oppressed is obvious, but
when asked what it means to help them when they are the
oppressor, the answer was to stop them from oppressing
people.” If someone is doing something wrong and we love
them, then not only should we not help them to continue
committing that wrong action, but we should also attempt to
stop them. This is like preventing someone from drinking
poisoned water. If we love that person, we will try to stop
them from drinking it. In the same way, if someone is
mistreating his wife or children or parents or others, and we
really love that person, we should stop them from doing so
by talking to them, and encouraging them to be good and
change their behaviour. Then, if they do not listen to our
advice, we have to use all legitimate means to stop them. We

must not simply remain indifferent to any given situation.

In the Qur’an, in Chapter al-Nisa, God says:

8 Riyad al-Salikin, vol. 3, p.449. The original text is as follows:
Wl e dnay 16 S oty S 2 (Lo pllie of LI ST
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O you who have faith! Be maintainers of justice and
witnesses for the sake of God, even if it should be
against yourselves or [your| parents and near relatives,
and whether it be [someone] rich or poor, for God has
a greater right over them. So do not follow [your]
destres, lest you should be unfair, and if you distort

[the testimony] or disregard [it], God is indeed well
aware of what you do. (4:135)

We have to stand up against oppression in all circumstances
and with respect to all people. In a piece of advice given to

his sons, Imam Ali (a) said:

Upe poialyy Lo s

Be an enemy to the oppressor! And (be) a
friend and helper to those who are

oppressed.”

Any society that honours and implements this advice will

improve day by day.

® Nalyj al-Balighah (Subbi Sdlib), p. 421
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Helping the Needy

Another issue which needs to be discussed is the significance
of giving charity. Although we have already discussed the
importance of serving people in general, giving charity is
such an important instance of this, and it deserves special
attention. Islamic culture encourages people to spend their
wealth for the sake of God, explaining that we need to be
helping the poor, those who are in debt, and those who
cannot afford to provide education for themselves and their

family.

The Qur’an contains several verses about charity. In Chapter
al-Baqarah, the Qur’an says:

5 G T G DA 3 A o b T st
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Those who spend their wealth in the way of Allah and
then do not follow up what they have spent with
reproaches and affronts, they shall have their reward
near their Lord, and they will have no fear, nor will
they grieve. An honourable word with pardon is better
than a charity followed by affront. Allah is all-
sufficient, most forbearing. O you who have faith! Do
not render your charities void by reproaches and
affronts, like those who spend their wealth to be seen
by people and have no faith in Allah and the Last
Day. Their parable is that of a rock covered with soil:
a downpour strikes it, leaving it bare. They have no
power over anything of what they have earned, and
Allah does not guide the faithless lot. The parable of
those who spend their wealth seeking Allah’s pleasure
and to confirm themselves, is that of a garden on a
hillside: the downpour strikes it, whereupon it brings
Sorth its fruit twofold; and if it is not a downpour that
strikes 1t, then a shower, and Allah sees best what you
do. (2:262-265)

One of the interesting points about this verse is that God
says that those who spend their wealth in the way of God

will neither fear nor grieve. This condition has been
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mentioned in another verse concerning the friends of God,
the awlipa’u Allah."” This shows that the group that gives
their wealth for the sake of God is either amongst the

awliya’u Allah or at least they are equal to them in this regard.

Another point that this verse teaches us is that when we help
someone, we are actually the main beneficiary. The person
we help receives some money, but we have received God’s
mercy and reward, which is incomparable to any amount of
money. The verse says that God is the All-Sufficient; when
He asks us to help others, it is not for Himself. When we say
that we are giving wealth for the sake of God, it does not
mean that we are benefiting God; rather, we are the ones
who give a little and gain a great deal. No matter how much
we give in this way, it is really only a little — even if it is
enough to build a masjid — because the money we give is
worldly and everything in this world is “a trivial enjoyment”
as God says in the Quran." On the other hand, however,
we gain God’s mercy, and that is priceless. Therefore, if we
are intelligent we should search for opportunities to help

people.

Some people do not have enough money to help others but
this does not mean that they cannot carry out charitable
deeds. If we do not have money, we may have time or

expertise with which we can help others. Even for a person

*The Qur’an 10:62
" The Qur’an 3:197
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who has nothing to give he can offer at least a kind word or

even as we find it in hadith just an affectionate smile."

When we can please God and attract His mercy with
something as apparently small as an affectionate smile, why
do we sometimes deprive others of our respect or kind

words?

skofokokok

Summary

1. In Islamic culture, elders enjoy a very high status. The idea
that elders are just like other people or that they are a burden

is strongly condemned.

2. It is the responsibility of the whole society to try to treat
and cure the sick. A sick person must also be prepared to
accept treatment; a sick person cannot refuse treatment and
decide to die. It is then the role of society to provide the sick
person with the treatment they need. If they cannot afford it

themselves, the government must pay for the treatment.

3. Imam al-Sajjad (a) said: “Your teacher has the following

rights: First, that you offer him your total respect. Second,

2 The original text is as follows:

AP S ST R
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that you listen attentively when he speaks. Third, that you

never raise your voice in his presence...”

4. One of the rights of our brethren in faith is to help them,
whether they are the oppressor or oppressed. To help the
oppressed, we must stand by them and support them in all
circumstances and with respect to all people. 5. To help the

oppressor, we must prevent them from oppressing.

6. In chapter 2 of the Qur’an, God says that those who
spend their wealth in the way of God and then do not follow
up what they have done with reproaches and affronts to the
one whom they have helped, shall have their reward near

their Lord and they will have no fear nor will they grieve.

7. An honourable word with pardon is better than giving
charity followed by affront.

8. When we help someone, we are actually the main
beneficiary. The person we have helped receives some
money but we have received God’s mercy and reward, which

is cannot be compared to any amount of money.

9. If we have nothing material to give, we can at least offer a

kind word or even just an affectionate smile.
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Lesson Twenty-Three:

The Envirnment

Introduction

So far we have described three different groups of virtues in
the Islamic moral system. We started with those which relate
to our relationship with God, then continued with those
which relate to our relationship with ourselves, and then we
studied those which relate to our relationship with other
people. In this lesson, we will study some points regarding
our relationship with the rest of the world, including
animals, plants, and even non-living beings like water, soil,

or ait.

There are numerous points in Islamic teachings regarding
the issue of environmental ethics. Here we will briefly study

some of them.

Nature in General

There are more than 750 verses in the Qut’an related to
nature. Fourteen chapters of the Qur’an are named after
certain animals and natural incidents such as: ‘the Cow’, ‘the
Cattle’, ‘the Thunder’, ‘the Bee’, ‘the Ant’, ‘the Daybreak’,
‘the Sun’, ‘the Night’, ‘the Fig’, and ‘the Elephant'.



Moreover, there are many cases in which God takes an oath
by a particular natural phenomenon, such as ‘the dawn’ and
‘the fig and olive.” In numerous verses, the Qur’an states
that all natural phenomena have awareness of God and

glority God:

Ay o Yl e 65
And We disposed the mountains and the birds to
glorify [Us] with David (21:79)

The Qur’an also says that according to both His creation and
legislation, God has made human beings capable of
benefiting from nature. God has given us the necessary

power and permission to utilise nature for our benefit.

In the Qur’an we read:

o B U 201 3 L U G RsTTAL

i (5 ATt
And He has disposed for you|[r benefit] whatever is in
the heavens and whatever is the earth, all is from
Him. There are indeed signs in that for a people who
reflect. (45:13)

189:1, (il )
295:1, (65531 5 o1 3)
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Earth
In Islamic scriptures, the earth is introduced as an origin for

the creation of human beings. The Qur’an says:

S B 5 e 150 5 pSUES g
From it [earth] We created you and into it We shall

send you back and from it We will raise you a second
time. (20:55)

Elsewhere in the Qur’an we read:

Uorir 553 3 6 (STl i 2
It is He who has created for you all things that are on
carth. (2:29)

It can be understood from this verse that God has created

the earth for our benefit; He permits us to benefit from it.

However, we also have a responsibility to utilise it in a
proper way and to act as a benevolent trustee and guardian.
As human beings, we must ensure that we use nature and
indeed every blessing from God in a completely responsible
way. We should not think that we are only accountable

regarding our treatment of human beings.

In the Qur’an, God says that on the Day of Judgment we
will be questioned about the way in which we have utilised

and treated the blessings that He gave us:
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Then on that day you shall most certainly be
questioned abont the blessings. (102:8)

Everything in this world which is at our disposal is a gift
and, at the same time, a trust. We should not destroy it just
because it is a gift. According to Islam, we should not
destroy anything. We should not believe, for example, that
because a particular amount of money or some equipment
belongs to us, we can have the inclination and freedom to
destroy it. These are trusts with which God has entrusted us;
we have a duty to take care of them. The same is true
regarding our life; we are not allowed to commit suicide or
harm ourselves. Life is a gift from God and we have to
appreciate it and look after it. We have to make sure that we
either improve the condition of that gift or at the very least,
we do not make it worse. For example, if we live on a piece
of land, or near a forest or river, and we cannot improve its
condition, then we should at least try to maintain its current
condition. Or for example, if we need some food, we should
not use more than we reasonably need. We have to make
sure that we reduce our consumption of precious natural

resources.

Every generation must make improvements. God has asked
us to make this world a better place, to improve it, and to

develop it. Islam pays special attention to the countryside
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and wildlife, to farming and the cultivation of land. In some

hadiths, farming is considered to be the best occupation.

Furthermore, there is a hadith from the Prophet (s) in which
he (s) says:

SEAGE LW L Vol
You should look after the earth because it is

your mother.’

We have to be very careful about the way we treat the
environment, not just because we may face a crisis. Even if it
is guaranteed that we would not face any environmental
crisis, we still have to be very careful. Thus, it is not simply
because we are worried that we should then start to regulate
things. Unfortunately, even with the situation we face
nowadays, sometimes we do not see enough regulations in
place when it comes to air pollution, water consumption,
wasting energy resources, and so on. However, even if we
can guarantee that there will be no problem or shortage on
account of our actions, we must still not waste even one cup

of water or one handful of soil.

There are many verses in the Qur’an that ask us to act
responsibly and to be very respectful about God’s gifts and

blessings. For example, we read in the Qur’an:

* Bihar al-Amwar, vol. 7, p. 97
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O children of Adam! Put on_your adornment on every

occasion of prayer and eat and drink, but do not
waste; indeed Allah does not like the wasteful. (7:31)

In addition to not wasting or destroying God’s blessings, the

Qur’an says that we should also try to improve them:

G el o 2 (s o
He brought you forth from the earth and asked you to
improve it. (11:61)
Water

In Islamic culture, water is very highly regarded. The word
maa’ (water) is used in the Qur’an about 60 times. Water is
introduced as the origin and source of life. For example, the

Qur’an says:

et S A e W
And We have made of water everything living
(21:30)

Furthermore, we also have a hadith which says that a person
who is near a river should not take water from the river and

then throw it away tip it out for no reason. This is
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considered wasting water and is not allowed.* If, for
example, we want to use the water to drink, wash something,
or water a flower, of course we are then allowed to use the
water. But if there is no reason to take the water, we should
not use it. Even a cup of water must not be wasted;
accordingly, if we only want to drink half a cup, we should
not fill the cup completely because then we would have to

throw away the rest.

Animals

According to Islam, there are many instructions regarding
the rights of animals. Islamic scholars have made it clear that
we cannot kill animals merely for the sake of pleasure. From
the Islamic perspective, there is no such thing as hunting for
pleasure. We can only kill an animal either because it is
putting our safety at risk and we want to save our life, or
because we want to use its meat to feed ourselves. In one of
his essays, Mohammad Taqi Ja’fari, a great contemporary

scholar, says:

! Minhaj al-Bra‘ab fi Sharh Nakj al-Balaghah, vol. 18, p. 339. The original

text is as follows:
ISV 0y K s ¢l sz e SN Bl LY Gam oo ol 5
S5 sis ] G 5 sl b h lash 045 5 Jle G S
gl b 5 oLl cb s e i b Gl w28 M i
PN ade e e SIS (55, 95 5 LI

325



Consideration of all sources of Islamic
jurisprudence (figh) leads to the conclusion
that animals must not be killed unless there is
a legal permission by God, like benefiting
from them or being safe from their harm.
There are adequate reasons for prohibiting
hunting animals for fun and one can argue
from these reasons for the prohibition of
killing animals without having a permitting

5
cause.

Furthermore, we have to be very respectful regarding
animals. According to Shi‘a jurists, animals must be provided
with food, water, shelter, and even medicine if necessary.
They also state that according to Islam, if our neighbour has
an animal and they are not there to look after it or they
cannot afford food and so on for it, then we are responsible

to give that animal food, water, or whatever it may need.

Plants

Islam highly recommends planting trees and urges people to
protect them to the extent that planting a tree is considered

an act of worship for which special prayer is recommended.’

* Rasd’il Fighi, p. 250
® Makdrim al-Akblag, p. 353. The original text is as follows:
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There are also many instructions about looking after trees
and hadiths about how important it is to carry out farming

and planting. There is even a hadith which says:

If resurrection is starting and one of you has a
sapling in his hand which he can plant before

he stands up, he must do so.’

Thus, this hadith advises that even if the world is about to
end and there will be no future for that sapling, we still have
the responsibility to plant it. This means that under normal,
everyday conditions, our responsibility is even greater. This
demonstrates how much attention Islamic teachings give to
the environment. Indeed there are many more hadiths

regarding this. 8

JMJAJ‘UAWAM\LJ)&)} ulu.))“‘ J\D(&)P"i‘u&
Jw olp o% U,sM 55 1 25855 2l s o il J.z.L\

,LS\J,.:\I;.‘J.\;L\’,}LJV ”}C.Jlul.s‘j)\,\f)" [ ‘A.L.lr A

ot AT Mo o B Gy Y A G Y
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Naly al-Fasdhah, p. 267. The original text is as follows:

o o Y ol plal o Teud (Suol b 35 Ll s )

e il L
® To read mote about Islamic bioethics, please refer to Islamic Bioethics: A
General ~ Scheme by Dr. Shomali. The paper is available at

www.mashomali.com. If you are interested in Islam’s point of view on
environmental ethics, please refer to Aspects of Environmental Ethics: An
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Summary

1. The fourth category of moral virtues consists of those
virtues related to our relationship with the rest of the world

— with nature, animals, and plants.

2. It can be understood from the Qurt’an that God has
created the earth for our benefit; He has allowed us to
benefit from it. However, at the same time we have a
responsibility to use it in a proper way and act as a

benevolent trustee.

3. We have to make sure that we either improve the
condition of the blessings which God has given us or at the

very least, that we do not make it worse.

4. According to Islam, there are many instructions regarding
the rights of animals. For example, Islamic scholars have
made it clear that we should not kill animals merely for

pleasure.

5. Shi‘a jurists have issued verdicts stating that we must
provide animals with food, water, shelter, and even medicine

if necessary.

6. There are also many instructions about looking after trees

and how important it is to carry out farming and planting.

Islamic  Perspective by Dr. Shomali. The paper is also available at
www.mashomali.com.
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