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Foreword

What we learn from the Qur’an is that whenever there is
darkness there will also be light, wherever there is difficulty
there will be ease too. We are currently living in a world with
many tensions, conflicts and wars, but thanks be to God, in
the same world we have lots of people who are deeply
committed to love, peace and charity, especially from among
the believers in God. There are people who tirelessly work
for unity and peace. For quite a few years we have come to
know such groups of people among both the Muslim and

non-Muslim communities.

We have had long-standing relations with some Christian
movements and groups and despite our theological
differences we have realised how many commonalities we
have, not only in our understanding of God and humanity,
but in understanding the priorities for the religious work of
today. These are people who believe there is urgency to

work for the sake of unity.

It is almost twenty years since we have established a
relationship with the Focolare Movement during which we

had many meetings and constructive discussions. This



connection started initially in the UK but soon it expanded
to Italy, Canada, Indonesia, Lebanon, Poland, the
Philippines, USA and many other places. Here I just refer to
our visits to Loppiano in general and Sophia University

Institute in particular.

Our first visit to Loppiano was in 1999, on the eve of the
new millennium. In May 2010, I took a group of PhD
students from the Dept. of Religions of the Imam Khomeini
Education and Research Institute in Qom to Italy to visit
some Pontifical universities and some Catholic institutions
and organisations. A highlicht of that trip was visiting
Loppiano. An interesting development took place in May
2013 when my wife and I took a group of 10 female students
from the Jami’at al-Zahra, made up of peoples from
different nationalities, from Qom to Italy. Most of our
programmes were arranged by the Focolare Movement. We
had programmes and meetings in Rome, in Rocca di Pappa,
in Castel Gandolfo and also Loppiano, a small village near
Florence where the movement has a citadel known as a
‘Mariapolis‘. This is a place individuals attend for their own
religious development. There are also families living there in
a spiritual atmosphere of mutual cooperation and unity. On
the last night of our trip we met the inhabitants of the town
in a gathering held at the local auditorium and had a
discussion centred on the concept of love. I personally

experienced a great sense of unity as if our hearts where



open to each other. I understand that the same was felt by

many among those present.

In recent years the Focolare Movement have also established
‘Sophia University’ in Loppiano which offers post-graduate
studies. After this meeting another turning point was the
invitation of members of the Centre for Interreligious
Dialogue of Focolare Movement: Roberto Catalano and
then co-responsible Christina Lee, together with Paul
Lemarie, a member of the centre as well as 2 member of the
Focolar from Loppiano and finally Stefania Tanesini. They
visited us in Qom in April 2014 for one week where they
were introduced to cultural, religious and spiritual aspects of
the life of Shi’a Muslims.

That visit led to another trip in 2015 by about half a dozen
sisters from Qom to Loppiano, to observe in more detailed
some aspects of Focolare spirituality. The group travelled
from Qom and Dearborn and was supposed to stay for four
weeks. My wife and I also joined them from London and
were supposed to stay with the group for a few days and
then return. However due to the loss of my wife’s passport
at the airport, our stay was extended unexpectedly which
turned out to be most useful. On Friday 20th Feb 2015, our
Focolare friends organised a programme at ‘Sophia
University’ where we met staff and students. I was asked to
say a few words and I decided to talk about ‘wisdom’ which

in Greek is ‘sophia’ from which the university takes its name.



I explained the Islamic point of view on wisdom and how
it is a universal value, as anything truly wise belongs to the
whole of humanity. In my talk I also mentioned the founder
of the Focolare Movement Chiara Lubich (1920-2008) and
my opinion about her wisdom and her practical spirituality
through which she was able, not only to bring spirituality to
the ordinary people but to build concrete realities based on
it. This is an expression of wisdom, because wisdom is to

bring abstract ideas into reality.

In the same meeting, Professor Piero Coda, president of
Sophia University, invited me to teach in a forthcoming
course on interreligious dialogue. The course would — for
the first time — feature lecturers from different religious
backgrounds. He also invited me for a similar engagement in

the Philippines.

In April 2016, I visited Sophia University and delivered four
lectures of one hour each on interreligious dialogue from an
Islamic prospective. At the end, in a meeting with Piero
Coda, I emphasised the necessity of a closer relationship to
achieve a better understanding of what true commitment to
unity requires from us. I said that the issue of unity and in
particular how to unite believers has preoccupied my mind
for many years. I said that I believe that if we do our best,
God would certainly guide us and teach us what to do next,
but in order to make sure that we have done our best we

need to share our resources and exchange our ideas;



otherwise we would not be able to say that we have gone
through every possible avenue for better understanding. 1
said to him if I talk and discuss only with my own people
using only my own resources I cannot say I have done my
best and the same applies to him. I referred to what God

says in the Qur’an:

“As for those who strive in Us, We shall surely guide them
in Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuous”. (29:69).

Therefore I suggested further meetings every so often to
allow us to have detailed conversations on common interests
and hopefully by recording and documenting our
understanding we may be able to see if there is further
grounds to continue or not. But we have to be able to say
we have done our best. Piero welcomed the idea and based
on that we fixed the date for the first meeting to take place
after the month of Ramadan. This was going to be a new
and deeper initiative built upon our previous experiences.

We agreed to call this new initiative ‘Wings of Unity’.

Our first “‘Wings of Unity’ meeting took place in Loppiano
from 8th-10th July. A group of Focolare professors, staff
and students from different parts of Italy also attended but
there were more attendees from Sophia University and the
Loppiano community.. From the Shi’a side there were five
of us, from the UK, the USA and Italy. Piero Coda opened
the meeting on the morning of the 8thJuly talking about the
‘Unity of God and in God’. He explained some of the



mystical writings and experiences of Chiara Lubich. He
referred in particular to the love for God the Father and love

for one’s neighbours.

In the afternoon session I talked about the Unity of God
and how in Islam tawhid (unity of God) shapes and forms
every aspect of Islamic thought. I explained how over the
years I have been thinking about the issue of unity to the
extent that one could write a book on it and each chapter of
this book can discuss one aspect of this unity. I started
mentioning some titles for chapters of that book e.g.
metaphysics and how in the “Transcendent Philosophy’ of
Mulla Sadra we have a kind of monotheistic understanding
of existence. I talked about ‘Illuminationist Philosophy’ of
Sheikh Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi in his Hikmat ul-ishraq
and his philosophical system, based on the concept of light.
I talked about the Unity of God as the basis for morality in
the Qur’an, as suggested by Allamah Tabatabai. This was

followed by further discussions.

The next day started with a comment from one of the
professors from Sophia University. He remarked that as a
PhD professor he had been teaching interfaith dialogue for a
number of years, but this new initiative was the first time
that he felt the presence of so much unity. He said he always
tried to understand the other or look at the other in a way
that he himself wants to be seen but this gathering went

further, as if there was no ‘other’.
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On the second day, Roberto Catalano gave a talk titled
‘Humanity as one family in Chiara’. He explained how the
Focolare Movement got involved in interreligious dialogue.
Initially Chiara had thought that the Focolare spirituality was
only for Catholics and then for the wider Christians but after
some events she got the inspiration that this should be open
to everybody. He mentioned how the movement got to
know Warith Deen Mohammed, imam of the Nation of
Islam and how she also visited Malik el-Shabazz (Malcolm
X) Mosque in Harlem — New York. He further described her
travel to India and her interaction with the Hindus showing
a video of the trip. In the afternoon I talked about my
understanding of the plan of God for human guidance and

the relationship between different prophets and religions.

On the morning of the third day two professors from
Focolare spoke about Unity as Lifestyle according to the
Christian Focolare perspective. 1 also presented our
perspective about Unity as a lifestyle using some of the
analogies or parables that we have in Islam such as the
community being like one body or one building. I explained
how I can see some of the qualities in some of the practices
of the Focolare Movement that should be present in the
believers, especially the helpers of Imam Mahdi (a). For
example, they act as members of the same family as if
brought up by the same parents. My presentation was
followed by further discussions after which some

suggestions were made about our next steps.
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Professor Piero Coda suggested we define the mission
statement of the “Wings of Unity’ initiative therefore it was
decided that there would be two co-directors, Prof. Piero
Coda and I, coupled with a council made up of four
Focolare members and four Shi’a Muslim members. God-
willing, Wings of Unity will continue its discussions, joint
courses and joint publications. There will be courses on
theology and spirituality of unity for both Muslim and
Christian youth, Imams, priests, monks and activists. A book
will also be produced on unity, faith, identity etc. based on
the questions which will be raised by the youths in the

courses next summet.

In brief, I can say that this meeting and exchange in
Loppiano was very special and a memorable experience.
Everyone was deeply moved by this experience of unity and
expressed a desire in its continuation. We thank God for this
great gift of friendship and unity and request Him to help us

to move forward.

What follows is the transcript of three lectures delivered on
8" to 10™ July 2016 at Sophia Institute University in
Loppiano, Italy. I hope the readers find this humble

collection useful and share with me their comments.
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Unity of God and Unity in God'

I seek assistance and guidance from God. At the beginning,
I must admit that I am unable to do justice to the topic. I
will just try to share with you some aspects of unity based on
the Quran, on Islamic thought in general, and on some of
my personal reflections. We will then see how the discussion
will unfold.

Although unity of God for us is a very important principle in
Islam but for me to think very seriously about the unity of
God in a way that should affect our relation with each other
is something that I have been thinking and reflecting more

seriously about in the last eight years.

There are many, many resources in Islam for unity. Some of
them may have not been noticed, even by Muslims. Or if
they are noticed, they are noticed for other purposes and not
so much from this perspective of uniting people. I was

thinking for some time that when I get a chance, maybe I

!This lecture was delivered on the 8t July 2016.
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will write a book on unity; it would have different chapters
and each chapter would be on one Islamic notion that helps
us better understand the concept of unity. It would have
many chapters because there are many things in Islam on
unity. I think this approach to unity can be a kind of
philosophy for life. So this is one of my projects for unity. I

don’t know when I will get a chance to complete it.

I want to first share, very quickly, a list of some of these
notions which can be some of the titles for those chapters.
Then I will focus on two or three of them. But I think it is
good to share a list of these topics, because you may find
that one of these topics is actually more interesting to you

and you might prefer I talk about that instead.

Unity of God as one of the main principles of Islam

First of all, as you know, Muslims believe in the unity of
God. In Shi‘a Islam, we say that we have three principles of
religion, which means that every religious person in the
Abrahamic tradition believes in these. The three principles
are as follows: to believe in one God (unity of God or
monotheism), to believe in prophethood and to believe in
resurrection. We Shi‘a have two more in addition to these
three: divine justice — also reflected as social justice — and
imamate, which is the need for divinely-appointed

leadership. Therefore these are five principles for Shi‘a
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Muslims. The first three are known as “principles of
religion” (usul al-din) and the five together are known as

“principles of the denomination” (usu/ al-madhbab).

When it comes to the unity of God, unfortunately, many
people keep it only in the realm of theology. When I say
theology I mean Islamic theology, because in Christianity
theology embraces everything but in Islam theology is a very
specific type of discourse, a discussion about God; a kind of
theosophy. Not much emphasis has been put by some
Muslim scholars to bring unity of God into different realms

of Islamic thought, but some have done so.

When we refer to the sayings of the Prophet (s) and our
Imams, we find that they believe that the unity of God is not
only the core and foundation, but it is in a sense, the only
thing that you need. For example, it is narrated that Prophet
Muhammad (s) used to say:

Say, there is no God but the One God, and

then you will be triumphant.”

It seems that to begin with the Prophet did not give the
people a list of 10 or 20 or 100 things. He just emphasized

on one thing: unity of God. Of course, this does not mean

2 Bihar al-Anwar, vol. 18, p. 202. The original text is as follows:

1yl 20 ) ) Y 1 B T g
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that we do not have any other things to believe in but it
means that if people accept this, all other good things will

follow.

Sometimes I say to people that prophets have wisdom; if
there are hundreds of problems in the society they know
which problems are the most important and they focus on
those problems. Prophet Muhammad (s), with the wisdom
and guidance that he received from God, realized and was
able to identify that in that society in which there were many
problems and lots of corruption — killing, looting, idol-
worshipping, even burying daughters alive — the major
problem is lack of recognition for unity of God in both their

thought and practice.

We have another narration (hadith) from our 8" Imam, Imam
Rida (a) who is buried in Mashhad, Iran. He used to live in
Medina and Ma’mun, the Abbasid caliph of the time, forced
him to become his prince. He did not accept at first but was
forced to accept the position, so he said I will accept under
the condition that I don’t deal with any governmental affairs,
I don’t appoint anyone, I don’t dismiss anyone, I don’t take
any job. Because he was very popular so the caliph wanted
to use his popularity. Then the caliph asked him to move to
the city of Marw where the caliph himself resided.” When

Imam was going to that area in the city of Neishabur —

3 Which is now in Afghanistan but at that time was still in Iran.
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which is now about 130 km away from (the city of) Mashhad
— he was stopped by thousands of people. Most of them
were not Shi‘a, but they loved him because he was from the

progeny of the Prophet (s).

So they asked him for some advice, and he said something
that came to be known as the Golden Chain Hadith. This is
because he said, “I heard this from my father (the 7" Imam),
and my father heard it from the 6™ Imam... (finally) who
heard it from the Prophet (s), the Prophet (s) heard it from
Gabriel, and Gabriel heard it from God:

The word (of unity) ‘there is no god but
Allah’ is My fortress; whoever enters My

fortress will be saved from My punishment.

It is echoing the same thing the Prophet (s) used to say,
which means that you do not need anything else next to or
added to the unity of God.

Then the Imam moved and stopped, after which he said,
“But there are conditions for this, and 1 am one of the
conditions.” It means to believe in a divinely-appointed

position is a condition for being loyal or faithful to fawhid

Y Amali (Sadig), p. 235. The original text is as follows:
o W I e ol e U5 it A )] Y
Aabsrs n B3 by GE Tl
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(unity of God). It is not something additional to Zawhid. This
is very, very important. We do not need to add anything to
unity; rather, unity brings many, many other things. There
are many, many conditions for being committed to unity,
but you do not need to bring anything to unity. Unity has to
remain one. It is not one of many, it is just one. Everything
comes under that. In the same way that God is one, the

principle of unity is also one; other things come under it.

So we find that if human beings fully understand the
meaning of God’s oneness then their lives totally change.
But oftentimes, because we do not understand the meaning
of the oneness of God, we take it just as a dogma in
theology. I can believe in the oneness of God and still have
lots of problems; I can be a person who believes in the
oneness of God and be selfish or greedy. But if someone
really, truly, sincerely believes in the oneness of God, they
cannot suffer from selfishness, greediness, and so on and so

forth. It is impossible.

One of our great contemporary scholars who is a
philosopher, mystic, and exegete of the Quran, ‘Allahmah
Tabataba’ has authored many books and one of them is a
20-volume commentary on the Quran entitled ArMizan fi
Tafsir al-Qur'an, which we believe is the best until now. He
makes a very important point about the relation between the
unity of God and morality. He says that there have been

different attitudes towards moral improvement. Some

18



philosophers or religious people have tried to encourage
people to be moral by highlighting the good or bad
outcomes of our actions in this world. For example, “if you
tell a lie it will have bad outcomes, and so you shouldn’t tell
lies in order to avoid these bad outcomes.” Or “if you are
honest, these are the good outcomes, so you should be
honest.” This is one approach. The other approach is to use
reward and punishment: “if you do good God will reward
you and if you do bad God will punish you.” And he says
that although the Quran uses both of these approaches, as
far as he knows, the Quran has a unique, third approach, and

that is to base morality “on pure and perfect monotheism.”’

5 AlMizan fi Tafsir al-Qur’an, verses 2:153-157. Allamah Tabataba’i
explains further:

There is a third system, which is found exclusively in
the Qur'an; it is neither seen in the Divine Books
which have been transmitted to us, nor in the
teachings of the previous prophets (peace of Allah be
on theml); nor is it seen in the knowledge which has
come to us from divine scholars. In this system, man
is trained in character and knowledge, and the
knowledge is used in a way that does not leave room
for base and low traits. In other words, this system
removes the vile characteristics, not by repulsing
them, but by eliminating all motives other than Allah.

He goes on saying:

The Qur'an has repeatedly said that the kingdom
belongs to Allah, that the kingdom of the heavens and
the earth is His, that to Him belongs all that is in the
heavens and the earth, as we have explained several
times. Evidently, this kingdom does not leave any

19



If you are a real monotheist, then all vicious actions stop and
all vicious qualities would be removed. How can a person
really believe in God as the only source of good, as the only
source of success, and then be jealous? If you really
understand what it means to be a believer in one God, then
you would not be jealous or would not be fearful or greedy.
The reason we may have this problem is because we have
not really committed ourselves to the truth and reality of the
unity of God. We just talk about it or believe in it in our

minds, but we do not live and practice the unity of God.

independence to anything, nor does it allow the
creatures any freedom from want - except through
Allah. Look at anything; you will see that Allah is the
Owner of its person and of all its concomitants. When
a man believes in that owner-ship and this belief
becomes firmly-rooted in his heart, he does not admit
that anything has got any independence at all - in its
person, characteristics or activities. Such a man cannot
look except at the face of Allah, nor can he bow down
before, hope for, or have fear of, anything other than
Allah. He will not enjoy or be pleased with any other
thing, nor will he rely on, or surrender to, anyone but
Allah. In short, he will not desire or wish for anything
except Allah - the Eternal One Who will remain when
everything will perish; he will surely turn away from all
the false-hood, that is, from everything other than
Allah; he will not attach any importance to his own
existence nor will he care for himself in face of the
Absolute Truth, that is, the eternal existence of his
Creator - Great is His Glory.

20



So there are many things that can help us to understand the
emphasis on unity in Islamic thought. I will share only some

of them very quickly, and then I will focus on some of them.

Islamic Philosophy

When it comes to Islamic philosophy, normally we have two

major arcas:

1) Theosophy in its broadest sense al-llabiyat bil-ma‘na
al-‘amm. This is where we talk about the predicates or

properties of being as being.

2) Theosophy in its narrow sense a/-Ilahiyat bil-ma‘na al-
khass. This is where we talk about God.

The first area is about being as such, which applies to God
and applies to contingent beings like us. So in philosophy we
talk not about a specific being, but we talk about being as

being.
Notion of existence in the Transcendent Philosophy

Muslim philosophers, especially Mulla Sadra — who is the
founder of Transcendent Philosophy (al-hikmabh  al-
muta‘aliyah) and has many books on philosophy, mysticism,
and commentaries on the Quran and narration (badith) very

clearly established that everything in this world enjoys the
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same reality. Because there was and is a big question in
philosophy: Where does multiplicity come from? We have
human beings, animals, birds, nonliving beings, angels, so
many things and we have God. How do you explain this
multiplicity (kathrah) from a metaphysical point of view? For
some people the idea was that they have different realities,
but Mulla Sadra in transcendent philosophy argued that we
only have one reality, and that is existence. And the
differences stem from a difference in the intensity of

existence.

Thus a human being and an animal and a plant and a stone
and angels, all have the same reality and that is existence. But
we have different degrees of existence. Therefore, the result
is that what makes us similar is what makes us different. It
makes us similar because we have same reality and it makes
us different because we have different degrees and intensity
of that. For Mulla Sadra, existence comes as, a ladder as a
hierarchy. Each of us is a finite, limited being but we have
different degrees. Then we have God, who is the absolute
being. We are limited, but He is absolute.

So this perspective of the universe is a very important
perspective because it puts you in a close and intimate
relation with everything, and you do not differ in reality
from each other; it is just a matter of degree. When it comes
to human beings, their degree can vary depending on what

they do or more precisely, what they are. Mulla Sadra has the
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idea that human beings can actually be different in their
species. All the horses are the same in degree and intensity
of being even though they may look different. And all birds
are the same, regardless of the type. But human beings can
be totally different. This is a very important metaphysical

approach to the issue of unity.
Notion of light in the Illuminationist Philosophy

The notion of light is one of those notions which are
mentioned in the Quran and have inspired Muslim
philosophers. For example, the notion of light has been used
as the most fundamental notion in the Illuminationist
Philosophy (bikmah al-ishrag) of Suhrawardi. He talks about
different beings as different lights. I think what he says and
what Mulla Sadra says very much match each other. The
Quran says: “God is the Light of the heavens and the earth.”® (The
Qur’an, 24:35) Suhrewardi used this as the basis of his
philosophy. The Quran also says that God created the skies
and the earth and He also made light and darkness:

6 The Arabic text is as follows:

o253 U5l
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All praise belongs to Allah who created the heavens
and the earth and made the darknesses and the
light.” (The Qur’an, 6:1)

Thus there are two ways of explaining creation. One is to say
that we have the sky, earth, and different types of beings.
Another way is to say that we have light and darkness. After
careful reflection we realize that darkness is nothing except a
lesser degree of light. So we only have light, but a lesser
light, a less intense light compared to a higher light is
darkness. So we do not have absolute darkness. Absolute
darkness does not exist. Anything created by God has light,
but we have different levels of light.

If you look at this you see there are lots of moral and even
political ideas that can come out of this. If you believe the
whole world is light but different levels of light, then the way
you look at people will be different. This is because you can
see the light of God in everything, but in certain things you
can also see how they have turned away from God and

created some darkness. So this is another concept.

7'The Arabic text is as follows:

5305 b e 5 L5 il ol il A sl
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Everything is a sign of God

The other thing we find in Islamic thought is that everything
is not only a creation of God but is also a sign of God. It
might be possible to argue that nothing exists unless there is
a sign for understanding it. We can even say that the reason
God created us is in order to be known. There is a divine
saying which says, “I was a hidden treasure and I wanted to
be known, so I created people in order to be known.”® To

exist and to be known come together.

So everything is a sign of God. The Qur’an says that for you
there are external signs — everything around us is a sign of

God — and there are also internal signs:

Soon We shall show them Our signs in the

horizons and in their own souls (The Qut’an,
41:53)’

If we look at this — that everything is a creation of God and
a sign of God — it means that everything is then somehow

sacred. Sometimes I say that everything has a signature of

8 Bibar al-Anmwar, vol. 84, p. 344. The original text is as follows:
el S bl il G el of s b i 158 s
? The Arabic text is as follows:

el 3 o 3 Bt g
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God on it. If something has a signature of God on it, then
can you disregard it? Can you destroy it? Some Muslim
mystics are very hesitant to kill even mosquitoes or other
insects. It has been said when the late Imam Khomeini was
in Najaf, it was very hot and there were mosquitoes and flies
but he never killed the mosquitoes. He used to use his cloak

to send them outside his room.

There was a very pious scholar in Mashhad named Mirza
Javad Aqa whose son said that once he was sitting in the
courtyard of his house and wanted to go inside. When they
saw him returning they asked him, What happened?” He
said, “I saw some ants on my clothing and I’'m going to the
same place where I was sitting to leave them there so that

they don’t get displaced.” For him, even an ant is significant.

If your father has many children, some of whom are top
scholars or mystics and others who are normal people, all of
them are important to you; you cannot say, “I love only that
child of my father who is the best.” We have to love

everyone.

In Islamic spirituality we have to think that any creature of
God might be better than me — even an insect can be better
than me. There is a saying that God once asked Moses that
the next time he has an appointment with God, to bring
along someone who is worse than him. So Moses started
looking around to find someone worse than him to take him

with him. For a person like Moses who is spoken to by God,
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who is a prophet, it might be natural to think he is better
than everyone so everyone is worse than him. But this was
not his understanding. Whenever he looked at someone he
thought “I cannot say they’re worse than me. I cannot say
I'm better than them.” Then it is said that he found a very ill
and very ugly dog, and he said I can’t take any human being
and say he’s worse than me, maybe I can take this animal
and say he’s worse than me.” But then he said “no, I cannot
say I’'m better than even this dog.” Therefore he went to
God and said “I couldn’t find anyone worse than me.” And
God said “if you would have brought that animal, you would
have lost your position.” This approach gives you maximum
respect to every sign of God. You would not be able except

to wish them good, to respect them, and to love them.

One of the contemporary Muslim scholars who was a
philosopher, mystic, and poet, who has also translated the
Quran and is very famous, is the late Elahi Qumshel. It is
said that he sometimes used to look at a flower and cry. For
him a flower reminded him of God. Of course the beauty of
a flower is not comparable to the beauty of God, but a

flower can act as a window through which you can see God.

The face of God

Therefore we find here another very important concept,

after the sign of God, the concept of the “face of God” or
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wajhullah. God does not have a body; He does not have
hands or legs or a face. But the Qur’an — and also the Bible
e.g. Psalms'” — talks about the “face of God.” What does this
mean? For human beings, if I want to have maximum
encounter with you, I should turn my face to your face. If I
face this wall and you face that wall and we speak with each
other, this is not maximum encounter. Or if I look at you
and you turn your face away, this is not maximum
encounter. For human beings, if they want to have
maximum attention, they should turn their face towards
what they want to attend to, and if they want to have an
encounter it should be face-to-face. So face-to face is the

best encountet.

Then the Qur’an says that if you want to have maximum
encounter with God, there is no need to go around and find
where God is facing so that you face His face. I do not need
to go to the east or west to find where God is and find
where He is looking at so that I go and try to face Him, and

then have maximum encounter with Him. The Qutr’an says:

Wherever you turn, the face of God is there."" (The
Qur’an, 2:115)

10 For example, Psalm 105:4 reads as follows:
Seek the LORD and His strength; Seek His face continually.

11 The Arabic text is as follows:
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You have to sort out your own problem of not facing God.
If you want to find God, you can find Him everywhere. But
if you are not tuned towards God and if you are not turning
your face towards Him, you cannot find Him anywhere.
Therefore you can find God in holy sites — in the shrines,
mosques, churches — you can find God even in markets, on
the streets, everywhere, if you want to find God. Of course I
am not saying these places are the same, but I am saying that
it is possible to find God everywhere. But it is also possible
to go to the holiest places and have no encounter with God.
Not because God is not there, but because you are not

turning towards God.

Thus we have this concept of turning your face towards
God. And we also have the concept of secking God’s face:
“Secking the face of his Lord.”"

Now, a question arises: who is a mystic? A mystic is not the
one who just knows God. This is not the definition. Many
people know God. A mystic is not the one who just knows
God and loves God — no, it is more than this. A mystic is

the one who is constantly able to see God. Nothing makes

s A L
12'The Qut’an, (92:20):
A 5 5 2l

But only the desire to seek for the Countenance of their Lord Most Highy
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him forget God. All the time he finds God facing him. This

is a mystic.

We have a saying from Imam Ali (a), our first Imam: “I have
not seen anything without seeing God before it, after it, and
with it.”"” If we have this approach, then in everything, every
person, every moment, under any condition, we would be
facing God. But this is not easy to achieve and not easy to
maintain, because there are so many distractions, especially
nowadays we live in the world of distractions, all kinds of
distractions, including the internet, mobiles, SMS- all these
things. How can a mystic achieve and maintain this
condition of always turning towards God, nothing
distracting him from God? For sure this is not something
easy, but it is possible. The Qur’an says that there are people
whom neither business nor merchandise makes them forget
God.

by men whom neither trading nor bargaining
distracts from the remembrance of God,”" (The
Qur’an, 24:37)

13 Sharbh ‘Usil Kafi (Sadra), vol. 3, p. 432. The original text is as follows:
anay odmy 4k il o, a8y Y] s e, L
14 The Arabic text is as follows:

3355 2 Y 5 5 eV U,
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In what follows, I will refer to what, in my thought, might be
stages that we would go through in getting nearer to God or
getting to the point that we would be able to remember Him

constantly.

First, we start with believing in God and worshipping God.
Many believers remain at this stage; they believe in God and
they worship God, they go to the places of worship, they do
certain acts of worship — they pray, fast, give alms, etc. But

this is the minimum. The Qur’an says:

I did not create the jinn" and the humans except
that they may serve Me'® (The Qur’an, 51:56)

Many people translate or interpret the verse as “exvept that
they may worship Me” but 1 think this is not the best
interpretation. Grammatically, the term /Zya‘budiin'” can mean
“in order to worship Me,” but it can also mean “in order to
serve Me.” Then this takes us to a new realm. We have the
realm of the worshippers of God and we have the realm of
the servants of God. There’s a big difference between

worshipper (‘@bid) and servant (‘abd). Of course not in the

15 Jinns are a type of creature that has free will but is not as strong as
human beings intellectually. This is different from human genes.

16 'The Arabic text is as follows:
555 ) ¥l ol il Gy

17 The original Arabic word in the verse.
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modern sense of the term servant, but “servant” in the
theological sense, someone who serves God. You can start
worshipping God immediately after embracing faith, but to
reach the point where you can be a servant of God, that is

something that even after many years you may not achieve.

When it comes to our way of understanding, in every prayer
we say, “l bear witness that Muhammad was a servant of
God and a messenger of God.”"® He was a “servant of God”
in the way that he believed, practiced, and lived; and he was
a “messenger of God” in the way that God rewarded him.
God made him a messenger because he was a servant.
Therefore we do not say, “I bear witness that Muhammad
was a worshipper (‘@bid) of God.” That’s not a great
achievement. We say, “I bear witness that Muhammad was a
servant (‘abd) of God.” And we believe that this is the
maximum a human being can achieve: to become a true
servant of God. We cannot gain anything greater or higher
than this.

We have a prayer from our first Imam which says:

O my Lotd, it is sufficient for me as a
matter of honor and dignity to be Your

servant, and it is sufficient for me as a

18 The original text is as follows:

4]_,..-4), AJ.Q.FMO‘ .\4.21
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matter of pride that You are my Lord. I
love you and I am very happy with You, so

please make me in a way that You love."”

So this shift from being a worshipper to being a servant is a
very big shift. You cannot become a servant if you have an
ego because the Qur’an says that many people who have an
ego are in reality serving their own ego instead of serving
God: “Have you seen him who has taken his desire to be his god?”
(The Qur’an, 25:43)”

There are two types of idol-worshippers. There are idol-
worshippers who very explicitly go and worship a statue, and
then there are many believers who are also idol-worshippers,

but the idol is inside of them — they worship themselves.

A very clear example is Satan. Satan was a worshipper of
God. He was very consistent; he worshipped God for 6,000
years, to the extent that some angels even envied him. It has
been even said that when God was going to test the angels

by asking them to prostrate before Adam, they knew that

19 _4/-Khisal, vol. 2, p. 420. The original text is as follows:

B oS I3 o 85 e Wt ol Tie L B )
L et

20 The Arabic text is as follows:

o b ) ikl oa gl
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one person was going to fail. All the angels were worried,
thinking, “Maybe I’'m going to be the one who fails.” So they
would go to Satan and ask him to pray for them, and Satan
would tell them, “Don’t worry, I will pray for you!” And

then he himself was the one who failed.

So worshipping God can become a habit, and after some
time the difficulties go away because it is a habit. Then you
start enjoying worship. You worship God because you enjoy
it, not because you serve God. And when God asks you to
do something else, you say, “No, I am enjoying my
worship.” There is a narration which says that when God
told all the angels as well as Satan (he was with them at the
time because of his worship) to prostrate before Adam,
Satan said if You exempt me from this I will worship You in
a way that no one has ever worshipped You, and God told
him do you want to worship Me in the way that you choose,

in the way that you like?”

Many of us gradually create a comfortable world for
ourselves where we can keep our ego but pretend that we

are servants of God. We are not servants of God. We are

2V Qisas al-Anbiya’ Ii al-Rawandz, p. 43. The otiginal text is as follows:
S 50 6 0B 59 50 el 41 06 () sl
Ll e b sl g (59 i b R )
a2 b BT LT s s o 06 B
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just worshipping God. This is the same mentality of those
who do not believe in God. It is the same mentality, but
some of us we think we are clever; we deceive God. We do
our own selfish things but then we ask God to reward us:
God, I am doing this for Your religion! I am doing this for
You! But in reality, it is all the same business that even the
people who do not believe in God were doing. Now we do it
in the name of God, in the name of religion, in the name of

scripture which might be very destructive.

What we need to do is to start with worshipping God and
then try to do everything in order to please God. This is
different from only worshipping God, because maybe
pleasing God in a particular moment requires me not to go
to the mosque and perform an act of worship and instead
help someone on the street. Unfortunately, many times we
deprive ourselves from great opportunities because we have
focused and fixed our mind on something that we believe
will take us to God, not knowing that great opportunities
can come on the side. I thought about this often when I was
in Qom. Let’s say I am driving to go to the shrine to say a
recommended prayer there and pay my visit, and I have a
very limited time — I have to be quick. Sometimes I might
see a mother with a child on the street waiting for someone
to give them a lift, because in Iran it’s very common. We use
ride in other people’s cars and we give lifts to each other. If
I’'m not a careful person, I would just ignore them. If I am a

careful person, though, I would say I wish I could help them
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but God knows I am in a hurry, I have to go and pray. But if
you are really alert, then you will say maybe now (maybe, I
am not saying always) I have to give up my idea of going to
the shrine and just help them, maybe this will be more

pleasing to God.

Some people go to pilgrimage many times, even though
going to Mecca just once is obligatory. It is good to go as
often as you can but sometimes maybe in my family, among
my friends, in my community there are people who do not
have money. They are very poor. If I help them it would be
more pleasing to God, but I still want to go to pilgrimage.
We have to be very careful that in doing everything, we are
seeking the pleasure of God, the face of God. So this is the
second step. Then if we keep doing this, I think then we will
reach a point where we would realize that I am a servant of

God and my identity comes from God.

If you ask someone who thinks he has something to be
proud of to explain his identity he will refer to that and will
say: “I am a doctor, a professor, an engineer, or I come from
this famous family.” But if you ask a servant of the king,
“Who are you?” if he is a true servant he will say, “I am a
servant of the king.” He will not say: “I am so-and-so,”
because for him so-and-so is not important. He will say, “I
am a servant of the king.” Similatly a servant of God always
thinks that his identity comes from his belonging to God.
The servant of God tells himself and others that I have a
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name, but that is not important. I have a job, I come from a
certain family- those are not important. I am a servant of
God.

If this comes to our mind that we belong to God, then I
think it is a higher stage than trying to please God, because
when you are trying to please God still you might have a
kind of understanding of being independent of God. But on
the other hand, you may try to please Him and then reach a
point where you tend to forget yourself and just think that
you belong to God; you become an agent of God.

If you are an agent of God and if you manage to get rid of
your “self,” which is like a shell, then it is easily possible to
get united with others. As long as I am thinking of myself as
a person, then I am different from you. But if 1 forget my
personhood — if I forget my own independent identity — and
try to get united in God and disappear in God, then there is

no problem being united with you.

So a person who is selfless can easily get united with other
selves. He has no problem. Maybe they have a problem
because they still have a “self,” like a shell. But this person
has no problem because if we look at it from a philosophical
perspective, each of us is like a container. A container does
not have anything except that it comes from God. So if you
have for example water in these containers, water comes
from God. What comes from me is the shape and size which

bring limitation. I do not have water of myself, I am just
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limiting. But I limited this size, you limited that size, I
limited like a circle, you limited like a triangle — we are only
limiting in ourselves the grace of God. But if we manage to
get rid of our “self,” then we will be connected to the ocean
and we can easily get united with other people, if they want.
You would have no problem. You can easily get united with
them. You can understand them. Maybe they do not want to
be with you, but that is not your problem. If a person really
achieves this condition, then I think not only would he
always be remembering God, he would also be able to
remind people of God. Then this person becomes a godly

person.

We have a narration (badith) that Jesus’ disciples asked him,
“O Prophet of God, whom should we choose as our

companions?” Jesus said:

Those who remind you of God when you
look at them, and they increase your
knowledge when they speak, and when you
look at their actions you become be more

: 22
eager to work for your eternal journey.”

22 A[-Kafi, vol. 1, p. 39. The original text is as follows:
5 5 06 L A1 1 6 e it 0
Alle 531 5 (8 e (e 5 255 5
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So a person is not only able to reach a point where he will
never be distracted from God. Indeed, he can reach a point
where he can help people get rid of distractions and be
reminded of God. This is like a mirror that reflects the light
of God.

I think the following analogy would help. Some people make
us busy with themselves. For example, maybe you see good
qualities in me and then you keep thinking about me and you
keep praising me, and this can make you forget God. Some
people say, “Please don’t get stuck with me. God is over
there.” So they act as a sign. They say, “God is there.” Other
people are even more purified. When you look at them, you
do not need to take direction from them to get directed to
God; you look at them and in them you see God. So you are
not stuck with them, but you meet them and you remember
God. This is because they reflect very clearly the light of
God. And this can reach a point where God makes them like
a lantern. Every believer should be a mirror reflecting the
light of God, but when it comes to for example, the

prophets, they themselves are lanterns.”

2 For example, the Qur’an says about Prophet Muhammad:

O Prophet! Indeed We have sent you as a witness, as a
bearer of good news and as a warner and as a
summoner to God by His permission, and as a radiant
lamp. (33:45 & 406)
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If we at least reach this point and being at the stage of trying
to please God everywhere and to seek the face of God
everywhere, then I think we would be in a very good
situation to unite with people. This is because the main
obstacle for unity with people is the ego. That is, I think, the
worst problem. And one of the worst types of ego may exist
in religious people. For a person who does not believe in
God or does not worship, his ego might come from his
muscles — he might say, “I am very strong and you have to
give me everything” — or his ego may come from his political
party, or he may say, “I come from a royal family.” But there
is a limit to this. How much can you demand from people
because of your muscles or because you belong to a party or
because you come from a noble family? But for a person
who has an ego and misuses God, there is no limit to what
he can demand from people, because then he is saying that
God is demanding this. He can even demand a person’s life.
He can say “It is God who demands this, not me. I can even
take your life away from you. I can ask you to change your
religion. I can ask anything of you, because it is not me but

God.”

So ego is the problem and the ego of religious people and
religious leaders can be very dangerous because they are
misusing the name of God. It is like a person who is very
knowledgeable and does mischief compared to a person who
is not knowledgeable. A knowledgeable mischief-maker can

do more harm. Or for example, a person who has light in his
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hand and comes to rob your house compared to a person
who comes in darkness and does not see anything. Even
knowledge, even light, anything good- if it is misused, it can

bring even more harm.

So we have to work on removing our ego from ourselves.
We should not think that just because we are religious and
worshipping God that we do not have an ego. There is a
great chance that actually, in the same way that we are
worshipping God we are growing our ego. Maybe the ego of
an ayatollah or a bishop is much more than the ego of a
first-year seminarian. You cannot say that because he is an

ayatollah or a bishop he has no ego. It can grow.

So it is a constant struggle to make sure that we are not
growing our ego through our faith and religiosity. Therefore
I emphasize again on trying to always be thinking of the
pleasure of God, not my own pleasure, and trying to find the
face of God everywhere, not what I am used to. Maybe for
me it is much easier to just meet my Muslim friends, my
Shi‘a friends. But is this what God would be happy with?
That I only limit my contacts to my own people because it
makes me more comfortable? Or maybe I never want to
leave the seminary because I enjoy my studies. But is this
what God wants from me? So we have to be very alert about
this issue: whether we want to please ourselves or we want

to please God.
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Then there’s a discussion, that maybe I will leave for
tomorrow, about what in my understanding is the plan of
God for guiding humanity. Why has God sent revelation and
prophets? The way God wanted us to encounter revelation
and the way we responded. I will leave it for tomorrow;
God-willing we can discuss this tomorrow. Thank you very

much.
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God’s Plan for Humanity in Creation:

The One Human Family'

I am very grateful to God for giving us this opportunity of
meeting again today and sharing our ideas about unity, its
significance, and how to enhance it. Today, God willing, I
will talk about the way I humbly understand the plan of God
for humanity as portrayed in the Quran. I do not claim to
have understood it completely or correctly, but it is after

careful thinking and reflection over the years.

We can understand from the Quran that God’s plan for
humanity has been to unite around the truth — but
voluntarily. He didn’t want us to be forced to follow the
truth and get united. He says, “Had God willed, He would have
He would have brought them together on guidance’(The Qur’an,
6:35)” but He didn’t want to force us. In Islamic theology, we

U'This lecture was delivered on the 9t July 2016.

2'The Arabic text is as follows:

s e e e oy
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distinguish between two types of will of God: “generative’™
2 4

and “legislative.
The generative will of God always materializes. Nothing
happens in this world except by the will of God and through
the will of God. Even for those who commit sins — those
who disobey God — the generative will of God is there.
Otherwise they are not able to do anything. They’re not able
to function. They’re not able to exist. But this is the

generative will of God.

We also have the legislative will of God, and that is those
things that God asks us to do or not to do. He wants them
to happen, but He doesn’t force. Therefore, there are things
that might happen against the legislative will of God, but not

against the generative will of God.

God’s legislative will is that humanity should be united
around the truth. But God has offered this. He has invited
us towards this. He has provided us with everything that we
need for this — whether it be our moral conscience, our
intellect, prophets, and revelation — everything that we need,
God has given us. However, this is our test. This is

something that we should do freely.

3 al-iradab al-takwiniyah

* al-iradab al-tashri‘tyah
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Eventually, this is going to happen. Therefore there is no
way for this world to end without that plan of God
materializing. But God does not force His plan; He’s patient.
He leaves it to us to either make it happen or delay it. But
eventually it is going to happen; it is just (a matter of) who is
fortunate to be acting as agents for God and listening to the
will of God and trying to implement the will of God. So, the

ultimate end is that humanity will be united around the truth.

Unfortunately, we human beings have not responded
positively to the invitation for unity. Even some of the
things that God has given us in order to better relate to each
other, we have used as a means for division. For example, in
the Chapter 30 of the Quran mentioning some of His sign’
God says:

And of His signs is that He created for you mates
from your own selves that you may take comfort in
them, and He ordained affection and mercy between
you. There are indeed signs in that for a people who
reflect. (The Qur'an, 30:21)°

5> It means something that you can reflect on and come to know God,

one of the things that should lead you towards understanding God.

6 The Arabic text is as follows:
T G K
0o R o S IG5 58 K
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God says that We have created you as male and female not
to fight each other but to supplement each other. This is a
wise plan of God that He has given us different genders to
supplement each other. Then the next verse says that one of
the signs of God also is the difference in your colours and

languages:

Among His signs is the creation of the heavens and
the earth, and the difference of your langnages and
colours. There are indeed signs in that for those who
know. (The Qur'an, 30:22)"

This should take us towards God, not away from God
through for example, fighting, declaring “we are better than
you” or enslaving other ethnicities, and so on and so forth.
No, the whole thing was to make this world more perfect,
more beautiful, and easier to relate. In another verse God

says:

O mankind! Indeed We created you from a male
and a female, and made yon nations and tribes that
you may know each other. Indeed the noblest of you
in the sight of God is the most pious among you.

7'The Arabic text is as follows:
S RS G 5 201y ol G st
ool Y U6 5 3
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Indeed God is  all-knowing, all-aware. (The
Qur’an, 49:13)°

In the Qur'an sometimes God addresses the believers and
sometimes mankind. In this verse God is addresses mankind
and says that We have created you from a male and female
i.e. Adam and Eve, then We made you into different nations
and tribes. Why? So that you come to know each other. The
idea of creating us in different tribes and nations was to
come to mutual understanding and recognition, not to feel
that someone is superior to the other or that others are our
enemies. Then He says that the most honourable of you in
the sight of God are those who are more pious. Therefore,
language does not make you better. Colour, ethnicity,
gender- none of these make you better. It’s only piety which

can make you better.

In the whole Quran there are only two things that I know of
which are mentioned as something that can raise someone’s
position. One is piety and the second is knowledge. These
are very much connected. If you want to go higher, you have
to be more pious and you have to be more knowledgeable.

And both of them are in your hand. You can gain knowledge

8 The Arabic text is as follows:

- 4 .

FG G s 5 a6 o e ) Ll G
e el Al ] (ST Al e (ST T
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— you can learn, you can seek knowledge, you can seek piety
— but colour is not in your hand. Ethnicity is not in your
hand. To which tribe you belong is not in your hand. So it’s
not fair or just to promote someone because of something
that he has had no role, or to bring someone down because

of something that he had no role.

Thus the plan of God was “to come to know one another.”
Imagine if in this room — although we are not that many —
we all looked the same. How can we then recognize each
other? And now if we have billions of human beings who
were mass produced in the same shape, the same weight, the
same colour, the same language — everything the same. We
would not be able to know each other. We would not be
able to identify each other. If, for example, all places in the
world were the same, it would be boring. Therefore
differences and diversity in creation is like different colours
of a colourful mosaic, a colourful carpet, which makes it
more beautiful. But unfortunately, we have seen in the
history even some philosophers who have used differences
in the human body to justify slavery. Even some Greek
philosophers used to say that black people have a stronger
body but white people have a stronger intellect, so it’s
natural for white people enslave black people. Even some
religious people said slavery is fine. This is completely

opposite to the plan of God.
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Prophet Muhammad (s) said, “People are like the teeth of a
comb.” You need different teeth, and maybe the size is
different, but they supplement each other. In another hadith
(narration) Prophet Muhammad (s) said:

O people! Your Lord is one, your father is
one. You all go back to Adam, and Adam
was from soil. The most honourable of you
are those who are the most pious and there

is no privilege for Arabs over non-Arabs."

God could have created us from different fathers and
mothers, and still we should have been united because we
have the same human nature and same creator. But God, to
make us feel more united, created all of us from the same
father and mother so that we feel we are members of the
same family. This is an extra reason to feel united. So, your
Lord is one, your father is one, Why do you feel you’re

superior to other people? There is no privilege for Arabs

9 Tuhaf al-Uqil, p. 368. The original text is as follows:
Ll s ar L
10 Tubaf al-Uqgi, p. 34. The original text is as follows:
o 1513 58 (8 ey 180 515 % 50 5 L1
W) 0 e o LA s 8l e (A

g
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over non-Arabs, for red people over black people, the only

privilege is God-fearing, piety.

Therefore the plan of God was to make human beings
appreciate the commonalities that they have; the same
humanity that we share, the same lord that we share, the
same father and mother that they share. But unfortunately,
people started to differ and fight. The Quran tells us that
when people starting differing, God started sending the
prophets with books:

God sent the prophets as bearers of good news and
as warners, and He sent down with them the Book
with the truth, that it may judge between the people
concerning that about which they differed, and none
differed in it except those who had been given i,
after the manifest proofs had come to them, out of
envy among themselves. Then Allah guided those
who had faith to the truth of what they differed in,
by His will, and Allah guides whomever He wishes
10 a straight path. (The Qur’an, 2:213)"

11'The Arabic text is as follows:
5 ol LU 5 Gy 5 G 2l G20 A e
G s oo il ] U] a3 GBI G T W o
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In brackets I want to mention something very important
about the relation between religions and prophets. The
Quran uses “the Book” (al-kitab) in the singular form. It
doesn’t say “the books” (al-kutub). 1t was natural to say “the
prophets came with the books.” But in many verses the
Quran always says: “the prophets came with the Book”
because there’s one Book. According to the Quran, the
books given to Abraham (puh), Moses (puh), Jesus (puh),
Prophet Muhammad (puh) are not different books. Rather,
these are different versions of the same Book; different
editions and representations of the same Book. This is a very

important concept for unity.

So God sent the prophets while they were giving the good
news, the glad tidings and at the same time warning. If you
do good, you’ll be rewarded and if you do bad, you’ll be held
accountable. And God sent the Book with the prophets
truthfully (bilhagqg). So that the Book would judge between
people over what they disagreed. When the differences in
opinions increased, there was a need for sending the Book.
And the idea, the plan of God, was that this book should be
followed and all the disagreements should finish. But what
happened is now we have a second disagreement (ikhtilaj).

People started disagreeing about the Book. “none differed in it
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except those who had been given it.” God sent the Book to save
them from some disagreement, but then the people said we
understand the Book this way or that way. And most of the
time, these were not genuine differences; they wanted to
justify their own ways of thinking or ways of life. Therefore
the Quran says that they did not disagree over the Book
except after the Book was given to them and they had clear
evidence, in order to treat each other with injustice. Then
God guided those who had faith, who were real and true
believers about the truth of which they differed. God guided
the people who were true believers. And God guides those
whom He wills to the Right Path.”

We see how bad the response of humanity was. God saves
them from one conflict and they start another conflict. They
even start conflicting over what was supposed to give them
unity! And the only way to be saved from this conflict is to
be really, truly faithful; committed to the truth. This is very
important for my discussion, this concept of truth. I'll come
back to this.

When people differ over the Book, over revelation, over

religion I think we can classify them into three groups.

I. Some people disagree and deny God and do not believe in
religion and they show enmity to the believers. They fight
against us. What should we do with enemies? The Quran

says that you have to do a few things:
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a. Without any exception, you must observe justice. You
cannot be unjust, even to your enemies. So even if a person
has killed my children, I cannot mistreat his children, or his
family, or his people. The maximum is that the criminal
should be brought to justice. But you cannot say “Because
he has killed some of us, we do whatever we want with them
because they are enemies; we burn them, destroy their

town.” Nol Justice must be observed. The Qur’an says:

and let not the hatred of others to you make you
swerve to wrong and depart from justice. Be just:
that is next to piety: and fear God. For God is
well-acquainted with all that ye do. (The Qut’an,
5:8)"

Elsewhere in the Qur’an God says that do not let the
hostility of the people of Mecca, the pagans who killed the
Muslims, tortured them, confiscated their properties, and

didn’t let them go to the Ka‘ba make you unjust.

and let not the hatred of some people in) once
(shutting you out of the Sacred Mosque lead you to
transgression) and hostility on your part. (5:2)

12 The Arabic text is as follows:
5 ol L3 o The T 3T 55 s 185 50y
ol Gy et all ) a1 1,50
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So the first principle with the enemies is justice. But the

Quran says something more.

b. The Quran says that you should repel evil with not just
something which is good, but something which is the best:

Repel evil with that which is best. (The Qur’an, 23:96)"

Therefore if I have an enemy who has done bad to me, the
Quran prefers that we respond by doing what is the best. In
another verse God expands on this and says that good and
evil are not the same. If someone does bad to you, you
should respond by doing the best. Thus the one with whom
you have enmity becomes your close friend. Then the Quran
says that no one is able to reach this point except those who
have patience. It is not that everyone is able to respond to

hostility with doing what is best."

Good and evil] conduct |are not equal. Repel] evil
[with what is best.] If you do so, [behold, he

between whom and you was enmity, will be as

13 The Arabic text is as follows:
PN SRR N uJL e
14 The Qur'an, 41:34-35. The Arabic text is as follows:
S i B ;;.L.‘l;,.g?:fli'é'a\ NN, 25 e
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though he were a sympathetic friend. But none is
granted it except those who are patient, (The
Quran, 41:34-35)

So there is no way to do injustice, and the preference is to
do good in response to the bad. If this does not stop their
enmity, you can defend yourself. But as much as possible, try

to do good.

II. Some people disagree, they do not believe in religion,
they do not believe in revelation but they are not enemies.
We should not think that those who do not believe in
religion are enemies of religious people. Some of them just
do not believe. Because an enemy is the one who wants to
harm you. A person who has made a mistake in his choice
and does not believe in religion is not an enemy, as long as

he does not want to harm you or destroy you.

So we have people who do not have faith but they are not
enemies. What should be our response to them? The Quran
says that with these people, you should have conversation

without preconditioning:

Say: “Who gives you sustenance, from the heavens
and the earth?” Say: “It is Allah. and certain it is
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that either we or you are on right guidance or in
manifest error!” (The Quran, 34:24)"

God says to the Prophet (puh) that ask the people who deny
God and do not believe in Him that who is giving you
sustenance from the skies and the earth? And then tell them
it’s God who is giving you sustenance. But then God says
that they may not accept this so tell them, “Either us or you
are guided or misguided.” This is very beautiful. It is God,
and this is the Prophet, but God says “Tell them ‘Either we

2

or you are guided or misguided.” This means that we don’t
presuppose that we are right and you are wrong. When it
comes to God and the Prophet saying this, it leaves no
chance for any believer to say “I am right and you are
wrong.” Even commentators of the Quran say that it would
be enough to say “Either we or you are guided” or “Either
we or you are misguided.” But to add maximum flexibility

God says “Either we or you are guided or misguided.”

So you should be ready for conversation. And if it does not
work, they do not listen, they insist- what should we do?
Again here you should not fight them; tell them: “To you be
your Way, and to me mine.”(The Qur’an, 109:6) You follow your

15 The Arabic text is as follows:
SR T 5 A e i G o

ot P> 351
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way of life and I follow my way of life. We do not fight them
because they do not believe in religion or they do not believe
in God.

IV. Then we come to the people who believe in God and
revelation but they do not believe in the way that we do,
they follow another religion, another tradition. When it
comes to the people who do not believe in God at all, like
pagans, we invite them for conversation. Therefore we can
imagine that when it comes to for example Christians or
Jews, it is not only “Let us have conversation without

preconditioning.” It is more:

Say, “O People of the Book! Come to a word
common between us and you: that we will worship
no one but God, and that we will not ascribe any
partner to Him, (The Qur'an, 3:64)"°

The Qur’an says “Let’s get together around the common

word.” You see that the language of the Quran changes.

16 The Arabic text is as follows:
Al g TS G S ) IS ol e s
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God’s Plan for Humanity in Guidance:
The Tradition of Abraham'

In this session what I want to share with you is some of my
reflections on the verses of the Quran in which we see
God’s plan in guidance. In the previous session I talked
mostly about creation and differences in the creation, but
now I want to talk about religions and in particular about the

Abrahamic tradition.

In the Quran, we find that Abraham has a very important
position. To the extent that we can say Abraham is the
founder of Islam. I had a series of 10 lectures in the shrine
of the Lady Ma‘sumah in Qom on this topic: “Abraham, the
Founder of Islam.” My understanding of the Quran — which
I think is not very controversial but maybe people did not
put it this way, but I think it is something that everyone
would accept — is that God has not sent prophets with
different religions. God sent prophets with the same book

!'This lecture was delivered on the 9t July 2016.
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and the same religion; it is people who historically gave

different names to these religions.

There is only one religion. When the Quran says: “Indeed,
with God religion is Islam,” (The Qut’an, 3:19)2 this can be

interpreted in two ways:

I. “Religion in the sight of God is only Islam” meaning there
is no place for Christianity and no place for Judaism. There
is only Islam which started 1,400 years ago. But I do not

understand it this way. I understand it this (second) way.

II. There is only one religion, and that is submission to God.
This is the religion of Abraham (puh), this is the religion of
Jacob (puh), this is the religion of Moses (puh), Jesus (puh),
and Prophet Muhammad (puh). This is the way I understand
it, and in those lectures I have argued that our prophet did
not bring a new religion so that we say “That’s the only

religion which is acceptable to God.”

The Quran says that God tried and tested Abraham in
different ways, and he was able to pass all of the tests: “.And
when his Lord tested Abraham with certain words, and he fulfilled
them,” (The Qur’an, 2:124) And then God said, “I make you the

2 Islam literally means submission and Muslim which is from the same
root means submissive.
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leader for mankind.” (The Qur’an, 2:124)3 By passing all these
tests, Abraham reached pure unity of God. He’s the
champion of monotheism. And it is interesting that
Abraham did not have a child for a long time and maybe had
lost his hope — because when the angels gave the good news
that he is going to have a child, he was surprised and his wife
was surprised — but all the prophets actually come from
Abraham. Abraham is someone who did not think that he
would have even one child, yet all the prophets have come
from him. We have Ishmael, and through Ishmael we have
our Prophet (puh) and all our imams. And we have Isaac
through whom we have Jacob and Joseph, and all the
Israelites and Moses (puh) and Jesus (puh). They all go back
to Abraham.

Therefore Abraham is not the only meeting point between
Islam and Christianity; we share many prophets before.
Abraham is our first meeting point. But also, Abraham is a
champion of unity of God, and he articulated the unity of

God in a very, very clear way.

3The Arabic text is as follows:
Ll oy et 106 556 oS 3 ol ) 50315
ol 62 U Y U6 A8 e s U
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God asked Abraham to restore the Ka‘ba* in Mecca. Ka‘ba
was built before Abraham because the Quran says that it was
the very first house built for humanity. “Indeed the first house to
be set up for mankind is the one at Bakkah,” (The Qut’an, 3:96).5
This is the House of God but also the house of humanity
because anything which belongs to God belongs to
humanity. It was destroyed and then Abraham restored it
with Ishmael. And then God told Abraham, “And proclaim the
Pifgrimage among men” (The Qut’an, 22:27)6 to this place. When
we go to pilgrimage, many of the things that we do are a
restoration of what Abraham did. So in a sense God is
asking us to remember what Abraham did. And not only
Abraham- even some of the things that his wife did. For
example, we go between the two hills of Safa and Marwa
seven times. This is what the wife of Abraham, mother of
Ishmael, was doing as she looked for water. So we even do
what the wife of Abraham did exactly as she did it, because

God wants us to remember Abraham as the champion of

4 A cubic construction

5The Arabic text is as follows:
ot B il ol 2 2 U5 )
6 The Arabic text is as follows:

el A 3 58
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the unity of God. Out of His appreciation’ for what
Abraham did, and also to give us a lesson to follow, God

says you go and put your step on the footsteps of Abraham.

What is the religion of Abraham? In some places the Quran
says that the religion of Abraham is to submit your face to

God. For example, the Quran says:

And who has a better religion than he who submits
himself entirely to God? and he is the doer of good
(to others) and follows the faith of Abraham,”
(The Qur’an, 4:125)8

So the religion of Abraham, which is also the religion of
prophets before but Abraham very well established this, is to
submit yourself to God and then on the ground, to do good
things. I cannot say I have submitted myself to God and

71 would like to mention that God is very grateful. In the Quran we have
this concept that might be new to you; once we had a discussion in Qom
with American, Christian philosophers and I said that one of the titles of
God is that He is grateful, and they said this is new. I don’t know
whether you have it or not. But God is grateful; it’s impossible to do
something purely and honestly and God would not thank you. Even the
Quran says that God is very grateful; not only is He shaakir, or grateful,
but He’s shakoor, very grateful.

8 The Arabic text is as follows:
o T e 8 A e e 1 T i
[P
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then do bad things or do nothing. If you submit yourself to
God, you have to do good things.

The whole concept of religion is this: submit yourself to
God and do good things. This is the religion of Abraham,
Moses, Jesus, Prophet Muhammad — all of them have the
same religion. This is the core of faith. Even in some places

the Quran says:

Surely those who believe, and those who are Jews,
and the Christians, and the Sabians, whoever
believes in God and the Last day and does good,
they shall have their reward from their Lord, (The
Qur’an, 2:62)°

So you don’t need to be a Muslim to go to heaven or to be a
Jew to go to heaven or to be a Christian to go to heaven. If
you are a believer in God and the hereafter, and you do
good things, you can go to heaven. The main thing is, do
you have submission to God or not? Maybe a Muslim
doesn’t have submission to God and he is claiming or
pretending. Maybe a Christian has submission to God and
out of his sincerity, this is what he thinks God asked him to

do. The main thing is submission to God.

9 The Arabic text is as follows:
o iy T T Gl Ll 1y i 1T il 5

s e 1l Lo (e 5 21
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If this is the substance, the essence, the core of faith, then
what would be the relation between a faithful Muslim and a
faithful Christian? What’s the relation between the twor In
my understanding, they are not believers in two religions.
They believe in the same religion; they are fellow religious
people because religion is submission to God. A Muslim, a
Christian, a Jew who is submissive to God — they don’t
follow different religions. Yes, maybe they follow different

traditions, but it’s the same religion!

We have some differences. But these differences, in my
understanding, are mostly about how to submit yourself to
God. For example, as a Muslim, I pray, I fast, I go to Mecca
for pilgrimage, I give alms in the way that Islam tells me, I
eat certain foods, I don’t eat some foods, all as a matter of
submission to God. Therefore these are the ways 1 submit
myself to God. But what about a person who does all these
things while his heart is not submissive to God? It’s very
possible. Actually, most religious people — no matter which
religion they adhere to — are very good at doing rituals and

sacraments, but their heart is not necessarily submissive to

God.

Thus if someone has submission to God but the way he
submits himself to God is different from the way I submit
myself to God — meaning his code of law and my code of
law are different — in my understanding, this is a secondary

issue. The main thing is: let’s submit ourselves to God, and
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then to the best of our understanding try to understand the
best way to submit to God. But what is the point of fighting

over how to submit to God and then having no submission?!

Now, how do you evaluate and weigh these two: submission
to God and how to submit? For some people, how to
submit is 99% of the religion, if not 100%. So as soon as
they see that there are people who do different things, they

>

say, “No, they’re different from us,” as if they don’t have
anything in common. Sometimes even people who follow
the same religion but different denominations, think that
they are totally different. But I think the whole idea of faith
is submission to God. If someone has submission to God,
then how to submit is secondary. Of course this is not
something that you can give figures, but I can say that
submission constitutes at least 90% (of religion). If you’re
submissive to God, it’s 90%. How to submit is 10%. That
10% is very important. Even 1% is very important because
you want the purest way of submission to God. But don’t

forget submission itself!

For example, if a person is truthful and he struggles to find
out the truth about certain issue but mistakenly believes in
something, morally he has no problem because he’s truthful.
But if someone is not truthful, even if he says the truth, this
is not morally good. The Quran says something very

beautiful about hypocrites. The Quran 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
bhypocrites are indeed liars.”” (The Qur’an, 63:1)

The hypocrites say “you are the Messenger of God.” They don’t
say something wrong. They say the truth, but God says that
they are liars. So truthfulness is not something that can be
judged by what people say. Truthfulness is something that
can be judged by looking at the heart of people. A person
might be truthful but he doesn’t know what to say, or maybe
he says something mistakenly. For example, a truthful
person may think that today [Saturday| is Monday and he
says, “Today is Monday.” We don’t say (to him), “Because
you said today is Monday you are a liar.” No, he’s a truthful
person who made a mistake. But a dishonest person, even if
he says the truth, is dishonest. He cannot hide behind the
truth.

Therefore the main thing is submission to God, and this is
only possible when it’s in one’s heart — not by what some

people physically do or something they say. If there is a

10 The Arabic text is as follows:
R AP B ARy VR N EETFA T AP |
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Muslim who is submissive to God or a Christian who is
submissive to God, they are closer to each other than two
Muslims, one of whom is submissive and the other is not; or
two Christians, one of whom is submissive and the other is

not.

We do not need to forget our differences. We do not want
to compromise on those differences. Of course we can
always discuss how to come to a better agreement, but even
if you have all the differences, they are more about how to
submit. Otherwise we don’t have any doubt that we should
submit ourselves to God. And all of us always try to find
what God wants from us and try to submit ourselves to
God. We would not rest until we make sure that we have
submitted ourselves to God. So we don’t have different
religions; we have the same religion but just different ways

of showing our practices and our way of submission.
The elements which help to unite religions
I. Spirituality

How can we get closer to this point? One requirement is
spirituality. Unfortunately, some people take religion more as
a matter of rituals, as a matter of law. These are certainly
important aspects of religion and I do not want to
underestimate them, but these are not the core of religion.
And if you focus on these things then you have more

differences. But if you go to the spirit of religion and try to
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empty yourself of your ego, and try to submit yourself to
God, and have purity of heart, and purity of intention then
you’ll see that you will be able to better see the good things
that other people have.

This is something that is very logical and as a matter of fact,
you can see that mystics and spiritual people always show
better relations with people of other faiths. It is very difficult
to find a great mystic who is close-minded. Normally,
spiritual people are more open, not because they are less
pious; no, they may be more pious. But for them piety is not
defined by performing some actions. If for you piety is
performing some actions then you find you don’t have
anything in common because I pray one way and you pray

another way. These do not define piety.

So the more spiritual we are, the more humble we are and
the greater the chances that we will appreciate unity. And if
you really love God, you would be more than happy to see
other people sharing the same God with you. Some people
feel worried if you say, “These people also worship the same
God. These people also submit themselves to the same
God.” They say, “No! This is my God, not your God.” But
the people who are spiritual are the opposite; not only do
they acknowledge the worship and praise of other believers,
they even say, “Idol-worshippers praise my God, although
they don’t know it.”
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If you go for example to a Muslim mystic like Ibn Arabi, he
says that no one other than God has ever been worshipped.
Even idol-worshippers worship God but they don’t know it.
And he says that no one other than God has ever been
loved. He says that if people love Zeinab and Su’aad (these
are two Arabic names of women) if they love a woman, they
really love God, but in that woman they see the beauty of
God but they themselves do not understand. In reality every
human being is searching for absolute beauty, and some
people are pleased with mere finite beauty in a woman or
another worldly matter. They forget God, but he says that
they all unconsciously love God. You see the approach? This
person is trying to say, “Everyone is with God” and in this
way he wants to bring them closer to God, yet there are
others who push people away from God, like for example
what we have today in the Muslim world unfortunately —
and the same in Christianity and Judaism — there are some
Muslims  (zakfirly who say even to Muslims, “You are
infidels.” They say that the Shi‘a are kafir, and not only the
Shi‘a but many Sunnis are kafirl And they say: “these Shi‘a
and Sunnis should be killed and destroyed.” They’re ready to
commit suicide and kill themselves so that they can kill one

Shi‘a and by killing one Shi‘a they say you can go to heaven.

This comes from a lack of spirituality because if you really
love God, you should say that these Shia are confused and
misguided (according to them) — not more than that. Why

push them away? 150 million Muslims in the wotld worship
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God, pray, go to hajj, etc., why do you want to call them
infidels? This comes from a lack of understanding and I

think also a lack of humbleness and spirituality.

When you work for a corporation or organization, what do
you hope to do? You try to bring everyone to your camp.
You want to be active in marketing and bring people
towards you. What type of people are these takfiris? They
want to send all people away! They even caused an explosion
in Medina! Can anyone understand how a Muslim explodes a
bomb in Medina? Why does this happen? Because there is
no spirituality, there is no humbleness. So spirituality, and
especially the humbleness that spirituality brings, paves the
way for understanding that unity between religions that we

discussed earlier.
I1. Knowledge

The second thing is knowledge. Those who have a
comprehensive understanding of religion can better give
everything its due weight and significance. It is impossible to
know the different aspects of Islam, the different aspects of
the Qur’an, and then just think that religion is equal to a few
rituals. We see that for some people who are not very
educated, something which is secondary, is considered a
priority for them. There is a funny example. There was a
time when the tomato was very new in Iran. Even today we
call the tomato gojeh farangi, which means “a western

plum.” Some people took this as a kind of foreign invasion
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of culture. So one day a father saw that his young son came
home and secretly brought something home with him. He
was hiding it. The father checked and realized that his son
brought some tomatoes with him. He was very angry. He
said, “You didn’t say your prayer and I kept silent, you didn’t
fast and I kept silent, but today I cannot keep silent! You
brought tomatoes!” You see, eating tomato is more
important for him than not saying prayers and not fasting —
which are pillars. So those who don’t have knowledge can
take something which is important but a small part of

religion, as their main principle.

We Muslims, Sunni and Shi‘a, share the same God, the same
Qur’an, we say prayer five times a day in the same direction,
we fast, so many things! Yes, we have differences too, but
why have those differences become more important than
these commonalities? In the same way, we Muslims and
Christians share the same God and we try to submit
ourselves to the same God — the God of Abraham — why do
we place so much emphasis on our differences that it
overshadows our submission to the same God, which I
think is the core of religion? I do not want to say that we
should forget our differences, but I am saying we should not

put too much emphasis on what divides us.

If you look for example at the history of the church in
Europe, there was a time when Protestants and Catholics

used to fight each other. And they were not saying, “We are
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different Christians who differ.” They were saying, “We are
the only Christians and you are not Christians.” The same
problem we have today with these ISIS people who say, “We
are the only Muslims and you are not Muslim.” So there was
a time when Catholics and Protestants used to think, “We
are the only Christians and others are not Christians. They’re

heretics.”

Today I don’t think you’ve managed to solve all of your
disagreements, but your understanding of the greatness of
Jesus and the Bible has convinced you that we can be
celebrating our common Christianity and still be accepting
my Catholic tradition or you accept your Protestant tradition
“I don’t want to become Protestant and you don’t want to
become Catholic, no problem.” But, “I recognize you as
Christian and you recognize me as Christian.” So what has
changed? Differences have not been solved and did not
disappear. The only change is a change in the way you
measure differences. If you focus on the areas in which you
differ, then you’ll find that you have nothing in common.
But if you have a broader perspective, then youll see that
you have differences but you also have lots of things in

common.

Now if we Muslims and Christians broaden our vision and
try to submit ourselves to God, we will realize that those

differences are not as big as we think today. We are
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following the same tradition of Abraham and that is

submission to God.
III. Emotional growth

So, spiritual growth helps. Growth in knowledge and
understanding helps. Emotional growth also helps. If you
are a loving character, if you are a passionate character, even
this shows itself in your theology. And if you are a person
who in his personal life is not a loving character, this also
reflects in your theology. For people with big hearts who
love more, when it comes to interreligious relation, dialogue,
and theology, they can better open their hearts to

accommodate others.

If you have been brought up in a loving family, environment
and when you were growing, your parents and your
environment have given you lots of love, then when you
become a theologian or religious leader, you may reflect this
love on other people. If you have been connected to God
and receive love from God, you reflect this on people. God
says to Prophet Muhammad (s) that because you have

received mercy from God, you have become a soft person:
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It is by God’s merey that you became softened to
them.1! (The Qut’an, 3:159)

It is impossible for someone to get closer to God and
becomes arrogant, becomes harsh, becomes aggressive.
Unfortunately, some people mistakenly think that if they are
more spiritual, they should not smile or meet people. No,
the Prophet was the closest person to God and he was a
very easy-going person. Even the hadith says that many old
women used to stop the Prophet in Medina to tell him
things — some people who become old like to talk more —
and the Prophet never told them, “Hurry! T have to go.”"

Children would also go to the Prophet. We have an incident
where some children in Medina asked the Prophet to play
with them. The children told the Prophet — who was with
some of his companions — “You should play with us; if you
play with your grandchildren you should also play with us.”
The Prophet didn’t say, “I am a prophet, I don’t play with
children.” Or he didn’t say, “I'm in a hurry, people are
waiting for me in the mosque.” No, he started playing with

them and sent (his companion) Bilal to bring something

11'The Arabic text is as follows:
AN 2 W
12 Makarim al-Akhlaq, p. 15. The original text is as follows:

e o i U\l 8
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from home. After Bilal brought some walnuts, the Prophet
asked the children, “Are you happy to take these walnuts
and release me?” They said, “Yes.” Then the Prophet said,
“I was sold cheaper than Joseph.”"’

This is a man of God that people can meet and talk to him
without worry. It reached the point where some people
began to criticize the Prophet. In chapter 9, the Quran says:
“Among them are those who torment the Prophet, and say,” He is an
ear”’'* (The Qur’an, 9:61) They would say that he is just an ear!
This man just listens to us! It’s very difficult to receive
revelation and still let people talk to you, without rushing

them and without asking them to stop.

If you have a loving character, this paves the way for you in
interreligious relations; you can be a better ambassador for
unity because we’re human beings, we’re not robots. What is
in our heart affects what comes into our mind or onto our
tongue. The Quran says, “Ewveryone acts according to his
character.”’” (The Qur’an, 17:84)

13 http:/ /www.islamquest.net/ fa/archive/question/fa22844

14 The Arabic text is as follows:
Ao AL B A0, ;\f:" P
03l 5h o skt s ol 035 cndll ia s

15 The Arabic text is as follows:
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IV. Attacks against religion

The fourth element which helps unite religions is attacks
against religions. I think today we have lots of attacks against
all religions. Sometimes attacks are directed at one aspect of
a particular religion. For example, some people might
criticize hijab (i.e. head-covering) in Islam. Some people
might criticize the requirement of celibacy among Catholic
priests. These are attacks on particular issues in different
religions. But sometimes the attack is not directed at hijab or
celibacy or something else; rather, the attack is on the whole
idea of why we should submit ourselves to God. Today the
culture of liberalism and secularism suggests to people that
you don’t need to please God, just please yourself, just enjoy
yourself. Do what you like and just be careful not to get
yourself into trouble. Is this a problem only for Muslims? Is
it a problem only for Christians? Or is it a problem for

everyone who believes in God and tries to submit himself to
God?

There are forces working very hard against any concept of
holiness and sacredness, and they want to de-sanctify
everything. So the attacks have started at the surface — from
the shell and the peal — and have reached the core of faith.
Today the whole idea of faith and submission to God is
under attack. I always say to my Muslim brothers and
Christian brothers that my problem today in London for

example, is not that Muslims become Christians or Shi‘a
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become Sunni. No, I do not have such problems and
worries. My problem is people leaving aside the whole idea
of faith! The problem of destruction of families, the problem
of people leaving their wife and children without feeling a
sense of responsibility, people getting addicted, for example.
Of course, in my community thank God these problems are
less but they still worry us. I am always worried to hear news

about divorce or separation.

These are our problems. You feel the problem is not Muslim
becoming Christian. The problem is people forgetting God.
So now that there is such an attack against us, in a sense this
can be an opportunity to realize, to wake up — to realize that

we have to work together, because this is the whole idea of
faith.

Unfortunately, sometimes people generalize the problems
that exist in some locality. For example, maybe in some
places like Indonesia, Malaysia, or some places in Africa,
there is rivalty between Muslims and Christians. But this
should not make Muslim and Christian leaders and thinkers
think that the problem in the world is between Islam and
Christianity. If you look at the world at large, I see we do not
have problem between Islam and Christianity; Islam and
Christianity are working together. We are brothers and
sisters and we are under the same attack. But this needs
someone to have a global vision. Otherwise if I have a

problem with my Christian neighbour, then I will think that
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in the whole world problem is between Muslims and

Christians.

In the past Islam and Christianity have sometimes
cooperated, especially in scientific, scholarly issues. For
example, in the medieval ages there was a lot of
collaboration and exchange. But I think in religious activities,
in calling people towards God there has not been much
collaboration in our history. Generally speaking, Christians
did whatever they did on their own and Muslims on their
own. Christians managed to spread Christianity and Muslims
managed to spread Islam, but I think it is wrong to think
that this can continue in the future. The pressures against
religion, the pressures against submission to God, are so
high that there is no way for us to continue without working
together. We should not get stuck in history. The only way
forward for us is to invite people to the beauty of faith
together, in a united way. Then there is a chance that we may
be able to overcome the spread of atheism, liberalism, and

secularism.

If we do not work together, the pressures are so high that
each of us will be victims separately. For example, when
wolves attack while the cattle are scattered, they become easy
targets. I am very sad to see that still today in the world,
there are Christians who spend their time and energy
criticizing Islam and there are Muslims who do the same to

criticize Christianity. Does God really want me to spend my
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time finding a mistake in the Bible? Does He want Christians
to spend time finding a mistake in the Quran? Is this what
God wants from me today? While there are people who
don’t believe in God at alll And they are growing and
spreading.

Our families are breaking down, some of our children are
either turning to extremism or prison or not going to the
church or Mosque. We are forgetting all of that and we keep
the historical business of attacking each other. This is wrong.
I think now these pressures are enough to awaken every
person and make us motivated to join our efforts, to join our
resources, to collaborate — and in this way get closer to God,

closer to the core of faith, and also to serve humanity.

Humanity is very much in need of seeing our unity. There
are many people who love to see us fight each other because
then they can say, “Look at these faithful people, they’re
trouble makers! Wherever there are religious people, they
bring tension and problems. We shouldn’t have Muslims in
this country because then we’ll have Muslims and Christians
fighting,” or “We shouldn’t have Christians in this country
because then we’ll have Christians and Muslims fighting.”
Unfortunately, this is the idea that you get from many media

outlets.

And some people say, “Let’s get rid of all religious people”
or “Let them confine religion only to private sphere; if you

want to have peace, if you want to progress, we should have
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no presence of faith in the public sphere.” So what should
we do? Should we give them excuses? Should we fight each
other? Boycott each other? No, we should show them how
our faith has united us, how our commitment to God has
made us brothers and sisters. And then they will be

encouraged to try faith in God.

But this also needs something very important: to realize
what is the core of faith. I think many people have this
problem. I say it very boldly, for many people it’s not very
important whether people are submissive to God or not; it’s
important whether they are Muslims or not, whether they
are Christians or not. But I think this is wrong. If people
who have no faith become Christians, I become very happy
and I should do everything possible to help them come to
faith in God. In what form is a secondary issue. But if we are
attached to our faith in a way that we make it more

important than God, then that’s dangerous.

Sometimes I think when we want to “get to the gold” — as
Piero was saying, or as we say in Islamic mysticism that
when we want to reach the reality, the truth, which is the
Iubb, like the peatl that has a shell around it and you have to
peal it to reach the core — there are many things that you
have to leave aside. I have to leave aside my nationality, not
in the sense that I quit my nationality, but in the sense that I
don’t worship my nationality. (I have to leave aside) my

gender, my language, my colour, my tribe, my city. Anything
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that can be an issue that makes you forget God should be
left aside, because then these become idols — my fame, my

job, my position.

And I think one of the very last things that can be a veil or
barrier between us and God is religion. But please don’t get
me wrong. This has the potential of being very much
misunderstood. Religion is to bring us to God, not to
become God. Religion is to serve us to reach the truth. If for
me, my attachment to religion is more important than God
or the truth, then that’s the problem! This is not pure
monotheism (fawhid). We should be able to penetrate
through all the veils (bjab). Sometimes my knowledge can be
my veil. Sometimes my cleric position can be my veil
Sometimes being a Shi‘a or Sunni or Catholic can become a
veil. But a person who is submissive to God, the absolute
truth, and nothing other than reaching God satisfies and
pleases him, whenever he has to choose between God and

anything else, he chooses God, even if that thing is religion.

Again I say that this can be misunderstood. If it’s not clear
what I mean please ask me, because there’s a great chance of
being misunderstood. I am not against religion. I am a
religious person and I am ready to die for my religion. But I
am saying that I would never sacrifice God for the sake of
my religion. If my religion is a good religion, it should help

me serve God — not that I serve my religion. I serve only

God.
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So what is important is to move to the end of the plan of
God for religion and guidance, and then tomorrow I'll talk
about the way we can work for that. [...] Thank you very

much.
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God’s Plan for End of the Time!

First, I thank God the Almighty for the beautiful time that
we have had together and ask Him to remove any obstacle in
our way towards unity, whether it be an obstacle inside us or

outside of us.

It is difficult for me to decide what to talk about. There is a
remaining part of my talk yesterday about the plan of God
for guidance and what humanity should achieve voluntarily —
although it is voluntarily, it will eventually happen — and
about some suggestions for enhancing Muslim-Christian
relations, and also about how there should be unity and
mutual love between believers. So thetre are three areas and
it’s difficult for me to choose which one to give preference

to.

I start with a brief discussion about the plan of God for the
End of Times. I start with a reflection that came to mind in

Loppiano when Mahnaz and Israa and other women came

!U'This lecture was delivered on the 10% July 2016.
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here in February-March of 2015. We visited some priests of
the movement in the church. We were originally going for a
short visit and then one of the older priests asked us to drink
something. We said, “Yes.” But that was not the first choice
if it was a personal choice, because the first choice was to go
(since we had to leave), but we said that we should say yes to
this invitation. Thanks to God, we sat around the table and
some of the most beautiful reflections I had in the recent
years came there. Then Paul (Lemarie) who was there said,
“Do you allow me to record?” so he started recording. Then
after that, for the rest of the time we were here (in
Loppiano) he was recording, but it started over there. I say
this not in order to say that I am special, but just to say that I
am not special. It is a gift of God that can come and you do
not own it. It just comes. It is not mine. I owe it to that

moment.

So I said in that meeting with the priests of the movement
that to me, it seems very clear and very much in line with
Islamic theology, that God sent different prophets and these
prophets spoke to human beings who were the same in
nature but belonged to different cultures. They spoke
different languages, they had difficult situations, and they
had to address these difficulties. Although the message was
the same, it took the shape and form of each community
that the prophets addressed. Like water, for example, that

comes from the same source but then goes to different lakes
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or even containers. It can take different shapes and forms,

but we should not forget that it is the same water.

So now what we have is that some people have taken those
shapes and forms as more important than the water. We say,
“We are Muslim” “We are Christian” “We are Jewish” or
“We are Sunni, Shi‘a, Catholic”- all these are shapes and
forms, which are very important, but this is not the most

important thing.
Imam Mahdi and Jesus come together

We believe that in the End of the Time our 12th Imam,
Imam Mahdi, will come and he will be accompanied by
Jesus. They have a universal mission which is to establish
justice and equity on the Earth. And I think at that time it
will not be that our 12" Imam has a mosque in which he
addresses people and Jesus has a church to address people,
or that our Imam has a school where he teaches Islam and
Jesus has another school where he teaches Christianity. I
think in the End of Times there will be one school, and that
is the School of God in which Jesus and our Imam teach,
representatives of different divine traditions can teach — but
it is all dedicated to God the One, who is the God of
everyone. Shapes and forms will no longer divide us. They
would simply help us to better recognize each other, like

different colours of humanity, different races.

87



And then I said that when I reflect on Islamic sources about
the people who will be qualified to be agents of God to
implement that plan, I can see that those qualities exist — to
some extent — in my Focolare friends. I do not feel bad to
say that I can see the qualities that must exist in the helpers
of the 12" Imam in my Focolare friends more than I can see

them in myself or in some of my people.
Some qualities of the companions of Imam Mahdi

We find that in a hadith from Imam Ali (a) in which he
mentions a few qualities about the people of the End of
Times who will help the 12™ Imam in his universal mission.
One is that they are very determined: “If they decide to

move mountains, they will do it

And then he says that
although they come from different parts of the world, when
you look at them you think that they’re “brought up by the
same father and the same mother.” In addition, “Their
hearts are united with love and wishing good for each

other.”

2 Ilzdm al-Nasib, vol.2, p. 165. The otiginal text is as follows:
Lndlsm o8 g3 sl Sl D151 15 ol
3 Ibid. The original text is as follows:
sasly 31 5 aoly Of i, WS

4 Ibid. The original text is as follows:
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I said that I can see in the Focolare friends that they have
this quality, that when you look at them you think that they
are brought up by the same father and mother. This is
something that I have observed carefully over the years. It is
now maybe 19 years — and at that time maybe 17 years — that
I have known the Focolare, in different places like in the
UK, the US, Canada, Lebanon, Italy, Poland, Philippines. 1
have met the Focolare in many places and I can feel that it is
as if they’re brought up by the same father and mother and

their hearts are united with love.

So that plan of God which is to have unity around the truth,
to reach the point where people will go to the School of
God with one syllabus, one education system, needs such
people, people who have been united among themselves and

they can also offer this unity to other people.
Lake and ocean of united drops

In Mariapolis last year in the UK, I said that human beings
are like drops of water; each human being is a drop of water.
And in Christianity it is said that every human is created in
the image of God. So in this drop of water which is very
little, you can still have a reflection of God. Like for
example, if you have a drop of water and the sun is shining,

the light can be reflected. That is little compared to the

Kol 5 Lol dnaine g 516
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greatness of God. But if these drops of water unite, you will
have a lake. The way this lake acts as an image of God is
very much different from individual drops of water; the way
in which a united humanity can act as an image of God is
much more than individuals. And to me, the Focolare is a
beautiful lake of united drops. But we should reach the point

where we have united all of humanity.

The example of the Focolare shows that it is possible to
have this unity, people coming from different parts of the
world, speaking different languages, having different
customs, having different lifestyles. Everyone has a different
baggage with himself, but they are able to unite. This is
possible but it has to be offered to humanity. So we have a
lake but we need an ocean of unity. I do not know whether
this lake will grow and become an ocean, or whether other
lakes will take form and then merge to become an ocean. We
do not know, but we have to reach that ocean. And we need
to appreciate this lake because at the moment this is an
example, and people need to see an example. If you give
hundreds of hours of talks but you are not able to show a
sample, people will think that this is not possible. But this

example shows that it is possible.
Human beings are like one body

Then I said to the priest that another thing we find in Islam
is that the believers should be like one body. There is a
famous saying of our Prophet (s) that the Iranian poet Sa‘di
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made into a poem and this poem is also displayed on the
wall of the United Nations headquarters in New York. The
Prophet (s) said that the example of the believers in their
mutual love, mutual affection, and sympathy, is like one
body. If one part of the body has a problem, the rest of the
body will show sympathy by having a fever or not being able
to sleep.” If you have pain for example, in your head or ear,
it is not that the rest of the body says, “We’ll go to sleep and
you keep awake.” Instead, the whole body aches with fever

and sleeplessness.
Circulation of blood in the body

I was reflecting on this in a meeting that we had with some
of our graduates of the Jamiat al-Zahra, an Islamic seminary
for women. Some years back, we had a meeting for our
alumni from different countries and I was sitting and we had
a guest who was speaking. I was listening to him but I was
also thinking about the significance of such a meeting where
we have women from tens of countries who have left their
homes and families to come to Qom to study. They stayed
for a few years in Qom and then they went back home, and

now again they have come back here for a meeting of

> Nalyj al-Fasabah, p. 382. The original text is as follows:
Saetl 15 sl JroS giblas 5 @83l 5 wgesl 5 (B ontasall 65
U‘L"“’J‘:“'“f aJ...aj'LuA! U.f—‘.\l' |_,.b.9
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alumni. So I was thinking about the significance of this
meeting while remembering the hadith of the Prophet (s) that
the believers are like one body. Then it came to my mind
that if we are part of the same body, a body has this quality
that you have a circulation of all the goods; the heart pumps
blood to all cells of the body. Each cell takes what it needs
and puts in what it can share. So if there is something good
produced by one organ of body, they put it in the blood and
it reaches all the cells. And if they need, they take. If we are
ill, maybe one part takes more and then it becomes ill. But if
we are healthy, every part takes the oxygen and food that it

needs, and leaves the rest.

This circulation is so nice that even the cell that is farthest
from the heart will receive it; it is not that it will be
forgotten. It is also not one-way that the centre sends
without receiving feedback, without receiving ideas. That
reflection led to a very important discussion for me about
the collective nature of wilayah. So the next day I travelled to
Tanzania and I met Shia preachers in East Africa, and for
first the time I gave a lecture about the collective nature of
wilayah, which 1 think is very important for understanding
the unity of humanity. I really did not know whether they
would appreciate my talk or if they would totally disagree,
but I gave them the talk and everyone welcomed it. At night,
one of the Shi‘a in Dar es Salam (Tanzania) told me that you

will see the result of this talk in ten years.
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Anyway, that’s one line of thinking and I have given lots of
lectures about that collective nature of wilayah which 1 think
is a missing part of our faith, because unlike what Islam
teaches us and what our Shi‘a Imams teach us, we normally
have taken wilayah as a personal relation with God and the
Imam, while everything suggests that wilayah is our relation
with each other and God and the Imam. So we don’t have
parallel relations; we have one relation. This is a very
important change in our mindset. Anyway, I'll leave that

aside.

Going back to the discussion with the priest, that reflection
about the human body and circulation- I said to the priest
that I think in my observation of the Focolare Movement,
there is such a circulation. Over the years I have been
observing these things. Many movements and organizations
are normally one way. For example, the leadership says
something and everyone is going to do it; there is no mutual
communication. But among the Focolare what I noticed was
that things always go and come. It was for example, very
interesting for me to know that the leader, for example
Chiara, every month held a telecommunication with people
of the movement all over the world and they discussed
everything together. Every year responsibles of the
movement come for three weeks to Rome. They do some
prayer and contemplation, and then they start discussing

everything together. And this goes for all levels; when Word
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of Life is sent, every community sits together and discusses,

and this goes back and forth.

This is the same thing our Prophet (s) is saying, that the
believers should be like one body. I think this type of model

of unity will have a great role to play in the End of Times.

Why does Imam Mahdi (a) come with Jesus (a)? As a Shia I
have to find an answer to this question. Of course, this is an
Islamic idea, not only a Shi‘a one, but for the Shi‘a it’s very
important because we are very much attached to Imam
Mahdi (a), although Sunnis also have the doctrine of Mahdi.
For you as Christians it is very natural that Jesus (a) should
come, but for me as a Muslim I really need to think: Why
Jesus and Mahdi, why not Moses and Mahdi or Abraham and Mahdi
or Jacob and Mahdi? This is very important for me, I have to

understand!

Does not this show that this is a sign of the communities of
Jesus (a) and Mahdi (a) coming together? When those who
love Jesus (a) and those who love Mahdi (a)- they see these
two in maximum unity with each other, so they would also
be united. Especially since I have an understanding from the
Qur’an that those who believe in Jesus (a) will remain until
the end of the world, and we believe Muslims atre also
believers in Jesus (a), but Muslims and Christians always
remaining in this world is very powerful. This is clearly
mentioned in the Quran. God said to Jesus (a), “I’'m going to

raise you and I’'m going to make the people who follow you
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above the people who deny you until the Day of

956

Judgment.

When God said, “O Jesus, 1 shall take yon [r
soul], and I shall raise you up toward Myself, and
I shall clear you of [the calummnies of] the faithless,
and 1 shall set those who follow you above the
faithless until the Day of Resurrection. (The
Qur’an, 3:55)

Thus Jesus (a) and Mahdi (a) come together. Christians and
Muslims who believe in them will come together. Of course
it is not that every Muslim will believe in Mahdi (a) and it is
not that every Christian will believe in Jesus (a) when he
comes. I am sure many Christians will reject Jesus (a)
because they will say “This is not what we expected,” and
many Muslims will reject Mahdi (a), as has happened with
every savior; people waited for him but when they came,
many of those people who were waiting denied. Like the
Jews, they did not believe in Jesus (a). Anyway, there will be

sincere people who follow them and they will be united.

When we have such an image about the future, there are two

ways to react. One is to keep that image in your mind as a

6 'The Arabic text is as follows:
el o TR ) (B 5 (K2 1] e A UG
gl i L 08 ol 8 38 Gl e 5 1,8

95



dream and pray that it will happen. The other is that you
pray but you take it as a guideline, you say I have to move
towards that direction. Why is it that Mahdi (a) and Jesus (a)
have not come today? If they are going to bring people
together miraculously, there would be no need to wait. This
means that they need some preparation, and God is not to
force this plan. What would be the point in creating all
human beings with free will and then at the end God takes

away free will to force His plan?

God is waiting for us to understand His plan and to try to
implement that plan. Unfortunately we either do not
understand the plan or we just pray and do nothing. So I
have taken this as my mission: that I should do my best to
bring unity not only to my community but to Muslims and
Christians. I think this is our historic responsibility. And this

is something that the future of humanity depends on.

If we see that our Focolare friends have managed to live this
unity and I see these characteristics in them, then first I
should be grateful to God that there is such an experience,
and secondly, I should support it. Last year in Mariapolis, I
said that as a Shi‘a cleric I have no hesitation to say that I
support the Focolare. For me, this is a test of my honesty, a
test of my humbleness, a test of my real love for God. If 1
am able to see good things in people who are not from the
Shia community or Muslim community, then this shows

how ready I am for unity.
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Of course, for me it was not difficult to say this because I do
not look at the Focolare as “others.” You start this with
trying to see good things in others but then in the process
there is no otherness. So I think the Focolare are mine and 1
am theirs, if they like it. So this is something that we need to
establish.

I think in Islam and maybe you can also present the
Christian perspective, what we have had was mostly personal
and individual spirituality. We can quickly list hundreds of
Muslim mystics in our minds, spiritual masters who when I
compare myself to them I really feel embarrassed and
sometimes I lose hope, I think who am I and who were
they? So I have great respect for them. But it seems to me
that most of them were not able to make their spirituality a
spirituality that can motivate people to organize themselves
and develop a movement or develop a spiritual organization

that fulfils that requirement of being like one body.

As a person, to be spiritual is difficult, but it’'s much more
manageable than when you want to run an organization for
spirituality. It’s very difficult. To run a business like Coca-
Cola, Apple, or Microsoft is possible, because at the end of
the day everything is based on profit and making money, etc.
But to make a movement that functions internationally and
efficiently, while at the same time is spiritual and over years
doesn’t give up its ideas- it’s very important. That’s why I

said here — if you remember when we came to this same hall
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— that one of the beauties of the wisdom of Chiara was that
she was able to bring her ideas to the ground. There are
many people who have beautiful ideas but they remain in
Heaven. To bring many heavenly ideas to Earth, this is
hikmah (wisdom), this is sophia. And Chiara had this idea. She
didn’t keep the idea in her mind or just among a few friends

or in a book.

What I very much want to learn — and I suggested this idea
of Wings of Unity to Piero and he welcomed the idea — is to
see how we can spread this spirituality in a way that it forms
communities, it forms movements; it forms lakes of unity,

not just drops who love unity and ready to die for unity.

We don’t have a problem in theology, we don’t have a
problem in our spirituality, but it seems that we don’t have
that sophia, that hikmah to understand how to bring that unity
to the ground. At least I think I don’t have it, maybe you
think you have it. I think our generation has still not been
given that wisdom to understand how we should move on to
that way, but the Focolare is a very good contemporary
example. We also have some examples in our history, but
you can see that we still have a long distance ahead of us to

go from the lake to the ocean.

There are other paradigms that we can find in Islamic
sources about unity other than a body. For example, one
paradigm is the paradigm of construction. In the Quran God
says that the believers should be like a very firmly-built
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building”. Or our Prophet (s) said the believers are like a
construction, a building. Many times I say to our people in
my community, “Let’s reflect on what it means to be a
construction.” If you have one lorry of bricks and you
unload them somewhere, do you call this a construction? It’s
not a construction. Oftentimes our population is just like
bricks — like bulk bricks — there is no organization or

construction.

Many years ago when I visited Canada for the first time, one
of the Focolare friends- I was actually invited by the Shia but
I met one of the Focolare who passed away. You might
know him, Terry. I had an interview with Salt and Light TV
and he asked me — because he knew that I have a connection
with the UK — What is your opinion about the increase in the
number of Muslims in Eurgpe? 1 said that I don’t have any
particular feeling; if good Muslims are going then I’'m happy,
but if Muslims are just increasing it doesn’t make me happy.
It’s not just a matter of numbers and figures and statistics. If
true believers are in Europe then I’'m happy, whatever they
are — Muslim or not. But if Muslims just increase it doesn’t

necessarily make me happy.

7'The Qur’an, 61:4. The Arabic text is as follows:
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For example, sometimes I go to a town, like a town in
Canada, and they say, “Thanks to God we have 14 Shia
centres here.” I say, “I don’t know, should I be happy that
we have 14 centres or does this means that they were not
able to get together so they just split?” We need to have
construction. If there is construction, then the growth of
that construction is good. But if you just have lorries of
bricks — one lorry or 10 lories or 100 lories — what can we do

with this? They might even cause trouble for us.

A bulk community is not a community. Community by
definition has to be organized, has to be like one body, like
one building. So you need to have strong bricks first. This is
the way I have defined my position in London. I say to
people in London that my responsibility is this: first, as
much as 1 can, I should make these bricks which are the
members of the community strong, because if these bricks
are loose, when you build on them they will collapse. With
education and formation we have to make these bricks
strong. But we should tell them in their formation and
education that you are not just going to be a brick and enjoy
your freedom; you’re going to be placed in a construction.
You may be used in the guest room, you may be used in the
kitchen, the washroom — it doesn’t make a difference. What
is important is that in the end this is the only way for us to

have a palace.
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I was amazed with the Focolare friends. For example when
they are told to go from the UK to Brazil, from UK to
Istanbul, from Italy to another place- I don’t think it matters
to them that much. The main thing is I a7 a brick of a palace; 1
am a member of a community, 1 am more than happy to do whatever
suits my community the best. But this is not the way for many of
us because many of us enjoy that freedom and independence
of being a brick with everything free around me. I don’t

want to be put in a fixed position.

So I say that my responsibility is to a) make those bricks
strong through education and formation, b) make those
bricks into a design — bringing organization to the
community — and then ¢) invite other people to look at this

building, by reaching out. So we have to work on three areas.

But every step is a big, big headache. How to educate-
thanks to God there are many people who are interested but
not everyone is interested. But more difficult than education
is organizing. It’s very, very difficult. Everyone — or most
people — have their own personal plans for their life. The
maximum they can give to God is to pray, fast, give charity,
etc. But they are not ready to give their freedom of choice. I
think this is the most precious thing, even more difficult
than giving your life: to give your freedom of choice to the
community to decide collectively what you should do for
God. God is not going to ask me directly what should I do
for Him. I think God speaks to us through a community of
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the faithful. But am I ready to listen to the community?
That’s the thing. So to bring organization is very, very
difficult.

What I have been thinking is that I should not dream of
uniting the whole Muslim community or even the Shia
community, but maybe what I can dream of is to have a
network. Say for example if we have 150 million Shia in the
world, more or less, I don’t think I am #hat capable and #hat
strong that I can unite 150 million Shia. But maybe we can
have a network of like-minded people who are all over the
world but function as one body. They are bricks of the same
construction. Then this would be a way forward. Because 1
don’t think for the plan of Jesus (a) and Imam Mahdi (a) that
we need all people to get united from the very beginning,
but we need to have a sizeable number of united people who
prepare. So now I am engaged in a lot of thought. How can
I understand what God wants from me? How can I support
people who work for unity like the Focolare? How can 1
bring Muslims and Christians together? How I can bring
Sunni and Shia together? How can I bring Shia together? So

all of these challenges are in my mind.

Therefore, I came here with humbleness and with openness
to learn what the best thing would be for me to do in the
next few steps. I don’t expect to know everything that I have
to do until I die, but at least to know the next few steps,

because the most important thing is that your next step is
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done propertly and wisely. Otherwise you can lose lots of
opportunities. But if the first step is done wisely then it can

create more opportunities. Thank you very much.
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