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Editorial

The recent popular uprisings in many parts of the Muslim world took
almost everyone by surprise. The immediate causes of the wide-ranging pro-
tests and civil resistance in these countries are a matter of much discussion
and debate. Theories ranging from the purely materialistic and economic to
the metaphysical and religious—with a number of conspiracy theories in
between—have been put forth as the probable causes of these revolutions-
in-the-making. Wikipedia’s claim that “the demonstrations were precipitat-
ed by high unemployment, food inflation, corruption, a lack of freedom of
speech and other political freedom and poor living conditions,” can be tak-
en to be the general consensus of Western observers. On the other end of
the spectrum is the message coming from Iran that the revolts signify an
“Islamic awakening.” What can conclusively be said is that these two per-
spectives are not as diametrically opposed as they appear to be.

There is no doubt that the uprisings were at some point fuelled by do-
mestic concerns and matters related to bread-and-butter. But the fact that
they threaten to destroy the support for Israel—the holy-grail and supreme
idol of Western contrivance—signifies a depth and dimension that belies
any materialistic paradigm and underlines the reality that man does not
live by bread alone.” On the one hand the despots and monarchs that ruled
these Muslim peoples plundered their wealth and kept them in dire pov-
erty, hence the valid economic grievances. On the other hand, the people in
question are self-respecting Muslims who could no longer accept the humil-
iation and abasement implicit in the full support that their governments
gave to Israel and its genocidal campaign against their brethren in Palestine.
But is the former reason enough to label these uprisings as ‘secular,” or, for
that matter, 1s the latter a sufficient cause to call them ‘Islamic™

The ‘Islamic’ nature of any movement can be assayed in a number of
ways and from different perspectives. The material cause of any movement
involves its human participants and their basic cultural mores. In the case
at hand, the vast majority of the people taking part in the uprisings are
downtrodden Muslims who identify with Islam on some level, both seeking
their self-respect as well as their economic rights from this identity. The

' The Bible says: “Not in bread alone doth man live, but in every word that pro-
ceedeth from the mouth of God.” Deuteronomy 8:3; Matthew 4:4; Luke 4:4.
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formal cause, on the other hand, comes from the worldview and depth of
understanding embodied by the leaders of the movement. In this regard the
Western media has told us time and time again that it was the young, edu-
cated secular activists who initially propelled the “nonideological” revolu-
tions. The upwardly mobile youth tweeted their way towards an awareness
of their state of political repression and came to “understand” the impera-
tiveness of freedom. In their newfound worldview, it was the inalienable
rights of the majority, and the power that comes with numbers, that called
for such socio-political activity. While the aspirations of these youth to be-
come free from oppression are hailed by all religions, including Islam, they
cannot be labelled as ‘religious’ or ‘Islamic’ simply on that account. This is
because freedom is never absolute and any “freedom from” is always ac-
companied by an “attachment to.” Religion ultimately endorses a freedom
from falsehood and the people of falschood when it naturally leads to an
attachment to the truth and the people of truth. If freedom is followed by a
vacuum of vision and the absence of any real doctrine or ideology based on
the truth, it can only be falsehood that can come to fill the vacuum. This is
precisely the correlate of the Qur’anic principle:

/:J// - - % g G} P £’,“/~/,i/
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And say, ‘The truth has come, and falsehood has vanished. Indeed
falsehood is bound to vanish.” (17:81)

It would appear that in the case of the uprisings, the truth did not come
in an active way and with any real substance. It could be that the necessary
vision and discernment of the truth was lacking, or that the will and cour-
age to implement it was just not there. In some cases it was clearly for fear
of the Empire and its vociferous media machinery that the Islamists with-
held from presenting their position, or vacillated between it and the liberal
dogma that the media likes to hear. As the movements develop and mature,
the absence of principled Islamic leadership is clearly and painfully visible
for one and all to see, not least the agents of the Empire who are even now
actively working to coopt the popular revolts.

Such a state of affairs has led some analysts to paint these movements as
struggles for independence and dignity, 4 la democracy and modern human
rights. They hold that the closest parallel to the uprisings are the changes
that occurred last decade in Latin America, where people had enough of
their place as pawns in the struggles of others and started to push for de-
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mocracy and their own voice. The pundits continue by observing that to-
day, increasingly Latin America is moving in its own direction, as will the
Arab nation if allowed by others, in particular the Empire, to sort out their
own issues (a hypothetical scenario which would include the US withdraw-
ing its bases from Muslim lands and refraining from funding its friendly
tyrants and monarchs).

To assay the recent events from yet another perspective with the hopes
of shedding further light on the realities at hand, it can be said that the
“friendly tyrants” mentioned above are “friendly” on two counts. They are,
of course, the “friends” and vassals of the lords of the Empire, who love
them in much the same way as plantation owners in the Old South held
affection for their slaves, as long as they were obedient, respectful, and sub-
servient. But they are “friendly” in another way as well. To explain: accord-
ing to Plato’s depiction of the decline of political systems from the ideal
republic in which the Philosopher-king rules, by sequential degenerations
through the stages of aristocracy, timocracy, oligarchy, democracy, and tyr-
anny, the present “tyrants” in the Muslim world would fall under the tail
end of the stage of oligarchy. The oligarchy is giving way to a proper de-
mocracy and the latter, on the verge of transforming into an unprincipled
anarchy, will lead to the actual stage of tyranny. Hence, this Platonic way of
looking at things would conclude that the present “tyrants” pale in the face
of the actual tyrants to come, and the former are, relatively speaking,
“friendly” harbingers of the latter! *

Yet another perspective is that of eschatology, in particular the Messen-
ger of Allah’s (5) prophecies with regards to his Ummah and its political
transitions. One prophecy from Sunni sources delineates the decline and
degeneration of the Ummah, and its ultimate restitution as follows:

The Messenger of Allah (s) said: Prophethood will preside amongst
you for as long as Allah wills, and Allah will remove it when He
wishes to remove it; then the khilafah in the way of the prophethood
will preside amongst you for as long as Allah wills, and Allah will
remove it when He wishes to remove it; then a clinging kingdom [or

* This is not to deny the real and actual despotism of the kings and oligarchs rec-
orded in history, nor is it to negate the insidious oppression of liberal-democracies,
but rather, the intent here is to underscore the fact that this degeneration of intel-
lectual thought naturally devolves into an unprincipled and immoral order where
nothing but brute force and might rule. Or to put it differently, the inner and hid-
den oppression (of the truth) gives way, in successively more intense stages, to an
outer and apparent manifestation of it in the form of a martial tyranny.
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‘biting/tormenting kingdom’ sle KL ] will preside amongst you for
as long as Allah wills, and Allah will remove it when He wishes to
remove it; then an oppressive kingdom [ & ,> KL | will preside
amongst you for as long as Allah wills, and Allah will remove it when

He wishes to remove it; then the khilafah in the way of the
prophethood will preside amongst you; then he became silent.?

Another narration is as follows:
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The Prophet (5) said: After me will come the Caliphs, and after the
Caliphs the Emirs, and after the Emirs the Kings, and after the Kings
the Tyrants, and then a man will come out from the People of my
House (Abli bayti) who will fill the earth with justice just as it was
filled with tyranny; then after him, the Qahtani will be made emir,

and by Him Who sent me with the Truth, he is not lesser than him.

It is to be especially noted that in these narrations, as well as in many oth-
ers within both the Sunni and Shia corpus of traditions, the tyranny per-
sists and fills the earth, thereupon, suddenly, a radical change towards jus-
tice is brought about at the hands of the Mahdi (‘z). Hence, it follows that
any type of independence and freedom movement would have to come be-
fore and not after the final reign of the tyrant(s). In fact, it could be said to
correspond to the democracy cum anarchy that is situated between oligar-
chy and tyranny in the Platonic model, and to the transition period be-
tween the king-despots and the actual tyrants in the narrations from the
Prophet and the Imams.

The period preceding the final tyranny is referred to in the narrations in
a number of different ways. It is sometimes referred to as the fatarah, or the
intervening period of a “lapse” from the prophetically aligned sacred rule
of his inheritors the Imams. Speaking of the Mahdi, Imam Sadiq (‘z) says:

3 Musnad Abmad ibn Hanbal, no. 18430, on the authority of al-Tirmidhi; Musnad
Abi Ya'la, and Ibn Hibban. Sabib al-Jami‘ al-saghir, no. 3341.
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He will be the one who will fill it with justice just as it was full of
oppression and injustice during the time of a lapse from the Imams.

It is also referred to as a time in which constraints, restrictions, and protec-
tions are set aside. For instance, Imam Sadiq (‘2) was asked when the deliv-
erance will come for the believers. A part of his reply included the follow-
ing phrase:

,,,,,, - -5
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When ... the Arabs throw off their reins [or constraints] and every
fortified strongman abolishes his stronghold.

In this time the government will not be based on the truth, nor will it be
vivified by the spirit of jihad. The following phrase is used in a narration to
describe this government:

mA@‘ Jl.> J.L:L.H dJso
Government based on falsehood and the state of peace [or truce].

Under such a liberal and profane government, moral vices will abound, but
with regards to the groups and classes that will have the upper hand, Imam
‘Ali (‘a) foretells the following:

lall Wl ;uu1 Sl sl s i3]

When women are ascendant, slave- glrls are put in charge, and the
youth are made to rule.

While such things are in and of themselves considered as calamities, the
language used to describe the final tribulations are of another order. In one
narration, the Messenger of Allah (5) prophesies:

D gonn o poillales (ro o b ploil BT B sl o
slle o> JlaseY s aie ol

In the latter days a severe tribulation will befall my Ummah at the
hands of their ruler-despot—such that no tribulation more severe
than it has ever been heard of before and a person will not find any
refuge.
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But of course the flow of history is not simply and simplistically linear.
All religions point to the cyclical nature of time, which is essentially quali-
tative and not quantitative. The Qur’an repeatedly reminds man about the
immutable nature of the paradigm of God (sunnat Allah) and how it con-
tinuously manifests itself on the plane of history as a rhythmic reminder to
mankind. One of the persistent refrains in the overall linear decline—also
foretold of by the Messenger of Allah—is the periodic reality of revival.
Every so many generations, a pious Islamic scholar—in his capacity as the
inheritor of the Prophet—will emulate the example of the Messenger of
Allah (5) to such a degree and intensity that his very being gives rise to an
Islamic movement that is able to either arrest the decline or even temporari-
ly reverse it in some part of the Muslim world.

There is no doubt that in our age it was Imam Khumayni (r) who pre-
eminently revived Islam, primarily in Iran, but also, to some extent, in the
Muslim world at large. It also stands to reason that any other movement in
this same age that seeks to be Islamic, unless it is headed by another such
stellar figure, must invariably identify with this existing revival so as to be a
part of it in an integral and authentic fashion.

This revival is a divine solution and ark of salvation for all those sincere
Muslims who are embroiled in the seditions (fitan) of our time. If any Mus-
lim individual or movement is not a part of the solution, he or it inevitably
is a part of the problem. Hence the insistence of the successor of Imam
Khumayni, Ayatullah Khamenei, in calling the recent uprisings in the Mus-
lim world an “Islamic awakening” should be seen not as a statement of facts
on the ground but more as a prescription cum warning to the movements
and their would-be leaders about the quintessential importance of Islam
and the existing Islamic Revolution in Iran to their success. Lacking their
own Islamic leadership and imam, these movements, if they are to be saved
from the demonic ruses of secular-liberalism and its nefarious Empire,
must recognize and identify with a standing imam. At present, this would
be none other than the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution in Iran
Ayatullah Sayyid Ali Khamenei.

4 A narration reads: Lo b sazu e & @le JS u*j) e ERY] odg) G alll o

It is crucial to note that like the revival, the “end” is also cyclic and periodic, each
end being a degree and approximation of the final end; hence the undesirability, by
virtue of faith and reason, of using correspondences to both predict events and to
foster a self-fulfilling psychology of apocalyptic messianism based on sentiment.

10
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Direct allusions to the above can be found in a letter that Imam “Ali (‘%)
wrote to Malik al-Ashtar, the then governor of Egypt, in which he warned
of the consequences of the political authority of the Muslims falling into
the hands of persons who are not principially Islamic:

G 1535553 by Wil &6l i T L ol ol i
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But I fear that the authority of this Ummah will fall into the hands
of the simpletons and the libertines, hence they will take: the en-
dowment of God as a private circulation, His servants as pawns, the
virtuous as enemies, and the sinners as their party’’

But unfortunately there remain many impediments that would hinder
the uprisings in the Muslim world from identifying with the example and
leadership of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, the most important of which
is the sectarian divide. Despite the valiant attempts of Imam Khumayni
throughout his mission to abolish this divide by asking both Sunnis and
Shias, equally, to overcome their penchants for madhbabi chauvinism, the
problem remains. The vast majority of both Sunni and Shia intellectuals
and ‘ulama’ hold the position that their respective madhbab, in all of its
pedantic details, is the ultimate truth. They naturally conclude that any-
thing that differs from their madhbhab must be a form of falsehood. By so
doing, they actually defile the “upright religion” (din al-qayyim)® and limit
the Infinite Truth of God.

A case in point is the Dar al-Taqrib organization that was founded by
Shaykh Muhammad Taqi Qummi in Cairo, Egypt in the 1940’s. Some of its
founders included the likes of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Latif Muhammad al-Subki, a
member of the Hay’at Kibar al-‘Ulama (Council of Senior ‘Ulama) in
Egypt, and it had the support of Grand Ayatullah Burajirdi of Qum, as
well as Shaykh Mahmuad Shaltat of Al-Azhar. In its heyday the Dar al-
Taqrib held many important meetings and seminars and published some
valuable books as well as a journal, the Risalat al-Islam. But it was only a
matter of years before these activities dwindled and the Dar al-Taqrib be-
came defunct, mainly due to the parochial attitudes of some of the Shia
‘ulama’ involved and their itch to proselytize the Shia madbbab in a majori-
ty Sunni nation that held amicable opinions of the Ahl al-Bayt. One posi-

> Nahj al-Balagha, Letter 62.
¢ See the Editorial of Al-Taqrib Journal number 7 for further exposition.
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tive and tangible outcome of the whole experiment was the famous fatwa of
Shaykh Shaltat wherein he legitimized the figh of the Twelver Shias as a
fifth school of Islamic jurisprudence that any Muslim was free to choose.
The Shias at that time, if they had been more astute, could have reciprocat-
ed by highlighting the fact that in the Ja‘fari figh there is an established
principle called the Rule of Necessitation (g idat al-ilzam) which effectively
legitimizes the major Sunni schools of jurisprudence and makes it binding
upon Sunni Muslims to follow their own figh.”

Another case in point pertains to the present day situation in Bahrain.
In this Muslim nation the spectre of sectarian conflict is being used to
overcome the popular uprising of its peoples and their attempts to identify
with the greater Islamic cause at hand. But this is a red herring and was
clearly identified as such by the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution
in Iran during the course of a speech he delivered on the Iranian New Year
wherein he emphatically stated that, “this is not a Shia-Sunni issue. They
are making spiteful and malevolent efforts to present the issue of Bahrain
as a Shia-Sunni issue.” But he then continued with an even more astute and
incisive observation—one that could only be made by a true ‘@/im who
stands above the parochial and sees the higher principles at play:

Unfortunately some people who do not have any evil motives fell in-
to this trap. If there are benevolent people involved in this issue, I
would like to tell them, “Do not make this a Shia-Sunni issue.” [If
you do,] this would be the greatest service to America. This would be
the greatest service to the enemies of the Islamic Ummah who are try-
ing to present the anti-tyranny movement of a nation as a Shia-Sunni
conflict. This is not a Shia-Sunni conflict.?

The “benevolent people” that the Supreme Leader spoke of are precisely
those well-meaning Shias who see the whole world from their madbbabi
spectacles. They see everybody who does not carry the label of “Shia” as be-
ing “out to get them.” Such a paranoid view of the world ultimately leads
to intellectual blindness and social torpidity. A higher and more principled
view of the truth affords both a wider and a deeper comprehension of reali-
ty as such. It is only this higher view that can bring about any semblance of

7 Some traditions used to support the Rule of Necessitation are as follows:
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¥ http://english.khamenei.ir//index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=
1434&Itemid=4
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unity or conciliation and it is only an upright religion that can provide the
pure metaphysics that leads to the ultimate Truth.

The well-meaning, albeit sectarian Shias, can take inspiration from the
words of another @lim of great vision and intellect, Ayatullah Jawadi
Amuli, who in aiming at the higher truth of religion alludes to the fact that
the term “Shia” is not always used in a partisan sense and can actually be
expanded in scope to include all Muslims:

...but as for the prayers made [by the Imams] for the Shias—showing
how much really they cared about us—there is another luminous
prayer of Imam Sadiq (‘) in the Sabifah Sadigiyyah which—you gen-
tlemen should join me as I read it out shortly—is not only for Iran,
but for all Muslims; for they are in reality the Shias of Imam $adigq,
and it is just that a lot of people did not allow them to under-
stand/recognize this Family; but they are really Shias because they are
the followers of truth and the truth belongs to this Family, and the
fact that others did not allow them to understand/recognize is an-
other matter. “O Allah, enliven our Shias who are in [the way of] our
government.” This is not specific to Iran. It is the same in Egypt, the
same in Tunisia, the same in Algeria, the same in Jordan, the same in
Yemen.’

A timely example that clearly shows how aiming at lower “truths” does
not only not help in creating substantial unity but can actually—given the
nature of our times—further divide people has to do with two “springs.”
The first is what is being called the “Arab Spring” and refers to the recent
uprisings in Muslim lands, the second is the New Year spring festival of
Nowruz that is associated with the Persian people and can be referred to as
the “Persian Spring.”

“Arab Spring” is a term that was first used in March 2005 by many
Western media commentators to suggest that a consequence of the Ameri-
can invasion of Iraq would be the flowering of Western-friendly democra-
cies in the Middle East. But following the victory of Hamas in the January
2006 Palestinian elections—the “wrong” outcome in Western eyes—the
term was conveniently phased out until its revival following the revolts of
2010-2011. In both the years, 2005 and 2011, there was and is a conscious
effort to emphasise the racial and ethnic nature of the movements. This,
more than being a description of the facts on the ground, is a prescriptive
usage fostered by wishful thinking. The fact is that Arab nationalism be-

® This is a comment that he made at the end of his figh lesson on 23 February, 2011.
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came impotent many decades ago and no amount of Western political-
viagra can make it rise once again. Arab Muslims are not blind to the other
glaring fact that it was Persian Shia Muslims who most earnestly supported
Hamas—Arab Sunnis—and continue to do so. Nor is it lost on these Arabs
that the first governments to officially reach out to postrevolutionary
Egypt were Iran and Turkey, with the Turk Abdullah Gul, the President of
the latter, being the first head of state to visit Egypt after Mubarak’s ouster.
Moreover, the demonstrations and rallies in support of the current upris-
ings span the entire globe with Muslims of all races and nationalities taking
active part. The Western pundits’ efforts at spinning these facts and trying
to portray them as sheer political opportunism on the part of the non-Arab
parties involved are yet another sign of either their misinformation or their
artful disinformation.

Turning now to the “Persian Spring,” or “Nowruz,” it is an elaborate
and symbolic New Year’s ritual and is one of the oldest celebrations, pre-
dating Islam, venerated by all people living within the proximity of the Ira-
nian Plateau, irrespective of their ethnic, racial, political and religious dif-
ferences. It coincides with the vernal equinox and the first day of spring for
those in the northern hemisphere. As of late, especially after the UN in
2009 inscribed Nowruz on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultur-
al Heritage of Humanity, certain factions within Iran have made much ado
about the “international” nature of the celebration. For instance, during
the course of official speeches and statements, Mohammad Khazaee, Iran’s
Ambassador and Permanent Representative to the United Nations, has
stressed that Nowruz celebrations play an important role in fostering unity
among nations. Saying that the “tradition is endeared by Islam, which is
the religion of passion, friendship and appreciation of nature,” he has gone
on to make the claim that:

Although Nowruz is an inseparable part of the common culture of
an important part of the world’s geography, it has the capacity to be-
come the ground base for in-depth cultural links and as an advocate
of shared human values amongst all nations.... It is a source of jubi-
lation to see, due to a collective effort by the countries celebrating
Nowruz, this tradition became global when the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly, the UNESCO and the Economic Cooperation Organ-
ization (ECO) took note and approved utilizing its cultural and spir-
itual capacities..."

' http://www.iran-un.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=930:
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The fact is that Nowruz is limited to firstly, the northern hemisphere, and
secondly, to only a small number of countries in this hemisphere, viz. Af-
ghanistan, Azerbaijan, India, Iran, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Turkey, and Uz-
bekistan. To make official claims of Nowruz’s “role in fostering unity
among nations” or it becoming “the ground base for in-depth cultural
links... amongst all nations” is either to have delusions of grandeur, or to
be complicit in a secular agenda of religious cum cultural reductionism.

While it is true that many important events in the religious and Islamic
calendars correspond to this solar date signified by Nowruz and the vernal
equinox, Islam did not emphasize this correspondence, and in fact disre-
garded the solar calendar as a whole. While we can only guess at the wisdom
behind this providential act, we can say for certain that to aggrandize an
event in the solar calendar—however important and symbolic—purely for
cultural and ethnic reasons, is to go against this wisdom.

But Iran is not the only one using ethnic considerations for a political
purpose.” In order to destabilize the Muslim world, intelligence agencies of
the Empire are betting in many respects on the “ethnic card.” Not only are
they trying to divide the Ummah along the Persian-Arab fault line, but in
fact they are trying to do the same thing within Iran itself. This is because
numerous representatives of various nations reside in Iran, including Aze-
ris, Kurds, Baluchis, and others. To destabilize the Islamic Republic of Iran,
the Empire is bent on driving a wedge between these peoples and the Per-
sians. Certainly countering these stratagems of discord and divisiveness
cannot be accomplished by using another stratagem of the same type and
level—this is not a case of fighting fire with fire. What is called for is to use
as a principle of unity something that is universal and essential to the hu-
man condition. Such a principle, based on the most inner and essential
nature of man, is propounded by religion and religion alone.”

The argument that lower forms of unity that are based on a common
race, language, ethnicity, or lineage are valid because they are a form of real-
ism in which the existing limits of understanding of the masses is taken
into account is faulty on two counts. First, the age in which these lower

statement-by-he-mr-mohammad-khazaee-ambassador-and-permanent-representative-
of-the-islamic-republic-of-iran-to-the-united-nations-at-the-official-commemorative-
ceremony-of-qthe-international-day-of-nowruzq-21-march-2011-new-york&catid=41:
general-assembly&Itemid=54

" The newly coined catch-phrase to denote this idea is “Nowruz Diplomacy.”

* Cf. Al-Taqrib Journal, no. 3, p. 43.
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realities could properly and effectively do this was one in which the lower
was hierarchically linked to the higher, and the lower classifications of race,
language, ethnicity,... were contextualized within the greater framework
and ethos of the presiding religion. On the whole, this is no longer the case
and the effects of the Fall of man have led to an ambient secularism that
denies the hierarchical relation that religion has with all things that lie be-
low it. To the degree that any Muslim community re-instils the ethos of
Islam in their culture, giving it due ascendancy, they can still effectively use
some of the lower forms of unity with some semblance of validity. In this
regard the use of the reality of Nowruz within the borders of Islamic Iran
can be cited as an example; as is evidenced by the insistence and effort of a
great many Iranians to be present in some holy shrine or holy place at the
exact time of Nowruz.

The second fault with the above mentioned argument has to do with the
fact that regional issues are no longer purely regional and the advances in
modern methods of communication have meant that we are all residing in
a “global village.” In fact, one of the consequences of Globalisation is to
create uniformity on the global level. This is an idea that is ultimately de-
monic and contrary to the unity preached by religion, but alas it is the real-
ity that we are faced with. To flout this uniformity by emphasizing a par-
ticular regional, racial, ethnic or linguistic issue without making reference
to the true unity that binds them all together is both an exercise in futility,
and can even lead to antagonism and further discord. The true and most
essential unity for man can only be found by focussing on the Alpha and
Omega of man’s terrestrial sojourn; as it is only this unicite common
Origin and End that can resolve the fractional multiplicity of interim hu-
man society and life. God, speaking in the First Person and directly to man
about this reality says:
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O mankind! Indeed We created you from a male and a female,
and made you nations and tribes that you may mutually know [one
another]. Indeed the noblest of you in the sight of Allah is the

most God-conscious among you. Indeed Allah is all-knowing, all-
aware. (49:13)
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EDITORIAL

In his tafsir al-Fawatih al-ilahiyyah, Shaykh Ni‘matullih Nakhjawani, an
‘arif of the tenth century hijri, comments on this verse and sheds further
light on the phrase you may mutually know one another by writing:
“lita‘@rafii, means some of you knowing others; such that this mutual
knowledge is tantamount to a merging at the origin.”® This common
origin, horizontally and on the plane of history—as the beginning of the
verse clearly mentions—is to be identified with Adam and Eve, the com-
mon ancestors of all of humanity. Vertically the origin is God, who is the
Origin of all being and hence the nexus of all knowledge. That the
knowledge of “one another” can and must lead to the knowledge of the ul-
timate (and Only) object of knowledge, that is God, is evidenced by both
metaphysical insight as well as traditions from religious authorities. Hence
the traditions from Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (@),

Al V1 s gline I Y
Created beings do not comprehend anything but by [way of] God.

ally Lsbme S
[God’s] servants are known by [way of] God.

immediately imply the quintessential necessity of reference to religion and
the divine in any inter-ethnic or inter-national affair striving for unity and
conciliation. This intellectual principle is reflected on the plane of the will
and is known in Qur’anic terminology as the “cord of Allah.” Given the
present turmoil in the Muslim world and conditions of the modern world,
as well as the possibility of further decline, it is imperative that all Muslims,
irrespective of their race, colour, or creed, hold on to this cord—and none
else—by any and all means necessary.
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Hold fast, all together, to Allah’s cord, and do not be divided.
(3:103)

Rabi‘ al-Thani 1432/ March 2011

¥ Ni‘matullah ibn Mahmutd Nakhjawani, al-Fawaiih al-ilabiyyah wa al-mafaiih al-
ghaybiyyah, (Cairo: Dar al-Rikabi Lilnashr, 1999), vol. 2, p. 343.
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Unity through the Prism of the Heart
Saeed Malik

Abstract

Spirituality is the proverbial fifth-element of religion, and as such, it
opens up a path that leads to God. This path is anchored in the ear-
nest orthodoxy of religious practice. The orthodoxy of a religion is
the rich soil that nurtures the tree of the spirit. Though there are
many Holy Scriptures and many Holy messengers, signifying that the
spiritual highway has many lanes, they are all rooted in a common
essential core. While ordered to recognize all other prophets and reli-
gions, the prophet Muhammad and therefore his followers are com-
manded to remain anchored in the certainty of the final message and
be fully immersed in its Truth. But being the ultimate religion, and
by providential design, Islam has a natural disposition for religious
tolerance. The followers of Islam must zealously guard this Divine
gift. It is a gift not to be merely acknowledged. It must be conscien-
tiously honored. The Qur’an inspires us to such a supra-awareness
and, being directed to the heart that recites it, calls the multiple and
fractured nature of man to the abode of true Peace and Unity.

Keywords: Unity of religions, orthodoxy, tolerance, sincerity, Islam.

In the backdrop of the age of information and the age of disinformation;
The age of reason and the age of disregard; The age of science and the age of
sound-bites; The age of disbelief and the age of fanaticism; The age of con-
nectivity and the age of disconnection; The age of satiation and the age of
emptiness; The age of mega-cities and the age of loneliness—7The age on the
brink

FIRST AND FOREMOST

It is customary in Islamic practice that the Divine messengers be men-
tioned with respect and reverence. Texts written by Muslims customarily
attach the abbreviation “PBUH”, meaning “may peace be upon him” every

" From the Prologue of A Perspective on the Signs of al-Qur an: Through the prism of the
heart by Saeed Malik and reproduced here with the author’s permission. The book
is available at www.amazon.com.
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time any Divine Prophet’s name is mentioned. Prophets as God’s chosen
are first and foremost amongst God’s creatures in rank and proximity to
God. To know and respect the proper place and rank of anything and eve-
rything is part of spiritual conscientiousness. By offering our respects and
our prayer of peace for God’s own emissaries we are imploring God to un-
lock the doors to our own guidance. Praise belongs only to God and bless-
ings belong to those who have earned proximity to Divine Glory and Maj-
esty. We gain no worth except by discernment. We can gain no peace except
by first wishing it for the deserving. We also acknowledge that those who
have lived in full alignment to the Divine Will never “die”. These, the pur-
est of the human spirits are the “truly successful”, bestowed and blessed
with Divine peace. May God accept that every reference to a Prophet in this
manuscript is preceded and followed by an imploration of peace upon the
Prophet. May we thus join the Chorus of Truth.
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Limitless in His Glory is thy Sustainer, the Lord of almightiness,
[exalted] above anything that men may devise by way of defini-
tion! And peace be upon all His message bearers. All praise is due
to God alone—The Sustainer of the worlds. (37:180-182)!

May there come a time when this prayer becomes the earnest expression
of a heart filled with gratitude towards the Divine and towards all those
who bore His Message.

THE STRUGGLE OF THE SOUL

This article is about spirituality from the Islamic view-point. It is not
about religion. Spirituality and religion are inseparable but they are not
synonymous. Spirituality is an extra dimension of religion. This dimension
is the path to God anchored in the earnest orthodoxy of religious practice.
The orthodoxy of a religion is the rich soil that nurtures the tree of spiritu-
ality. Under the shade of this tree is the repose of life. The tree itself mani-

' As interpreted by Muhammad Asad in The Message of the Qur’an.
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fests the consciousness of the soul. Frithjof Schuon, the Sufi Scholar of the
20™ century and an advocate for the “transcendent unity of religions”, lays
out, in his inimitable precision, the struggle facing the soul: .

What are the great troubles of the soul?

A false life; a false death; a false activity; a false rest.

A false life: passion which engenders suffering;

A false death: egoism which hardens the heart and separates it from
God and His mercy;

A false activity: dissipation, which casts the soul into an insatiable
vortex and makes it forget God, who is Peace;

A false rest or a false passivity: the weakness and laziness which deliv-
er up the soul without resistance to the countless solicitations of the
world.”

Islamic Spirituality, as we shall see is about Sincerity (7khlas)—Sincerity
of thought, sincerity of purpose and sincerity of action. Sincerity eases the
struggle that Frithjof Schuon defines.

ALL SINCERE PATHS LEAD TO GOD

There are many Holy Scriptures as there are many Holy messengers. It
follows therefore that the spiritual highway has many lanes. To quibble
with this, from within the perspective of any one religion is to be sancti-
monious rather than spiritual. Within this sanctimony lies the danger of
constricting the “heart” and thereby missing the Truth. Yes, within reli-
gions there are human innovations and resultant “half- truths” and sadly
some of these innovations were for the benefit of those who invented them.
Yet the word of God is discernible as it is living and immutable, be it as
“Divine Word-made-flesh™ in the case of Jesus Christ or “Divine Word-
made-Book™ in the case of the last prophet, Muhammad. The last Word-
made-Book is the Holy Qur’an. The Qur’an does not refute or deny other
messengers with a Divine mission; instead it claims and represents culmina-
tion and finality to the essential message of all prophets, starting with Ad-
am. “Last” implies a “first” and “prior”; the Qur’an is clear and explicit
about the spiritual unity of their missions. The multiplicity of religions,

* Spiritual Perspectives and Human Facis, by Frithjof Schuon. A new translation by
P.N. Townsend.

3 Phraseology borrowed from Martin Lings.

4 Phraseology borrowed from Martin Lings.
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notwithstanding man’s propensity to err, is not man’s error. It is God’s
Will and is repeatedly stated:

And
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For each of you We have appointed a law and traced out a path
and if God had so willed, He would have made you one commu-
nity. (5:48)

True, that the verses preceding this last verse (quoted above) point to a
measure of erosion of prior revelations (given the disputes amongst their
respective followers ), yet there lingers in these messages an essential core, as
would be implied by the statement “confirming the truth of whatever truth
there still remains of earlier revelations™
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And unto thee [O Prophet] have We vouchsated this Divine Writ,
setting forth the truth confirming the truth of whatever there still
remains of eatlier revelations and determining what is true therein.
Judge, then, between the followers of earlier revelations in accord-
ance with what God has bestowed from upon high and do not
follow their errant views, forsaking the truth that has come unto
thee (5:48)
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The prophet Muhammad and therefore his followers are commanded to
remain anchored in the certainty of the final message and be fully im-
mersed in its Truth. To be immersed is to be no place else.

In another verse, as if to discourage fruitless debate and thereby possibly
impugn other messengers (a danger for the novice believer), the Qur’an
states that not all the names of all the messengers were disclosed to the
Prophet; the “holier than thou” attitude constricts the heart, and handicaps
the spiritual quest.
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We have sent messengers before you. About some We have told
you, and about some We have not told you. (40:78)
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And verily, the faithful, and the Jews and the Sabians and the
Christians—Whoever believe in God and the last Day and act pi-
ously, no fear shall come upon them nor shall they grieve. (5:69)

Worthy of note also in the preceding surah is the non-definitive classifi-
cation “Sabians”. Though there are some scholars with the view that the
Sabians are a group from amongst the Jews, there are others without a defi-
nite opinion. If one were to follow the latter view, the Qur’an is telling us
that there are others beyond the followers of the three monotheistic reli-
gions who shall find God’s Peace. Even if the Sabians can be identified, it is
quite clear that the test of God-consciousness is to be left with God. The
spiritual spark resides in the innermost niche of the heart disqualifying us
from questioning another person’s spiritual quest. The spiritual-center and
the spiritual struggle are within. One’s earnest conscientiousness must
therefore turn its focus within one’s own “Straight and Sincere Path”.
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SINCERITY FOCUSES INWARDS. OUTWARDLY IT MANIFESTS TOLER-
ANCE

It is a historical fact that each successive monotheistic religion has been
more tolerant of its chronological predecessor. The opposite has not been
true. Succeeding religions have held within their beliefs the doctrine of
“continuity of prophets”. Tolerance has been precious little the other way
around. Judaism has considered Christianity an errant religion as has
Christianity considered Islam. Many if not most of those who believe that
Moses parted the Red Sea to save his people, doubt the virgin-birth of Jesus.
And many if not most of those who believe in the blessed virgin Mary
doubt the Qur’an as God’s direct Word and the prophecy of Muhammad.
The renewal embodied by Jesus was considered detraction by the day’s “re-
ligious establishment”, likewise the renewal embodied by the Qur’an has
met its own resistance. Intolerance of faith is a potential pitfall for any “re-
ligious establishment”. The equivalent and likely pitfall for the soul seeking
renewal 1s a relapse, certainly not intolerance. Intolerance is a flaw of the
heart likely to attach itself to the mighty, seeking to block any change, ra-
ther than to those who want to escape from under the might. The renewer
merely seeks to protect and preserve the renewed Message. The establish-
ment and other powers that be, will label such conscientiousness, “exclusiv-
ism.” The “religious establishment” of our times, is fond of citing, as evi-
dence of Qur’anic intolerance and exclusivism, a verse that exhorts the be-
lievers to stay anchored in the message of the Qur’an:
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O you, who have renewed your faith, do not take the Jews and the
Christians as your allies and patrons (aw/hya) ... (5:51)
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It helps the cause of these dissenters that some poor renderings have
translated awliya to “friends”. It cannot be so. The Qur’an allows the mar-
riage of a Muslim to a Jew or a Christian. How could it then prohibit
friendship? Far from forbidding friendship with the Jews and the Chris-
tians, the Qur’an is merely reinforcing the message of reliance on God

24



UNITY THROUGH THE PRISM OF THE HEART

Alone. God and not some other pre-existing human authority is the “Walr”
(singular of awliya):
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Sufficient is God as a patron and protector (Wali). Sufficient is
God as a Helper. (4:45)

Or take it from Joseph; there can be no better authority than this young
man, who was once a little child abandoned in a dark and dank well by his
own brothers. Witness Joseph’s gratefulness to his Wa/7 upon being finally
reunited with his parents, at the end of his long and arduous ordeal:
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“O my Sustainer! You have indeed bestowed on me some aspect
of power, and taught me some aspects of interpretation of
dreams; Creator of the heavens and the earth, You are my Protec-
tor (Wali) in this world and in the Hereafter, Let my return (in

death) be of a soul in submission and join me with the righteous.”
(12:101)

Having said so, it must be clearly understood by the believer and the
nonbeliever (who cares to understand) that the Qur’an reminds the Mus-
lim that God and His Prophet take precedence over any other relationship,
including the relationships of blood. Many muslims, including Noah and
Abraham and Lot had to endure the pain of leaving a loved-one behind in
the way of God. A Muslim after all places God, His Message and the Mes-
senger at the very center of his core. They who “fight the believers for their
beliefs and expel them from their homes or support their expulsion” are to

be avoided:
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Thou will not find folk who believe in God and the Last Day lov-

ing those who oppose God and His messenger: even though they
be their fathers, or their sons or their brothers, or their clan. As
for such, He has written faith upon their hearts and has strength-
ened them with a Spirit from Him, and He will bring them into
Gardens underneath which rivers flow, therein to abide forever.

God is well pleased with them, and they are well pleased with

Him. They are God’s party. Surely! Is it not God’s party who are
the successful? (58:22)

This too is a test of faith. Abraham sums up the pain of a dutiful and
submitted heart when he leaves his father:
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Except that Abraham said to his father: “Certainly I shall ask for-
giveness for thee but I have no power to do aught for thee against

God.” (60:4)

Robert Frager, Ph.D, relates an incisive incident related to his spiritual
guide, Sheikh Muzaffar, who was once invited to perform Islamic Prayers
in a Paris Cathedral. After having performed the prayers the Sheikh turned
down a request for a reciprocal gesture. “Absolutely Not”, was the Sheikh’s
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response. Explaining further to his hosts who must have been rather befud-
dled, no doubt, he said: “I have a right to pray in your cathedral because I
love Jesus. But you cannot pray in our mosque because you do not love
Muhammad”’

Islam honors the prophetic chain. Islam also respects those whose prac-
tice differs from theirs. In Madinah when around sixty delegates of the
Najran-Christians were visiting the Prophet in the Mosque of Madinah, the
guests were allowed to pray in the Mosque, notwithstanding the fact that
they faced East during their services. Through providential design, as the
last of the major messages, Islam has a natural disposition for religious tol-
erance. The followers of Islam must zealously guard this Divine gift. It is a
gift not to be merely acknowledged. It must be conscientiously honored.
God is Al-Mugaddim, the One who determines the sequence and precedence
of objects and events and beings. Jesus renewed and realigned the message
of Moses and his predecessors. Muhammad renewed and realigned the mes-
sage of Jesus and Jesus’ predecessors. A “muslim” (and the Muslim) cannot
but honor each and every prophet in the prophetic caravan. The Truth is
that each new cycle of revelation is meant to open new doors. Spiritual
doors do not close, they lead to new vistas. Sincerity is an unfolding quest.
To love Muhammad is to love Jesus and Moses too. Rumi reminds us all:

There are those who accept the law of Moses and not the grace and
love of Jesus,

Like the Jewish King who killed Christians.

This is not right. Moses is inside the soul of Jesus as Jesus is in the
soul of Moses.

One era belonged to one; then it was the other’s turn, but they are
one being’

SINCERE APPROACH TO THE QUR’aN

The Qur’an is meant to be guidance for those who are spiritually hungry
and sincere, the “muttaqin”, and who are open to Faith, believing in “ghayb”

5 Heart, Self and Soul, Robert Frager, Ph.D, pg 14, Theosophical Publishing House
2006.

®T use ‘muslim’ with a lower-case ‘m’ to refer to the spiritual muslim, anyone who
submits to God. I use ‘Muslim’ with upper-case ‘M’ to refer to the social-muslim

who declares by way of the Kalima to be a ‘Muslim.’
7 The Soul of Rumi by Coleman Barks. Published by Harper Collins 2002.
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(the reality beyond human grasp and therefore embraceable only by the
“heart”), who beseech their Lord, share their wealth with others and apart
from believing in the Qur’an, believe as well in other Divine revelations
bestowed before the Qur’an itself. Says the Qur’an in attestation of the
messenger who bore it, and those who were his close companions:
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The messenger believes in what has been revealed to him from
His Lotd, and (so do) the believers; they all believe in God and
His angels and His books and His messengers; [And they say:]
“We make no difference between any of His messengers”
(2:285)

For the believer the Arabic Qur’an is the purest form of Holy Scripture.
It is the un-altered word of God. In the word of God is Certainty, Truth,
Grace and the immutability of a living message, ripe with relevance to a
person’s time and condition. It bears a message that is adaptable across the
diversity of culture as it is across the chasm of time:
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A good word is as a good tree. Its root is firm; its branches are in

Heaven. It gives forth its fruit at all times, by the permission of its
Lord. (14:24-25)

The believers also hold that just as Muhammad validated the
prophethood of his predecessors, (many of them being mentioned in the
Qur’an itself), his predecessors made a corollary testament of those who
would in turn follow them. Divine guidance is based on spiritual continui-
ty through a preordained brotherhood between the prophets. The prophets
are committed to this brotherhood:
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And, Lo, God accepted, through the prophets, this solemn
pledge [from the followers of earlier revelation]: “If, after all the
revelation and the wisdom which I have vouchsated unto you,
there comes to you an apostle confirming the truth already in
your possession, you must believe in him and succor him.” “Do
you” - said He - “acknowledge and accept My bond on this condi-
tion?” They answered: “We do acknowledge it.” Said He:“Then
bear witness [thereto], and I shall be your witness.” (3:81) 8

Martin Lings, an enlightened Islamic Sufi, who rested in Islam after his
spiritual journey within and into Catholicism, Buddhism and Hinduism,
cites the following text in St. John, XVI, 12-15 as Christ’s prophesy of
Prophet Muhammad:

I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them
now. Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he shall guide
you into all the truth: for he shall not speak from himself; but what
things so ever he shall hear, these shall he speak: and he shall declare
unto you the things that are to come.

The Qur’an is the last Word of God, revealed to the last prophet. Those
who quibble with this belief must contend with the historical absence of
another book or credible prophet since the advent of Islam. Indeed speak-

ing to those who doubt the Qur’an, the Qur’an itself lays open the chal-
lenge to produce an equivalent book.

¥ As interpreted by Muhammad Asad in The Message of the Qur in.
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Say: “Verily, though mankind and the jinn should assemble to

produce the like of this Qur’an, they could not produce the like
thereof though they were helpers one of another.” (17:88)

The equivalency to the Qur’an does not mean another book equivalent
in words or verses or chapters, or rhythm or grammar. It must meet the
equivalency of beauty, inspiration, living relevance, and a million other
intangibles. It must make grown men break down and cry, make violent
men drop their swords, make young and old women want to cover their
heads and kiss it, and it must make you want to wash your hands and rinse
your soul before you touch it. The equivalent book must transform hearts
and change the world as the Qur’an did, is doing, and will continue to do.
The equivalent book must be miraculously committed to the heart of its
unlettered reciter and it must inspire other words and books and deeds un-
til the seven seas, and then some more, if they were ink, could bear no
more. The Mathnawi of Rumi, the world’s best known inspired book by the
best known ancient-poet of the modern world, is inspired by the Qur’an. It
is called by some as the Persian Qur’an. But make no mistake; the Qur’an is
not of it. The Mathnawt is of the Qur’an. The Qur’an inspired the Math-
nawi. The Mathnawi cannot inspire a Qur’an-equivalent. Rumi would be
the first one to say that. The Truth of the Qur’anic verse about the inimita-
bility of the Qur’an could be better understood by the non-Muslim western
mind if the challenge was made to produce the like of Prophet Jesus: “If all
mankind and Jizz should attempt they could not produce the like of Je-
sus”. This should bring home another point unique to the Qur’an. If Jesus
were amongst us today, he, Jesus, would be the prime if not singular source
of spiritual renewal for his followers. Today, in his stead, is the church and
the clergy. It cannot but be a poor substitute. The Qur’an, on the other
hand, is amongst us today and to a Muslim it is the prime and supreme
source of spiritual renewal. It does not warrant, nor does it allow for a sub-
stitution.
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THE QUR’aN IS A LIVING COMPANION OF THE SINCERE

The Qur’an has both an exoteric and an esoteric content. Says the

Qur’an of itself:
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He it is who has bestowed upon thee from on high this Divine
Writ, containing messages that are clear in and by themselves and
these are the essence of the Divine Writ- as well as others that are

allegorical. Now those whose hearts are given to swerving from
the truth go after that part of the Divine Writ which has been ex-

pressed in allegory, seeking out [what is bound to create] confu-
sion and seeking [to arrive at] its final meaning [in an arbitrary
manner]; But none save God knows its final meaning. (3:7-8)

The exoteric content holds plain and unambiguous guidance. This guid-
ance establishes the principles of ethics and conduct. There are five basic
principles, often called the five pillars of the conduct of Faith: Testament
of Faith in One God and the Seal of his prophets, Muhammad, Daily pray-
ers and prostrations, fasting, sharing of wealth, and based on affordability,
a once-in-a life-time pilgrimage to the Ka’bah. The sincere believer, trying to
live within the matrix of the “clear message”, will find in the esoteric con-
tent an invitation to reflection and contemplation. Contemplation is the
food of the spirit. It changes the person from the inside out. For those who
embrace the Qur’an in its totality, anchored in its “unambiguous guid-
ance”, the contemplative ground is fertile as it is limitless, because “But
none save God knows its final meaning.” These verses of the Qur’an are
not withont meaning. It is quite the opposite. These verses have a depth and
richness of meaning. The meaning is limited by the capacity and sincerity
of the seeker and therefore has a personal and indigenous characteristic. It
cannot and must not be boxed into a dogma.
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And whatever there is, its storehouses are with Us; And We only
distribute it in allotted measures. (15:21)

THE QUR’aN SPEAKS TO THE MANY WITHIN ONE SOUL

There are terms used by the Qur’an to make a distinction between hu-
mans based on the state of their heart or the level of their spiritual con-
sciousness. Terms such as “zalimin”, “kafirin”, “muslimin”, “mu’minin” have
no similar English synonyms and neither should they. The rich symbolism
of these terms can only conform to the receptacle of understanding. The
form and color of a liquid conforms to the form and color of the vessel. A
translated equivalent not only limits the symbolism but is also molded in
the shape of the vessel. The term zalimin for example is used in the story of
Adam
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O Adam dwell thou and thy wife in the garden and eat both of
you, whatever you may wish, but do not approach this tree, lest
you become zalimin. (7:19)

»

Zalimin has been variously translated as “wrong doers”, “transgressors”
and “unjust” by Yousuf Ali, Pickthall, and M. H. Shakir respectively. Nei-
ther of these words truly captures the breadth of the symbolism here. The
root word for zalimin is zulm. The latter implies putting something in other
than its proper place, to be in darkness, lacking vision and clarity, thereby
engendering the propensity to transgress, be unjust and do wrong. Eating
the forbidden fruit would lead to a transformation of consciousness, mir-
roring the transplantation from Paradise. Adam and Eve would enter the
state of zulm, separated from their proper place with God in Paradise, dis-
engaged from the Truth, and entangled in the illusory. It is a state where the
new “self” is disconnected from the only “Self”. The illusion of the self
masks the true Self.
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UNITY THROUGH THE PRISM OF THE HEART

Similarly kdfirin has been translated as “Atheists”, “Disbelievers”, “Un-
believers”, “Deniers of Truth” and rarely (and thankfully only rarely by
Muslim scholars) as “infidels”. The early Qur’anic surah delivers a message
to the Prophet’s early tormenters:
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Say: “O you who deny the truth (&dfirin), I do not worship that
which you worship, and neither do you worship that which I wor-
ship! I will not worship that which you have [ever] worshipped,
and neither will you [ever] worship that which I worship. Unto
you, your moral law, and unto me, mine!” (109:1-6)

A prophet conveys a Divine message and speaks to all. On his lips the
surah has a proclamatory value. The follower on the other hand must in-
ternalize the message as it speaks to the reader’s self. The residual experience
from the recitation of the surah is one of affirmation of one’s own faith as
opposed to the obsession with another’s divergence. The call of the
“Ma‘biad” (the Master, the One who is served, the One who is worthy of all
the devotion, the One who draws adulation) has been heard by the “‘abd”
(an adoring slave, one who serves, one who is devoted, one who adulates).
The ‘abd is purposefully committed to follow the way (diz) shown by the
Ma'‘bid. 1t has a hymnic quality for a purposeful lover, putting all distrac-
tion aside, undertaking the journey to his or her Master, if not yet Beloved.

Kafir is a person in the state of kufr. To be in kufr is to be misaligned
with God. Nominally, it is to be outside His message, un-heedful of final
accountability. Yes, the state becomes deeper with callousness, doubt, rejec-
tion and hostility, but even a “Muslim” can and is likely to find his or her
self in the un-heedful state. To hoard wealth, to be dishonest, unjust or un-
kind—any of these conditions—reflect misalignment with God and His
revelations, and expose the person’s un-heedfulness of final accountability.
A person is not defined by a label but by the person’s own state of con-
sciousness and conscientiousness. The state of kxfr is known to God as it is
a state known to the kafir. There is therefore, from the perspective of the
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non-prophet, no purpose served as there is no grace in looking for kufr out-
side of one’s self. It has been attributed to ‘Umar, son of Khattab, the se-
cond caliph of Madinah, and a companion of the Prophet that every verse
revealing the torment awaiting the kdfir has a relevance to the disobedient
“Muslim”.

An uninspired translation of this Surah risks rendering the Surah to be
about the Atheist instead of being about the reader and his Ma ‘bid. This
Surah as any other Surah must be directed inwards. When contemplating
the Qur’an the Muslim must direct the message (both the promise of deliv-
erance and the admonition) inwards, notwithstanding its relevance to
some-one else.

There are similar considerations associated with the terms muslimin (typ-
ically substituted as “muslims”) and mu’minin (typically substituted as the
“believers” or the “faithful”). The term “muslim”, derived from root verb
“aslama’, meaning “he surrendered himself”, has a spiritual as well as a so-
cial connotation. From the spiritual perspective anyore and everyone who
surrenders to God, is a muslim (“muslim” with a lower-case “m”). All
prophets are in this fold. This is the Qur’an’s declaration. The spiritual pa-
triarch Abraham is amongst the best of muslims. This too is the Qur’an’s
declaration. From the social perspective a Muslim (*“Muslim” with a capital
“M”) is one who professes belief in God, the Qur’an, and therefore the
prophethood of Muhammad and all preceding prophets. It is a personal
declaration made in the form of the Kalima, admitting the individual to
the local or at-large community (umma). The declaration however does not
by itself amount to surrender to God. Surrender to God is an attained and
demonstrated state achieved by a growing inner consciousness and a persis-
tent outward scrupulousness. The action and the preceding intent deter-
mine the state. The state defines the person. The Qur’an speaks to the states
of doubt (kuf7), ignorance (zulm), surrender (islam) and faith (iman). These
are states people find themselves in. More significantly though, these are
states within the searching heart. The searching heart must confront itself
through a personal and persistent introspection until it is conditioned to
test and align every thought towards surrender. This is the process by which
the heart burnishes faith and itself. The heart is faith. The Qur’an is not the
standard by which we must judge others; judgment is Divine. The Qur’an is
the inspiration by which we must move and lift ourselves. It 1s directed to
the heart that recites it, calling the many within it (and of course each one
of us) to the Abode of True Peace and Unity.
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Rational Mysticism:

The Pristine Mysticism of Islam as Exemplified in

the Life and Ethos of the Prophet
Muhammad Jawad Radgar
Translated by D.D. Sodagar

Abstract

Mysticism is one of the paths to divine knowledge that may be at-
tained through leading a spiritual life and practicing spiritual exer-
cises approved by reason and sanctioned by religion. The principal
source on which this mode of knowledge relies is the spiritual purifi-
cation and catharsis of the heart. Practically, this involves various
levels and stations of a spiritual journey to the final station of union
with the Lord and becoming God-like in character. Mysticism so de-
fined—which encompasses the journey from the self to God, from
multiplicity to unity—is exemplified by the tradition of the Prophet
(s) and his ethos, in its practical as well as its theoretical capacities. A
defining element of mysticism as practiced by the Prophet, however,
is its conformity to reason and rationality. In the mysticism of the
Prophet, reason (‘aq/) and love (%shyq), intelligence (fahm) and intui-
tion (shubid), ratiocination (burban) and gnosis (%rfan), intellectual
cogitation (sulik-i fikri) and spiritual wayfaring (suliak-i ‘amali) are
compatible, for each is assigned its rightful place in the correspond-
ing level of existence. The fruit of such a mysticism is that reason is
enriched by intuition and intuition is reinforced by reason. It recon-
ciles spiritual practice with social participation, esoteric spirituality
with political leadership, and the pursuit of divine knowledge with
the concern for social justice.

Keywords: Mysticism (%rfan), ethos of the Prophet (sirihyi nabawi),
rationalism (khirad gara’i), perfect human being (insan-i kamil), rea-
son (‘aql), heart (dil), divine authority (widlyat-i ilahi).
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INTRODUCTION

Mysticism is a distinct mode of knowledge that obtains by means of in-
tuition (shuhid) and becoming (shudan), existential poverty (fagr) and anni-
hilation (fana), comprehension (shindkht) and passion (shiyda’i), wayfaring
(suliak) and union (wusal). It is the introvertive path of grasping (ydfian)
that pertains to the inner sanctum of the soul and not the extrovertive path
pertaining to the external world. Mysticism belongs to the category of ex-
perience, whose realization is consequent on freeing one’s existence and
substance from materiality. The locus of mysticism is the heart; its means
of attainment is spiritual purification; its final end is proximity to and un-
ion with God. The central subjects of mysticism are divine unity and di-
vine authority or, in other words, God and the perfect human being. It is
acquired by becoming indifferent to the material and physical world and
aspiring toward the spiritual and supernatural realm by observing the path
of religion (shari‘at) and committing oneself to obedience to God (‘ubidiy-
yat). Mysticism involves fathoming the mysteries, progressing from kzow-
ing to possessing, from im alyaqin (lit., “knowledge of certainty”) to ‘ayn al-
yagqin (lit., “certainty itself”) and, subsequently, to paqq alyagin (lit., “reality
of certainty”) and, ultimately, to bard al-yaqin (lit., “frost of certainty). It is
only by traversing the divine pathway (tarigat), ascending the spiritual levels
(maqamat), and progressing through the wayfaring stations (mandzil) that
mysticism can be comprehended.

Thus, mysticism consists in experiencing and conveying this experi-
ence—the former of which is designated as practical mysticism and the lat-
ter as theoretical mysticism. In this light, theoretical mysticism offers a
spiritual account of the cosmos, a mystical worldview. Practical mysticism,
however, is the introvertive, unitive, and innate experience itself. “Is” and
“is not” constitute the subject-matter of theoretical mysticism, whereas the
“ought” and “ought not” of spiritual wayfaring determine the manner and
method of progressing through the stations of spiritual perfection in prac-
tical mysticism for the purpose of achieving the “unseen victories” (futiapati
ghaybi) so as to arrive at the noble summit of “pure and utter unity”
(tawhid-i nab wa kamil). As such, the purpose of the “pristine mysticism” is
to establish order in the relationship between God and the human being, to
offer directions for “that which is direction-less” in an effort to see the Be-
loved, and it is this effort that is termed spiritual wayfaring.

In defining mysticism, the great mystics have said, “The mystic is he
who witnesses God, His Essence, Attributes, and Acts. So mysticism is the
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state by means of which this act of witnessing is expressed” (Kashani, 1370,
vol. 2, p. 104). That is, the mystics are those invited and summoned by God
to witness the Names of His Essence, Its Attributes, and Its Actions. Fur-
thermore, mysticism is an experiential—rather than discursive—mode of
knowledge. Mysticism is being consumed by the fire (s#khtan), being
aflame (gudakhtan); it is beholding (mushahadah) and coming into contact
(muwdajabah). 1t is not constructing (s@khtan), not uttering words (guftan),
not grasping by the mind (shinakhiar), not conversation (mushafahab).
Shaykh al-Ra’is Aba ‘Ali Sina thus defines a mystic:

He who turns his thought to the sanctity of Divine Majesty (quds al-
Jabarit), constantly seeking the rays of the light of the Truth in his
inner sanctum (sirzih), is designated as a mystic. (See Abu ‘Al Sina,
1374, p. 400; Mutahhari, 1380, vol. 2, pp. 143-172; and Hasanzadih
Amuli, 1379, pp. 243-245.)

Elsewhere, in view of the mystical stages of advancement, he asserts,

Mysticism begins with separation (¢4frig), denunciation (zaqd), aban-
donment (¢ark), and rejection (rafd). It is then enriched by multiplic-
ity (jam )—the multiplicity of the attributes of reality that belong to
the Essence of the only true Agent (dhat almurid bi al-haqq)—
thereafter leading to unity. Afterwards, it is cessation (wugif). (Abu
‘Ali Sina, ibid., p. 419)

Therefore, we may come up with this concise description of mysticism:
mysticism is to ascend toward the Realm of Divine Sanctity (‘@lam-i quds),
expose oneself to the Source of Absolute Light, undergo a substantial shift
from oneself to God, thus plunging into the Sea of Unity, being annihilat-
ed in God (fana™i fi-llah) and thereafter subsisting in Him (baga i bi-llah).

But despite the various insightful and profound descriptions of mysti-
cism offered by the great and eminent mystics, we are introduced to a
sweater and more satisfying mysticism—the “pristine mysticism”—on
studying the teachings of the Prophet and his tradition and ethos. Mysti-
cism viewed from the perspective of the Prophet—the perfect human being
who is also the medium through which perfection is granted to others—is
to confess one’s inability in comprehending the reality of God and His Di-
vine Names of Beauty (asmd™i jamal) and Grandeur (asma™i jalal) and in
worshipping and obeying Him—the One who alone is worthy of worship
and love—as He truly deserves. As such, mysticism in its theoretical capac-
ity consists in the admission of the mystic that “We do not know You ac-
cording as You are” (Majlisi, 1363, vol. 8, p. 146 and vol. 68, p. 23) and in its
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practical capacity it involves his admission that “We do not worship You
according as You deserve.” For, the identity (huwiyyah) of the Absolute
Unqualified Existence (mutlag-i la bi shart-i magsami) is the ‘anga ' whose
capture eludes the theologian, the philosopher, and the mystic alike. ‘Ali
(peace be upon him) says, “The heights of resolve cannot reach Him and
the depths of intelligence cannot fathom Him” (ibid.). This profound
truth is acknowledged by the mystics as well: “But as for the Divine Es-
sence, bewildered are therein all of the prophets and the friends of God”
(Qaysari, 1416, pp. 69-70).

As such, mysticism is to view the world in a unitive light, to become one
with existence; it is to see the cosmos and the human being from the van-
tage point of unity of divine manifestation (wapdai-i tajjali), unity of un-
veiling (wahbdat-i shubid), and unity of existence (wapdat-i wujid), which is
the way in which the true mystics view the world. The end of mysticism is
to apprehend “absolute unity and unity absolute” (mapd-i tawid wa tawhid-i
mabhd), which is so eloquently expressed in this prayer by the Prophet: “O
God, the blackness in my eye [the pupil], my imagination, and the white-
ness in my eye [sclera] adore You.” In this succinct prayer is expressed the
wayfarer’s utter annihilation in God—his actions, his character, and his
essence all being subsumed in this annihilation. Muhaqqiq Tasi thus elab-
orates on this topic: “Tawpid is to attest to unity and to act according to it.
The former is a requirement of faith, the latter of the highest level of
knowledge” (ibid.). In the words of Qaysari, “You ought to know—may
God help you—that reaching God is in two ways: theoretical and practical.
The practical is contingent on the theoretical” (Qaysari, 1357, p. 35). That
is, the mystic must first attain—in a gradual manner and by advancing
through the spiritual stages—to a point where he sees naught but God, or,
as expressed in these profound words by ‘Allimah Jawadi Amuli, “Mysti-
cism is the journey to God, in thought and in practice” (Jawadi Amuli,
Tafsir tasnim, 1379, vol. 1, p. 487).

' ‘Angqa is another name for simurgh, the mythic Persian bird, which is characterized
as a mammoth bird possessing colorful plumes and a shy demeanor. It is said to
nest atop Mount Qdf, the highest peak in Persian and mystic legend, which is be-
yond the reach of any human. [Tr.]
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RATIONAL MYSTICISM

From what has been said in the above, it should be sufficiently clear why
the title of the present article is “rational mysticism.” For, first, the pristine
mysticism of Islam, far from being averse to reason and in defiance of it,
espouses all of the rational perfections, both in its theoretical and practical
capacities. In accordance with the general rule that the more perfect sub-
sumes within itself the less perfect, true mysticism incorporates “perfected
reason.” As such reason and mysticism are not mutually exclusive: reason
is present—in a simple form that is immune to multiplicity—in mysticism
and the spiritual knowledge of the heart. To divest mysticism of reason
and rational reasoning is tantamount to renouncing mysticism. Rationali-
ty and mysticism are two lights granted by God to the human being: the
light of reason and rationality is reflected in mysticism and the spiritual
knowledge of the heart. Light cannot contradict light; they, rather, reaffirm
and support one another. Fundamentally speaking, the way of mysticism
passes through reason.

The spiritual knowledge of the heart is reason perfected, reason that has
gained direct contact with the Active Intellect, the Logos. The tradition of
the Prophet acknowledges reason as the highest authority, and so pristine
mysticism must necessarily conform to reason. Mundane, coarse reason is
invited to participate in the spiritual feast of mysticism and intuition so
that in this divine and revelatory feast it may grow to maturity, leaving the
juvenile state of hylic and potential reason (‘aq/ hayilani, bi-l-quwwah) be-
hind so as to advance to the stage of “acquired reason” (‘aql bi-l-mustafad)
and from there—by ascending through the levels of the “hidden mystery”
(sirri kbafi) and the “most hidden mystery” (sirr-i akhfd)—to the level of
“immediate reason” (‘aql/ shubidi). In other words, one must free oneself of
the “narrow reason” (‘aq/ juzwi), whose sole function is to make calcula-
tions and plans for the improvement of the material life, so as to obtain the
luminous, immaterial, and unitive intellect. This 1s the same truth that is
expressed in this line of verse:

These utterances of “we” and “I” are on account of the intellect (‘a4l)
and the shackle (igal);
In the solitude of the intoxicated, there is no “we” and “I.” (Ibid.)

“Philosophical reason,” though possessed of significant value from an
epistemological point of view, is incapable of entering into the “chamber of
intuition” and the “feast of existence” on its own account. For this, it must
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seek the assistance of mysticism in order to acquire the status of “immedi-
ate reason.” For,

He is eternally the absolute king,
Settled in his abode of dignity.
Thence he cannot condescend to enter the mind;
How may the intellect of creatures reach where he is? (‘Attar

Nayshaburi)

The second reason for which it is important to speak of rational mysti-
cism is that from the viewpoint of the tradition of the Prophet, the spiritu-
ality that is at odds with the sound, innate, and perfected intellect, thus
lacking a rational basis, is null and void. For, that which is higher and su-
perior cannot refute that which is lower and inferior. As such, true mysti-
cism cannot denounce and discredit reason. A mystical interpretation of
existence, God, and the human being is necessarily acceptable to the intel-
lect. The “is” and “ought” of “pristine mysticism,” which is consequent on
spiritual wayfaring, though on a higher plane than that of “immediate rea-
son,” is nevertheless in accord with it, without their being any contradic-
tion between the two modes of knowledge that would require to negate the
intellect and its cognitive faculties. It is, on the contrary, the function of
mysticism to compel the intellect to elevate its efforts to attain to a higher
level of knowledge.

The pristine mysticism exemplified by Prophet Muhammad (may God’s
peace and blessings be upon him and his household) possesses features that
are approved by the mature and unbiased intellect, for it is free of any ex-
tremist tendencies and instead is rich with knowledge and justice. Fur-
thermore, the interpretive and formal language of pristine mysticism is ra-
tionalistic, and it is for this reason that the language of philosophy has
come to serve as the conduit for the expression of the signs, visions, and
intuitions of mysticism. And it is in this light that mysticism functions as
a source for opening new horizons and introducing new questions for the-
osophic metaphysics. This truth accounts for the close affinity that ration-
al reasoning and mysticism achieved in Mulla Sadrd’s “metaphilosophy”
(hikmati muta‘aliyah), which successfully demonstrated the inseparability
of the two modes of knowledge when viewed from the vantage of the sacred
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knowledge derived from the Qur’an and the tradition of the Prophet’s legit-
imate heir (%trat).

Pristine mysticism as exemplified by the Prophet is not vulnerable to the
harms posed by reason-evading and jurisprudence-averse tendencies. As
such, the theoretical and practical errors that characterize the false mysti-
cisms, which oppose the judgments of reason and prescribe practices that
violate the principle of moderation, are not to be found in the context of
the pristine mysticism of Islam. Mysticism as exemplified by the Prophet
embraces reason rather than opposing it; it praises reason rather than vilify-
ing it. The message of Islamic mysticism is,

I granted the intellect a provision of wine,

Then did I set it in motion on the highway of existence (Hafiz
Shirazi, ghazal no. 143);

Take this immature intellect to the tavern,

That red wine should bring its blood to a boil (ibid., ghazal no. 120).

It is reported that the Noble Prophet thus advised Imam ‘Ali:

O ‘Ali, when God’s slaves strive to draw near to Him by means of
righteous deeds, you should strive to draw near to Him by means of
reason, that you may surpass them. (Tabrisi, 1411, p. 251)

At this point, I shall specify a number of the elements that are character-
istic of rational mysticism as exemplified by the Prophet, in both its theo-
retical and practical aspects. An exhaustive enumeration of these elements
is, of course, beyond the scope of the present article, and so only the most
important will be treated herein.

THE ELEMENTS OF RATIONAL MYSTICISM

1. The Two Confessions

As explained above, the Prophet identified true mysticism with two con-
fessions of inability. One pertains to the aspect of the true knowledge of
God, in respect to which the highest achievement of the human being aspir-

* ‘Itrab literally denotes the male offspring of a man. In the context at hand, it
designates the male progeny of the Prophet descending from his daughter, Fati-
mah, the wife of ‘Ali. According to the Shia faith, the legitimate successors of the
Prophet as appointed by him were ‘Ali, his son-in-law, and thereafter those of ‘Ali’s
male progeny that were appointed by the preceding successor. [Tr.]
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ing to know God is to realize his inability in appropriately comprehending
the Divine Essence and the Names and Attributes of Grandeur and Beauty
of the Absolute Transcendent Person (badrat-i ghayb-i mutlag), acquiring
knowledge of whom is impossible (see Jawadi Amuli, Sarchishmib-yi
andishib, vol. 5, pp. 65-66 and Tabrir tamhid al-qawa id, pp. 42-45). To reach
this level of understanding, however, is a great feat and is possible only for
those who remain steadfast on the path of spiritual wayfaring. This confes-
sion of incompetence should not be construed as contradicting what is said
of the greatest mystics—namely, that they succeed in immediately compre-
hending the truth of the Absolute Unqualified Existence—for this latter
comprehension belongs to the Plane of Unicity (magam-i abadiyyat), not to
the Plane of the Essence (magam-i dbat), which bewilders all and eludes any
attempt at its comprehension (Jawadi Amuli, Taprir tamhid al-qawa ‘id, pp.
386-394).

The second confession of inability concerns the aspect of obedience and
submission to God, for no one can claim to be able to worship God as He
deserves. Of course, it must be pointed out that this ultimate level of com-
prehension, which consists in truly grasping one’s inability in knowing and
worshipping God, is a blessing granted by the grace of God to the aspirant
who desires to know and worship Him. But alas! Contingent and finite
being cannot comprehend necessary and infinite existence and the aspirant
who seeks to know and worship God cannot apprehend He who is truly
deserving of being known and worshipped, for it is impossible that the en-
compassed (mubpar; i.e., the human being) should comprehend the Encom-
passor (mupit; 1.e., God), whether this be in point of knowledge or of wor-
ship. Hence, the possessor of the most perfect intellect, the guide of the
path, he who is the embodiment of the Straight Path, Prophet Muhammad
(may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his household) pro-
claimed, “We know You not according as You are and worship You not ac-
cording as You deserve” (Bipar al-anwdr, vol. 98, p. 23), thus dispelling the
delusion one may harbor in believing that gaining knowledge of the Divine
Essence (kunh-i dhati ilahi) and worshipping the Truth of Truths (bagigar-
ul-haqi’iq) is possible, for where the Absolute Light shines, there is naught
but that vanishes into obscurity and nothingness.

This is one of the possible meanings of the mystical term “awakening”
(yaqzah), which extends from the commencement of the spiritual journey to
the end of divine unveiling, which dawns on the illuminated, insightful,
and discerning wayfarer, revealing to him his innate inability in knowing
and worshipping God. In the same light, certain mystics interpret the fa-
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mous saying by the Prophet, “Indeed desire overpowers my heart and I be-
seech God for forgiveness seventy times a day” (Majlisi, ibid., vol. 25, p.
204), as indicating the inevitable awareness of multiplicity that is conse-
quent on remaining in this world of illusion, the rending of the seventy
thousand veils of light, and the realization of the said truth—namely, that
compared to the Worshipped, the worshipper is utter nothingness and that
in comparison to His Glory, the knowledge he gains and the worship he
performs is not even so much as a drop in the ocean. This is, of course,
notwithstanding the opinion that accounts for the Prophet’s pleading for-
giveness as pertaining to a preemptive prevention rather than consequent
remission (Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir mawdi T qur'an majid, vol. 11, pp. 159-160).
And it is possible that the prayer which the Prophet is reported as having
uttered—“O my Lord, increase me in bewilderment in You”—was a plea
for attaining existential expansion (tawsi 7h-yi wujidi) by means of arriving
at the Station of Bewilderment (payrah). This bewilderment is, however,
identical with knowledge and awareness (rather than being the lack thereof),
and thus the Prophet speaks of increasing, which signifies intensification
and expansion in existence. For, as the wayfarer attains union with the Di-
vine Essence, he is overwhelmed by love, joy, and intellective and intuitive
bewilderment as a consequence of experiencing the Lordly epiphanies.

Pronouncing his incapability in adequately praising God, the Noble
Prophet (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his household)
says, “I cannot offer a praise that becomes You; You are as You praise Your-
self” (Majlisi, 1bid., vol. 68, p. 23).

Elaborating on this topic, Aqa ‘Ali Mudarris Zuniizi states that the hu-
man being can be obligated to seek knowledge of God only in so far as the
scope of human comprehension allows. As such, he understands the above-
mentioned assertion by the Prophet—“We know You not as You are” (ma
‘arafnika baqqa ma ‘rifatik)—as indicating that to know God adequately is
to acknowledge that knowing Him is impossible (Mudarris Zunuzi, 1376, p.
37). Offering a grammatical analysis of Mudarris Zunuzi’s interpretation
of the said Prophetic phrase, Ayatullah Jawadi Amuli explains that based
on the common interpretation, the literal meaning is, “We cannot appre-
hend an adequate knowledge of You,” whereas based on Mudarris Zunuzi’s
point of view, a more accurate translation of the phrase would be, “[To
acknowledge that] we cannot know You is the most adequate knowledge of
You that we can apprehend” (Jawadi Amuli, Adab-i fanayi muqarraban, vol.

2, p. 134).
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The conclusion we may draw based on what has been said in the above is
that the existential level of the Divine Essence—that 1s, Absolute Exist-
ence—is beyond the ken of the philosopher’s rational enquiry as well as the
reach of the mystic’s intuition. Likewise, the entitative Divine Attributes,
at their most sublime level, where they are identical with the Divine Es-
sence, are eternally incomprehensible and so neither rational reasoning nor
mystical intuition can hope to fathom them (ibid., p. 135). This conclusion
is supported by the Prophet’s assertion concerning the incomprehensibility
of the Divine Essence to the angels and the prophets alike:

Verily God is concealed from the comprehension of the intellects just
as He is concealed from the perception of the eyes, and verily the Su-
pernal Elite (al-mala’ al-a‘ld) seek Him just as you seek Him.” (Mulla
Sadra, Mafatib al-ghayb, pp. 78 and 149)

The following verse aptly expresses this truth:

How can perception discern You as You are?
It is only to the extent of his discernment that every perceiver com-
prehends You.

Thus, the highest degree of knowledge that the mystic who has attained
union can possess is to acknowledge his lack of knowledge of God, and the
ultimate end of the slave’s worship is to acknowledge his failure in truly
worshipping Him.

2. Awakening and Insight

In the pristine mysticism exemplified by the Prophet, the first step on
the spiritual path is that the intellect should achieve awakening and the
heart acquire insight. The human being must seize the opportunities he is
afforded. As such, the mystic who is cognizant of the passing and
knowledge-laden moments of spiritual wayfaring knows that he must place
himself in the way of the Breeze of Divine Intimacy (rasim-i uns), inhale the
Sacred Fragrance (nafib-yi qudsi), and seize the Moments of Divine Mercy
(wagqt-i rabmani). The Master of All the Worlds (Prophet Muhammad) has
said, “Indeed there are breezes that flow from your Lord in your lifetimes.
Lo! place yourself in their way” (Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 68, p. 23 and vol. 66,
p. 292). The following line by the mystic poet, Hafiz Shirazi, can be read as
a succinct interpretation of the latter phrase:

The fragrance that the eastern wind carries from that forelock,
The curls of his black tress—what pain has it inflicted on the hearts.
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The primary fabric of the human being was woven from the Divine
Spirit—“So when I have proportioned him and breathed into him of My
Spirit, fall down in prostration before him” (Qur’an 15:29). He came into
being from nothingness and he progresses toward his end by means of spir-
itual labor—*O human being, indeed you are laboring toward your Lord
laboriously, and you will meet Him” (Qur’an 84:6). The paragon of human
perfection, Prophet Muhammad, warned humankind that if it desires to
attain union with the Beloved, it must practice virtue and thereby arrive at
the Station of Unity (magam-i tawhid), advancing from the negative state of
perfection to the positive—

Say ‘I am just a human being like you. It has been revealed to me
that your God is the One God. So whoever anticipates meeting his
Lord must act righteously and not associate anyone with the worship

of his Lord.” (Qur’an 18:110)

The negative and the positive aspects of faith constitute the essential
substance of the message brought by the King of the World, the Seal of
Prophethood, Muhammad; he announced, “Say, ‘There is no god save
God,” that you may be felicitous.” This sacred attestation of unity is the
distillation of Islam.

The awakening of the intellect and the insight of the heart enable one to
sense and to be swayed by the divine allures (jadhabat) and epiphanies
(jalawar). The gravitation toward these allures and epiphanies lead the en-
amored wayfarer (whether he was enamored after embarking on the spiritu-
al journey, which would make him a salik-i majdhih, or was enamored and
then took to the spiritual journey, which would make him a majdhab-i salik)
to the ocean of Divine Beauty and Grandeur, whereby he sees the secrets of
the earthly and the supernal realms (mulk and malakit), for “When God
desires to bless His slave, He opens the eye of his heart.” Divine grace
(7nayat-i ilahi) will then operate as a constant attraction, stimulating him
to advance through the stages of the spiritual journey, culminating in the
stage “that no eye has perceived and no ear has heard from and that has not
occurred to a human heart” (see Qummi, 1416, under the entry “sh-b-&”).

The awakened human being sets off on the journey from the state of
earthly attachment (ta‘a/lug) to achieve intellection (fa‘aqqul), from the
realm of differentiation (fa‘ayyun) to that of devotion (¢a ‘abbud). He soars
as high as his resolve takes him. Prophet Muhammad (may God’s peace
and blessings be upon him and his household) has said, “Man flies by
means of his resolve just as the bird flies by means of its wings.” The way-
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faring mystic who succeeds in completing the spiritual journey identifies
everything with Him and seeks everything for His sake, for he is no longer
with his self but is now with God; he has moved beyond “I” and has at-
tained union with “Him.” Thus, filled with ecstasy, he chants, “He is the
First and the Last, the Manifest and the Hidden” (Qur’an 57:3). He con-
stantly sings,

For beholding Your Countenance, a spirit-perceiving eye is needed,
For how can this come of my world-perceiving eye. (Hafiz, ghazal no.

40)
3. Voluntary Death (mawt-i ikhtiyari)

Among the sacred teachings of the Prophet is woluntary death. Voluntary
death is the fountainhead of the spring of immortal life, for unless the
human being experiences death, he cannot set off on the spiritual path, and
unless he experiences mortality, he cannot know immortality. The mystic
on the quest to divine union is constantly experiencing death; he dies and
dies again. The dichotomies of life beleaguer him incessantly: “I” vs. “He,”
the material vs. the spiritual, the self vs. God.

Such dichotomies affect every moment and aspect of his life, the trivial
as well as the significant. He is constantly faced with problems arising
from these dichotomies, and it is in the strife and conflict posed by these
dichotomies that he senses true life. As such, while on the spiritual path,
the wayfarer is perpetually on the verge of death, the conflict of the evil-
inciting (ammadrah) and deceiving (musawwilah) self with the intellective
(‘aqilab), virtueiinspiring (mulhimah), and assured (mutma’innah) self con-
sumes him until he tastes death. The bitter pangs of this voluntary death
result in a spiritual intoxication and swoon that in turn beget the sweetness
of theophany and a sobriety (sapw) that is consequent on the thoroughness
of the primordial intoxication (sabba-yi alast).

The Greatest of Prophets (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him
and his household) said, “Die before you die” (Hasanzadih Amuli, Shrh
‘wyiin masayil nafs, vol. 2, p. 362). That is, the natural and inevitable death
will sooner or later befall us, so we must prepare for it and welcome it. In
one supplication, the Prophet addresses God in these words:

O my God, enable me to distance myself from the world of delusion
[i.e., the material world], to turn to the Abode of Eternity, and to
prepare for death before I perish.
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In this supplication, the Prophet teaches us that we must endeavor to
flee from the realm of multiplicity to that of unity, from the transient ma-
terial abode to the abode of permanence. We must welcome death, for
death is to behold the Beloved rather than the self. Prior to death and the
preparation for it, we are in essence dead, and it is only at death that we
awaken: “People are asleep; when they die, they gain consciousness” (Bipar
al-anwar, vol. s, p. 134).

However, “true death,” which is the most perfect manifestation of eter-
nal life, is not easily accomplished. It requires that one should undertake
spiritual exercises (r7ddat) and embark on the path of spiritual struggle (ma-
jahadat). Or, in the words of the mystics, one must transcend oneself and
become annihilated in God (fana-yi fi-llah) so as to realize death (Imam
Khumayni, 1373, pp. 623-625). The Qur’an affirms, “Whosoever leaves his
house, journeying toward God and His Prophet, and is then overtaken by
death—his reward shall fall on God” (Qur’an 4:100). And the reward of
voluntary death is immortality, for this death is in fact a rebirth, a sublime
rebirth, which involves completing the journey on the Arc of Ascent fol-
lowing the completion of the journey on the Arc of Descent. Shaykh Sha-
bistari describes this journey as “the journey that is the reverse of the first”
(Shabistari, 1368, p. 25).

Mystics classify death into four types: 1. the red death, which consists in
the wayfarer’s battle with his evil-inciting self; 2. the white death, which in-
volves enduring hunger, thereby obtaining luminosity of soul and “white-
ness” of the heart; 3. the green death, which is to lead a humble lifestyle and
to wear menial clothing; 4. the black death, which is consequent on bearing
the reproach of the ignorant and the difficulties of the spiritual quest
(Hasanzadih Amuli, Sharh ‘wyin masayil nafs, p. 154). The realization of
voluntary death—which is to attain immateriality ((ajarrud) and identifica-
tion (tawapbud) and to transcend the material realm to arrive at the spiritu-
al, to rise above the corporeal realm (ndsit) and attain to the Supernal Maj-
esty of God (jabarii)—rests on the fulfillment of the above deaths. In the
words of ‘Allamah Hasanzadih Amuli, “Voluntary death is the true life:
you cannot know this unless you taste it” (Hasanzadih Amuli, Hizaru yik
nuktih, p. 243).

Imam ‘Ali (peace be upon him) is reported as having said, “Die before
you die, and remove yourselves from your bodies before you are removed
[against your will]” (Nabj al-balidghab, speech no. 143). Voluntary death is a
resurrection that takes place within the wayfarer’s soul, turning his atten-
tion away from the exterior of the world and the exoteric aspect to the inte-
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rior of the world and its esoteric aspect in order that he may behold the
Beloved and actualize the latent potentials of his existence. By undergoing
this death, one removes the veils from before one’s soul, thus perceiving all
that was previously hidden.

4. Self-Knowledge and Self-Realization

One of the prominent elements of the Noble Prophet’s mystical teach-
ings is self-knowledge, which is the necessary preliminary for acquiring
knowledge of God. One may even say that self-knowledge is identical with
knowledge of God, for the human being who acquires self-knowledge has
ipso facto acquired knowledge of God. To liberate oneself from one’s self is
tantamount to union with God: “Whosoever knows himself knows his
Lord” (Majlisi, ibid., vol. 61, p. 99). Until he succeeds in apprehending his
true self by dispelling his illusory self-conception, which is the product of
the imagination, the human being remains in a state of unawareness (ghaf-
lat). Once he distinguishes his true self from his false self, the state of awak-
ening obtains and—in the words of the martyred scholar, Murtada
Mutahhari—“his soul is set afire, thereby becoming acquainted with the
pain [of divine love]” (Mutahhari, Majmi ih athar, p. 304). Self-knowledge
(kbhudshinasi) and self-building (kbudsizi) constitute the foundation of true
mysticism.

There are, however, two types of self-knowledge: theoretical and practi-
cal. The theoretical is realized either discursively or intuitively. To succeed
in realizing the latter mode of theoretical self-knowledge means that the
wayfarer is no longer aware of himself; the way, too, gradually recedes into
oblivion; and thus the only entity that remains is the Destination. This is
the stage whereat the wayfarer is utterly overwhelmed by the unity of Divine
Actions, Attributes, and Essence, thus perceiving exclusively the Beloved,
acknowledging immediately that He is the First and the Last. This stage is
also referred to as vanishment (mabw), eradication (fams), or abolishment
(mabq) (see Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir mawdi'c qur'an majid, vol. 4, p. 281 and
Tafsir tasnim, vol. 5, pp. 472-4821; see also Hasanzadih Amuli, Sharh ‘uyin
masayil nafs, vol. 2, pp. 356-357).

One who accomplishes self-knowledge and self-building transcends the
realms of matter (mdddih), imagination (mithal), and intellection (‘aql) and
arrives at a level whereat one is “with the Lord” (‘ind-a-rrabb). This exalted
state is attained when the human being intuitively comprehends his exis-
tential destitution (fagri wujidi) in light of self-knowledge. And it is the
purpose of the Prophet’s tradition to make the human being aware of his
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true self. Thus, the Qur’an asserts, “O believers, take heed of your own
souls” (Qur’an 5:105). The reason for this command is that the human
heart is the existential tablet in which the perfective substantial motion
(barakat-i ishtidadr-yi jawhari)—which is the motion stimulated by the love
of and passion for God inherent in the human essence—is ingrained. Ac-
cording to Mulla Sadra, “Self-knowledge is the mother of wisdom and the
source of all virtues” (Mulla Sadra, Sharh hidayah ibn athir, p. 7); or as ex-
pressed by ‘Allamah Hasanzadih Amuli, “Indeed self-knowledge is the key
to all supernal vaults” (Hasanzadih Amuli, Hizgaru yik nuktih, No. 709);
and ‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli states, “Self-knowledge is the mother of virtues
and the source of all knowledge” (Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir tasnim, vol. 3, p.
148).

The Prophet’s instructions on proceeding on the spiritual path are beau-
tifully articulated in the following dialogue between him and one Mujash®:

Mujashi “What is the path to knowledge of God?”

The Prophet: “Self-knowledge.”

Mujashi “What is the path to comply with God?”

The Prophet: “To defy the self.”

Mujashi® “What is the path to securing God’s pleasure?”

The Prophet: “The displeasure of the self.”

Mujashi “What is the path to union with God?”

The Prophet: “To leave the self behind.”

Mujashi “What is the path to obedience to God?”

The Prophet: “To disobey the self.”

Mujashi “What is the path to the remembrance of God?”
The Prophet: “To neglect the self.”

Mujashi “What is the path to attaining proximity to God?”
The Prophet: “To distance oneself from the self.”

Mujashi “What is the path to becoming intimate with God?”
The Prophet: “To disown the self.”

Mujashi® “And how can all this be accomplished?”

The Prophet: “To invoke God’s succor against the self.” (See Majlisi,
ibid., vol. 7, p. 72 and Nauri, 1404, vol. 11, p. 128)

This dialogue illustrates all the more clearly that to realize the truth of
“and I breathed into him of My Spirit” (Qur’an 15:29)—that is, to compre-
hend the emanative (ishrdqi) and ennobling (tashrifi) relation between God
and the human being—and to recollect the “reed-bed” is the preliminary
step for the return of the human from this Abode of Deficiency (‘aybistin)
to the Abode of Transcendence (ghaybistan) and for the return of the reed-
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flute to the reed-bed whence it came.? This realization is necessary should
the human being aspire to answer God’s eternal invitation: “Thus enter
among My slaves and enter into My paradise” (Qur’an 89:29-30), so as re-
linquish this Fleeting Realm (dar alfana’), to gain entry into the Tavern of
Divine Presence (miykbinib-yi shubid), the Abode of Permanence (dar al-
baqa’), and to attain union with the Beloved. ‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli thus
elaborates:

In the light of self-knowledge, the human being can perceive his in-
ner existence as well as the outer world and see God’s microcosmic as
well as His macrocosmic signs, thus reinforcing his unitive
worldview. (Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir mawdi 7 qur'an karim, vol. 9, p. 357)

5. The Judgment of the People of the Heart (ahl-i dil)

From the standpoint of the pristine mysticism exemplified in the
Prophet’s ethos, the mystic’s foremost concern is to preserve his divine es-
sence in its pristine state of infallibility and his God-given heart in the
sound state in which God bestowed it upon him. Furthermore, he guards
the unerring knowledge he has come into possession of from being adulter-
ated and his righteous deeds from being rendered ineffectual. As such, the
enlightened mystic looks introspectively into his divine essence and lumi-
nous soul for determining what is good and what is bad for his existence
and spiritual journey. When assailed by doubt, he turns to his heart to dis-
tinguish right from wrong, that which is conducive to spiritual beauty
from that which entails spiritual ugliness, and virtue from vice (ibid., vol.
11, pp. 188-189). The Greatest of Prophets (may God’s peace and blessings be
upon him and his household) confirmed this approach in his answer to
Wabisah.

It is reported that one Wabisah ibn Ma‘bad Asadi determined to see the
Prophet to enquire into vice and virtue. On meeting the Prophet, Wabisah
was thus addressed by him: “Would you prefer to mention your question or

3 “the return of the reed-flute to the reed-bed whence it came”: This is an allusion to

the allegorical poem by Rumi that opens his Mathnawi. The first three lines read,
Listen to this reed-flute as it complains,
Recounting its story of separation:
“Ever since [ was cut from the reed-bed,
Men and women have moaned in unison with my lament.”
“I desire a bosom torn asunder by the pain of separation,
To divulge the story of the pain of passion.” [Tr.]
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should I say it myself,” and he agreed that the Prophet should say the ques-
tion before he even told him. So the Prophet continued, “You are here to
enquire concerning vice and virtue.” Wabisah nodded in agreement. The
Prophet then pointed to his chest with his hand and said,

Virtue is that on account of which one finds tranquility; it is that on
account of which the bosom finds peace. And vice is that which
causes uncertainty in the bosom and afflicts the heart with doubt
even though others and even I may approve of and condone it.*
(Hurr al-‘Amili, 1414, vol. 27, p. 166)

In light of this assertion by the Noble Prophet (may God’s peace and
blessings be upon him and his household), the sound and unsullied heart
can serve as the authority in settling one’s theoretical as well as practical
matters. Should one turn from the outside to the inside, liberating the
mind from all external thoughts and the heart from all external concerns,
one will find one’s true, lofty, and divine self, which will then serve as an
inner and unfailing guide on the path of spiritual perfection. But in order
to realize this true self, it is necessary that one should endeavor to read and
understand one’s inner self, constantly guarding oneself against evil deeds
and holding oneself to account. To this end, one must safeguard the innate
spiritual capacities bestowed by God, prevent the light of one’s divine es-
sence from being extinguished by sin, and maintain the divine mirror of
one’s heart in its pristine and unmarred state, having recourse to the
Qur’an and to the remembrance of God and the Resurrection for cleansing
the heart of the sins that accrue thereon in order to prepare it for receiving
the rays of Divine Light.

The wayfarer’s overriding concern should be to safeguard his existential
capacities and to endeavor to actualize them and bring them to fruition. In
those matters concerning which he is in doubt, he must appeal to his cer-
tainties to function as the judge and arbiter, and these certainties he must
ascertain by invoking the authority of the Most Certain of All Certainties,
that is, the perfect human being, the ultimate exemplar. These measures are

4 “even though others and even I may approve of and condone it”: That is, if your

heart tells you something is wrong, you must heed the call of your heart and disre-
gard what others may say, even if they be prominent personages. We should, of
course, be careful not to misconstrue this saying as a blank approval of one’s
“hunch,” so to speak. The true meaning, rather, is that when confronted by sin,
one can usually sense the spiritually unwholesome air that comes with, although
one may at the same time be stimulated by his base self to pursue it. [Tr.]
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necessary if the wayfarer wishes to continue on the Straight Path and pre-
vent his going astray. And the preliminary for implementing these
measures is self-purification: “Indeed he who purifies the self is felicitous”
(Qur’an 91:9).

Self-purification enables the wayfarer to advance, gives him the impetus
to progress, and the resolution to remain steadfast. By purifying his self,
the wayfarer expands his existential capacity and attains inner loftiness; he
transcends the finite “I” to arrive at the infinite “I,” thus acquiring a cos-
mic perception of the world that encompasses the higher stages of exist-
ence. One so purified is no longer imprisoned by the narrow and dark
confines of the “I” that is captive to this inferior and unstable world but
has rather procured his liberation and nobility, thus perceiving human-
kind, the world, and the society from the vantage of “God’s Eye,” for he is
possessed of a purified soul and a broadened heart, of insight and patience.
And there is no wealth more valuable than these existential and spiritual
capacities that obtain through the operation of God’s universal (bidayati
‘ammibh) and special guidance (hidayat-i kbdssih).

In this relation, ‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli states,

These existential capacities of the human being constitute his Great-
est Name (ism-i a zam). Just as God has “Great Names” and a “Great-
est Name,” the former of which must be unlocked by invoking the
latter, so the human being, who is God’s viceroy (kbalifah), is pos-
sessed of certain “great names” and one “greatest name,” the former
of which must be realized in the light of the latter. Should we suc-
ceed in correctly determining the key elements of our existence, we
shall be able to transfer our concerns from the outside world to our
inner existence, whereby many of our problems shall be resolved.
(Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir insan bi insan, p. 280)

Therefore, in the spiritual path of Prophet Muhammad, that which is
possessed of primary significance is the human being’s divine essence
(fitrat), the pure and purified soul that functions as the rational and the
virtue-inspiring element in one’s nature. The illuminated and perceptive
human being realizes that it is in his inner sanctum that he can receive the
existential truths and the spiritual graces and perfections: The malady and
the remedy are both present within his “purified heart.” Aware of this
truth, not only does he strive to retain his innate, existential innocence, but
he also endeavors to render it even more purified and luminous, which is
possible by means of the guidance of religion (bidayati shari‘at) and the
grace of God’s viceroy (7nayat-i wildyat), the perfect human being.
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6. Mystical Experience

In the modern age, one of the factors associated with mysticism is spir-
itual experience, variously referred to as the unitive experience, the inner
experience, the intuitive experience, the religious experience, or the mystical
experience. Such experience has been a topic of debate—both from an epis-
temological and an ontological point of view—among the philosophers.
“Religious experience” is, of course, a modern concept, introduced into
cultural and philosophical discussions in the nineteenth century. It is a
topic of discourse in such disciplines as philosophy of religion, mysticism,
and psychology of mysticism. A number of prominent figures of philoso-
phy, mysticism, and philosophy of religion have included this concept in
the discussion on the nature of religion and of revelation, going so far as to
equate its significance with that of revelation—a worthy question for con-
sideration but which is beside the scope of the present article.

But as far as mysticism is concerned, the “unitive, mystical experience”
is characterized by a number of qualities: a unitive tendency, ineffability,
and mysteriousness. The possibility of this experience—which can various-
ly be described as introvertive (batini), intuitive (shubudi), illuminative (ish-
rdaqi), or spontaneous (dhawqi)—is presupposed in the context of mystical
spirituality. Such experience is the culminating manifestation of the mys-
tic’s advancement through the stages of the spiritual path, and therefore the
wayfarer—who is the possessor of knowledge, suffused with divine love and
motivated by obedience to God—undergoes mystical experience in accord-
ance with his peculiar spiritual stage.

The mystics, however, identify two types of spiritual experience: correct,
real, and true experience or incorrect, false, and impaired experience. And
since Islamic mysticism is possessed of a definite methodology, it sets cer-
tain epistemological factors for distinguishing false from true experience.
These are (1) the Qur’an, (2) the disclosure of an infallible or perfect human
being, (3) sound rational reasoning. ‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli explains,

The experience of those who are neither a prophet nor infallible—
whether this experience be an intuition (kashf or shuhid), a dream
(ru’ya), or the sensation of an entity attached to or detached from the
soul or body—needs to be verified with recourse to a criterion so as
to determine its truth or falsity and its value. (Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir
mawdi T qur’an majid, vol. 3, p. 95).

If as a result of obedience to God, the mystic undergoes a mystical and
intuitive experience, he must preserve a state of constant vigilance so as to
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protect his spiritual experiences. For, first, in order to be qualified to have
a mystical experience, spiritual purification, servility before God the Glori-
fied, and love of Him are necessary. Second, to maintain and ensure the
continuance of these experiences and to merit better and stronger experi-
ences, spiritual purity and existential elevation are necessary.

The Noble Prophet (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his
household) expresses the means for the initiation and continuation of mys-
tical experience in straightforward terms: “Maintain purity and God shall
perpetuate His sustenance unto you” (Majlisi, ibid., vol. 105, p. 16). The
purity mentioned in this report may be read to encompass the “lesser puri-
fication” (tabarat-i sughra), which consists in bodily or external purification,
the “middle purification” (tabarat-i wustd), which is to purge one’s soul of
vice and evil dispositions, and the “greater purification” (tabdrati kubra),
which is to purify the soul from its comprehension of multiplicity and all
other than God.

The great prophet of Islam (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him
and his household) identified obedience and servility before God as the
substance of religious and mystical experience. As such, in the account re-
lating to the spiritual vision experienced by a certain ascetic Muslim (vari-
ously identified as Harithah ibn Mailik and Zayd ibn Malik), whereby he
saw heaven and hell and their occupants—the spiritual stage designated by
the mystics as the station of certainty (magam-i yagqin) or that of virtue
(magam-i ibsan)—(see Hasanzadih Amuli, Hizaru yik nuktih, p. 247 and
Jawadi Amuli, op. cit., p. 105), the Prophet is reported as having described
him in these words, “This is a slave whose heart God has illuminated by the
light of faith” (Kulayni, 1401, vol. 1, p. 54). Furthermore, it is reported that
the Prophet (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his house-
hold) would address every morning those of his companions to whom he
administered spiritual guidance, asking them what they had gained on the
previous night: “Verily the Prophet of God would in the morning ask his
companions, ‘Any good news?” by which he intended dreams” (Majlisi, op.
cit., vol. 61, p. 177).

The Noble Prophet (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his
household) offered an epistemological and ontological criterion for as-
sessing the dreams that one sees when asleep. He accounted for the veracity
of dreams in the context of the difference between the “detached imagina-
tion” (khial-i munfasil) and the “attached imagination” (kbigl-i muttasil). As
explained by the Prophet, all dreams, true and false alike, derive from the
Luminous Repository of Divine Knowledge. But as they descend through
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the successive existential levels, they are contaminated and turned into
“confused dreams” (adghath ablam)’ The Prophet said,

O ‘Alj, there is no slave but that when he sleeps his soul is lifted up
to the Lord of the Worlds. What he sees while in the presence of the
Lord of the Worlds is truth. But when God—the Mighty, the Dom-
ineering—commands that his soul should return to his body, the
soul descends from the heaven to the earth, and it is therein that he
sees confused dreams.® (Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 58, p. 158)

Elaborating on this subject, Qaysari states,

All visions are initially from the Lord, the Truth. But they are be-
sieged by the alterations and manipulations of the soul that divest
them of their veracity, whereby they are transformed into forgeries of
the soul or insinuations of the demons. (Qaysari, op. cit., p. 537)

It is thus demonstrated that there needs to be a criterion for the verifica-
tion of the spiritual experiences of the mystics.

We may summarize what has been said in the above in the following
points:

1. mystical, spiritual, and immediate experience is an indubitable re-
ality;

2. the way to effecting such experience is obedience to God and puri-
fication of the heart and mind;

3. the introvertive experience of the mystic—whether it be in the
dream-state or while awake—is corruptible and susceptive of error;

4. the only definitive authorities that can serve as the criterion for
verifying mystical experience are the Qur’an and the infallible
human being, whose own mystical experience is the touchstone of
the spiritual experience of all others.

The late ‘Allamah Tabataba’i (may God be pleased with him) posits self-
knowledge, self-inspection (mupasabab-yi nafs), and self-vigilance (mu-
raqabab-yi nafs) as the principal factors in attaining mystical experience
(Tabatab’i, 1412, vol. 5, p. 256 and vol. 6, p. 170), adding that the observance
of the religious injunctions—such as prayer, supplication, remembrance of
God, avoidance of sin—provides the necessary means for this purpose
(Jawadi Amuli, Dinshindsi, pp. 244-253). ‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli has the
following to say as regards this subject:

> This is an allusion to Qur’an 12:44 and 21:5. [Tr.]
® That is, dreams that are meaningless due to their vagueness and confusion.
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Of course, should the mystics adhere to Islamic law (shari‘at) and the
authority of the Prophet’s house (ahl-ul-bayt) in traversing the genu-
ine spiritual path, they shall then be eligible to receive a fraction of
the immediate knowledge of the prophets and the divine viceroys—
just as their grasp of mediate knowledge is only a fraction of the
truth. (Ibid., p. 248)

7. Intuition as Exemplified in Hearing and Seeing

The Greatest of Prophets (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him
and his household) assured the people of nobility and virtue, of rationality
and philanthropy, of righteousness and resolve that they can attain imme-
diate knowledge of God. He has said, “Were it not for your loquaciousness
in speech and the confluence [of worldly concerns and evil desires] unto
your hearts, you would see what I see and would hear what I hear” (Tabata-
ba’i, op. cit., vol. 5, p. 276). That is, should the believer, God’s slave, guard
his mouth and heart—or in the words of a certain mystic, “regulate the im-
port and export of his heart”—he shall reach the station of immediate
knowledge (magam-i shubid), whereat his ears and eyes would serve as the
conduit for receiving direct and immediate knowledge. In order to appre-
hend the “esoteric truths” of the world, one must abstain from unnecessary
and idle speech and rein in the vacillations of the heart. Put differently,
one must exercise self-vigilance and take control of the reins of one’s
tongue, preventing it from running wild.

In the same vein, the Prophet is reported as having said, “Were it not
that the demons revolve round the hearts of the children of Adam, they
would descry the Supernal Kingdom (malakit) of the heavens and the
earth” (ibid.). That is, if the human being prohibits his deceiving and evil-
inducing archenemy, the demons, from entering the inner sanctum of his
heart and revolving round it, he would most certainly be able to view the
Supernal Kingdom of the cosmos.

The human being who attains to the level where he sees and hears the
Supernal Kingdom of God transcends science (%/m) and thought (fahm) to
apprehend the world immediately and intuitively, thus witnessing God’s
Reign over the microcosm and the macrocosm and the annihilation of all
things in Him. And one who achieves this realization is endowed with Di-
vine Authority (wildgyat-i ilahi), for Divine Authority is a status to which all
humankind can aspire.

The human being endowed with Divine Authority hears the creatures as
they glorify God. He sees the inner truth and the Supernal Kingdom of the

56



RATIONAL MYSTICISM IN THE PROPHETIC ETHOS

world, and he derives pleasure from the comprehension of these supernatu-
ral truths. This pleasure is of course the result of excruciating spiritual
struggles and exercises. The Muslim mystic following in the mystical tradi-
tion of the Prophet views these spiritual experiences as blessings granted by
God, for from his point of view Divine Unity is the ultimate truth that
pervades the entire cosmos. He does not seek the inferior or mundane ben-
efits that the spiritual path yields but rather pursues the ultimate aspiration
of all mystics—beholding the Essence of God and the Grace of the Lord,
the highest spiritual aspiration for which the hearts of mystics yearn. The
most cherished desire of the mystic who views the Prophet as the exemplar
to be followed is to arrive at the spiritual pinnacle that the Qur’an describes
in this verse: “in the presence of their Lord are they nourished” (Qur’an
3:169). As such, his sole aspiration is to get a glimpse of the Countenance
of the Beloved and to relish His epiphanies, preferring this spiritual bliss to
all the fleeting pleasures that the world and human company can offer. He
sacrifices the transient as well as the eternal world so as to be with God.

Based on the teachings of the Prophet of Islam (may God’s peace and
blessings be upon him and his household), beholding the Supernal King-
dom of God is a blessing granted only to those believers who are steadfast
in their faith, whose hearts and spirits are unfaltering, whose eyes and
tongues take their orders from the heart, and who keep guard of the heart—
which is the sacred sanctuary of God—to prevent the infiltration of His
enemies. Imam ‘Ali (may God bless him) reports that the Prophet said,
“The faith of the slave of God is not sound unless his heart is sound and
his heart is not sound unless his tongue is sound” (Qummi, op. cit., p. 150
and Nabyj al-balaghab, speech no. 174, p. 567).

The heart of the mystic is the repository and fortress of God-wariness
(taqwd), a disposition that is the natural extension of knowledge of and
obedience to God, for “For everything there is a repository, and the reposi-
tory of God-wariness is the heart of the mystic” (Muhammadi Riyshahri,
vol. 8, p. 3590, no. 12280). A certain companion once asked the Prophet
(may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his household), “Teach
me some deed for which God would love me.” The Prophet replied, “If you
wish to be loved by God, you must fear and be wary of Him” (Majlisi, op.
cit,, vol. 70, p. 312, no. 14). Therefore, the mystics who complete the spir-
itual journey are suffused with God-wariness, for that is the pinnacle of
wisdom: the Prophet of God is reported as having said, “The pinnacle of
wisdom is fear of God” (ibid., vol. 21, p. 218). And one in whom fear of
God 1is realized can fear none other—for “He who fears God, God shall
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make all else to fear him” (Kulayni, op. cit., vol. 3, p. 114)—and shall receive
such knowledge as is free of falsehood—for “If you fear God according as
He deserves, you shall be taught knowledge unblemished by ignorance”
(Hindi, vol. 3, p. 142).

8. Love of God

The teachings of the Prophet in connection with mysticism can bring
about numerous results, some of which are direct and some indirect. But
one of the most prominent results of his teachings is love of God. The
mystic, possessing immediate knowledge of God, necessarily loves Him.
This love is what provokes him to seek God, to supplicate Him, and to
speak with Him. Since he loves God, the mystic also loves to adore and
worship Him, and he can never feel to have exhausted this need for wor-
ship. On the contrary, as he advances on the spiritual path and ascends to
more perfect levels of spirituality, his devotion to religious law and worship
intensifies. Thus, he weeps, repents, and supplicates more often. This is
confirmed by the following words from the Noble Prophet (may God’s
peace and blessings be upon him and his household):

The best of people is he who loves worship and embraces it; who
loves it in his heart and performs it with his body; and who frees
himself [from worldly matters] for its sake. He cares not how he
fares in the world, whether he is rich or poor. (Kulayni, op. cit., vol.

2, p. 83)

There are a number of profound points contained in these words. First,
one who loves to worship God is among the best of humankind. Second,
as worship has an inner and an outer aspect—the outer aspect pertains to
the form and the rules of performance and the inner aspect relates to the
substance and the secrets—the mystic, who loves worship, must direct his
outer existence to satisfy the outer requirements of worship and his inner
existence to realize its esoteric essence. This shows that it is wrong to reject
the formal aspect of religion with the pretext of seeking its inner gem and
substance: The kernel comes with the shell and the latter cannot be discard-
ed for the sake of the former. Thus, the Prophet says that we must love
worship in our hearts and perform it with our bodies; that is, the heart as
well as the body must engage in worship and obedience to God. It is only
when both aspects of the human being’s existence fulfill their function that
he is secure against wandering astray into the wilderness of deviation.
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The third point to be deduced from the above-quoted statement of the
Prophet is that the believer who loves to worship God purges his heart of
all else:

The solitude of the heart is no place to converse with outsiders;
As the demon leaves the angel enters.

The love of worship purifies the believer’s imagination and intellect and
imparts luminosity to the heart and mind, for he dissociates himself from
all else in order to undertake worship (Mutahhari, Majmi ih athar, vol. 3, p.
318). As such, when engaged in worship of God, he has no concerns weigh-
ing down on his mind, his imagination does not digress into other matters,
he is filled with awe and servility, and his heart is pure and satisfied. The
believer, of course, understands worship in a very broad sense, encompass-
ing such seemingly mundane matters as working to sustain himself and his
family, striving to improve the welfare of others, helping his fellow believ-
ers in solving their problems, and participating in the dissipation of
knowledge through learning and teaching.

The fourth point indicated by the above-quoted statement from the
Prophet is that once the believer has savored the pleasure of worship he
cannot do without it and consequently he becomes indifferent to his mate-
rial wellbeing. He is overwhelmed with love of God and so his sole concern
is God, and nothing else matters (Mutahhari, Ta lim wa tarbiat-i islami, pp.
330-343). For the realization of love, there are two necessary elements: that
the beloved be possessed of perfection and that the lover be aware of the
beloved (Jawadi Amuli, Adab-i faniyi mugarraban, vol. 2, p. 33). The
Prophet of Islam (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his
household) would pray to God that He should make His love more pleas-
ing and appealing to him than fresh and pure water: “And make Your love
more pleasing to me than cool water” (Fayd Kashani, op. cit., vol. 8, p. 6).
Such love produces numerous effects in the soul both positively and nega-
tively, for it aids in the acquisition of virtues and also in the purgation of
vices (see Jawadi Amuli, Adab-i fana-yi muqarraban, pp. 340-353).

9. Rational Mysticism

In the mysticism exemplified in the ethos of the Prophet, reason is an
integral element, being present alongside intuition, although there are lim-
its to its comprehension. The principal purpose of the ministry of God’s

prophets was to perfect the intellect, for there is nothing that is more valu-
able: “God did not appoint a prophet or a messenger unless he had perfect-
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ed his reason and until his reason was superior to that of his people” (Ku-
layni, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 11). The intellect is indispensable: It is necessary
prior to, concurrent with, and subsequent to mystical experience. The role
of the wisdom of the intellect in relation to intuitive and mystical
knowledge is similar to that of logic in relation to conventional discursive
knowledge. Mulla Sadra Shirizi makes the following observation in his
magnum opus concerning this subject:

You must know that the intellect is a correct criterion; its judgments
are indubitable and free of falsehood, for it is just and it is impossi-
ble that injustice should come of it. (Mulla Sadra, Asfar, vol. 2, p.

323)
In the same vein, Ibn Turkah remarks,

We cannot positively affirm that the intellect is utterly incapable of
grasping those visions and comprehensions that are on a higher level
than the intellect. Yes, there are certain esoteric things which the in-
tellect cannot reach on its own but it can reach them and grasp them
by the aid of another faculty that is superior to it. But after it has
reached them [by the aid of the faculty of intuition], it can compre-
hend them just as it comprehends the other objects of its compre-
hension. The same holds true of the intellect’s grasp of the particular
objects of sense, for in order to reach them, it is in need of another
faculty that is in this case [as opposed to the case of mystical intui-
tion] inferior to it, but after it has grasped them, it comprehends
them just as it comprehends the direct objects of its comprehension.
Thus, the other objects of its comprehension [i.e., those that it com-
prehends by the mediation of another faculty], just as they are
grasped [immediately] by that faculty, they are also grasped by the in-
tellect albeit by the aid of that particular faculty. (Hasanzadih Amuli,
Tashth wa ta'liq tamhid al-qawa‘id, p. 219).

Thus as explained by Ibn Turkah, the intellect does possess the capacity
to comprehend the esoteric truths that constitute the scope of intuitive
knowledge, the only qualification being that it cannot grasp them immedi-
ately but must rely on the higher faculty of the soul, which is that of intui-
tion. And the same truth applies to the intellect’s grasp of the particular
objects of sense, only in the former case the immediate cognitive faculty is
superior than the intellect whereas in the latter case, the immediate cogni-
tive faculty is inferior.

Of course, the key to the comprehension of mystical visions and intui-
tions is the purity of the soul’s multiple levels of existence and the balanced
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temperance (Z tidal-i mizaji) of both body and soul. Once the soul becomes
detached (mujarrad), it can then purify and perfect the intellect. The vast
wealth of Islamic knowledge and divine wisdom suffice to show that reason
can be complemented and enriched by intuition and that intuition can be
confirmed and supported by reason (for more on this, see Mulla Sadra, op.
cit., vol. 9, pp. 234-337; Futipatr makkiyyah, section 381, and Majmiih
musannafat shaykb ishrag, vol. 2, p. 216).

Ibn ‘Umar relates that after reciting the verse “that He may test you to
ascertain which of you are best in conduct” (Qur’an 11:7 and 67:2), he asked
the Prophet (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his house-
hold), “What is the meaning of that, O Prophet of God?” The Prophet re-
plied, “That He may test to see which of you are best in reason” and con-
tinued “and which of you are best in refraining from sin and in obedience
to Him” (Tabataba’i, op. cit., vol. 10, p. 185). This answer indicates that the
intellect is the instrument for attaining perfection and nobility and it is the
criterion in accordance with which “the best in conduct” are distinguished,
for to qualify for this exalted status one must possess a perfect character
and perform righteous deeds. Therefore, all the factors related to mysti-
cism—spiritual exercises, love, intuition, and the supernatural powers of
the mystics and the friends of God—must be weighed on the scale of the
intellect—the intellect that is purified through faith and nourished by reve-
lation—so as to determine their truth or falsity, for after all, as affirmed by
the above-quoted answer from the Prophet, the intellect is the only authori-
ty capable of judging the efficacy or harm of actions in leading one to or
away from God.

Now if a selfsstyled mystic violates the requirements of Islamic morality
and ethics, fails to undertake the obvious obligations imposed by Islamic
doctrine, engages in frivolous and lewd conversation, and eats without con-
cern for the rules set by Islamic law—is it reasonable to consider him a
mystic or, worse yet, a master of mysticism? What does the intellect judge
concerning those who flout the most basic religious injunctions decreed by
the Prophet (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his house-
hold)—such as the impermissibility of obtaining one’s wealth through un-
lawful means, backbiting, slander, calumniation, arrogance, faultfinding,
and violating the rights of others—and, with the pretext of having gained
insight into the esoteric substance of faith and the wisdom transcending
the spiritual code of conduct of the mystical path, neglects his religious
duties and scoffs at those who take them seriously? Are these so-called mys-
tics to be commended or condemned?
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What is to be said of a mysticism that discourages its adherents from
participation in the society and politics, from being concerned with the
welfare of others, and from striving to better the lives of the needy and in-
stead promotes lethargy, seclusion, and antisocial tendencies? Is this genu-
ine mysticism or is it an antinomian mockery of it?

Is it not true that the Qur'an—the greatest and enduring miracle of the
Prophet (may God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his household)—
exhorts the faithful to fight the enemies of God and to struggle in the way
of knowledge? Is it not true that it stresses the importance of the esoteric
and the exoteric, the inner and the outer, the concern for the pleasure of
God and for the wellbeing of humankind, nobility and knowledge, obedi-
ence and benevolence simultaneously?

Is it not our belief that the ethos of the Noble Prophet (may God’s peace
and blessings be upon him and his household) exemplified true mysticism
in its full and most exalted form? Why is it then that some flaunt a per-
verted, unrealistic, and unbalanced conception of mysticism, relinquishing
the pristine mysticism of Islam? Why is it that people tend to either one
extreme or the other: Some championing spirituality at the expense of so-
cial participation, others sacrificing spirituality in the name of social activ-
ism? Can we agree with these misconstrued and lopsided conceptions of
mysticism?

The mysticism practiced by the Prophet was one that extolled knowledge
and love, passion and motivation, obedience to God and accountability,
struggle and loyalty, sacrifice and selflessness, nobility and determination,
dedication and persistence. The mysticism of the Prophet promoted self-
sacrifice and peace. It is the mysticism of recluses that shuns society and
politics. What is central to mysticism as exemplified in the Prophet’s ethos
is to stand up for God (gz@m-i li-llah) and to seek His pleasure, which is in
itself the greatest reward.” In Islam, mysticism is founded on rationality
and reason and enriched by spirituality; in Islam logic and love, reason and
intuition, faith and science, knowledge and passion, rationality and obedi-
ence, mysticism and justice are inextricably intertwined.

In the following report the Prophet offers six instructions, which ac-
commodate the human being’s rational and spiritual as well as personal
and social aspects. Mu‘awiah ibn ‘Ammar reports that the sixth imam re-
lated that one of the passages of the Prophet’s advice to Imam ‘Ali was as
follows:

7 This is an allusion to Qur’an 9:72. [Tr.]
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O ‘Al I advise you concerning certain qualities that you must realize
in yourself. Take this advice from me (then addressing God, he said,
“My God, help him”). (1) The first is honesty (sidg); never utter a lie.
(2) The second is integrity (wara); never commit an act of treachery.
(3) The third is fear of God, great is His remembrance, as though you
see Him. (4) The fourth is to weep often in awe of God; for every tear
there shall be built for you in paradise a thousand houses. (5) The
fifth is to give your blood and wealth in the cause of your faith. (6)
The sixth is to adhere to my tradition in prayer, fasting, and almsgiv-
ing. As for prayer, [you are to perform] fifty rakahbs [daily].® As for
fasting, [one must fast] three days in every [lunar] month:® the first
Thursday of the month, the Wednesday of the middle of the month,
and the last Thursday of the month. As for almsgiving, you should
give until you doubt whether you are being wasteful, without actually
being wasteful. Perform the mid-night prayer; perform the mind-
night prayer; perform the mid-night prayer. Perform the mid-day
prayer; perform the mid-day prayer; perform the mid-day prayer. Re-
cite the Qur’an in whatever circumstance you may be. Raise your
hands in prayer [when you utter “God is greater”] and let them face
the ¢iblah.”® Brush your teeth every time you make wudi." I exhort
you to practice the moral virtues and to shun the moral vices.
Should you fail to abide by these instruction, blame only yourself.
(Rawdabh al-kaft, p. 79 and Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 74, p. 68)

This report illustrates that the mysticism exemplified by the Prophet was
one that centered on God, the Resurrection, and obedience to Him. The
virtues praised in the context of this mysticism are, among others, fear of
God, sincerity, piety, personal integrity, adherence to the tradition of the

¥ In Islamic liturgy, there are two general types of canonic prayer: obligatory and
supererogatory. There are five obligatory prayers every day and eight supererogato-
ry. Each prayer consists of two or more rak’abs (the morning prayer, for instance,
which is the shortest form of prayer has two rak‘abs), and each rak‘ah comprises a
number of movements, utterances, and postures. Now, of the fifty rak‘ahs men-
tioned in this report, 17 pertain to the obligatory prayers and the rest constitute the
supererogatory prayers. [Tr.]

? The Prophet is of course referring to the supererogatory fast. It is obligatory for
Muslims to fast during the entire Month of Ramadan. [Tr.]

' That is, the direction facing the Kaaba. [Tr.]

" One of the three forms of ablution in Islam. It is the principal form of ablution
that must be performed prior to every prayer, barring certain exceptions, in which
case the alternative forms of ablution are to be performed. [Tr.]
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Prophet, persistence in the performance of the obligatory and supereroga-
tory prayers, recitation of the Qur’an, spending the latter part of the night
in prayer and supplication, reforming one’s character in conformity with
the moral virtues, keeping a decent and pleasant appearance while also
striving for the purification of one’s soul, abiding vigorously by the injunc-
tions of Islamic law, sincere concern for those in need of help, and main-
taining one’s honor and self-esteem.

It 1s reported that the Prophet said to Imam ‘Ali, “O °Ali, there are four
traits that if present in one, one’s faith is complete: honesty (al-sidg), grati-
tude (alshukr), modesty (al-hayi’), and kindness (busn al-kbulg)” (Mu‘izzi
Malayiri, 1412, vol. 14, p. 285).

It is reported that Aba Dharr al-Ghaffari requested the Prophet to give
him some advice, whereat the Prophet replied, “I advise you to be kind and
taciturn, for these two are the lightest virtues on the body but the weightiest
on the scale of the Day of Judgment” (Hindji, op. cit., p. 664).

The conclusion that we may draw from the above is that mysticism as
defined by the Prophet encompasses a broad scope of values and is pos-
sessed of three characteristics: it is inclusive, universal, and eternal. Mysti-
cism thus defined is in conformity with the human nature and acceptable
to reason; it accommodates the pursuit of justice in human society and
promotes sympathy among humankind; it is concerned with the welfare of
humankind; it is balanced and exalted at the same time; 1t reinforces reli-
gious law rather than opposing it; it seeks to advance human perfection; it
cultivates dignity and self-esteem, condemning the false mysticisms that
posit self-denigration as a virtue. In a word, Islamic mysticism is such as
should it be appropriately introduced, it would appeal to the hearts and
minds of all people in spite of their differences.

It was this mysticism that the Prophet exemplified in his personal, do-
mestic, and social life, for he was “the greatest exemplar,” the most perfect
personification of all human virtues, the vessel of spiritual bliss and felici-
ty, and of God’s grace and effusion of mercy. In the language of Muslim
mystics, the Prophet is the “Complete Muhammadean Truth,” the greatest
manifestation of God, who descended to this world to perfect every facet of
human life: spiritual, intellectual, social, and political. As such, the mysti-
cism exemplified by the Prophet was not one that opposed science or rea-
son, that shunned the political and social arenas, that promoted seclusion.
On the contrary, the pristine mysticism of Prophet Muhammad denounces
eremitism and antisocial tendencies, just as it condemns secularism and
spirituality- and religion-averse tendencies. These characteristics make Is-
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lamic mysticism the most perfect spiritual model for human life, which,
instead of undermining the foundations of social life, imparts spirituality
to it, thereby cultivating a social order based on divine unity and authority,
on religious law and spirituality.

The Noble Prophet—whom Islamic mysticism reveres as the “Incarnate
Reason” (‘agql-i mumaththal), the “First Emanation” (sadiri awwal), and the
“Absolute Nous” (‘agl-i kull)—on numerous occasions reminded the Mus-
lims of the important role of reason and its practical and theoretical capac-
ities that ought to be realized. In order to better demonstrate the Islamic
perspective on the function of the intellect, it would help to consider a few
sayings by the Prophet in this relation:

“For every thing there is a vehicle, and the vehicle of man is the intel-
lect” (Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 95);

“For every thing there is a purpose, and the purpose of worship is
reason”;

“For every journey there is a tent in which people seek sanctuary, and
the tent of the Muslims is reason” (Riyshahri, 1381, p. 3874, no. 13355).

What we may infer from these sayings is that the intellect is the human
being’s vehicle by means of which he can journey towards the Eternal
Abode. Reason is the impetus that enables him to proceed on this path,
thus ensuring that his advance does not cease. One equipped with a sound
intellect progresses ceaselessly in the pursuit of theoretical and practical
perfection.

The Prophet of Islam identifies reason as the purpose of worship. In the
words of ‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli, “The human being worships so as to be-
come intelligent, for the intellect is in need of worship in its inception as
well as its sustenance” (Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir mawdia T qur'an majid, vol. 9, p.
152). That is, the intellect in its fledgling state causes one to be elevated in
knowledge, obedience to God, and spiritual development, and these in turn
strengthen and reinforce reason, elevating its existential level. Thus, reason
is instrumental in every stage of obedience and it is present from the start
and to the end.

In his reply to Sham‘an ibn Lawi, the Noble Prophet is reported as hav-
ing said:

Indeed the intellect (‘aq/) is the yoke (%gal) that keeps ignorance in
check, for the soul 1s like the wildest of animals; if it is not re-
strained, it shall run amuck. Thus, the intellect is the yoke that re-
strains ignorance.” (Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 117)
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‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli enumerates 133 functions for the intellect whose
effects reach the theoretical and practical aspects of the entire spectrum of
human knowledge and spirituality. He then counts 29 problems that can
be caused by the absence of reason (see Jawadi Amuli, Adab-i fanay-
mugarraban, vol. 2, pp. 26-70).

Another saying reported from the Prophet concerning the importance
of reason is, “Man’s constitution rests on his intellect, and he who lacks
reason lacks faith” (Nabj alfasapab, vol. 2, p. 661). Thus, pristine mysti-
cism, which is one of the integral components of the pristine faith, is unre-
alizable without reason. For, it is only by the aid of reason that the human
being can achieve a correct understanding of faith and of how to lead a
faithful life. Equipped with this understanding, he carries out his actions
in light of the religious insight he has acquired, is careful to safeguard the
pure knowledge that proceeds from the profound depths of faith, and
holds fast to the genuine morality and spirituality of Islam. In so doing,
the believer secures his inner mystical endeavor from deviation and distor-
tion; from being affected by vulgar conceptions of religion that tend to
stress its literal, exoteric, and mundane facet to the exclusion of the sub-
lime, esoteric, and profound essence of religion; and from other visible and
hidden hazards to which the spiritual life is vulnerable.

Islamic mysticism as exemplified by the Prophet makes its way to perfec-
tion through the passageway of reason, having reason all along at its side.
As such, Islam sees no contradiction between heart and mind, reason and
love, rational knowledge and intuitive insight. It rather views these two
poles as complementary. After explaining the three types of holy war (j-
had)—the “lesser war” (jihad-i asghar, which is the war that is fought with
the outward enemies from among men), the “middle war” (jzhid-i awsat,
which is the war fought within one’s soul between the armies of vice and
virtue, between piety and iniquity, greed and moderation, knowledge and
ignorance), and the “greater war” (jibad-i akbar, which is, as defined by the
mystics, the war between love and reason)—‘Allamah Jawadi Amuli re-
marks,

When the human being attains to the level of love, he realizes that
true reason is the sublime reason that he is now possessed of and that
the reason that others [those who have not attained to the level of
love] speak of is actually an impediment, which they falsely assume
to be reason. (Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir mawdic qur'an majid, vol. 11, p.
71)
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THE PRINCIPAL FACTORS OF SPIRITUAL WAYFARING AS TAUGHT BY
THE PROPHET

1. Purification of the Soul and Purgation of the Heart

It is reported that Aba Dharr al-Ghaffari once asked the Prophet if there
were teachings in the Qur’an that also existed in the books of the previous
prophets. The Prophet answered positively, adding that the importance
and merit of self-purification was a universal and timeless principle pertain-
ing to human nature that every prophet of God had taught and stressed. A
well-known saying from the Prophet reads, “Your staunchest enemy is the
soul that lies in between your two sides” (Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 67, p. 36).

2. The Ways to Attain Divine Authority

The following is an edifying conversation between the Prophet (may
God’s peace and blessings be upon him and his household) and Abta Dharr
al-Ghaffari (may God be pleased with him):

The Prophet: “O Abt Dharr, do you wish to enter paradise?”

Abtu Dharr: “Yes, may my father be sacrificed for you.”

The Prophet: “Curtail your worldly aspirations, remind yourself con-
stantly of death, fear God according as He deserves.”

Abt Dharr: “O Prophet of God, do we not all fear God?”

The Prophet: “That is not fear. To fear God is to never forget the
grave and the decay it contains, to be mindful of your belly and what
you pour therein, to be cognizant of your head and the thoughts you
fill it with. And whosoever wishes to attain God’s grace must relin-
quish the splendor of this world. If you observe these instructions,
you will attain divine authority [wilayah allah].” (Majlisi, op. cit., vol.
77> p- 83)

The above conversation underscores a number of points as enumerated
below:

1. that we must repress our worldly and corporeal aspirations;

2. that we must reflect on death and anticipate the Resurrection on
the Day of Judgment;

3. that we must fear God, which requires that we remind ourselves of
death and the grave, that we tame our belly and restrain our appe-
tite, that we rein in our thoughts, or, in a word, that we practice
self-vigilance (muraqabat-i nafs);
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4. that we must liberate ourselves from our attachment to the world
and its pleasures;

5. that we can attain divine authority—which is consequent on un-
ion with God and annihilation in Him—if we observe the above
instructions (see Jawadi Amuli, Wilayat dar qur’an, pp. 118-121 and
Tafsir mawda‘T qur’an majid, vol. 11, pp. 275-289).

3. To Flee Sin

Of the injunctions that must be observed in the context of pristine mys-
ticism, the most central and efficacious is to grasp the true nature of sin, to
avoid sin, and, ultimately, to flee sin, or, in the words of the Prophet, the
intoxication of sin, for sin intoxicates the intellect and undermines the
soul’s spirituality. Hence, the Prophet’s exhortation to Ibn Mas‘ad: “Be-
ware of the intoxication of sin” (Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 74, p. 92). The ulti-
mate source of sin is self-love, infatuation with the world, and neglect of
the remembrance of God. As such, the mystic is ever-attentive to the ad-
monishments of his soul and those of revelation and strives to refrain from
sin at every level.

4. Mysticism That Improves Life vs. Mysticism That Quells Life

Islamic mysticism as exemplified in the ethos of the Prophet permeates
and enriches every aspect of human life—the personal, the domestic, and
the social. The Prophet’s noble and kind treatment of his family and his
generous and benevolent interaction with the society aptly illustrate that
Islamic mysticism embraces life in all its aspects, including the social as-
pect. The Prophet infused his unitive worldview and motivation into every
facet of human life. Thus, his solitude and social participation, his love of
God and sympathy for humankind, his rationality and philanthropy all
manifested the same all-encompassing spirituality. That he proclaimed,
“He who starts his day and is indifferent to the affairs of his fellow Mus-
lims is not a Muslim” (Majlisi, op. cit., vol. 17, p. 337), is a clear proof that
his mysticism was one that embraced the social life and not one that
shunned it. This understanding of Islamic mysticism is further reinforced
when we consider how the Prophet reprimanded the likes of ‘Uthman ibn
Maz‘an and ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Umar (for taking up eremitic practices that
were more severe than what Islam had sanctioned) and how he struggled to
establish social justice.
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5. Mysticism Centered on Obedience to God

The irradiant center of pristine mysticism as exemplified in the ethos of
the Prophet consists of divine unity, in point of theology, and of absolute
obedience to God, in point of practice. The latter is a constant and insepa-
rable feature of mysticism, and as such the spiritual wayfarer must observe
God’s commandments as a means of spiritual perfection as he traverses the
path and by way of gratitude once he has completed the journey to God.
Having said this, the correct reading of verse 99, Surah Hijr (*And worship
your Lord so that certainty shall come to you”), in light of verse 7, Sarah
Hashr (“What the Prophet bring you, you must seize, and what he forbids,
you must relinquish”), is that certainty is a privilege that is consequent on
worship, not that it is the limit of worship after which worship is no longer
necessary (see Jawadi Amuli, Tafsir mawdi T qur'an majid, pp. 137-138). As
such, mystical perfection can never serve as an excuse for the abandonment
of one’s religious duties.

The Prophet’s life and ethos epitomize obedience to God and divine
unity in their most complete manifestation. God praises the Prophet as
His slave; it was on account of this characteristic that the Prophet was ap-
pointed for undertaking the final and loftiest divine ministry; and it was
on account of this characteristic that God summoned him and took him
on the Nocturnal Ascent (mi‘raj), for the Qur’an thus describes this event:
“Glorified is He who carried His slave by night from the Sacred Mosque to
the Farthest Mosque” (17:1). Thus, from the vantage of the Muhammadean
mysticism, obedience to God is the fulcrum and axis of the human being’s
mystical ascent to divine union.

CONCLUSION

The pristine mysticism of Islam is an inclusive and all-encompassing
spirituality that is in accord with the human being’s nature, both in its
cognitive and its intuitive capacity. It satisfies the essential needs of the
human being and elevates him to the height of human perfection and the
summit of absolute divine unity. The mysticism exemplified by the Proph-
et centers round divine unity and the perfect human being, and for this
reason it cultivates spiritual exaltation alongside spiritual equilibrium at
every level of the mystical path. Reason constitutes the beginning and end
of the spiritual journey if undertaken in accordance with Muhammadean
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mysticism, for reason is the substance of humanity and the inner authority
implanted by God in human nature. The final fruit of mysticism and the
highest level of spiritual perfection is the attainment of sublime and intui-
tive reason.

Muhammadean mysticism is rational at every level, both in the cogni-
tive and the practical capacities. It is a mysticism that champions wisdom
at every level of the mystical path: It reconciles the judgments of reason
with the teachings of theoretical mysticism and the findings of practical
mysticism. Although the distinct province of reason and love is main-
tained throughout the spiritual ascent and the mystical journey, neverthe-
less the ultimate end of “annihilation in and subsistence by God” (fana-y: fi-
llah wa bagqa-yi bi-llah) is reaching the most perfect level of reason, which is
sublime reason. In this light, Islamic mysticism does not require anything
that would be incompatible with reason, much less contradict it. In fine,
the determining factors of rational mysticism as exemplified in the life and
ethos of the Prophet can be summed up as follows: rationality; promotion
of social justice; exaltation and equilibrium; enhancement of human life in
the personal, domestic, and social arenas; inclusiveness; universality; time-
lessness; and the capability to serve as the basis for building a world civili-
zation.
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The Great Prophet (s)

Founder of the Islamic Civilization
Akbar ‘Urati Muwaffaq
Translated by Abuzar Ahmadi

Abstract

Intellectuals have appraised the Islamic civilization from manifold
perspectives, writing multifarious books and articles in this regard.
Unfortunately though, the fundamental and inimitable role of the
holy Prophet (5) in the establishment of this great civilization has
been mostly disregarded. The competent hands of the Prophet (5)
planted the sapling of this mighty tree, and he subsequently consoli-
dated its roots by emigrating to the city of Yathrib (i.e. modern-day
Madinah). In this paper, the central parameters of civilization ac-
cording to various scholars have been examined and the role of the
honourable Prophet (5) in creating peace, security, national solidarity,
cooperation, and in engendering ethics, patience, unity, and relative
welfare—all influential factors in the formation and development of
civilizations—has been elucidated..

Keywords: Civilization, Prophet Muhammad, knowledge, peace.

Islamic civilization cultivated the greatest of cognitive orders and scien-
tific systems—producing numerous paragons of intellectuality in various
fields of knowledge. The rapid development, greatness, perfection, and ex-
pansiveness of the Islamic civilization as well as the participation of various
social classes from many different nationalities and races in founding and
developing this civilization are facts that inspire awe into the hearts of all
and sundry. The profundity of this matter has caused many scholars, espe-
cially Western ones, to confess to this truth. Even so, I must note that the
golden age of Islam—with respect to intensity, vivacity, realization of ide-
als, manifestation of values, as well as religious and spiritual radiance—was
the age of the holy Prophet (s) and the period of Islamic stability in Madi-
nah. Just as a tree grows from a planted seed with the passage of time by
absorbing nutrition from fertile soil, a few centuries after being planted by
the blessed hands of the great Prophet (s), the tree of Islamic civilization has
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become prolific with the fruit of culture and art, as well as the traditional,
intellectual, and literary sciences.

Utilizing the dictates of divine revelation, and with the help of the holy
Prophet (), Islamic civilization transcended various stages of maturity and
perfection. Swiss scholar Adam Matts termed the fourth century of the
Hijrah the ‘age of Islamic innovation’ (Matts, 1985). Sigrid Hunke consid-
ers the growth of Islamic civilization to be twice that of Greek civilization.
She has professed that Muslims influenced the Western world more directly
and multifariously than Greece. Moreover, Hunke has stated that just as
Muslims have transformed the face of the earth in the past, perhaps soon
the destinies of the rest of the world will intertwine with that of Muslims
(Hunke, 1982).

Thus, the role of the holy Prophet (5) with regards to those parameters
that are instrumental in the formation and development of human civiliza-
tions shall be examined.

DEFINITION OF TAMADDUN (LIT. CIVILIZATION)

Literal sense: The word tamaddun derives from the Arabic root madana
meaning ‘dwelling’ and ‘attaining customs of city dwellers’. It has also been
defined as individuals of a society becoming accustomed to cooperation in
social, economic, religious, political, and similar affairs (Moeen, 1992).

Even though in both Eastern and Western languages, connection with
cities and city dwelling is a criterion for civilization, it must be noted that
civilization does not necessarily mean ‘living in a city.” A civilised human
is a person that has entered the city dwelling stage. In fact, living in a city
is an effect of civilization, not its cause. According to John Bernal, it can
be said that cities are a part of civilization, not that cities have formed civili-
zation (Bernal, 1966). Will Durant is of the opinion that it is civilization
that makes people think of building cities and metropolises. He states that,
in a way, civilization merges with the disposition of courtesy and sociabil-
ity, which in turn, make up the pleasant morals that obtain in civitas.

Terminological definition: Civilization has been variously defined.
Will Durant defines it as a social system that facilitates cultural achieve-
ment and undertakes innovation and creativity by drawing on thoughts,
customs, traditions, and art; a political system that is protected by morals
and laws; and an economic system that endures with the continuance of
production.
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Islamic savants have specific definitions for civilization as well. Ibn
Khaldan considers civilization to be the social state of humans (Khaldan,
1996). In the opinion of Ibn Khaldan, a society becomes a ‘civilization’ if
it accepts order through the establishment of authority, forms a govern-
mental infrastructure to supervise the preservation of order, eschews soli-
tary life in favour of city life, and promotes the exaltation of inner virtues
such as science and art.

Allamah Muhammad Taqi Ja‘fari has defined civilization as a ‘coordi-
nated institution of humans, living rationally and associating justly, with
the communion of all individuals and groups towards advancing the mate-
rial and spiritual aims of people in every positive area’ (Ja‘fari, 1980).

As a summation of the above definitions, the following could be said:
Civilization is a product of cultural exaltation and acceptance of order. It
is a departure from tribal life and treading the path of institutionalized
sociality or, in the concise words of Ibn Khaldan, it is development.

INFLUENTIAL FACTORS IN THE FORMATION AND ASCENDENCY OF
CIVILIZATION

Various factors influence the establishment and ascendency of a civiliza-
tion. Scholars have presented these factors variously.

Will Durant believes that the emergence of civilization is possible when
anarchy and disorder end, since it is only when fear passes that curiosity as
well as the need for innovation and invention come into action. Thus,
humans surrender to the instinct that naturally propels them toward gain-
ing wisdom and knowledge and procuring provisions with which to im-
prove the quality of life.

Ibn Khaldin has named seven influential factors in the formation of a
civilization, viz. government and leadership, religious or conventional law,
ethics, work, industry, population, and wealth. In the view of Ibn Khal-
dun, the first three elements are the most important (Radmanesh, 1978).

As a sum-up of various opinions, the following may be considered a list
of influences on civilizational formation.

1. peace and security;

2. national solidarity, which is truly the soul of every civilization, a fac-
tor that provides the necessary motivation and institutes purposive
cooperation;

. cooperation;
4. ethics;

W
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5. tolerance of dissimilar views (i.e., treating others with understanding
not indifference or negligence);

6. preservation of unity and struggle against separatism;

7. religion; and

8. relative welfare.

ESTABLISHMENT OF PEACE AND SECURITY

The Islamic civilization was set in motion with the Prophet’s (s) calling
in Makkah. It secured a foothold with the establishment of government in
Madinah, where Islamic administration and city life coalesced. During the
initial years when Muslims lived in Makkah, the Quraysh tribe greatly en-
deavoured to prevent people from accepting Islam. Moreover, the Mak-
kahn polytheists spared no effort to torment newly converted Muslims.

The economic blockade of the people of Bani Hashim in Sh:'b Abi Talib
(Abi Talib Pass), not to mention the deaths of lady Khadijah (‘z) and Abu
Talib, who were among the powerful supporters of the Prophet (5) and the
Muslims, had divested Muslims of peace and security. The Prophet () re-
quired a safe and secure base to establish a truly great civilization. There-
fore, he travelled to the city of T2’if in search of such a place for the Mus-
lims who were under pressure. Unfortunately, the journey was unfruitful as
the personages of T2’if did not respond to his call. They even incited ruffi-
ans and ignorant people to drive the Prophet (5) out of the city (Shahidji,
1985).

In the same year, the Prophet () met with a group of people from
Yathrib. One of the holy Prophet’s (5) methods for inviting people to Islam
was to meet with tribes that made pilgrimage to Makkah during the time of
Hajj. One year, six members of the Khazraj tribe met with the Prophet (5)
and he imparted his message unto them. They welcomed his invitation,
which spoke of reconciliation, peace, and virtue, and said they would re-
turn to their people and notify them of the new religion. “Perhaps by your
blessing,” they declared, “battles and altercations will retreat from our city.
If you can unify us, you will become the dearest person to us” (Shahidi,
1985/1364).

Two years later, during the time of Hajj in the thirteenth year after the
appointment, representatives from Yathrib swore allegiance to the Prophet
(5) and pledged that they would be enemies with his enemies, friends with
his friends, and wage war against anyone who would wage war against him.
After this pledge, the Prophet (5) allowed Muslims to immigrate to Yathrib.
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In this way, the Prophet’s (5) pains to achieve security and stability came to
fruit. The social climate and security of Yathrib presented the Prophet (5)
with an apt environment to solidify the pillars of Islamic rule.

NATIONAL SOLIDARITY

The next step in laying the groundwork for the Islamic civilization was
cultivation of a spirit of solidarity. After he entered Yathrib (subsequently
named Madinah al-Nabi, lit. city of the Prophet, or Madinah), which was
full of bloody tribal conflicts at the time, the Prophet (5) implemented
measures that led to uniformity, solidarity, and equality of all in the newly
founded Muslim society. Some of these measures were as follows:

Compilation of the first public treaty in Islam

In the first months of his presence in Madinah, the Prophet (5) conclud-
ed a treaty between the Muh3jiran (lit. the immigrants) and Ansar (lit. the
helpers) as well as between the Muslims and Jews of Madinah. In the treaty
between Muslim and Jew, the Prophet (s) allowed the Jews their religion and
wealth in line with several conditions. This treaty signifies that the holy
Prophet (s) respected the fundamentals of freedom, order, and justice.
Moreover, it shows how the Prophet (s) formed a unified front against ex-
ternal attack (Subhani).

As cited by Ibn Ishaq, the articles of this treaty were as follows:

1. Muslims and Jews shall live in Madinah as a single nation.

2. Muslims and Jews shall be free to carry out their respective religious

practices.

3. In the event of a war, each of these parties shall aid the other against
the enemy, on the condition that the other party is not the aggres-
sor.

4. In the event of an enemy attack on Madinah, both of these parties
shall cooperate in defence of the city.

5. Entering a peace treaty with the enemy may only be concluded
through mutual consultation of both parties.

6. Since Madinah is a holy city, both parties must respect it; thus, all
manner of bloodshed are prohibited within the city.

7. In the event of a dispute, the final arbitrator shall be the Prophet of
Allah (5).

8. Signers of this treaty shall conduct themselves apropos of each other
with goodness and benevolence (Ayati, 1987/1366).
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Pact of brotherhood between the Muhajiran and Ansar

Seven Months after the Hijrah, the Prophet of God (5) established bonds
of brotherhood between the Immigrants and Helpers (i.e. the original in-
habitants of Yathrib who converted to Islam) in order that they aid one
another on the path of righteousness and inherit from one another after
death. With this action, the holy Prophet (5) completely united the Muhaji-
rin and Ansar. The spirit of equality and brotherhood became so strong
that every Muslim preferred his Muslim brother over his own self. It has
been written that when the spoils of the ‘Bani Nazir’ battle were to be di-
vided, the Prophet (5) said to the Ansar, “If you like, we can give the Mu-
hajirtn a share of the spoils, and if not, it is all yours”. The Ansar replied,
“We not only gift the entirety of spoils to our Immigrant brothers, but we
make them partners in our assets and homes as well” (Shahidi, 198s).

In any event, the prudent endeavours of the holy Prophet (5) to establish
solidarity and cohesive identity in the Muslim society had many effects.
For instance, during the initial years of the Islamic government, old men
would colour their beards black and, like their younger cohorts, depart for

the battlefield.

THE SPIRIT OF COOPERATION

In subsequent steps, the holy Prophet (5) inspired the spirit of coopera-
tion into the newly established society.

Cooperation in good and worthy deeds is an emphasised command-
ment in the Holy Qur’an:
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...Cooperate in piety and Godwariness, but do not cooperate in
sin and aggression... (Surah Ma’idah 5:2)

This verse’s commandment regarding cooperation is a general principle
that encompasses all social, legal, ethical, and political issues. As per this
principle, Muslims are obligated to cooperate in good deeds. Furthermore,
they are absolutely forbidden from cooperating in futile deeds, sin, and
oppression even if the perpetrator is a close friend or sibling (Makarim
Shirazi et al., 1975).

One of the first undertakings of the great Messenger (s) after his immi-
gration to Madinah was the establishment of a mosque. The great recep-
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tion given by the majority of Madinah’s people induced the Prophet (),
before anything else, to build a public centre named masjid (lit. place of
prostration) or mosque, for learning and edification as well as political and
judicial affairs. The land on which the Prophet’s (s) camel sat upon enter-
ing Madinah was bought for ten dinars for the building of this mosque.
All the Muslims participated in the construction and supply of building
materials. Even the Prophet of Allah (s) gathered stones for the mosque like
the other Muslims. When Usayd ibn Hudayr saw this, he came forth and
said, “O Prophet of Allah! Let me take the stone”. The Prophet (5) an-
swered, “Go bring another” (Subhani).

The principle of consultation is also a contributing factor for coopera-
tion. Consultation has been focused upon in several verses in the Holy
Qur’an. Most importantly, there is a surah in the Qur’an named ‘Shara’
(lit. consultation). In this surah, consultation is emphasised and encour-
aged as a most important obligation along with responding to God’s invita-
tion, prayer, and charity.

2
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Those who avoid major sins and indecencies, and forgive when
angered; those who respond to their Lord, maintain the prayer,

and their affairs are by counsel among themselves, and they spend
out of what We have provided them with... (42:37-38)

Also, in verse 159 of surah Al ‘Imran, after ordering general pardon, the
Qur’an directs the Prophet (5) to take counsel with Muslims in various af-
fairs and ask them for their opinions in order to give life to their personali-
ties and reinvigorate their minds and souls. In this verse, the word amer (lit.
affair) embraces all individual and societal affairs, whether economic, polit-
1cal, cultural, or defence-related.

Divine revelation aside, the holy Prophet (5) was so brilliant that he did
not require counsel. However, in order to make Muslims aware of the im-
portance of consultation so they would make it a basic formula in their
lives and also to develop thought in people, the Prophet would call consul-
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tative meetings for administration (as opposed to legislation) of divine laws
in general Muslim affairs. He greatly valued opinions of thinkers such that
sometimes he would forego his opinion in favour of others (Makarim
Shirazi et al., 1975).

Regarding the decision-making of the Prophet of Allah (5), Imam Rida
(‘a) has declared:

The Prophet of God would consult with his companions, and then
he would make a decision (Dilshad Tehrani, 1994).

This Narration shows that consultation was an unfaltering tradition of
the holy Prophet (5). There are many cases in the life and leadership of the
holy Prophet (s) in which he consulted with his companions or summoned
consultative meetings to make decisions. Below are some of these cases:

- In the battle of Badr, the holy Prophet (5) consulted with his com-
panions regarding whether to fight, how to fight, and the prisoners
of war.

- In the battle of Uhud, the Prophet (5) convened a meeting to discuss
how to confront the Quraysh army before he made the final deci-
sion.

- In the battle of Ahzab (otherwise known as Khandaq), the Prophet
(5) put the matter of how to confront the great army of the polythe-
ists to counsel.

- He also consulted with his people about the battles of Bani
Qurayzah and Bani Nadir with the Jews of Madinah.

- He consulted with his companions on the matter of Hudaybiyah,
when the polytheists obstructed the Muslim pilgrim caravan on the
way to Makkah.

- In the battle of Ta’if, he consulted about whether to continue the
siege.

- He consulted his companions in the battle of Tabuk as well.

- During the conquest of Makkah, the Prophet of Allah (s5) took coun-
sel when he heard that Aba Sufyan was coming to his camp (Dilshad
Tehrani, 1994).

In all these cases, the holy Prophet (5) sought to create a community
spirit, a spirit of solidarity, cooperation, and teamwork. In the view of the
great Prophet (5), a human society or organization that is administrated on
the basis of obstinacy is defunct and does not deserve to survive (Farid,
2006).
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MORALITY

The Prophet (5) has stated the reason for his appointment to have been
culmination of the virtuous ethics [makdrim al-akbliq] (Naraqi, 1987/1366):
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I have been appointed to complete the virtuous ethics.
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Heed the virtuous ethics for indeed my Lord has appointed me with
them.

The spread of morality is thus a feature of the Islamic civilization. Fur-
thermore, study of God’s divine pronouncements in this religion shows the
cardinal importance and worth of virtuous ethics in the Islamic communi-
ty.

According to the following verse, the great Messenger (s5) is an exemplar
of the moral system of Islam:

S 55 -8 50
In the Apostle of Allah there is certainly for you a good exemplar,

for those who look forward to Allah and the Last Day, and re-
member Allah greatly. (33:21)

Two points must be considered in regard to this moral system:

First, the scope of ethical teachings in Islam is so wide that even present-
ing a complete list of these insightful teachings would be a significant en-
deavour. A passing glance at the luminoud narrations of the great Prophet
(s) and his moral teachings reveals their wide range. One could say with
confidence that the Prophet (5) has not left unsaid even the most miniscule
of issues. The most profound and most subtle points in spiritual and mor-
al edification have been stated using short, simple phrases and practical
formulas.

Second, the ethical teachings of the Prophet (s), which have been derived
from the Holy Qur’an, are such that everyone can make use of them rela-
tive to their level of intellectual and spiritual capacity and perfection. The-
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se teachings are such that all individuals in all echelons can benefit from
them. Even so, the benefit to the wise and the enlightened of this endless
sea of knowledge and truths is much greater.

It is important in every society that education and edification not be ex-
clusive to specific social strata. The educational system must be such that
every person may make use of it to the extent of their capacity and abilities
(Sadat, 1989).

By institutionalising moral fundamentals among the people and pre-
senting practical exemplars in the areas of research ethics, ethics of criti-
cism and dealing with others’ thoughts, ethics of livelihood, social ethics,
sexual ethics, political and governmental ethics, and ethics of dialogue, the
holy Prophet (s) provided the groundwork for the emergence of a great civi-
lization.

INSPIRATION OF PATIENCE, TOLERANCE, AND FORBEARANCE

An additional quality that has been cited for the growth and prosperity
of civilizations is the spirit of patience and tolerance. The element of ‘pa-
tience’ (sabr) is a concept that has been greatly emphasised in the Holy
Qur’an. The word sabr and its derivatives have been repeated in the Holy
Qur’an over one hundred times. In numerous verses the Qur’an has com-
manded the Prophet (s) to have patience and tolerance regarding a diverse
range of issues. The following are several examples:
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So be patient just as the resolute among the apostles were patient,
and do not seek to hasten [the punishment| for them. (46:35)
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...and be patient for the sake of your Lord. (74:7)
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Be patient over what they say... (38:17)
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So submit patiently to the judgement of your Lord, and do not be
like the Man of the Fish... (68:48)

So be patient! Allah’s promise is indeed true. (40:77)

The Messenger of God (s) had the greatest patience in administrating af-
fairs and leading the people. Referring to the statements of historians and
scholars, Ibn Shahrashib has stated, “The Prophet (5) was the most patient
of people” (Dilshad Tehrani, 1994). The Prophet himself has declared, “I
was appointed to be the centre of tolerance, the mine of knowledge, and the
abode of patience” (ibid).

EXAMPLES OF THE GREAT PROPHET’S (s) PATIENCE AND TOLERANCE

In the beginning of his rule in Madinah, the great Prophet (s5) accorded
the non-Muslim minorities living in the city with respect. In fact, he even
made a covenant with them and treated them peacefully for as long as they
were faithful in their pact.

After the battle of Uhud, several of the Prophet’s (5) companions asked
him to curse the Quraysh tribe and the polytheists. He replied, “I have not
been appointed to curse or damn but to invite to truth and mercy. O God!
Guide my people for they do not know” (Dilshad Tehrani, 1994).

Regarding the patience and tolerance of the Prophet (5) concerning Jew-
ish harassment before they conspired against Muslims or took military ac-
tion, Dr. Taha Husayn has asserted, “When the Prophet emigrated to
Madinah and became established there with his Muh3jir and Ansar com-
panions, he did not bear enmity with the Jews or behave badly toward
them. He showed considerable tolerance for them and desired that the rela-
tions between them would be based on neighbourliness and mutual aid in
hardships”.

The Prophet’s (5) tolerance of subversive hypocrites, especially ‘Abdullah
ibn Ubay, for the sake of Islam continued until his death in the ninth year
of the Hijrah. It has even been cited that the Prophet performed the ritual
prayer of the dead (salat mayyit) for their leader.
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PROMOTION OF UNITY

Unity is a further quality that may be influential in the course of civil
emergence. This quality has been heeded from the very beginning of the
Prophet’s (5) invitation.

In various verses, the Holy Qur’an invites Muslims to unity. By making
monotheism (tawhidi) a central issue, the Qur’an invites everyone to adhere
to God or ‘grasp the rope of Allah’:
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Hold fast, all together, to Allah’s cord, and do not be divided [into
sects]. (Surah Al ‘Imran 3:103)

Through Islam, the holy Prophet (5) was able to rapidly create peace and
tranquillity among tribes that had backgrounds of over one hundred years
of dispute, bloodshed, and war. With the unification of these tribes, he
created a powerful base in Madinah.

John Davenport, a notable English scholar, has written that Muhammad
(5), a simple Arab, was able to transform the small, scattered, unclothed and
hungry tribes of his country into a consolidated and ordered society. He
goes on to say that, the Prophet (s5) reintroduced the Arabs to the world as a
people with novel qualities. In Davenport’s view, it was this method that
overcame the emperor of Constantine, demolished the sultans of Persia,
conquered Syria, Mesopotamia and Egypt, and extended the territories of
Islam from the Atlas Ocean to the coasts of the Caspian Sea and the river
of Syr Darya (Davenport, 1969).

RELIGION AND CREATING A CIVILIZATION

Religion possesses a special place in the process of civil emergence. It is
generally accepted that no culture or civilization can be found among any
people without a type of religion. Radhakrishnan considers religion to be
the heart of civilization. Radhakrishnan believes that religion is like a soul
in the body of social structure (Radmanesh, 1978).

Here, two aspects of the role of religion in formation of civilization are
considered:

First, divine guidance works towards the perfection of people using their
natural capacities as a base. By creating changes in the thought and soul of
humans, it obliterates old, constraining systems and traditions and imbues
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a vivacious living order. This inspired revolution results in the improve-
ment of economic life and the development of intellectual, industrial, artis-
tic, and literary potentials.

Moreover, religion lays the foundation for solidarity or, in the words of
Ibn Khaldan, “team spirit (‘asabiyyah)”. In the opinion of Ibn Khaldan,
there is a direct relation between team spirit and religion (Radmanesh,

1978).

PROMOTION OF RELATIVE WELFARE

Due to the ecological conditions of Makkah, for as long as they resided
there, Muslims were faced with many problems in providing for their basic
necessities. Also, the commercial environment in Makkah prevented lower
social classes from reaching better professional positions. After the emigra-
tion to Madinah, Muslims found themselves in a new environment that
offered further possibilities. In Madinah, racial and tribal prejudice, which
were causes of vanity and arrogance, were less severe. Light-skinned Persian
slaves such as Salman and black Abyssinian slaves such as Bilal were equal.
This equality increased to such an extent that a full-blooded Quraysh Arab
did not regard it below himself to pledge brotherhood with a Bedouin Arab
such as Aba Darr.

The profusion of water, palm groves, and gardens in Madinah as op-
posed to Makkah induced the Muhajirin to become farmers and gardeners.
In this way, they could obtain the basic necessities of life. Institution of
relative welfare in the society meant that basic necessities were ensured, and
this in turn meant that the further development of society could now natu-
rally take place.

The theoretical and practical systems of the holy Prophet (5) valued work
and economic activity as well as workers and labourers (Motahhari, 1983).
This was an instrumental factor in economic growth and relative welfare of
the first few years of the Muslim presence in Madinah.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

To conclude, the organised Islamic society in Madinah al-Nabi possessed
all the necessary qualities for commencement of its civilizational move-
ment. Therefore, the presence of the holy Prophet (5) in Madinah and sub-
sequent formation of government must be considered the next logical
measure after his appointment and invitation on the course of shaping an
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Islamic civilization. With the favourable reception of the people of Yathrib
(modern Madinah), the holy Prophet (s) founded his civilization on toler-
ance, generosity, and magnaimity (sa‘at alsadr) as well as mutual under-
standing, compassion, peaceful coexistence, and negation of tyranny. The
inimitable role of the great Prophet (5) in the formation and development
of Islamic civilization is a significant matter and therefore requires more
thorough and in-depth research. Thus, it seems that this great endeavour
must be followed up by experts in the field who can fittingly illuminate the
multifarious aspects of the great prophet’s (5) role.
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The Voice of Unity — Part IV:
The Methods of Obtaining Knowledge

and Eradicating Dispute
Ayatullah Muhammad Wa‘iz-Zadeh Khurasani
Translated by Hamid Waqar

Abstract:

As the fourth in a series of talks regarding the subject of unity, the
present article focuses on differences and disputes. At the outset, two
types of differences are mentioned: 1) differences that are condemned
2) those that are considered beneficial, or at the least, tolerated by the
faith. This talk focuses on the second of the two. In delving into this
second category, the author speaks of the different methods of seek-
ing knowledge. He defines 7ji7had from the perspective of the Qur’an
and shows how this definition can be used to explain and excuse the
apparent differences amongst the Islamic schools of thought and
their followers.

Keywords: Islamic unity, Ummah, Muslim brotherhood, division,
sectarianism, 7jtihad, seeking knowledge, derivation.

In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful

In the previous weeks I spoke about the unity of the Islamic Ummah and
Islamic brotherhood. It was stated that, unfortunately, due to various fac-
tors, Muslims have not protected their unity. Therefore, the roots of dis-
pute must be examined. Coincidentally, the Qur’an gives importance to
this point. If one reviews the number of verses about unity and compares
them to the number of verses about dispute, he would find that the verses
about dispute are two or three times more than those about unity. In addi-
tion to the fact that different people see things in different ways, the sub-
stantial reason for this is that man is rebellious and tumultuous by nature.

" This is the fourth of a series of talks delivered in 1991 by Ayatullah Muhammad
Wa‘iz-Zadeh Khurasani. The first three were printed in previous issues of the Eng-
lish Al-Taqrib journal.
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After the initial two lectures that covered the unity of the Ummahb and
Islamic brotherhood, last week I examined the issue of ‘differences’ and
‘dispute’ from the viewpoint of the Qur’an and Islam.

The conclusion of the previous discussion was that the Qur’an severely
rejected one form of dispute. This was evidenced by a number of verses
from the Qur’an and was discussed under a number of titles. We said that
if man continues to dispute after a religious argument is proven for him, he
will be completely rejected. The reason for this is that when one continues
in dispute after he finds the path of knowledge and authority, it is certain
that he does not have positive intentions. The Qur’an states:
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But they did not differ except after knowledge had come to them,

out of envy among themselves. (45:17)

In one case, division is prohibited as well as disputes that lead to divi-
sion:
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Hold fast, all together, to Allah’s cord, and do not be divided.
(3:103)

Arguing is prohibited in some places:
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And do not dispute, or you will lose heart and your power will be
gone. (8:46)

The Arabic term tandzu‘ stems from the root naza‘a which means dig-
ging and pulling; both sides start to pull at each other during a religious
discussion.

This type of dispute, which causes Muslims to divine into sects is re-

buked. The Qur’an states:

b e NG

But the factions differed among themselves. (43:65)
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Whenever the Qur’an uses the term ‘factions’ in the plural it is rebuking
partisan activity.
Another phrase that is used in a number of verses is:
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So leave them in their stupor. (23:54)

The Arabic term fagatta® means severely tearing. The unified Islamic so-
ciety and Ummah has been, and is being severely torn. The Israelites tore
their society apart. These are various phrases used for the division which

has been rebuked; the division that the Qur’an forbids.

TWO CATEGORIES OF DISPUTE

There are two categories or types of dispute that are found in the words
of Islamic scholars. One of these categories is rebuked and the other is not.
The category of dispute that has been rebuked is that which was mentioned.
But, there is another category which has not been rebuked; rather we are in
need of it and we must accept it.

The following categories have been presented in some articles composed
in Cairo (taken from the journal Message of Islam):

Religious issues are of two types. One type of religious issues are catego-
rized as ‘certainties’ while the other are labeled ‘not-certain’ or ‘doubtful.’
Religious certainties are just what we had stated was the criterion for the
unity of the Ummabh: tawbhid, the hereafter, biding the right and forbidding
the wrong, jihad on the path of Allah, positive ethical traits, piety, and re-
fraining from committing sins. The principle of the necessity of leadership
and an Islamic government in the general sense, prayer, fasting, giblabh,
Qur’an, hajj, and the ka‘bah are unanimously agreed upon. They are the
criterion of being a Muslim and the scale of Islamic unity. Muslims must
protect these commonalities; they must hold fast to them. The Qur’an
states:
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Hold fast, all together, to Allah’s cord, and do not be divided.
(3:103)
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We stated that the divine cord is composed of these very same certain
doctrines of Islam; the doctrines that are unanimously agreed upon.

But there are other issues in religion that are not as clear. Or, if they
were clear at the beginning, over time their clarity has been lost and Mus-
lims have disputed over them. The universals of theological and jurispru-
dential concepts are unanimously agreed upon. But, the particulars are dis-
puted about. [jtihad, as will be stipulated, applies to these non-certain is-
sues.

Jurisprudents and religious authorities (maraji‘ taqlid) write at the be-
ginning of their books on practical Islamic laws: faglid is impermissible in
the necessities of religion, i.e. in the certainties of religion.

Taqlid pertains to issues other than these. Tagqlid pertains to theoretical
issues which are not unanimously accepted and not considered to be of the
necessities of Islam.

This matter is in complete congruence with the division that we present-
ed. The differences that Muslims have in issues which are certain or in the
universal principles and doctrines of religion are not accepted. For in-
stance, 2 Muslim who is in the Muslim world [and hence exposed to the
fundaments of Islam] but who does not accept prayer, cannot be consid-
ered a Muslim. But, if he accepts prayer and differs in the method of pray-
er—differs in the particulars, then these differences are not given the same
ruling and in fact they cannot be decisively condemned. These latter types
of differences do not result in one leaving the fold of Islam.

Now the above division was with regards to religious issues. These issues
were divided into issues that are certain and issues that are not certain; is-
sues that are necessities and issues that are not necessities. Differences and
dispute is not accepted in the first category while it is accepted in the se-
cond. And sometimes there is no choice but to fall into these types of dis-
putes.

The late prominent professor, ‘Allamah Tabataba’i, provided a different
division. He stated that disputes before one obtains knowledge are not
problematic; rather positive. But, disputes after one has obtained
knowledge are rejected. These categories are in complete congruence with
the verses of the Qur’an. Man is naturally in a state of doubt before he
reaches knowledge and certainty about a religious issue. In such a state, if
he were to speak to others, he would differ with them. These differences
must be there because all religious issues are not certain or part of the ne-
cessities of religion; hence it is only appropriate that they debated. As long
as one has not obtained knowledge, and as long as he is trying to obtain
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knowledge, there will be differences of opinions. There is no way around
this. But, for a person in such a conundrum, what is important is that he
tries to take these disputes to such a place where the opinions could be
supported with proofs. While it is possible that those who are searching for
the truth will not reach the same conclusions, nevertheless, if their seeking
and enquiry is carried out correctly, then their reaching varying conclu-
sions is valid and these differences are accepted by religion. This subject
will be discussed at a later time.

SEEKING KNOWLEDGE IS OBLIGATORY

There are people who have not gained knowledge and who are seeking
knowledge. First, it must be known that it is obligatory in Islam to seek
knowledge. The scholars state that man must obtain religious laws from his
own expertise (7jtihad) or from following an authority in the field (taqlid).
Precaution is a third method that has been mentioned. (Precaution is pure-
ly implemented on the plane of action. It is applied to gain certainty of the
fact that one has performed his duty, but it is not a method of obtaining
the actual ruling. This is because it is not possible to obtain the actual rul-
ing or law without a proper demonstration that leads to certainty).

A famous prophetic tradition states: “Seeking knowledge is obligatory
upon all Muslims [or upon all Muslim men and Muslim women].” The
type of knowledge that for certain falls under this prophetic imperative is
religious knowledge. So while the tradition is general and includes other
types of knowledge as well, the amount of knowledge which is a basic re-
quirement is religious knowledge; and it is this knowledge which is obliga-
tory to learn. Nobody is an exception to this rule. A person is not permit-
ted to forgo learning about religion. It has been stated in a tradition that
when a person performs an action in opposition to the divine code he will
be asked: “Why did you do that?” He will respond: “I did not know.” Then
it will be asked: “Why didn’t you learn?”

THE METHODS OF SEEKING KNOWLEDGE

Now that it has become clear that seeking knowledge is obligatory, what
are the methods that are involved in this search and inquiry? How can one
practically remove doubts and differences? I will list a few methods from

the Qur’an:

' Bihar al-Anwar, v. 1, p. 177
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First Method: Questioning

Who should be asked? In two places the Qur’an states that one should
ask the People of the Reminder:
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We did not send [any apostles] before you except as men to whom
We revealed—ask the People of the Reminder if you do not
know. (16:43)
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The People of the Reminder are people who know; they are the scholars.
This verse was revealed in Makkah and during that period of history the
People of the Reminder might have been the Jewish and Christian scholars,
as is indicated in some other verses of the Qur’an. People were commanded
to refer to them, as the verse states:

- e & _- ‘o ﬁ; _ “ 2 - £

sl G Tamde Ll ol 1 35 S 5

Is it not a sign for them that the learned of the Children of Israel
recognize it? (26:197)

If we take the general understanding of the verse ‘ask the People of the
Reminder if you do not know’ it would include any form of ignorance that
man has. When man does not know something he would have to ask the
People of the Reminder or the People of Remembrance.

The People of Remembrance in Shia traditions are considered to be the
Imams of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z). There is no doubt that—par excellence—they
are the pinnacle of knowledge, that they are the firmly grounded in
knowledge, and that they are the People of Remembrance. But, through the
universality of the verse, the Qur’an includes all scholars. Therefore, one
way to obtain knowledge is asking knowledgeable people.

Questions are of two types. One type demand practical solutions and
precriptions. Another type seek reasons and demand religious precision
that would lead to the realities behind the practice. Therefore, questions
can be with regards to both taqlid and ijtihad.
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There are two verses which point to this in the Qur’an. The first is the
verse that was recited from Sturah Nahl (i.e. 16:43). The second is a verse
from Strah Anbiyya’:
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We did not send [any apostles] before you except as men, to
whom We revealed. Ask the People of the Reminder if you do not
know. (21:7)

Second Method—Referring to Allah and the Messenger:

If one does not know something he should refer it to Allah. The verse of
the Qur’an states:

Whatever thing you may differ about, its judgement is with Allah.
(42:10)
It is clear that religion was sent by Allah. The legislator is Allah; the

judge is Allah. He must be referred to regarding religious obscurities or sec-
tarian differences. Referring to Allah, as explained in traditions, is referring
to the book of Allah.

The Messenger of Allah is mentioned in another verse (in one verse, the
Prophet alone and those vested with authority are mentioned):
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O you who have faith! Obey Allah and obey the Apostle and
those vested with authority among you. And if you dispute con-
cerning anything, refer it to Allah and the Apostle, if you have
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faith in Allah and the Last Day. That is better and more favoura-
ble in outcome. (4:59)

It has been mentioned in a tradition that referring to Allah means refer-
ring to the Qur’an and referring to the Messenger of Allah means referring
to his sunnah. Therefore, in regards to our belief which states that ‘those
vested with authority’ are only the Imams, referring to the Imams would
also be an instance of referring to the Messenger. Effectively this implies
that all disputes should be referred to the Qur’an and the Sunnah—where
the Sunnab includes the sunnah of the Messenger and the Imams. This issue
and this verse calls for a long discussion which I do not want to start upon.
[ only want to state that the Qur’an prophesized that there would be differ-
ences and hence one should not feel hopeless. If a scholar’s 7jtihdd reaches a
final conclusion on an issue [that is different from the conclusions of other
scholars] then he must refer it to Allah and the Messenger—that is to the
Qur’an and the Sunnah—in order to obtain its further resolution. This is
all a part of [seeking ultimate] truth; it is another form of zt7had. Hence,
the meaning of the verse is about the main foundations of #jtihad, which
are the Qur’an and the Sunnah. There is a consensus amongst all of the Is-
lamic scholars on this point.
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When a report of safety or alarm comes to them, they immediately
broadcast it; but had they referred it to the Apostle or to those
vested with authority among them, those of them who investigate
would have ascertained it. And were it not for Allah’s grace upon
you and His mercy, you would have surely followed Satan, [all] ex-

cept a few. (4:83)

It is possible that the reason the name of Allah was not mentioned in
this verse is that the Messenger of Allah and those vested with authority
were sufficient in obtaining a resolution. In the case at hand, the difference
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or dispute is not in regards to Allah’s rulings or the Canon Law. Rather, the
ambiguity at hand is with regards to a report that must be decided upon
after it is brought to the attention of the leader of the Muslims. In other
words, in the first verse the differences were regarding Allah [and His will];
they did not [immediately] refer to anything in the material world, and
hence they do not concern “contemporary issues.” In the second verse, the
doubt is about an issue regarding an event that has taken place. This issue
should be solved by the leader, who is the Messenger of Allah, or those
vested with authority—those who are aware and have the ability of deriva-
tion. At the end of the discussion we will talk about derivation.

Third Method—Deep Understanding (tafaqquh):

There is another statement in the Qur’an which is the most famous
statement regarding jurisprudence and 7jtihad. This is the issue of ‘deep un-
derstanding,” or ‘comprehensive learning’ (tafagquh). The Qur’an states:
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Yet it is not for the faithful to go forth en masse. But why should

not there go forth a group from each of their sections to become

learned in religion, and to warn their people when they return to
them, so that they may beware? (9:122)

Since everyone will not be able to leave their cities and villages to meet
the Prophet and learn from him, why does not a small group do this? A
group should come to the Prophet or Imam to learn from him and ponder
deeply over religion. A full discussion of what is meant by “deep under-
standing” and its role in jurisprudence is beyond the scope of this present
study. In general, it can be said that the term figh is used in the Qur’an to
refer to deep hidden material that man must derive through deep thought
and understanding. Tafagquh means thinking very deeply about a matter in
order to understand it fully. This is one of the verses which are used to
make the argument for the validity of of 7tihad. (This verse is also used to
demonstrate the authority of a singly-transmitted tradition). It is said that a
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group from every society must travel to the center of knowledge and 7jtihad
in order to become a jurisprudent in religious matters; religious matters
including religious law, beliefs, ethics, and practices. He should not only
become a jurisprudent in religious law; rather he should obtain an insight
into religion. He should become a religious authority and a person who has
a deep understanding of religion. Then he should return to his society and
warn them.

Therefore, another method for seeking knowledge that the Qur’an issues
a command about is this fafagqub or ‘deep understanding.’ The idea of re-
flecting deeply and comprehensively on religion, even if it entails traveling
to obtain such knowledge, has also been mentioned in traditions. It is stat-
ed: “A person who dies while seeking knowledge is a martyr.” A person who
leaves his hometown for Qum, Najaf, Mashhad, or any other intellectual
center and dies on the way is considered a martyr. In my opinion the ac-
tions of this person are very valuable and ‘deep understanding’ is closer to
zjtihdd than the other methods that were discussed previously. In fact it can
be said that it is not only nearer to Zjtihad, it is exactly what Zjtihad is. Do-
ing taqlid, or emulation, of a jurisprudent is very different from this deep
understanding of religion and religious laws. If it can be said to be in any
way similar, it is but a very weak level of such penetrating thought.

Fourth Method—Giving Ear to All Opinions and Following the Best
One

In our opinion, the best verses of the Qur’an that can be correlated to
the issue of 7izhad, but are apparently not used by the scholars to prove
jtihad, are:

T/ s R8s [ P

LA)..\.JU d‘ uj.a_,]a” ‘)""""" dv\]‘)

2 2
|

g/.J\“ ‘)J) V.&;J.\_])b AJJl V-GJM u—’v\j‘s.l.._j)

As for those who stay clear of the worship of the Rebel and turn
penitently to Allah, there is good news for them. So give good
news to My servants who listen to the speech and follow the best
of it. They are the ones whom Allah has guided, and it is they who
possess intellect. (39:17-18)
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Do these verses not state that there are differences of opinion in reli-
gion? Do they not state that there are numerous verses and traditions? Do
they not state that there are differing opinions? Do they not state that the
best opinion must be followed?

The verse says “the best,” but in what way? It refers to the statement that
contains the most prosperity; the one whose argument is stronger; the one
which benefits people in general, not in particular; the one which benefits
the society more; and the one which is easier. Hence it is this “word” or
statement that should be chosen, as 1t is the one which suits the ease of reli-
gion better, for it is said: “I have been sent upon a generous, easy divine
code.”

What is clear is that these verses present the fact that there are differ-
ences of opinion regarding religious issues. For instance, in certain cases,
there are three or four traditions about one issue; or sometimes there is on-
ly one tradition, but there are three of four opinions about that tradition
or issue. Sometimes, the apparent disparity goes back to the Qur’an and we
can note that various verses have been revealed about the “single” issue at
hand. The solution that the Qur’an offers is that the jurisprudents must
choose the best opinion when numerous opinions exist.

They must think and ponder; they must decide which opinion has a
stronger argument. They must decide which one better correlates with the
religion and Islamic principles. They must determine which one further
benefits Islam and the Islamic Ummah.

The term “better” (apsan) includes all of these. Therefore, listening to
opinions and following the best one is either close to, or exactly the same
as, the “Gtibad” which is current in Islam. But it must be remembered that
the jurisprudents are different from the laymen. According to the tradi-
tions and arguments that have been put forward, lay persons must do the
taqlid of the jurisprudents. This corresponds on the one hand to the nor-
mative actions and common sense of rational beings, such as prescribe that
the ignorant must follow the people of knowledge, or on the other, to the
issue of “Questioning” which was mentioned in a previous section. Imam
‘Askari (@), in a famous tradition, said: “It is incumbent for the laymen to
perform taqlid to one of the jurisprudents, who guards himself, who pro-
tects his religion, who opposes his carnal desires, and who is obedient to
the commands of his Lord.” This is with regards to the laymen, but what
about the jurisprudent? First, the jurisprudent must listen to opposing

* Allhtijag, v.2, p.264
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views, must refer to differing traditions, must review all of the verses about
a certain topic. Then, he must weigh the arguments for and against the is-
sue at hand. After doing this, eventually he will issue a verdict using the
method of ztzhad. But what does this 7j#tihdd entail? It involves effort, or
“ijtihad” in choosing the better argument, and consequently, in issuing a
verdict in accordance with the better argument. Therefore the verses about
“deep understanding” and following the best opinion both prove the valid-
ity, rather than the obligation, of 7tihad.
Types of Ijtihad

It is an accepted fact that religious matters are divided into two types,
certain and uncertain. The former are matters given to certainty, in which
there are no differences of opinion; and if one were to differ regarding
them, such a person would be considered outside of the fold of Islam. The
latter on the other hand are not certain, and are not considered as the “ne-
cessities of religion.” They are theoretical matters which are open to discus-
sion. There can be differences of opinions about these matters. They are
supported by various arguments. It was this latter type that the above men-
tioned methods of obtaining knowledge were concerned about. The meth-
ods that were mentioned included: asking the people of remembrance, re-
ferring to the Qur’an and the Sunnah (referring to Allah and the Messen-
ger), taking counsel, deep and comprehensive understanding of religion,
and choosing the best argument. These are all the far-reaching methods of
yjtihdd. Hence, we must accept and confess to the fact that many issues of
religion are issues of 7j#ihdd. The necessities of religion are mainly com-
prised of general principles, for instance, Allah is attributed with the at-
tributes of perfection which have been mentioned in the Qur’an. But, when
one delves into the particulars and asks questions such as: are the attributes
His essence or something other than His essence? Is divine will an attribute
of essence, or an attribute of act? These are matters of 7jt/had. The laymen
do not understand these issues at all; and do not need to understand them.
Rather, these are discussions for the specialists. The scholars must think
about these issues and provide opinions about them. Since they are not cer-
tain issues or the necessities of religion, differences of opinion regarding
them, in their affirmation or negation, their acceptance or rejection—with
valid reasoning—would not take one outside of the fold of Islam. Having
differences of opinion about such matters, and either accepting them or
rejecting them, do not form the criterion for Islam and disbelief. That is,
they do not cause a group to leave Islam. Such discussions form the main

98



VOICE OF UNITY

bulk of the discussions that take place in the field of “proximity or concili-
ation between the Islamic schools of thought,” and hence they must take
place with open minds and much magnanimity.

The Scope of Ijtihad

The “Scope of Ijtithad” is actually an academic and theological discus-
sion which is more properly studied in the classroom. There are many such
issues. The majority of discussions pertaining to theology and jurispru-
dence are of this nature; they are issues which are not certain. The place for
them to be discussed is the Islamic seminary and schools, not general gath-
erings. These are issues that were not raised during the beginning stages of
Islam, or if they were, they were raised in a limited and obscure form. They
have been raised throughout the centuries as a result of the meticulous ap-
proach and the erudition of the scholars. Needless to say, there are differ-
ences of opinion regarding these issues.

These types of differences cannot be considered the differences of opin-
ions which are rejected in Islam. If a mujtabid intentionally makes a mistake
in his derivation and does not refer to a certain verse or authentic tradi-
tion, he is at fault and will be punished. But, if he tried his best, studied
correctly, met with various religious authorities, studied under various pro-
fessors in the Islamic seminary, and observed all of the principles found in
religion (both principles of his own sect and of other sects) and then made
a conclusion on a matter, his conclusion must be accepted. It should be
respected. It is authoritative for him and it is authoritative for those who
follow him in taqlid. But, the conclusion that the mujiahid reaches does not
necessarily correspond to reality. It is possible that it is congruent with real-
ity and it is possible that it is not congruent with reality. But, in any case it
must be respected. The mujtahid is rewarded in either case, even if he made
a mistake in his zjtihad.

What is clear is that the Qur’an and Islam ordered Muslims to ponder
and think. If it issued such commands, then it must accept their conse-
quences as well. The result of free thought is differences of opinion. It is
not necessary for the people who have come from various parts of a city, or
a few cities, and who have studied and reached Zjizhid to all come to the
same conclusions. Of course, they must try their best. But, if they do not
reach the same conclusion their opinions are sufficient for themselves.

The scholars know about this issue. Others also must know about it to a
certain extent. At the beginning of the maraji’s manuals of Islamic laws,
they write in their own handwriting: “Acting in accordance to this book is
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sufficient”. This means that one’s responsibility will be taken care of. Why
do they not state that “this book consists of Allah’s laws”? The reason is
because the book consists of theoretical issues which are disputed. The ju-
risprudent tried his best and reached a conclusion on each issue. This con-
clusion is authoritative for himself and those who follow him. He does not
write more than this. He only states that it is sufficient—that if one acted
according to his rulings, such a person would have done his duty.

The Issue of Erroneous and Correct Judgements

Now that this is so, another intellectual topic arises. It has become clear
that there are differences of opinions amongst the mujtabids in matters per-
taining to religion, especially in matters pertaining to Islamic jurispru-
dence. They discuss the issues in accordance to their method of zjrhad. Are
all of the conclusions that the mujtahids reach in accordance with reality?
Are they the exact divine Law that corresponds to the will of Allah? This is
a famous theological issue. Some Masiabah scholars state: “Although the
verdicts of the mujtahids are different, they are all the ruling of Allah. The
verdict of such-and-such mujtahid is the ruling of Allah and the verdict of
another mujiabid is also the ruling of Allah. The reason is that Allah does
not have a ruling in such issues; that is He does not have a ruling other
than that of what the mujtabids conclude. The conclusions of the ztihad of
the mujtahids are the very rulings of Allah. There is also nothing preventing
multiple divine rulings on a single issue of 7jtihad. The ruling of Allah be-
ing singular is only compulsory in the necessities of religion.”

Other scholars, including the Shia scholars, are called Mukhta’ah. They
state: “The mistakes that mujtabids make are permissible. The Masibah
scholars state that whatever conclusions mujtabids make, even if they are in
opposition with each other, are all the rulings of Allah. This is incorrect.
Allah has a specific ruling about all issues—a ruling which we do not
know.” The consensus amongst the Shia scholars is that the Mukbta'ah view
is the correct one. According to the Mukhia’ah, Allah’s ruling is in reality
only one. If a mujtabid happens to find this reality, then so be it, but if he
does not find it, he is excused and his opinion is sufficient to form a pre-
cept. This group narrates the tradition, “The one who reached the correct
opinion gets two rewards and the one who made a mistake gets one re-
ward.” Allah will give the erroneous mujtahid one reward. But, the mujtahid
who reached the correct conclusion through his 7jtihid will receive two re-
wards.
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The late Ayatullah Bur@jardi, our teacher, may Allah be pleased with
him, had a novel opinion about the above-mentioned consensus. He said
that this consensus was not a legal consensus, but rather it was a theological
consensus. Hence this consensus does not have the same ruling as a juris-
prudential or legal consensus. So if someone was able to reach a conclusion
that was in opposition to it, his conclusion would not be invalidated on
the grounds that it goes against the [legal] consensus. This discussion is
very detailed. I want to pass over it quickly so that I may reach a conclusion
that has bearing on the conciliation and proximity of the Islamic sects and
schools of thought. But, these discussions are necessary and help to set the
scene for the ways and methodologies of conciliation. These ways should be
examined with an open heart; without any sort of tunnel-vision or parochi-
alism. Having an open heart is quintessential to the issue of bringing the
sects together. Without an open heart fanaticism cannot be prevented.
Without an open heart the two sides of the argument will not reach any-
where; they will not be able to even respect each other’s opinions. Justice
would not prevail. God-willing we will discuss the issues at hand with an
open heart.

I think that I can come to a conclusion from what has been stated. It
was concluded that 7jtihad exists in Islam. One is commanded to think and
ponder over each part of religion. Traditions are various and multifarious.
Therefore, people’s understanding of the traditions and their understand-
ing of which traditions are authentic and which traditions are not authen-
tic are different.

Likewise, there are numerous verses about some issues. Different indi-
viduals’ usage and method of forging a concurrence between these verses
will be various. Wat is certain is that not everyone will reach the same cer-
tain conclusion regarding them. They will reach different conclusions and
their opinions are authoritative and binding for themselves and for the
people that follow them. Such scholars will be exonerated by Allah if they
prescribe something that is contradictory to reality and not in line with the

actual will of Allah.
Ijtihad and Derivation

[jtihad means to put forth strenous effort. It is formed by the Arabic
verbal form which denotes infensity. The definition that has been given for
it is: gjtihad is “to go to the utmost of one’s capacity.” In the cognitive con-
text, it means that a person uses his intellectual strength to its full ability.
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Sometimes the term derivation or investigation is used for ijtibad. The
Qur’an states:

...those of them who investigate. (4:82)

The Arabic term used for ‘derivation,” istinbdt, means bringing water up
from the bottom of a well. Issues which have differences of opinion—
theoretical issues, are similar to water that 1s found at the bottom of a well.
It takes struggle and effort to bring it from the bottom of the well. In con-
clusion, derivation is the greatest intellectual action. It is almost synony-
mous with deep thought or understanding (fafaqgquh). The innovativeness
of Islam is seen through the fact that the doors of ijtihad are open in order
to solve religious problems, correlate religious law to the needs of the time,
and as was said, determine the rulings regarding the day-to-day events that
take place. In this way, derivation means “to determine the day-to-day sub-
jects and events, and to go on to express their rulings.” Subjects are variable
and change depending on their time and space; therefore their rulings also
change. The reason for this is that a ruling is consequent upon the subject.
In a lecture that I delivered in Syria, which was attended by about 3,000
people, I said: “Ijtibdd is one of the doors of mercy.” ‘Ali (‘a) also said: “Ji-
had is one of the doors of paradise.” Jihad, in the path of religion, is one
of the doors of paradise. The value of 7jtihad in the path of religion is the
same as Jihad in the path of religion. The mujtahids and jurisprudents pro-
vide the greatest service for the Ummah and for Islamic sciences. They use
all of their efforts over a 50, 60, or 70 year period, in order to derive reli-
gious laws from their sources and to bring them to the level of preponder-
ance (not certainty). Then they go on to present their derived laws to the
people, thus eliminating excuses from the sinners and not allowing them to
say: “We could not refrain from committing sins because we did not know
what the rulings of Allah were.”

Now that we know about 7j#7hdd and the source of differences in princi-
ple, in the following sections we can go on to further investigate these dif-
ferences. In particular we can pose the question as to whether the differ-
ences and disputes that were witnessed at the advent of Islam, or which
gradually came to realization after that period, stemmed from gjtibhad, or
from politics?

3 Nahj al-Balaghah, speech 27
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Abstract

It is an accepted truth among scholars that certain traits are inherent
to human nature. One such inherent trait is the human being’s in-
clination to seek beauty. And since Islam, as the most perfect faith
that caters to human being’s theoretic as well as practical capacities,
puts forth an ideology that accommodates and accords with human
nature and the basic human emotions, it is important to examine Is-
lam’s point of view on beauty. The present article will—after offering
a definition of beauty—consider the manifestations of beauty in ex-
istence through the prism of the Qur’an and the Tradition: Divine
beauty, the beauty of the sky and the stars, the beauty in the creation
of the earth and the living creatures inhabiting it, and the beauty of
the seas, which are all pristine manifestations of beauty. Further-
more, certain deeds and behaviors have been identified as beautiful
by the Qur’an and the Tradition. The Qur’an defines faith as the
beauty of the heart. Islam identifies the beauty in patience and even
in separation and urges humankind to seek such beauty. Islam lays
great stress on the necessity of attending to the human being’s out-
ward and inward beauty. It encourages Muslims to take advantage of
the beautiful phenomena of the world by way of ethical and spiritual
perfection. Thus, Islam requires that one should worship God wear-
ing one’s best clothes. This requirement is in line with the general Is-
lamic perspective, which views the beauty inherent in existence, in
human conduct, in the esoteric as well as the exoteric aspects of truth
in light of the purpose of creation—that is, obedience to God..

Keywords: Beauty, heart, cosmos, human being, manifestation.

INTRODUCTION

For those with only a cursory understanding of Islam’s profound tenets,
the beauties of the world are things to stay away from. There is an insur-
mountable rift between Islam and beauty, and it is in view of this rift that,
in their view, Islam commands Muslims to disown the world and all its
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manifestations of beauty and wonder. On the other extreme, there are
those who, citing the human being’s innate desire for beauty, exceed the
boundaries of moderation and, with the excuse of there not being any in-
consistency between Islam and beauty, indulge in all the worldly luxuries
and pleasures, thus granting themselves the discretion to enjoy God’s
worldly bounties promiscuously. These two mutually exclusive approaches
are evident when one studies the attitudes of Muslims towards the world.

So the question we are faced with is this: Is the approach of the first
group, which in the spirit of asceticism shuns all the beauties of the world,
correct? or is the second approach the proper one to take? Or must we re-
ject both approaches to arrive at a realistic perspective? To answer these
questions, we must examine Islam’s position vis-a-vis the beautiful aspects
and phenomena of life.

The present study aims to offer a reliable analysis of the Islamic perspec-
tive regarding the beauties of creation and their connection with the hu-
man being in the hope of dispelling the erroneous views that some Mus-
lims have adopted and that have led to a false monasticism on one extreme
and to a libertine indulgence in the pleasures and comforts of the world on
the other extreme. The Muslim youth need not disown appealing clothing
and a presentable look in the name of faith, and so those who care about
their appearance should not be ostracized as weak in faith. It is these con-
cerns that have compelled this author to examine Islam’s perspective on
beauty, the limits it sets on taking advantage of the manifestations of beau-
ty in the world, true and illusory beauty, and the right intentions for avail-
ing oneself of objects of beauty.

THE DEFINITION OF BEAUTY

The scholars of lexicon define beauty as “the order and harmony in an
object that are enriched by grandeur and purity and that affect the human
being’s imagination, intellect, and his more exalted inclinations, creating in
him a sense of pleasure and vivacity.” Or according to another definition,

' Muhammad Mu‘in, Farbang farsi (Tehran: Amir Kabir Publications, 1360 AHS
(4™ edition)), vol. 2, p. 1768. [Please note that “AHS” signifies the solar Islamic cal-
endar used mainly in Iran, while “AH” refers to the /unar Islamic calendar, preva-
lent throughout the entire Islamic world. (Translator)]
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“beauty consists in the splendor and appeal that attach to images and con-
cepts.” In short, it is the state present in a beautiful person or thing.

The philosophers define beauty as the characteristic that when present
in an object elicits the mental state of satisfaction and gaiety in the human
being.? Avicenna, the world-renowned Muslim philosopher who flourished
ten centuries ago, is of the opinion that beauty and splendor in a thing
consist in its being as it should be.* Muhammad Taqi Ja‘fari, the late Mus-
lim philosopher and polymath, describes beauty as the vivid and appealing
manifestation of perfection that results when an object is possessed of the
necessary and appropriate traits.

From these definitions we may deduce that beauty is an objective char-
acteristic and state that obtains in the ontic world and that is grasped by
the human being through the senses of sight and touch and that creates in
him the sense of pleasure and gaiety. This resultant state of mind, which is
a relational state connected to the mind on the one hand and the beautiful
object on the other hand, obtains in the human being by virtue of his per-
fection-seeking nature.

BEAUTY AS DEPICTED IN THE ISLAMIC RELIGIOUS CORPUS

The beauties that the mind perceives in the external world are of two
types: those that are present in nature independently of human agency and
those that come about by way of human activity. At this point we will ex-
amine beauty, of both types, from the standpoint of Islam and then we will
try to make out the purpose that Islam defines for its aesthetic outlook. It
is important to affirm from the start that Islam attaches great importance
to the variety of beauty’s manifestations, the wisdom in its existence, the
benefits that it yields, and its effect on human edification.

* Hasan Anwari, Farhang buzurg sukban (Tehran: Sukhan Publications, 1381 AHS),
vol. 5, p. 3924.

3 Ibrahim Mustafa et al., Al-mu jam al-wasiy (Istanbul: Dar al-Da‘wah), p. 136.

4 Muhammad ‘Amarah, Islam wa hunarbayi ziba (translated from Arabic to Farsi by
Majid Ahmadsi; Tehran: Thsan Press, 1381 AHS), p. 15.

> Muhammad Taqi Ja‘fari, Ziba't wa hunar az didgah islam (Tehran: Kiramat Press,
1375 AHS), p. 248.
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1. The Existential Manifestations of Beauty

() Divine Beauty

On examining the abadith ¢ and the supplications reported from the in-
fallible imams’ (peace be upon them) for a description of God’s attributes,
we repeatedly come across this phrase: “Verily God is beautiful and loves
beauty and loves to see the effects of His blessings on His slave.”®

In one supplication reported from the imams, we address God in these
words: “Glorified is He Who dons splendor and beauty.” In another
phrase in this supplication, we are taught to call on God in this manner:
“You are Splendid in Your Beauty.”® “O Magnificent, O Beautiful,” is yet
another phraseology we have been taught for calling on God.

In another reported supplication, the slave describes himself as being in
love with his Lord’s beauty: “O God, I have come to Your Court on ac-
count of my desire for Your benevolence; I have ventured into Your Pres-
ence seeking to lay eyes on Your Beauty.”"

In the pre-dawn supplication of the month of Ramadhan we celebrate,
among others, the following attributes of God: “O my God, I beseech You,
invoking the most splendid of Your Splendor, while Your Splendor is all
splendid .... O my God I beseech You, invoking the most beautiful of Your
Beauty, while Your Beauty is all beautiful.””

As God has created all the beautiful phenomena of the world, human
understanding grasps that His Beauty necessarily transcends and excels all

¢ Abadith is the plural of padith—a report relating what an infallible religious au-
thority said or did. [Translator]

7 The term imam (literally, “leader”) has special significance in the Shia school. It
refers to one of the twelve infallible religious authorities who succeeded the Proph-
et’s role as the leader of the nation of Islam and as God’s viceroy (not the Prophet’s
exclusive ministry in receiving divine revelation in so far as it concerned the estab-
lishment of a new religion) one after another by divine ordainment. [Translator]

¥ Muhammad Muhammadi Riyshahri, Mizin al-hikmah (Qum: Maktab al-Ilam al-
Islami, 1403 AH), vol. 2, pp. 76-77.

? Shaykh ‘Abbas Qummi, Mafasih aljinan (‘Ilmiyyah Islamiyyah Publications),
“Du‘a hadrat fatimah,” p. 71.

* Ibid.

" Ibid., “Du‘a mashlal,” p. 132, “Du‘a mujir,” p. 144, “Du‘a nimih rajab,” p. 259,
and “Du‘a shab ‘d fitr,” p. 426.

 Ibid., “Munajat khamsah ‘ashar,” Third Supplication, p. 215 and Fifth Supplica-
tion, p. 218.

B Ibid., “Du‘a sahar mah ramadan.”

106



ISLAMIC PERSPECTIVE ON BEAUTY

the sensible and intelligible manifestations of beauty that are perceivable in
the macrocosm and the microcosm.

(2) The Manifestations of Beauty in the Cosmos

The phenomena that we perceive in the cosmos can be pleasant and sa-
vory—in which case the pleasure that we experience leads us to wish to re-
peat that perception—or they can prove unsavory and hurtful to our emo-
tions and sensibilities—in which case we try to avoid the repetition of such
perceptions. The Noble Qur’an repeatedly recounts the beauties inherent
in the cosmos, depicting thereby a vivid and telling picture of them, and
states the purpose that we must seek in beholding the beautiful phenomena.

Stellar and Celestial Beauty

In a number of verses, the Qur’an affirms the beauty of the heavens and
their being adorned by the stars. God gives the credit for this act of
adornment directly to Himself and, by eloquently conveying the relation
between the firmament and the stars and offering analogies, urges human-
kind to behold this beauty and take heed therefrom:

Indeed We have embellished the lowest heaven with the adornment of the
stars;

And We have adorned the lowest heaven with lamps and guarded it. That is
the ordainment of the Omnipotent, the Omniscient;’

And verily we set mansions in the firmament and adorned them for the be-
holders;'

Hawve they not bebeld the firmament above them—hbow We have constructed it
and adorned it and how there are no rifts therein.”

In the above-quoted verses, God, the Exalted, goads humankind to re-
flect on the beauty of the sky, especially when the stars are shining like
bright lamps. The creation of the sky—unblemished by rifts and adorned
with stars—is obviously for the purpose of protection and the other bene-
fits that it yields. But that is not the exclusive purpose in this creation: an-
other purpose, as alluded to by the above-quoted verses, is to evoke in the
human being who beholds the sky a sense of pleasure that derives from per-
ceiving the inherent beauty in it, thus compelling him to contemplate its

" Qur’an 37:6.
¥ Qur’an 41:12.
% Quran 15:16.
7 Qur’an 50:6.
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creation, its being “adorned” with “mansions” and “lamps,” which will ul-
timately guide him to the realization of the Creator.

The Beauty in the Creation of the Human Being

In Surah Tin, God, after swearing four times (“By the fig and the olive;
by Mount Sinai; by this secure town”), proclaims, We certainly created man
in the best constitution.”® “The best constitution” encompasses a broad scope
of concepts and therefore denotes that God created the human being in a
balanced and appropriate fashion. The two principal aspects of the human
existence—body and soul—have been forged into a beautiful and balanced
creation.” The magnificence of this awesome marriage between the physi-
cal and the spiritual is so wonderful that no scientist or scholar has to date
claimed to have offered an exhaustive study of the infinite array of the hu-
man being’s mental activities and psychological complexities.

Elsewhere God affirms, and He gave you form and perfected your form.*
Whether we compare the human form to that of other animals or reflect on
the perfection of the human form and the conformity there exists between
its various parts, we will realize that God has bestowed on humankind the
most beautiful form.” If we observe the human nature with a clear sight,
we will unambiguously perceive its perfection and overall beauty.

Depicting the Beauty in the Movement of Animals

The Noble Qur’an offers a comprehensive picture of the benefits that
the animals provide us with: They provide us with the fabric for our
clothes; they give us meat for nourishment; they carry our burdens, and
there are many other benefits that we derive from them.”” But the Qur’an
does not stop at the material gains we derive from animals.

Portraying the beauty in their movements, it states, There is beauty in
them for you, when you bring them home to rest and drive them forth to pasture.

® Qur’an 65:4.

¥ See Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’i, Almizan fi tafsir al-qur’an (Beirut:
Mu’assisah al-A‘lami li al-Matbt‘at, 1974), vol. 20, p. 319; and Nasir Makarim
Shirazi et al., Tafsir nimanih (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyyah, 1379, 23" edi-
tion), vol. 27, p. 144.

** Qur’an 40:64 and 64:3.

* See Fakhr Razi, Al-tafsir al-kabir (Beirut: Dar Thya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1420 AH),
vol. 20, p. 552.

** See Qur’an 16:5-7.

# Qur’an 16:6.
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The beauty we perceive in seeing a flock of sheep going to their pasture and
returning to their place of rest as described by this verse is indicative of a
psychological state that takes shape in our souls as we watch the sheep move
to and fro.

In a following verse God thus reiterates the same point: and [God created]
horses and mules and asses for you to ride them and for adornment, and He creates
what you know not.** This verse depicts the beauty in these animals when we
ride them. This mode of beauty finds manifestation in the social life, for
to move from one place to another on the back of a beast of burden is
more exciting and is at the same time a more dignified manner of travel.”
The verse ends with a subtle allusion to the beauty of the means of trans-
portation that did not exist at the time of the Prophet and would be created
in the future: and He creates what you know not.

The Master of the Faithful® in a sermon reported in Nakj al-Balighah
portrays the beauty of the peacock and describes how it is one of the most
wonderful birds in creation: “... If you liken it to the vegetation the earth
produces, you should say it is a bouquet of flowers collected from fresh
spring blossoms....”*’

The Earth and Its Beauty

In numerous verses of the Qur’an, mention is made of the beautiful
sceneries that the earth reveals. God draws our attention to this beauty,
stimulating us to reflect and contemplate.

[He] sends down for you water from the sky, whereby We [God] grow delightful
gardens.”® In this verse God attributes to himself the manifestations of the
natural beauty of the earth as exhibited in the flowers, the forests, the plat-
eaus, and the divers florae that cover the earth and that instill vivacity and
gaiety in the hearts of humankind.

Another similar verse reads, Have you not observed how God sends down
water from the sky, whereupon the earth turns greens Indeed God is All-Attentive,

?4 Qur’an 16:8.

» See Nasir Makarim Shirazi et al., op. cit., vol. 11, p. 161.

%% This is the epithet reserved in Shia literature exclusively for Imam ‘Alj, the first
imam and the immediate successor of the Prophet. [Translator]

*” Muhammad Dashti (editor), Nahj al-balighah (Qum: Amir al-Mu’minin Insti-
tute, 1381 AHS), sermon no. 165, p. 222.

*¥ Qur’an 27:60.
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All-Aware® The verse describes the sending down of rain and the conse-
quent verdure of the plants as divine acts of grace.

The Master of the Faithful in an eloquent speech thus portrays the
adornments of the earth: “... and the earth exults in the adornment of its
gardens and flaunts the floral cape it has donned and the ornament that
has been hung round her from the lush blossoms....”*°

The Qur’an also considers another form of earthly beauty: the castles
and mansions people have made and the houses they have hewed in the
mountains.” These verses are in effect asserting that people are allowed to
create the items considered to be adornments and embellishments. Verse
74, Surah A‘raf, however, stipulates a qualification for this permission:
humankind must remember God’s blessings and avoid perpetrating un-
righteous and wicked deeds, for this would defile the beauty of what they
have created.

The Beauty of the Seas

To behold the see and the beauties the depths of the oceans display
compels the beholder to admire them. Islam takes such beauty into ac-
count and allows us to enjoy it: It is He who subjugated the sea, that you may
eat from it fresh meat and obtain from it ornaments that you wear* The verse
offers two reasons for the subjugation of the seas to human will: eating
from the fish and exploiting the material in it that can be used for orna-
mental purposes. Observing the colossal ships drifting over the sea, while a
beautiful scene, humbles us in awe before the infinite power of God. The
above verse refers to these benefits as the purpose for which God created the
seas and oceans and subjugated them to the will of humankind.

2. Describing Certain Deeds and States of Mind as Beautiful

The Qur’an and the Tradition describe certain deeds and states of mind
as beautiful, thereby encouraging the human being to advance beyond the
outward manifestations of beauty and opening his eyes to the beauties of
the life of the intellect, that he may endeavor to embrace such beauties in
his progress toward perfection.

* Qur’an 22:63.
3° Muhammad Dashti, op. cit., sermon no. 91, p. 118.

3 See Qur’an 7:74.
32 Qur’an 16:14.
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The Beauty of Faith

Numerous verses of the Qur’an and reports in the corpus of Tradition
are concerned with defining faith and articulating its advantageous results
and benefits. One of the very important results of faith is the state of beau-
ty and purity that the heart achieves on account of sincerely embracing it.
In Surah Hujurat, God says, But God has endeared faith to you and beautified
it in your hearts and God has made unfaith, transgression, and disobedience repre-
hensible to you? The “beautification” of faith signifies that God has en-
dowed it with such beauty as attracts towards itself the hearts of the faith-
ful, thus drawing them away from disobedience, unfaith, and iniquity,
which constitute the antithesis to faith.**

God possesses infinite wisdom, and it is His will to lead humankind to
perfection. Thus, He has prepared the preliminary grounds for the realiza-
tion of this perfection. That is why He has endeared faith, which is the
principal means of perfection, to our hearts. He kindles in the heart the
passion for seeking the truth and in this way nurtures the heart in the in-
structions of Islam.

As such, the human being’s desire for beauty compels him to embrace
the beautiful traits and perform the beautiful deeds. To conceive God and
His instructions in the light of truth will lead every person whose heart is
yet unblemished by worldly negligence to seek Him. On the other hand, to
have a correct conception of the nature of iniquity and sin, which are at
odds with the human being’s divine nature, elicits in one a sense of repul-
sion.

The Beauty of Forgiveness

A number of ethical ideals and human values have been specifically un-
derscored in the Noble Qur’in. As regards the virtue of forgiveness, it
states, The Hour is bound to come, so forgive—a beauntiful forgiveness¥ The
verse commands the Prophet—peace be upon him and his house—to show
lenience and love in the face of obstinacy and opposition from the people
and to forgive them. Forgiveness is “beautiful” when it is not accompanied
by reproach and is therefore a pure expression of compassion. In elaborat-

3 Qur’an 49:7.
34 Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’i, op. cit., vol. 18, p. 313.

¥ Qur’an 15:85.
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ing on what is meant by a “beautiful forgiveness,” Imam Rida is reported as
having said, “It is forgiveness without rebuke.”

The Beauty of Patience

The Noble Qur’an enjoins patience in these words: So be patieni—a beau-
tiful patience’” Patience is “beautiful” when we refrain from taking our
grievances to other than God and thus prevent others from learning of our
hardships®® Another interpretation defines “beautiful patience” as the pa-
tience that one exercises in the face of significant and prolonged hardship
without losing hope, complaining, lamenting, or whining*® ‘Allamah
Muhammad Taqi Ja‘fari offers the following explanation regarding “beauti-
ful patience”:

Although the beauty of patience and forbearance does not have a picto-
rial, verbal, or physical representation, it is nevertheless of the same beauty
that gives meaning and substance to any manifestation of beauty. The pa-
tient and forbearing believer is blessed with serenity and insight. He be-
comes immune to the flux and change that have an adverse effect on the
visible manifestations of beauty. It is in this state [i.e., when one is pos-
sessed of serenity and insight] that one enjoys the manifestations of beauty
in their most supreme form.*°

To recapitulate the above descriptions, we can claim to be possessed of
“beautiful patience” when we are no longer afraid of encountering the ad-
versities of life, when we can withstand the hardships we face without com-
plaining, without whining, and without uttering blasphemous words in
despair. The adversities and hardships of life are opportunities for progress
and perfection if we are equipped with “beautiful patience.”

Beautiful Separation

When we reach a point in our efforts to guide others that we realize that
a person is so corrupt that we cannot change him for the better, we must
disown our relationship with him and keep away from him. But in doing

3 ‘Abd ‘Ali ibn Jum‘ah al-Huwayzi, Tafsir nir al-thagalayn (Qum: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘Ilmiyyah), vol. 3, p. 27.

37 Qur’an 70:5.

# Jalal al-Din Suyati, AL-durr al-manthir fi al-tafsir bi al-ma’thir (Beirut: Dar Thya® al-
Turath al-‘Arabi, 1421 AH), vol. 8, p. 259.

¥ Nasir Makarim Shirazi et al., op. cit., vol. 25, p. 17.

4 Muhammad Taqi Ja‘fari, op. cit., p. 302.
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so, we must be careful not to deviate from the proper and “beautiful” man-
ner, thus adding to our own and the corrupt person’s problems. We must
bear in mind that we are severing our ties for the purpose of enlightening
that person and maintaining our own spiritual equilibrium. To be heedful
of this point endows our soul with beauty—the beauty of keeping within
the bounds of human virtue even when we dislike someone and wish to
dissociate from him. God thus orders His Prophet: And bear with patience
what they utter and disown them beautifully.”

What we said in the above concerning the beauty of separation relates to
cases in which life itself drives one to seek separation. But in addition to
the general rule posited above, the Qur’an specifies particular instances of
“beautiful separation.” For instance, where a marriage has reached a point
at which the husband abuses his authority and oppresses his wife, the
Qur’an commands that he should either treat his wife appropriately or
should divorce her respectfully. In verse 49, Surah Ahzab, God affirms the
following injunction on how to divorce: and release them beautifully.

To release “beautifully” is to divorce one’s wife with love and respect
and without violence, harassment, or disrespect. That is, when the spouses
reach the conclusion that they cannot maintain a successful relationship
and therefore decide on divorce, they do not have the right to resort to cru-
elty, harassment, foul language, or violence, which would make their di-
vorce “ugly.” Just as the relationship must be in peace and with love, the
separation must be based on mutual understanding and respect and thus
“beautiful.”

One of the results of such a “beautiful” separation that is executed with
mutual respect is that it allows for the possibility of the two sides’ coming
back together. For, the husband and wife may in the future consider rein-
stating their marital life. But if they terminate their marriage in a spirit of
animosity and disrespect, they would have in effect precluded their chances
of reunion, and if they do succeed in their reunion, the emotional and
mental conditions would not be as favorable as if they had divorced in
peace and with respect.

The Beauty of the “Divine Color”

The Qur’an invites the adherents of all religions to embrace Islam so
that all humankind would unite under its banner, thus accepting one color
only—the “color of God”: the color of God, and who is better than God in col-

@ > .
Qur’an 73:10.
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or? And it is He whom we worship.*” This verse exhorts all people to re-
nounce the color of race and the blind loyalties to kinfolk, which entail
discord, and to instead take up the “color of God.”

Qur’anic exegetes report that the above verse’s occasion of revelation
was the practice of some Christians who baptized their infants using water
they made yellow by adding a certain dye. They were of the conviction that
this yellow water purged their children of the Original Sin they inherited
from Adam.® Addressing this belief, the Qur’an affirms that instead of
seeking the colors of the physical world, which can only beget discord, we
should pursue the “color of God.” That is, the factor that can genuinely
cleanse and beautify our souls is to hearken to God and to follow His in-
structions.

3. Islam and the Injunction to Take Advantage of Worldly Adornments

Islam offers the most perfect body of instructions for humankind in
leading its life. Thus, it strongly encourages Muslims to be cognizant of
their outward as well as inward beauty. Muslims are prohibited from being
indifferent vis-d-vis the manifestations of beauty that pervade the world and
the means of beauty and appeal that they offer. They must heed the beauty-
seeking impulse of their divine nature, employing it by way of spiritual per-
fection. The outcome of adhering to this outlook is the renunciation of
monasticism, which is a way of life that eschews the manifestations of beau-
ty in the material world.

As opposed to Christian monasticism, Islam, rather than rejecting hu-
mankind’s use of ornaments, puts it in the right direction and gives it the
appropriate purpose, thus rendering it as a means for the spiritual elevation
of the human soul. The Qur’an’s position on this matter is firm: Say [O
Propbet], “Who bas forbidden the adornment of God, which He has brought forth
Jfor His slaves, and the savory things of His provision?”** We may conclude,
then, that studying God’s injunctions in Islam regarding the issue of bene-
fitting from worldly ornaments leads us to the realization that not only
does Islam approve of taking advantage of worldly ornaments, it stipulates

4 Qur’an 2:138.

# Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’i, op. cit., vol. 1, pp. 312-313 and al-Fadl ibn
al-Hasan al-Tabrisi, Majma® al-bayan fi tafsir al-qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1414 AH),
vol. 1, p. 369.

4 Qur’an 7:32.
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its injunctions such as to conform to the human being’s beauty-seeking
impulse, for God likes to see His slaves benefitting from His blessings.”

Dressing Well and Caring for One’s Appearance

Studying the sayings and the lifestyle of the infallible authorities of reli-
gion, we arrive at the conclusion that Islam considers wearing neat, nice,
and elegant clothing that becomes one’s social status and individual bear-
ing as commendable. Moreover, buying multiple dresses and clothes is
deemed permissible by Islam and is not condemned as an instance of ex-
travagant spending. The following question-and-answer between Ishaq ibn
‘Ammair and Imam Sadiq specifically addresses this point:

Ishaq ibn ‘Ammar: “Does it become a believer to have ten dresses?”

The Imam: “Yes.”

Ishaq: “Twenty dresses?”

The Imam: “Yes.”

Ishaq: “Thirty dresses?”

The Imam: “Yes. This is not an instance of wasting. Wasting is to wear
your elegant clothes when you should be wearing your casual clothes.**

It is reported that Imam Sajjad purchased two summer dresses, each for
the price of one hundred and fifty dirhams.?

When a group of sanctimonious Muslims disapprovingly asked him, “In
the eyes of Muslims, you are the most meritorious, so why are you dressed
the way you are?” Ibn ‘Abbas replied, “God says in the Qur’an, Say [O
Propbet], ‘Who bas forbidden the adornment of God, which He has brought forth
for His slaves, and the savory things of His provision?”*

In numerous reports, Muslims are encouraged to wear white clothes,
and the reason given for this is their more pleasing fragrance and their
greater beauty.” Wearing black clothes, on the other hand, has been dis-
couraged as the dress of grief and the inmates of hell.”°

¥ See Muhammad ibn Ya‘qib al-Kulayni, Alkdfi (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al-
Islamiyyah, 1362 AHS, 2™ edition), vol. 6, p. 438.

4 Ibid., p. 441.

47 1bid. (Historically, two coins were current in the Islamic world: the gold coin or
dinar and the silver coin or dirham. Ten dirhams were equal to one dinar. Imam
Sajjad purchased each one of his two summer dresses for the price of fifteen gold
coins—a considerable sum indeed. [Translator])

4 Muhammad ibn Ya‘qab al-Kulayni, op. cit., p. 442, no. 7.

4 1bid., pp. 445-446.

° Ibid., p. 449.
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Furthermore, great emphasis is laid on being well-dressed and persona-
ble when meeting one’s friends. In one report, Imam Sadiq relates that on
one occasion when the Prophet was asked to the door by a companion, he
first moistened his hand and tidied his beard and hair with his hands and
then checked his appearance, using a bowl of water as a mirror. This sur-
prised the Prophet’s wife, ‘A’ishah. After the Prophet’s conversation with
the companion was over and he came back in, she asked him why he had
groomed himself before going to meet the man. The Prophet replied, “O
‘A’ishah, verily God desires to see a believer who goes out to see his brother
to prepare and groom himself.””

The Youth and Appealing Clothing

Examining the reports of the sayings and the tradition of the infallible
imams, one is struck by the emphasis with which they spoke to the need for
the youth to be well-dressed and presentable. Imam Bagqir reports that dur-
ing his caliphate, Imam ‘Ali went to the bazaar along with Qanbar, his
servant, to purchase clothes. He bought two dresses, one for the price of
three dirhams and another for two dirhams. He then told his servant to
take the three-dirham one. Qanbar told the Imam that it would be better
for him to take the more expensive dress as he must make public appear-
ances to speak to the people. Imam °Ali’s reply was, “But you are young
and have the desires of the youth. I would be ashamed before my Lord
should I prefer myself to you.”*

The Imam’s conduct teaches us that we must respect the youth’s desire
for dressing well and appearing personable, which is only a natural inclina-
tion. In doing so, the youth satisfy the psychological need they have in this
respect, while they should be careful to observe the bounds of moderation.

The Permissibility of Growing Long Hair

As explained above, Islam does not forbid permissible adornments. It
even condemns those who forbid such adornments on their own account.
Having said this, we should point out that Islam permits men to wear their

" Al-Hasan ibn al-Fadl al-Tabrisi, Makarim al-akbliqg (Qum: Mu’assisah al-Nashr al-
Islami, 1416 AH), vol. 1, pp. 84-85.

’* Mirza Husayn al-Nuri, Mustadrak al-wasa’il (Tehran: Al-Maktabah al-Islamiyyah),
vol. 1, p. 210.

116



ISLAMIC PERSPECTIVE ON BEAUTY

hair long: “Men are recommended to either shave their head or to grow
long hair, in which case they must care for it by washing and combing it.””

This report clearly shows that men, particularly the youth, are allowed
to either keep their hair or shave it, but if they choose to wear it long, they
must tend to it, keep it clean and combed. It is, of course, necessary to re-
spect the particular norms of every society, and so if shaving the head is
considered disagreeable in a society—that it is a factor to be taken into
consideration. In this light, ‘Allamah Majlisi, considering why the Prophet
and the imams wore their hair long, explains that shaving the head was a
dishonorable thing to do among the Arabs of that period, and the Prophet
and the imams had to avoid a behavior that would have harmed their social
credibility.”* That the Prophet was mindful of the sensibilities of the socie-
ty is an example that we must follow. But in any case, if we decide to keep
long hair, we must observe the requirements; that is, washing it regularly
and keeping it combed.

Dressing Well and Grooming Oneself for Prayer

The Qur’an affirms, O Children of Adam, put on your adornment on going
to a place of prayer”’ This verse could be read either to indicate bodily and
outward adornment—wearing clean and nice clothes, combing the hair,
using fragrance, etc.—or to include spiritual adornment—conducting one-
self in accordance to virtue—as well. The verse was revealed in condemna-
tion of the egregious tradition observed by some pre-Islamic Arabs, who
would perform the ritual circumambulation of the Kaaba while naked. The
Qur’an requires that Muslims should refrain from wearing dirty and shab-
by clothes and instead wear their best and most appealing when they go for
prayer.

The Prophet and the imams strictly followed this instruction. Asked
why he would always dress so well when he went to the mosque for prayer,
Imam Hasan replied, “Indeed God is beautiful and loves beauty. I groom
myself féor my Lord, for He says, put on your adornment on going to a place of
prayer.”’

% Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Hilyah al-muttagin (Qum: Mu’assisah Intisharat Hi-
jrat, 1375 AHS, ninth edition), p. 174.

>4 Ibid.

¥ Qur’an 7:31.

% Hashim al-Husayni al-Bahrani, Alburhan fi tafiir al-qur’an (Qum: Dar al-Kutub
al-Islamiyyah, 1393 AH), vol. 8, p. 10.
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Thus, we may conclude that based on numerous reports in the religious
corpus, wearing elegant clothing—provided the money used to purchase it
has been acquired by lawful means and it conforms to one’s comportment
and standing—is sanctioned by Islam and secures God’s satisfaction.

WOMEN AND BEAUTY

The innate impulse for seeking beauty is even stronger in the female na-
ture. As Islam’s precepts and directions are in conformity with human na-
ture, those that pertain to women are different from those that concern the
men.

Beauty as a Criterion in Seeking a Wife

Islamic tradition advises men to ask about the beauty of the hair of the
woman they seek to marry in addition to asking about her countenance, for
hair and countenance are the two elements of beauty.”” The Prophet assert-
ed that the most meritorious wives of his nation are those who are the most
beautiful and who require only a meager mahr>®

To take beauty into consideration for the selection of one’s spouse is
considered appropriate by the infallible imams, though, they caution, that
it should not be one’s sole concern. Certain groups of beautiful women are
in fact condemned, for beauty is a merit only when it is a complement to
virtue and religiosity. As such, the Prophet warned his companions, “Be-
ware of plants that grow on putrid soil.” They asked what he meant, and he
explained, “A beautiful girl raised in a depraved family.”™ Imam Sadiq
emphasizes that one should not marry a woman merely for her wealth or
beaugy; piety and virtue should be given priority in the selection of one’s
wife.”

7 Muhammad ibn al-Hurr al-“Amili, Wasa’il al-shi‘ab (Tehran: Intisharat Islamiy-
yah, 1384 AH), vol. 14, p. 37.

¥ Muhammad ibn Ya‘qab al-Kulayni, op. cit., vol. 5, p. 324. (Mahr is the property
that the man pledges in the marriage contract to grant to his spouse. Following the
consummation of marriage, the possession of this property is transferred to the
wife, although it is not mandatory for the husband to give it to her unless she asks
for it. [Translator])

*? Ibid., p. 332.

% Muhammad ibn al-Hurr al-‘Amili, op. cit., vol. 14, p. 30.
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That a Woman Should Make Herself Appealing to Her Husband

Islam instructs women to maintain an attractive appearance for their
husbands. By observing this instruction, women would merit heavenly re-
ward, reinforce the conjugal relationship, and perpetuate the bond of love
between them and their husbands.

Imam Sadiq (peace be upon him) states, “It is not appropriate for a
woman to ever lack adornment, even if it should be merely a necklace; and
it is not appropriate for her to leave her hand undyed, even if it should be
with a little henna and even if she should be old.”®

The Prophet and the imams repeatedly alluded to how important it was
for women to care for their beauty and appeal. The Prophet instructed the
men to clip their nails flush with their fingers but told the women to keep
theirs somewhat long, for long nails add to a woman’s beauty.”> Women
have been permitted and encouraged to use any type of adornment that
enhances their appeal in the eyes of their husbands.®

Using cosmetics and oil and caring for the beauty of the hair are
measures strongly recommended by Islamic law to be acted upon in order
to increase one’s attractiveness. These measures are all the more important
for women, for the implementation of these measures by the wife leads to
the satiation of the couple’s instinctual needs, and this in turn prevents the
couple from feeling the need to turn to other men or women. And once
the instinctual needs are satisfied, the couple can pursue their spiritual per-
fection without having to worry about the hindrance these needs can cause.

The Qur’an prohibits women only from displaying their beauty to those
men from whom they must cover themselves according to Islamic law:

And tell the faithful women to cast down their looks and to guard their private
parts and not to display their charms except for what is outward, and let them
draw their scarfs over their bosoms and not display their charms except to their
husbands or their fathers or their husbands’ fathers ...

¢ Ibid., vol. 1, p. 410 and vol. 14, p. 163; see also Muhammad Taqi Majlisi, Rawdah
al-muttagin (Qum: Bunyad Farhang Islami), vol. 8, p. 365.

%2 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 435.

% Ibid., vol. 1, p. 432 and vol. 14, p. 135.

% Quran 24:31.
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THE PURPOSE OF BEAUTY FROM THE VIEWPOINT OF ISLAM

A study of the purpose of creation as articulated by Islam yields the
conclusion that God created the world in order to develop within its ma-
trix the human being, and thus He has subjugated it to him. But that is
not the final purpose envisioned by Islam. The human being has also been
endowed with a sacred purpose, and it was for the realization of this pur-
pose that God’s prophets strove and toiled.

The Noble Qur’an identifies the purpose of human creation as the at-
tainment to perfection and the realization of obedience to God: I did not
create the jinn and the humankind except that they worship Me.” But if we con-
sider that God is self-sufficient and that our actions cannot benefit or harm
Him, we will understand that the purpose specified in the above-quoted
verse is in fact meant to benefit us and to bring about our perfection. The
quoted verse attaches great weight to the issue of obedience and unambigu-
ously expresses that it is the purpose of creation of the jinn and human-
kind.

It should not be objected that certain verses of the Qur’an point to oth-
er purpose and ends. One verse, for instance, identifies the purpose of life
and death as the divine will that the human being be tested (He created death
and life that He may test you).”* Another verse states that the purpose of the
creation of the heavens and the earth is that humankind may realize His
omnipotence (It is God Who created seven heavens and of the earth a number
similar to them. The command gradually descends through them, that you may
know that God has power over all things and that God comprebends all things in
knowledge).”” The purposes set out in the likes of these verses are intermedi-
ate ones. That is, they are purposes to be fulfilled on the way to achieving
the final purpose, which is none other than obedience to God.

It is the present author’s conviction that this final purpose bears on the
topic of this article as well. In other words, the three categories of beauty
that we identified within the Islamic worldview must be examined in view
of this all-encompassing purpose.

% Qur’an s1:56.
% Qur’an 67:2.
7 Qur’an 65:12.
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The Purpose in the Manifestations of Beauty in the World

We have already explained that the inherence of a beauty-seeking im-
pulse in the human nature is beyond doubt. Due to this innate feature,
when the human sense grasps a beautiful phenomenon, it invariably affects
the soul, arousing in it a sense of attraction and wonder. Now, since God’s
beauty transcends sensory perception, it is conveyed through the medium
of the sensible phenomena of this world. Seeing the beauty in the phenom-
ena of the human soul and body and in the phenomena of the external
world, one is necessarily led to deduce the beauty of the Creator of these
phenomena. Thus, the reason why the Qur’an urges us to reflect on the
beauty of the world is this: that we should acquire a sense of the beauty of
God. As such, where the Qur’an draws our attention to the beauty of the
world, it also asserts that this beauty is the work of God®® and that this real-
ization should serve as a reminder to awaken us from our material slum-
ber. Elsewhere, the Qur’an rebukes those who reject the truth, affirming
that if they observed with a discerning eye the firmament and its beauty
they would not persist in their rejection.”®

The Qur’an pursues the same purpose when it articulates the beauty in
the human being, in the movements of animals, in the earth, in the seas: It
seeks to awaken the human soul and to provoke the human being to see
beyond these beautiful phenomena their Creator, that he may strive toward
his perfection in light of this comprehension. This purpose is subtly allud-
ed to by the attributes that the Qur’anic verses in question use in describ-
ing God. We come across such divine attributes as “the All-Subtle,” “the
Omniscient,” “the All-Aware.” By specifying these attributes in the context
of the verses that deal with the manifestations of beauty in the world, the
Qur’an compels us to contemplate the beauty of the phenomena to infer
the power and wisdom and presence of God, for the human being is wont
to indulge in the beauties of the world, forgetting that they are manifesta-
tions of God’s beauty.

This is the purpose for which the Qur’an exhorts humankind to reflect
on the beautiful phenomena of the world. In so doing, it compels us to

 We bhave adorned the lowest heaven with lamps and guarded them. That is the ordain-
ment of God, the Omnipotent, the Omniscience (Qur’an 41:12).

% This latter point is an inference I've drawn from verse 13, Surah Saffat.

7° Rather they denied the truth when it came to them, so they are now in a perplexed siate
of affairs. Have they not then observed the sky above them, how We have built it and
adorned it and that there are no cracks in if? (Qur’an 50:5-6).
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enhance our sensibility in perceiving the sensible and spiritual beauty He
has endowed nature with, so that we may think and reason, thereby trans-
cending outward beauty to arrive at an understanding of God.

The Purpose in Identifying Certain Human Deeds and States of Mind
as Beautiful

The Noble Qur’an describes faith as the beauty of the soul. It identifies
forgiveness, pardon, separation, patience, and “divine color” with beauty.
In so doing, it stimulates our innate beauty-seeking impulse to ascend to
the plane of intellective beauty in order to comprehend that true beauty
consists in moral virtues and human ideals, as they are possessed of inher-
ent beauty and impart beauty to those who embrace them.

From the evil conduct of a person we may infer the evil and ugliness of
his soul and from his righteous conduct we may infer the beauty and virtue
of his soul. This inference is based on the premise that the deeds we identi-
fy as beautiful are, when weighed by the insight of the heart, those that are
most consistent with human nature. Expounding on the soul that com-
mands the body in the most beautiful manner in accordance with divine
ordinances and precepts, ‘Allamah Muhammad Taqi Ja‘fari states,

Perceiving Ali’s conduct in the various arenas of life, in his forgiveness
and pardon, his insistence that his assassin be treated with fairness and jus-
tice, we descry a noble and magnanimous soul that stimulates our loftiest
intuition and sensation of beauty, enrapturing our soul, and leads us to
view the world as beautiful for its role in serving as the place wherein such a
great soul was raised.”

Thus, the descriptions we find in the words of God in the Qur’an and
in the words of the infallible religious authorities are meant to convey the
beautiful essence of the deeds and states of mind to which they pertain. By
means of these descriptions, it is demonstrated that the virtues and ideals
described are in harmony with the human being’s beauty-seeking impulse
and that, therefore, it is only through embracing them that the soul can
attain its ultimate beauty.

The Purpose of the Islamic Injunction to Dress Well and Care for
One’s Beauty

Is it conceivable that God should create the human being with a soul
that desires beauty but then forbid it from expressing this desire? To do so

7 Muhammad Tagqi Ja‘fari, op. cit., p. 304.
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would be contrary to divine wisdom. As a general rule, for every inclina-
tion and tendency God has embedded in the human nature, He has fur-
nished the path for its fruition and actualization, for otherwise the soul
would be susceptible to dangerous aberrations. And furthermore, prohibit-
ing humankind from taking advantage of its inherent beauty-seeking im-
pulse would have disinclined the seekers of truth from embracing Islam.
Such a prohibition would go against the essence of Islam as the religion
whose tenets and precepts were ordained by God in conformity with the
human being’s natural inclinations and needs.

As explained above, the Qur’an rebukes those who forbid on their own
account what God has pronounced permissible. As such, the Qur’an per-
mits and encourages people to enjoy God’s bounties, for after all, God cre-
ated these bounties for the benefit and pleasure of humankind.

Islam attaches great importance to the social aspect of caring for one’s
personal appeal. Muslims are strongly recommended to keep their hair
combed, to use fragrance frequently, to dress well, and to wash and clean
their body regularly so that they would be looked upon as exemplars of the
perfect human being and that in so doing they would strengthen the bonds
of brotherhood by encouraging greater interaction and affinity among
themselves.

Dressing well and grooming oneself in preparation for prayer helps in
having a more lively spiritual experience. And by beautifying themselves
and caring for their attractiveness in the eyes of their husbands, women
play an important role in preventing the men from falling into sin and
consequently in preserving the integrity and sanctity of the family, thus
imparting warmth and love to life. Hence, it should be evident how fol-
lowing the instructions of Islam as regards the need and ways for caring for
one’s dress and appearance are effectual in securing mental and psychologi-
cal tranquility, which in turn prepares the way for attainment to the divine
beauties of the spirit.

CONCLUSION

Reminding us of the manifestations of beauty in creation, the verses of
the Qur’an and the sayings of the infallible authorities of religion invite us
to exalt the Creator of beauty and to realize that the beauty of the creation
of the human being, of the earth, the sky, the stars, etc., are all signs leading
us to Him.
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The Qur’an and the Tradition lay special emphasis on the beauty of cer-

tain practices and deeds so as to inspire us to perform them passionately
and enthusiastically, thus leading us from the perception of the outward
manifestations of beauty to the comprehension of the more real inward
essence of beauty and from our concern for the beauty of our appearance to
the realization of the priority of the beauty of the soul.
Furthermore, Islamic Tradition instructs Muslims to attend to their ap-
pearance. It requires them to groom themselves and dress well when meet-
ing friends. It advises the youth either to shave their head or to wash their
hair, oil it, and comb it regularly if they wish to wear it long. We are told
to wear our best clothes when we pray. Islam orders women to display their
beauty and adornment for their husbands. All these instructions are meant
to perfect the beauty of the soul, to promote love, affection, and intimacy,
and finally to keep humankind away from sin, which can only tarnish the
soul and impair its beauty.
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Ayatullah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah:

A Lifetime in the Call for Unity
Zaid Al-Mosawi and Muhammad Habash’

Abstract

On the occasion of the first anniversary of the death of his eminence
Ayatullah Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, this article aims to
present the making of a scholar with a legendary stance on Muslim
unity. Consisting of two parts, the first part provides the geo and so-
cio-political conditions that contributed to the shaping of his emi-
nence’s outlook and provides a contextual stance on unity. The se-
cond part presents the perspective of his eminence on Muslim unity
from various angles, ranging from the Islamic basis for unity pat-
terned on the Qur’anic and Prophetic model to the strategic and eth-
ical imperative for unity in light of the contemporary situation.

Keywords: Ayatullih Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, Muslim unity,
Muslim leaders, Lebanon, Shia authority.

IN MEMORIAM: AYATULLAH SAYYID MUHAMMAD HUSAYN FADLAL-
LAH (1935-2010)
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The Messenger of Allah (5) said: “...and the death of a (righteous)
scholar is a tribulation, which can not be avoided or remedied, and it
is a hemorrhage, which can not be stopped, for he is a star that has
been extinguished, and the death of a tribe is easier than the death of
a (righteous) scholar.”

" This article consists of two parts which were authored by Zaid Al-Mosawi and
Muhammad Habash respectively.
' Kanz al-‘ummal - no. 28858.
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Imam Ali ibn Abi Talib (‘@) said: “When a scholar dies, a crack ap-
pears in the body of Islam that can never be mended until the day of
Judgement.”

Certainly this was the case for his eminence, Ayatullah Sayyid
Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah (r). Rare is it that you find a personality that
arms straight and arms folded prayed for him, and church bells rang for
him, as rivers of people poured out to mourn him. The passing away of the
Sayyid on July 4, 2010 was felt by the Muslim Ummah and was noticed by
the world. It was mourned by the movements of emancipation and rejoiced
by the movements of enslavement. On July 6, 2010, tens of thousands of
mourners converged on Haret Hureik, Beirut’s southern district, to pay
their last respects, “to a man that at times of bleak fitna (strife) emerged as a
guiding light to millions of Muslims, regardless of their sectarian affilia-
tion. At a time when very few Islamic figures were able to nurture a cross
sectarian following, Fadlallah did.””

As we approach his death anniversary, the hadiths above resonate ever
more, given the events that have transpired in the Middle East since his
passing. His vision of Islamic unity has always shed light on currents affect-
ing the global Ummah. In this time of unprecedented upheaval in the heart
of the Islamic world, the Ummah is deprived of a vision, a voice, and a
hand that seeks to heal its internal wounds.

PART I: THE SHAPING OF A SCHOLAR IN TIMES OF CRISIS

Before proceeding to examine Sayyid Fadlallah’s stance on unity, we
must briefly establish the geo and socio-political context in which the Say-
yid operated, to better understand the conditions in which he shaped his
da‘wah. For ease of examination, the overall context will be separated into
three periods: the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, Revolutionary Iraq,
and Lebanon from 1966 onwards.

2 “Death of a Legend”, Bayynat: The Official Website of the Religious Authority Sayyid
Mubammad Husayn Fadlallah, http://english.bayynat.org.lb/funeral/funeral_1307
2010.htm, April 13, 2010
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For over 1300 years the Middle East was governed by sacred law: its most
recent variation embodied within the Ottoman Empire. The declaration of
war by the Ottoman state against the Allies on November 1, 1914 would es-
tablish a new political order for the region.? This new order changed more
than political institutions, with far reaching ramifications. Most signifi-
cantly, the shift in the world view of millions of Muslims across the length
and breadth of the Ummabh: from sacredness to profanity.

Seeing this implication, shortly following the declaration of war, the
Shia ‘ulama of Iraq issued a fatwa asserting the duty of Muslims to wage
Jjihdd in support of the Ottoman Empire. The ulama viewed the Ottomans
as occupying a dual capacity: the final bastion of Islamic governance and a
bulwark against non-Islamic European imperialism.* The truth of the u/a-
md ’s view was shown in the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, which divided
up the Arab Middle East into British and French zones of control. The
agreement was later ratified in April 1920 by the San Remo Conference
which determined the territorial boundaries and political organization of
the former Arab territories of the Ottoman Empire” The three Ottoman
provinces of Mosul, Baghdad and Basra became the modern state of Iraq,
which later fell under British control.

During this period, there arose nationalist and Islamist groups conduct-
ing anti-British activity to ensure the complete independence of Iraq, cul-
minating in the 1920 Revolt. It is important to note that the Shia ‘ulama of
Najaf played an important role in the uprising. Their role grew in promi-
nence with their opposition to the 1922 Anglo-Iraqi Treaty that enshrined
British control over Iraq; the wlama passed a fatwa forbidding Muslims to
take part in the 1922 elections, which was heeded by the populace. Realizing
the important effect of the #lama on Muslim society, the British embarked
on a program to target these activist-%lama and deport them to Iran. Some
were eventually allowed to return, if they pledged to stop all religio-political
activities.® This led to the decline of #lama-led influence in political activi-
ties and created a virtual monopoly for nationalist parties, and eventually
thoroughly secular parties, in the political arena from the 1930’s through to
the 1950’s.

3 Jamal Sankari, Fadlallah: The Making of a Radical Shi’ite Leader (London: Saqi
Books, 2005), p.21.

4 Ibid., p.22.

> Ibid., p.24.

¢ Ibid., p.32.
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Within eight years Iraq experienced the death of a king, the dissolution
of eight governments, and several coups. It was in this unstable environ-
ment that Sayyid Fadlallah was born in Najaf, Irag on November 16, 1935
and it was in this milieu that he experienced his formative years.” Despite
being born in Najaf to a religious scholastic family, his experience was not
divorced from events taking place in Iraq and the greater Middle East.
Events occurring in Najaf were also reflected by those in the country and
the Ummah at large. One stark example was the sharp decline of enrolment
in Najaf’s seminary—well known for its long history in religious scholasti-
cism and traditionally the seat of Shia authority for religious juridical emu-
lation. Prior to 1914, students enrolled in Najaf’s seminary were estimated at
10,000.% By 1957 there were fewer than 2,000 students enrolled, of which less
than a fifth were Iraqi’. The majority of students had chosen the modern
public school system that emerged after the creation of the Iraqi state in
1921. Students were provided with a secular education and opportunities to
pursue professional career paths. Of notable mention, however, is that this
was not a simple decline of the sacred and the rise of secularity. Some of
Najaf’s ‘ulama sought to establish modern schools with an Islamic curricu-
lum, the first of which were founded in mid-1930. This synthesizing re-
sponse to modernity was reflected in other parts of society, including the
political arena, a fact that we will examine later.

Although the Iraqi Revolution took place in the summer of 1958, its
roots were in the nationalist and communist ideological developments that
took place decades earlier. With the perceived irrelevance of Islam in the
modern age and the real lack of temporal authority that the religion faced,
the 1930’s and 40’s saw an increasing number of Iraqis looking to secular
ideologies to resolve their socio-economic plights, mainly Communism and
variations of pan-Arab national Socialism.

These ideologies were reacting to European imperialism and the blatant
socio-economic injustices enacted by the local ruling classes which were
beholden to their European guarantors. One such example was the Ports-
mouth Treaty, ratified on January 15, 1948, which strengthened British in-
fluence over Iraq’s military and foreign affairs.”” The timing of this treaty is
significant: the outbreak of war in Palestine four months later, and its for-

7 Ibid., p.35.
¥ Ibid., p.41.
? Ibid., p.61.
* Ibid., p.50.
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eign occupation and settlement, proved to be a deep wound in the Muslim
psyche, and a central theme in pan-Islamic and pan-Arab nationalist dis-
course. Under the leadership of General Abdul Karim Qasim, the Iraqi Free
Officers, influenced by the Egyptian Revolution of 1952 and the Suez War
of 1956, overthrew the Iraqi monarchy on July 14, 1958."

This period of ideological change saw the formation of Islamist-based
modern political parties. It is important to take note that this phenomenon
was a response to the quickly changing political landscape. In attempting to
keep Islam relevant and responsive to the challenges posed by the West and
Modernity, Islamists used a modern vehicle to pursue Islamic ideals. This
phenomenon, which began in Egypt in 1928 with the founding of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, at its best, can be seen as a necessary compromise of Is-
lamic ideals.

During the first few decades of their development, these groups operated
in an environment that can be described as fiercely competitive but general-
ly open and free. The overthrow of General Qasim on February 8, 1963, in
a coup led by Ba’athist and Nasserite military officers, marked a shift in the
domestic conditions for Iraq’s Shia community, particularly the Islamists
amongst them. The shift changed the political atmosphere so that it went
from a generally open environment—in terms of joining state institutions
and taking part in political activity—to a more restricted and repressive
environment. It was in this increasingly hostile environment, that in early
1966, shortly after gaining the rank of mujiahid, Sayyid Fadlallah left Iraq
for Lebanon, after being invited to shepherd a community in his ancestral
home.”

Like Iraq, Lebanon had until 1966, shared similar experiences: Ottoman
dissolution, Sykes-Picot, the rise of Arab nationalism, and a shift away from
religious education to modern professional career planning.* What was
certainly different was the confessional parliamentary system that was used
to share power amongst the different religious sects of Lebanon, but which
was dominated by Lebanon’s Christian Maronite community.

The Sayyid based himself in the Lebanese capital Beirut, which would
turn out to be a focal point for political activity for all of the country’s di-
verse factions. What he found amongst Beirut’s Shia, the community he

" Ibid., p.58.

 Ibid., p.110.
B Ibid., p.122.
“1bid., p.123.
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was to serve, was a population plagued by social problems: it was divided
into different neighborhoods, and lacked social, governmental and reli-
gious services.” Like their co-religionists in Iraq, many of Lebanon’s disen-
franchised Shia turned to Lebanese leftist parties and radical Palestinian
organizations during the 1960’s and 70’s."

Lebanon’s close proximity to Israel also provided for a unique environ-
ment, especially after the 1967 Arab-Israeli War and the 1971 expulsion of
the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) from Jordan, which left
southern Lebanon as the remaining active military front against Israel.”
The geo-politics of the Arab-Israeli conflict would inevitably lead to the
Lebanese Civil War, which saw 15 years of conflict from April 1975 to Octo-
ber 1990."

The civil war initially broke out between the Lebanese government, the
right-wing Maronite Phalange, and the PLO, the left-wing Lebanese Nation-
al Movement and their Muslim allies. The internecine conflict had multi-
ple phases and cease-fires; it saw the creation of Amal in 1975, the 1976 Syri-
an intervention and eventual patronage, Israeli invasions in 1978 and 1982
and subsequent occupation, the involvement of the US-led Multinational
Force, and of a more far-reaching impact, the creation of Hizbullah in 1982,
which found its inspiration and guidance from the Islamic Revolution of
1979, which we will look at next.

The Islamic Revolution in Iran, under the leadership of Imam Khu-
mayni (r), altered the political landscape of the Middle East overnight. It
shattered what was earlier described as the vague notion that Islam was in-
capable of addressing the challenge posed by the West and Modernity. It
provided Islamists with a figure and a possible path of emulation, which
was taken up by Lebanon’s Shia %lamad and Islamists with the creation of
Hizbullah. Not only has Hizbullah become a dominant player in Leba-
non’s political system and provided an extensive network of social services
for hundreds of thousands of Lebanese citizens, its armed wing, the Islamic
Resistance, brought about the unconditional Israeli withdrawal from South
Lebanon in May 2000, the first of its kind, and a ceasefire in the 2006 July
War, in which Israel, the world’s 4th largest military could not claim victo-

Y Ibid., p.132.
*® Ibid., p.130.
7 1bid., p.129.
® Ibid., p.152.
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ry.” These tangible facts have bolstered Islamist goals at showing Islam’s
efficacy in temporal affairs.

The late 1980’s and early 90’s represented a major setback for Islamists.
The eight year Iran-Iraq War that ended in 1988, coupled with the death of
Imam Khumayni in 1989, meant that the Islamic Revolution—for all prac-
tical purposes—was limited to Iran and South Lebanon. This understand-
ing was reflected by the shift in Hizbullah’s domestic modus operandi, most
apparent in their involvement in the 1992 Lebanese parliamentary elections.
The dissolution of the USSR and the Gulf War in 1991 saw much of world
politics shift towards the interests of the US. The significance of this event
that led to a “unipolar” world cannot be overstated: before year’s end the
world saw the renunciation of armed resistance to Israel by Arab states, in-
cluding the PLO at the Madrid Conference, and eventually witnessed the de
facto surrender of Palestinian leadership at the Oslo Accords of 1993.

Given that the issue of Palestine has been a rallying point for Islamists
and a principle of Islamic unity, this would certainly have been seen as a
defeat. Despite these difficulties, and with Islamic militancy coming under
further scrutiny by the US, Islamists operated with relative ease before the
events of September 11, 2001, which brought the full weight of world pow-
ers on Islamic militancy and provided the US with the political capital to
aggressively continue the modernization and Westernization of the Middle
East. This policy of aggression was clearly present in both the 2002 Afghan
War and the 2003 [raq War—the conclusions to which are yet to be seen.

The 20" and early 21" centuries represent a period of extraordinary so-
cial and political crisis within the Middle East. One is witness to the gen-
eral decline of Islam, with pockets and periods of limited revival. With the
rate of change forced by modernity increasing exponentially, it appears that
the Muslims are in the constant predicament of ‘playing catch-up.’” It is to
this need for revival that Sayyid Fadlallah dedicated his life, while main-
taining his role as a Shia ‘@/im. He tried to conserve the best he had received
from his teachers, while attempting to address the challenges of the West,
Modernity, and the fragmentation and disintegration of traditionalist Mus-
lim culture. By maintaining his role as a Shia ‘a/im—embodied in his 7t
bad, fatawa, khitib, and commentary—and by cultivating a vision of Islam
qua Islam, he addressed not only his community, but the Muslims as a
whole. In doing so, he was careful to not crystallize this vision into a specif-
ic theology or ideology that had theoretical overtones. Rather, by maintain-

¥ Ibid., p.268.
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ing this perspective and realizing it on the practical realm, he was seen as a
source of Islamic cohesion and unity.

PART II: PERSPECTIVES ON MUSLIM UNITY

Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallih was an impassioned and authori-
tative voice for the plight of the oppressed, whose predicament formed a
central concern of his, as he was the fulcrum of resistance to regional des-
potism and international imperialism. It was consequent to this that the
theme of unity took root as one of the undercurrents of his intellectual and
practical endeavors.

Not a single day would pass in which he did not concern himself with
the affairs of the Ummah. Nor would a week go by when he did not explic-
itly or implicitly address, at minimum in his Friday sermons, the subject of
unity while at the same time demonstrating an impressive awareness of cur-
rent affairs. A common refrain of his was, “O Muslims: The Shias are not
the Sunnis’ problem and the Sunnis are not the Shias’ problem. It is inter-
national arrogance, which tries to incite internal strife among them, that is
the problem to both, as well as to Islam and Muslims.”* He would also
constantly urge that, “we should not be immersed in our sectarianism, par-
tisanships and sensitivities while Islam is being attacked.” As relayed by one
of his closest associates, Ayatullah Sayyid ‘Abdullah al-Ghura’ifi, who an-
nounced and eulogized his death, Sayyid Fadlallah’s, “most essential advice
for the Muslims before his demise was to preserve Islam and the unity of
the Muslim Ummah, for he believed that the (forces of international) arro-
gance would not be defeated unless the Muslims unite and support one an-
other.” This was a spiritual leader, a moral authority, a wise scholar, and a
compassionate father whose life’s concern was for the preservation and ad-
vancement of the Ummabh.

** This part of the article summarizes the perspectives of his eminence on Muslim
unity as translated and published on Bayynat: The Official Website of the Religious
Authority Sayyid Mubammad Husayn Fadlallih (www.bayynat.org). All quotes are
from this extensive source - consisting of his Friday kbutbas, fatawa, statements and
communiqués, press releases on meetings, interviews, insights, etc. — and can be
found using a search of the bayynat.org internet domain. Due to the transient na-
ture of web architecture, the specific addresses are not included here.
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Islam as Basis of Unity

According to Sayyid Fadlallah, the most elementary basis for the unity
of Muslims, despite all of their differences—sectarian, racial, or political—
1s their adherence to Islam. Allah has commanded:
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And hold fast by the covenant of Allah all together and be not
disunited, and remember the favor of Allah on you when you
were enemies, then He united your hearts so by His favor you be-
came brethren; and you were on the brink of a pit of fire, then He
saved you from it, thus does Allah make clear to you His commu-
nications that you may follow the right way. (3:103)

Unity in Islam, the Sayyid explains, is pivoted on the axiomatic procla-
mations of the shahadatayn. Bearing witness to the testimonies of ‘No gods
but God’ and ‘Muhammad is the Messenger of God’ is what constitutes
being Muslim and as such, anyone who testifies to the shabadatayn cannot
be accused of disbelief. Hence, all differences, whether theological or politi-
cal, must be resolved according to the Qur’anic injunction that stipulates
the believer to resign the ‘final word’ to Allah and His Messenger (5)
through the Qur’an and Sunnah:
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And if you dispute concerning anything, refer it to Allah and the
Apostle, if you have faith in Allah and the Last Day. That is better
and more favourable in outcome. (4:59)
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Thus, taqwa (God-consciousness) is a key ingredient to unity that regu-
lates a Muslim’s conduct in their personal, domestic and social arenas. It is
also through fagwa that one is endeared towards fellow Muslims who are
united in their belief in Allah, His Messenger (s), His Books, His angels and
the Last Day™. Once again, any differences between brethren in interpreta-
tion should be referred back to Allah and His Messenger (5) through the
Qur’an and the Sunnah.

Therefore, the Sayyid warns, “Those who undermine Islamic unity be-
tray Allah and betray Islam” and “whosoever knits seditions amongst Mus-
lims, aiming to rip apart the unity of Muslims and their (common) word, is
a traitor to Allah and His Messenger (s), even if he fasts and prays.”

However, Sayyid Fadlallah also espouses the position that unity does
not require uniformity or the sacrificing of one’s beliefs; that is, for a Shia
to become a Sunni or vice-versa. Rather, unity is, “to meet on the basis of
the Glorious Book and the Prophetic traditions; that is, on the basis of Is-
lam.” Moreover, the Sayyid adds, if Allah has instructed Muslims to call
towards ‘a common word’** of agreement with the People of the Book and
to argue with them in the best of manners, than obviously Muslims should
at the very least do the same with fellow Muslims.

The Ahl al-Bayt (‘a): Champions of Unity

Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah also placed great emphasis on the
position of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) in respect to Muslim unity. This is because
they constitute, alongside the Qur’an, the second of the two weighty things
that Prophet Muhammad (5) had instructed Muslims to follow. Following
the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z), the Sayyid often insists, requires adopting all of their
stances and positions in life.

Imam ‘Ali (‘z), himself a unifying personality in Islam who is consid-
ered as the pre-eminent spiritual figure after the Prophet (s), was a staunch
advocate of unity even at his own personal expense. Sayyid Fadlallah sug-
gests that, “if the basis of the Shia-Sunni differences is the Imamate, then let
us look at how Imam ‘Ali (%), the champion of Muslim unity, dealt with
this issue.” He whom the Prophet (s) declared during his farewell pilgrimage
as having more authority on the believers than they have on themselves,
upon being denied the position of succession and leadership, was patient
and refrained from fighting to claim his right. Rather, he said: “I will re-

* Qur’an, 4:136.
** Qur’an, 3:64.
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main peaceful as long as the Muslims’ affairs are secured and the only injustice
committed is against me.” His sole concern was that of safeguarding the in-
terest of Islam and maintaining the state of peace amongst Muslims, pre-
venting the internal strife that the enemies and conspirators against Islam
were eagerly hoping for. Imam “Ali (‘@) is also quoted by the Sayyid as say-
ing, “I was shocked when I heard the people pledging allegiance to so and so... But
when I heard that there were people who wished to destroy Islam, I was afraid that
if I did not support Islam, even if denied my rights, there would be a catastrophe
that is far greater than assuming the post of ruling, which is something very trivial
that will last for a few days and then disappear like clouds. I had to act until the
falsehood was defeated...”

Thus, for the sake of Islamic unity he assisted, advised, and protected
those with whom he differed because, asserts Sayyid Fadlallah, “the issue
was not personal, but that of the Message.” His concern was not that of
post or prestige. “He believed that the unity of Muslims is the weapon that
safeguards their strength and dignity”.

“This is the line of Ali (‘z). How far are we from this line, when we in-
cite sectarian differences at a time when we are faced by grave threats.” Here
Sayyid Fadlallah presents the lesson that Imam “Ali (‘z) gives to all Mus-
lims—Shia and Sunni alike: “When there are outside threats, the leadership
and the whole Ummah should freeze their differences and unite in preserv-
ing Islam and the Muslims. Therefore, all those who incite sectarian strife
are in reality acting against Ali, because his principles, teachings and prac-
tice have always called for preventing the arrogant and disbelievers from
exploiting our sectarian, religious and national differences in order to de-
stroy Islam.”

Moreover, when revolts of opposition were taking place during his own
kbilafah, his policy was to refrain from using force. With respect to the
khawarij, “He did not kill them or even cut their allocations, but he sought
to talk to them. He only fought them when they began to threaten the well-
being of the Ummah.” Even Talha and Zubayr, the Prophet’s (s) compan-
ions who fought the Imam (‘@), were approached by him in dialogue, and
when they were killed, he attended their funeral and asked Allah to have
mercy on them.

Therefore, cautions the Sayyid, “all Muslims who try to undermine this
unity in the name of Ali (‘z), we say that you are taking a position against
Ali (‘a) who was the champion of the cause of Islamic unity. If you support
Ali (‘a), you ought to uphold this unity.” Furthermore, “If we want to be
among his followers, we have to safeguard this unity and protect Islam, es-
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pecially in these critical times where the forces of arrogance and disbelief
are waging an all-out attack.” In summary, “Ali (‘z) was always on the alert
to confront anything that threatens Islam and Muslims. Embracing the line
of Ali (‘4) means that we should be concerned with all challenges that face
the Muslims in the light of the prophetic tradition that says: ‘Who is not
concerned with the affairs of Muslim is not a Muslim’.”

Another Imam of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) whose struggle is often painted
with sectarian hues is that of Imam Husayn (‘%). Even western orientalists
and journalists have erroneously portrayed the conflict in Karbala as a
clash that originated the division between the Shias and Sunnis. Although
he makes note of this, Sayyid Fadlallih does not devote much energy to
refuting these false assertions. Instead, his concern turns towards the causes
of these misperceptions lurking within the Ummah itself. In particular, the
Sayyid observes, the Husayni movement has largely been confined to a par-
ticular group as opposed to presenting it as, “a model of an Islamic move-
ment that seeks to consolidate the Islamic reality.” Imam Husayn (‘z), em-
phasizes the Sayyid, “was the Imam of all Muslims and not for a specific
party. He will remain the cresset of all the freemen in the world. Thus,
whoever tries to present the Husayni movement in a sectarian context or
attribute it to a specific party will be wronging this movement and neglect-
ing the Islamic and sublime missionary principles that Imam Husayn (‘a)
started his movement with.” Therefore, as opposed to an occasion that
highlights differences, ‘Ashiira should be transformed into a platform of
Islamic unity and Imam Husayn (‘z) should be raised as its symbol, “since
the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) sought most to unify Muslims and rejected all contriv-
ances that may divide them.”

Yet another member of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘2) whose name is associated
with the school of thought of the majority of Shias is Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq
(‘a). Like his forefathers, he was a champion of unity and would receive all
people without sectarian discrimination. To the extent that the Imam (‘@)
had received and taught about four thousand students who quoted his nar-
rations, including those considered as eminent Muslim jurists and forbear-
ers of the schools of thought associated with their names, namely Abu
Hanifah al-Nu‘min and Mailik ibn Anas. Sayyid Fadlallah observes that
Imam al-Sadiq (‘z), “used to open up to all people, for he wanted Islam to
enter the hearts of all people. He (even) used to receive those with opinions
that differed with his own, instructing his companions to conduct dialogue
with them in his presence.” Abt Hanifah, who was his student for two
years, has famously stated, “Were it not for these two years, I would have been
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doomed”. In another incident, Aba Hanifah was reported to have prepared,
upon the demand of the Abbasid caliph al-Mansur, a large number of diffi-
cult questions for Imam Ja’far (‘). Faced by these questions, the Imam (‘)
would share the prevailing opinions in the various centres of Islamic
thought such as Madina and Kufa, followed by his own response. In reac-
tion to this, Abt Hanifah exclaims, “Is not the most learned the one who knows
best all the different opinions of people?”

Imam al-Sadiq (‘@), notes the Sayyid, “made every possible effort to
strengthen Islamic unity in the community,” and urged Muslims to live as
integrated members of the same community where everyone would care for
the other. Concerning their Sunni brethren, he instructed his followers to,
"Pray with them, visit their sick, and attend their funerals, so that people
may say, ‘May Allah have mercy on Ja'far ibn Mubammad, he bas taught bis
Jollowers good conduct’” And so, the followers of the Imam (‘z) should be as
he wished them to be: “Be an honour to us and not a disgrace for us.”

Noteworthy it is that Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah shied away
from labelling the school of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘@) as Ja’fari, as he argues,
“Imam al-Sadiq (‘z) did not found his own school of thought in jurispru-
dence similar to that of the other Islamic sects, for there is no Ja’fari sect in
the way there is a Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi‘i, or Hanbali school of thought.”
He continues, “Rather, the speech of Imam al-Sadiq (‘a) is the speech of the
Messenger of Allah (5), as evident in his statement: ‘My traditions are my fa-
ther’s traditions; my father’s traditions are my grandfather’s traditions; my grand-
father’s traditions are the traditions of al-Husayn; al-Husayn’s traditions are the
traditions of al-Hasan; al-Hasan’s traditions are the traditions of the Commander
of the Faithful [Imam ‘Ali]; the traditions of the Commander of the Faithful are
the traditions of the Messenger of Allab (s); and the traditions of the Messenger of
Allab (s) are the exact words of Allah, the Almighty and the Most High.”

Additionally, Sayyid Fadlallah stresses that the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z), “wanted
us to be committed to the Qur’an and to adopt the traditions that do not
violate it by being exaggerations.” For, the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) themselves have
stated, “Consider what agrees with Allah’s Book and accept it and whatever con-
tradicts Allah’s book reject it.”

Therefore, there is no discrepancy between the position of the Ahl al-
Bayt (‘a) and that of the Qur’an or the Messenger of Allah (s), for they are
the walking and speaking Qur’an and heirs of the prophetic substance. The
Messenger of Allah (5) had declared in his final pilgrimage, “I am leaving for
you two precious and weighty symbols (al-Thaqalayn) that if you adbere to both of
them you shall not go astray after me. They are the Book of Allah and my progeny,
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that is my Abl al-Bayt. The Merciful has informed me that these two shall not sep-
arate from each other till they come to me by the Pool of al-Kawthar.”

Sayyid Fadlallah reserves strong criticism for those who claim to love
the Ahl al-Bayt (@), yet do not follow in their footsteps, especially given
that the cause of Islam and Muslim unity was a principle concern of theirs,
which they ardently championed and patiently bore all tribulations to pre-
serve. He finds it ironic that some people expend great effort and resources
to travel and visit the shrines of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) while disobeying their
explicit instructions to their followers, such as that of Imam al-Rida (‘@)
who has said, “Tell them to be close to one another and exchange visits” and “Tell
them not to be preoccupied with fragmenting one another”’. The Sayyid suggests
to such individuals, “save your money and pay your tribute to Imam al-
Rida (‘@) from where you live. It is far more important to act according to
his teaching.”

Spiritual Meetings: Rites that Advance Unity

Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah held the belief that Muslims have
far more in common than that in which they differ. He urged all Muslims
to focus on their spiritual bond in light of their attraction to Allah.
Amongst the spiritual rites that Muslims perform, the Sayyid places great
emphasis on those that bring Muslims together for the sake of Allah, such
as the congregational prayer, particularly Jumu’ah, and the Hajj. He berates
the contemporary situation that is characterized by sectarian attitudes run-
ning so deeply such that these spiritual rites are performed in segregation,
as in separate ‘Sunni’ or ‘Shia’ masajid. It is no wonder then that Muslims
are so susceptible to fratricide amongst each other.

Using these spiritual rites to argue for the sacredness of the Muslim,
Sayyid Fadlallah uses the example of Hajj, quoting the sermon of Mina that
prophet Muhammad (s) delivered in his farewell pilgrimage where he asked
the believers, “What country is this?” They said: “The sacred country.” Then, he
asked: “What day is this?” They said: “The sacred day.” Again he asked them:
“What month is this?” They said: “The sacred month.” He then said: “O people,
your blood, property and honour are sacred to you till you meet your Lord, as sa-
cred as this very city, this very day and this very month”.

The Sayyid comments on this narration, saying that the Messenger of
Allah (5), “called for instituting a Muslim nation in which every Muslim
respects the property, blood, honour and security of the others; a nation
that will stand as a strong force against all those who plot against Islam.
This is what Allah wants the nation to adhere to in every time and place.”
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He then quotes the Prophetic traditions, “the Muslim is the one whom people
are safe from bis hand and tongue”, and, “the believer is the one with whom peo-
ple entrust their property and honour.”

Unequivocal Condemnation of Takfir

In light of the above-cited prophetic tradition, one can understand why
Sayyid Fadlallah had unequivocally condemned the practice of takfir—the
labelling by certain groups of other Muslims as unbelievers and legitimiz-
ing the spilling of their blood. He counters these fatdwa with his own: “The
blood of the innocent Sunni and that of the innocent Shia is param (pro-
hibited) and whoever deems it lawful to kill them deserves God’s punish-
ment. Moreover, those who encourage killing the innocent or remain silent
are partners in these crimes.”

The Sayyid frequently laments the degenerative condition of the Um-
mabh, wherein the practice of fakfir has increasingly become more common-
place; to the extent that it has become all too easy to label another who pro-
fesses to be a Muslim as an unbeliever, “without even determining what the
concept of disbelief in Islam is.” He points towards the arbitrariness of the
definition of kufr that has resulted in the concept losing its meaning with,
“each group (having) its own concept of disbelief and deviation.”

According to Sayyid Fadlallah, the phenomenon of takfir is a natural
side effect of the division of the Ummab into sects and parties, where the
‘other’ is considered an enemy. He refers to the Prophetic and Qur’anic
tradition, stating that: “If a Muslim says to his brother you are my enemy,
then one of them is accusing the other of disbelief. Allah says in the Glori-
ous Qur’an that all Muslims are brothers, and when a Muslim says to an-
other Muslim something different than what Allah says, he himself will be
in the position of disbelief.”

Moreover, argues Sayyid Fadlallah, the practice of takfir is a tool in the
arsenal of the enemies of Islam who employ the strategy of divide and con-
quer, manipulating the Sunnis and the Shias to label one another as non-
Muslims (this even takes place within a particular group). It reaches to such
an extent that a non-Muslim is viewed more favourably than a Muslim of
another school. “It is really shameful,” remonstrates the Sayyid, that at a
time when there is a visceral campaign against Islam, “a fanatic takfiri
group from within the Ummab continues its war on Muslims inside their
mosques, armed with an alienating sectarian mindset and a murderous
mentality that violates the sacredness of mosques, and eventually ending up
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in killing groups of believers and worshippers in a brutal and criminal
manner that has nothing to do with Islam and its principles.”

He condemns all those who cause fitnah (strife) within the Muslim Um-
mab as callous and irresponsible, often denouncing the communiqués orig-
inating from various Muslim countries whether issued by so-called Sunnis
or so-called Shias. In the same breath he calls upon the ulama to, “exert
every effort to circumvent this complicated phenomenon, by issuing more
courageous religious stands that are able to thwart the enemy and whosoev-
er considers destroying the Ummah and demolishing its unity through his
cruel terrorist methods.”

A Rejection of the Practice of Cursing

In a similar vein, Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah calls for consol-
idating Muslim unity by discouraging Sunnis and Shias from cursing and
insulting one another, an act that can only further aggravate issues and sow
the seeds of hatred and enmity instead of solving differences. Differences,
as was the Sayyid’s constant refrain, need to be referred to Allah and His
Messenger (s).

If cursing one another enflames sensitivities, sows the seeds of discord,
and widens the chasm between Muslims, what then can be said of cursing
the wives or companions of the Prophet (5) who are venerated by a great
many Muslims? Realizing this to be a key impediment to unity and a fester-
ing sore affecting Muslim relations, Sayyid Fadlallah issued a fatwah for-
bidding this practice: “We forbid cursing, slandering, and abusing the
mothers of believers and deem such acts as contradicting the genuine Islam-
ic line, considering that such acts contradict the course taken by the Com-
mander of the Faithful (‘z) that necessitates giving priority to the supreme
Islamic interest over any personal or secondary interests.” The Sayyid also
adds, “As for the issue of cursing, I have always deemed it forbidden for
any Muslim, and I state in all the relevant religious inquiries I receive that
it is forbidden to curse and slander any companion including the Caliphs.”

He often repeats this position in his Friday kbutbabs, frequently citing
the following traditions:

- On the way to battle Mu‘awiyyah ibn Abu Sufyan at Siffin, Imam
‘Ali (‘) heard some of his followers in Iraq cursing the people of
Damascus to which he responded, “I dislike you starting to abuse them,
but if you were to describe their deeds and recount their situation that would
be a better mode of speaking and a more convincing way of arguing. Instead
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of abusing them you should say, ‘O Allah! Save our blood and their blood,
bring forth reconciliation between us and them, and lead them out of their
misguidance so that he who is ignorant of the truth may know it, and he
who inclines towards rebellion and revolt may turn away from it.”

- Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (‘@) instructed his companions to open up to
other Muslims and instructed them against hurting others and curs-
ing that which they hold sacred by saying, “Ir is easy to gain people’s
hearts: just do not talk bad about them.”

Sayyid Fadlallah would also frequently cite the following verses of the
Qur’an:
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Call to the way of your Lord with wisdom and goodly exhortation,
and have disputations with them in the best manner. (16:125)
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exceeding the limits they should abuse Allah out of ignorance.
Thus have We made fair seeming to every people their deeds; then
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they did. (6:108)
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It is part of the Mercy of Allah that you deal gently with them.
Were thou severe or harsh-hearted, they would have broken away
from about thee. (3:159)
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Say to My servants that they should (only) say those things that

are best: for Satan doth sow dissensions among them: For Satan is
to man an avowed enemy. (17: 53)
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Nor can goodness and evil be equal. Repel (evil) with what is bet-
ter: Then will he between whom and thee was hatred become as it
were thy friend and intimate. (41:34)

Commenting on these verses, the Sayyid indicates that it is possible to
make people friends without compromising on principles. “Our problem
[is] that we are decreasing our friends instead of increasing them. Imam ‘Ali
(‘a) said: ‘The unfortunate is the one who cannot make friends, and even more
unfortunate is the one who cannot keep bis friends.”” In order to win hearts and
enter minds, one needs to speak with others in a kind and respectful man-
ner. “This is the legacy of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) and this is their moral system.
They wanted to attract people through wisdom and using the best means of
dialogue. One of our Imams said: ‘Keep our memory alive, May Allah have
mercy on those who do so’. Asked how this is to be done, he said: ‘Relate o
them our sayings. They will learn about our supreme morals, and thus they will
love us.””

Opening Windows into Intellectual and Social Ghettos

Given these entrenched issues, Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah
finds it self-evident that, “the complicated history which Muslims have
lived, of bloody problems and backward methods, cannot be cancelled by
some rhetorical speech or swift action. Indeed, the residues left deep in the

142



AYATULLAH SAYYID MUHAMMAD HUSAYN FADLALLAH

souls, such as feelings, thoughts and complexes, create a psychological bar-
rier vis-a-vis the ‘other,” and change the person’s way of thinking, making
him abandon the model of interpretive judgments in understanding reli-
gious laws and beliefs (in a manner) that leaves space for a different inter-
pretation, and considers different perspectives in comprehending the same
issue. Adopted (instead) is the model which insists on accusing the other
party of having no relation with Islam. Accordingly, the sect turns into a
distinct religion that is independent from any other religion.”

Sayyid Fadlallah attributes these sectarian attitudes to group thinking
and inherited outlooks that stem from an upbringing in narrow communi-
ties in which a sectarian mentality is cultivated from a young age, and the
individual brought up in this environment, in turn, reiterates this drum
beat of sectarianism. Such an environment inhibits one’s ability to
acknowledge that, “there is in the Islamic environment other parties that do
not think the way we do, or do not adopt the same principles that we
adopt. Consequently, the conclusions of these parties might be different
from ours. For that reason, we should admit and respect these differences
and be understanding towards them. We should discuss them while observ-
ing mutual respect towards one another, since the followers of every sect see
that they represent a point of view in understanding Islam just like others.”

The Sayyid’s constant refrain was for people to exercise their intellects in
the pursuit of conviction instead of blindly following peers or predecessors.
He says, “people might submit to a certain intellectual school of thought
due to forces which control their reality, imposing it on life without any
role for life to produce it as an outcome of development.” Elsewhere, he
laments, “We, I am sorry to say, inherit our emotions. We love those whom
our fathers loved and hate whom they hated without knowing the reasons
behind this love or hate. You do not choose whom you love or hate...you
are told to do so by the family, the party, the sect. You love by decree while
love is a matter of the heart. Who could tell my heart whom to love?”

Of the impediments to Islamic unity, “the most dangerous is when the
Shias and the Sunnis live in closed communities. As a result, we have start-
ed to feel estranged whenever one of us tries to open a window through
which to view opinions different from those ideological and political ones
current within our own sphere.” Hence, the Sayyid believes that there is a
need to go beyond just intellectual discourse with others, and that it is nec-
essary to engage socially and at an interpersonal level in order to open these
windows in an atmosphere where, “every party has closed the doors on it-
self and claimed that it is the one that represents the truth.”
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His assessment of the contemporary situation of the Ummab is that it is
lagging behind in understanding Islam as a way of life and as a solution to
life’s challenges. Instead, attempts are made to isolate Islam to the prisons
of each group, who guard it under lock and key. Often this behaviour is the
output of a false sense of conviction and a misguided fear that seeks to pre-
serve the authenticity of Islam. In reality, this is not conviction but the “fa-
naticism of the sectarian ego,” which can only result in suffocation and has
no “spirit, taste or smell of Islam.” Sayyid Fadlallah, in attempting to tone
down the apprehensiveness of each group, suggests, “Do not fear for Islam
when it enters the field of struggle because, armed with the elements of its
inherent strengths, it is capable of protecting itself in its movement of
thought or from its followers when they misunderstand it and defy its au-
thenticity.” He also states that, “no party can claim that it is the only party
that has the right to monopolize the Islamic representation and the call for
Islam or even to monopolize the right of defending Islam.”

Fear, according to the Sayyid, is what pushes people towards their con-
fessional positions with great over-zealousness, “exactly like a baby rushing
to the lap of his mother seeking refuge from the frightening and ambiguous
reality surrounding his existence. This actually strengthens the spirit of di-
vision even more.” Further adding fuel to the fire are those who accuse oth-
ers of working towards achieving Islamic unity, “of deviating from the path
of religion because they are pursuing unity, as if unity was a crime that
meant deviation.”

Unfortunately, the condition of the Ummab is such, that Muslims have
become increasingly narrower in their partisanship and that there now ex-
ists an “addiction to the culture of partition,” where people continue to
create further sub-divisions. We have now arrived at a state where, “the
problem is no more in how to unite Muslims, but how to unite the Sunnis
within themselves and the Shias within themselves.” What is needed is for
Muslims to, “follow the pattern of the Prophet who worked for the benefit
of all people without exception, abandoning narrow affiliations and ap-
pealing to a broader notion of human values.”

Unity as a Strategic Imperative

In addition to the spiritual and moral reasons for unity, Sayyid
Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah also argues for the strategic imperative for
unity, for, “we have reached the time that the Messenger (s) has described
when he spoke about the time all nations will fight you.” “We are living in
a world that wants to divide and control us. It wants to exploit our differ-
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ences so that it can dominate us”, he adds. These are times when, “Muslims
are no longer in control of their own affairs, rather the arrogant and those
who cover the truth are the ones who tell them what to do.”

In these times then, urges Sayyid Fadlallah, it is necessary to resist all
strife between Muslims and to unify, “in ranks, as if they were a compact struc-
ture.”.” Tt is only then that the Muslims can fortify their position, defend
their honour and dignity, safeguard their lands, attain independence and
freedom from hegemony, and confront all forms of oppression. For Allah,
“wants us to be strong politically, economically, socially and militarily.”

It is unity that allows Muslims to attain a position of strength and pow-
er as opposed to weakness and subjugation: “Muslims in the world are over
one billion in number, and they possess vast resources that will enable them
to be a super power in this world, but they have to enhance their unity, and
learn how to not let their unity be affected by their differences.”

Muslims should also be aware that their divisions only serve the inter-
ests of their enemy who exploit existing differences or create new ones in
order to drive Muslims to fight and weaken one another. “We know that
the current differences between Muslims, whether sectarian (Shia-Sunni) or
ethnic (e.g. Arabs, Persians and Kurds), have enabled the arrogant coun-
tries—with America leading them—to dominate over the Muslim presence
in the entire world.” In light of this, “the Muslim world should attempt to
solve its own problems, especially that the arrogant powers make use of the-
se problems to create divisions and conflicts that serve their own interests”.

The Sayyid wonders aloud, “You Muslims of all sects, do you want Islam
or yourselves? The world has declared war on Islam and we have to be ready
for the battle by forging Islamic unity as the implication of Islam for our-
selves. Be the Muslim Sunnis and the Muslim Shias, for if you ignore your
belonging to Islam, then you will be putting the sect ahead of Islam.”

“We have enough enemies as it is,” the Sayyid laments, “yet we are more
dangerous to one another than our enemies. We have turned into sects and
parties that live on hatred and fanaticism, even to religious authorities. We
produce every single day a new sect that feeds on hatred and fanaticism.”
The Messenger of Allah (5) warns, “In mutual hatred, there is a shaver. Not a
shaver of bair, but the shaver of religion.”

Therefore, Sayyid Fadlallah argues that Muslims must freeze their con-
flicts as, “such conflicts would not fulfil the interests of neither the Sunnis
nor the Shias; but they would destroy the Islamic spirit and unity.” He

# Qur’an, 61:4.
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adds, “We should unify our positions and stances, because the enemies of
Allah, His Messenger and the believers have unified to destroy Islam and
the Muslims.”

“We call on the Islamic parties and movements to elevate their perfor-
mance, rhetoric, and movement to the level of the higher Islamic interest,
and the bright Islamic future. In this sense, Islam would play an effective
role, not only at the level of the Muslim and Arab region, but also at the
level of the entire world. Stepping out of the trap of the local details and of
being sunk in the internal margins would become a means of raising the
Ummab's major issues towards wide horizons and a promising future.”

The Responsibility of Muslim Scholars and Leaders

Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah places the bulk of the responsibil-
ity for uniting the Ummah and ending the vicious cycles of sectarianism on
the Muslim scholars and the socio-political leadership. He expresses disap-
pointment at the lack of mechanisms established to halt sectarian violence
and that the expression of unity has been reduced to, “an illusion that we
use to only give the impression that the Islamic world is united, and that
sects are a source of diversity within the broad Islamic circle.”

“Conferences increase and slogans multiply, and yet we remain right
where we are.” He finds the lack of action to be indefensible and shameful
in light of all the blood that is spilled by hegemonic and occupying powers,
as well as misguided Muslims who have no fear of God. “It is pitiful that
this blood does not drive the Muslim Shia and Sunni clerics to act quick-
ly.”

Sayyid Fadlallah has sounded the alarm on numerous occasions and has
urgently appealed to Sunni and Shia wlama from Al-Azhar, Hijaz, Najaf,
Qum, and other centres of Islamic learning, to direct their attention to a
list of issues that requires of them to live up to their responsibilities:

1. “The sectarian crisis has begun to infringe on the greater taboos and
we have started to lose the ethics of criticism and are offending oth-
ers by insulting the Prophet’s (5) companions and his Household
(‘a)”. Those who engage in this practice, “are not sincere to the Um-
mab or to Islam and seek only to promote their own interests rather
than looking for the higher interest.” Therefore, Sunni and Shia reli-
gious scholars must, “start to confront this reality, not only on the
level of prohibition by words, but also on the level of actions that
place it under siege on the ground.”
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2. When sectarian wars ensue, “every party starts to call for the protec-
tion of (its own particular) Muslim group and starts to talk about the
atrocities that the other group commits.” This then is followed by, “a
conference that is attended by well-known Muslim scholars (who is-
sue) fatawd that pour oil on the fire.” As a result, the words and ac-
tions that are dreaded are, “not only from the oppressor, but also
from the Ummak’s children and those who are supposed to be the
conscious vanguard in preserving and protecting the Ummah's uni-
ty.” These scholars need to be told: “Fear Allah . You are about to
lose the Ummak and plunge it into instinctive sectarian mazes that
wipe out everything everywhere.” These sectarian incitements must be
placed under siege in their birthplaces.

3. The Muslim religious scholars should be aware of the imperial pro-
ject which, “seeks to divide the Ummah into two axes. One of which
is ‘moderate’ and the other is ‘extremist’.” This is yet another form of
division that does not serve the interests of any Islamic cause and is
in fact a ploy to advance the interests of the hegemonic movements.

4. The insistence of the western axis on revitalizing its imperialist pro-
ject in the Muslim world, seeking to ignite the fire of sectarianism
amongst Muslims as a means to that end.

5. “The strategic issues of Muslims in most of their countries have be-
come subjected to the projects that are manufactured by others to
serve the latter’s own interests, armed by a devious scheme that
claims to be interested in solving the problems of Muslims of this or
that country. These projects are serving their own interests and not
ours. For this reason, the leaders, especially the conscientious and
faithful religious scholars, must move to solve the problems of Mus-
lims.”

6. “Allah wants Muslims to be strong, competent, and capable of having
an effective role in determining world decisions. They should also be
open to progress in the economic arena to increase their wealth; in
the political arena to establish the basis of freedom and independ-
ence, and in the social arena to preserve the Islamic unity that is
based on coming toghether on what we have agreed on and resorting
to rational, objective, dialogue concerning the issues that we have
disagreed on.”

7. Religious scholars need to take a decisive stance, “in confronting the
takfiri groups on the level of public education.” This needs to be
done through the issuing of fatawa so as to not allow those, “with a
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superficial understanding of religious issues,” to define the “rules of
engagement” in the Muslim world. This is especially as they seek to,
“benefit from the mistakes that the other parties might fall in, or
from the claims of fighting occupation.” In this respect, what is most
dangerous, “is that the leadership of this or that sect have become
afraid of the people and do not dare to clash with them in their reli-
gious or sectarian discourse.”

8. Political and social loyalties whereby, “the loyalty to a person, party
and group are based on emotions and instincts, that are in turn
based on historical or political fanaticism.” This results in leaders
calling upon the elimination of others instead of their acknowl-
edgement, and here there is a failure to consider diversity as a source
of enrichment to each individual in the community. Moreover, it
offsets, “the role of reason by making the public respond emotionally
to any sectarian slogan or goal.” This provides fertile ground for po-
litical parties to turn issues into sectarian ones so as to shore up their
support. “This is especially true when the rulers lose their popular
base and their objective legitimacy. Thus, they will resort to sectarian,
racial or regional incitement aiming to win an advantage through the
use of the sacredness of the partisan affiliation.” One of the primary
factors contributing to this malaise is, “the subordination of Muslim
scholars to a certain political side or a particular regional country.”
Instead, the religious scholars must have their “own thoughts and
stances without being subordinates to anyone.”

Sayyid Fadlallah calls for, “a unity in which people are bounded by spir-
itual and humanitarian brotherhood. Since the people believe in Allah,
they should meet on Him and be unified in Him. And since they believe in
the Messenger (5) they should abide by him and follow his traditions.” He
also calls upon all the religious authorities, “to interfere directly in preserv-
ing this unity and to follow the movement of their representatives in the
region making sure that they do not offend the Islamic unity.” Failure to
maintain the integrity of the Islamic movement, especially as it faces a criti-
cal stage, would result in the Ummah “falling into a quagmire, be at the
margins and witness sectarian partisan wars,” that weaken and threaten Is-
lam.

As a final note regarding the role of Muslim scholars and leaders in es-
tablishing unity, the Sayyid realizes that, “verbal condemnations or confer-
ence communiqués are not enough.” When the conferences are over, “we
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ought to go to the ground, to our bases, and talk to them about Islamic
unity and (encourage them to see) that the disagreements among Muslims
could represent the diversity that enriches Islam.” Elaborating on the need
to take the conferences to the grassroots, the Sayyid proposes that, “The
Conference is not only ‘here’ but the conference is in all our mosques, sites,
and forums.” However, Sayyid Fadlallah acknowledges that addressing the
needful at the grassroots level may not always be welcomed. Many who have
been nurtured on hate would end up pelting these revivers and reformers
with stones, as the Sayyid experienced first-hand. It is as if he was consoling
himself when he defiantly says, “Let us consider these stones to be medals
because what is actually stoning you is backwardness and not awareness,
knowing that backwardness was what stoned the prophets throughout his-
tory.”

The Responsibility of Every Muslim

Despite his numerous meetings and exchanges with spiritual, intellectu-
al, and socio-political leaders, Sayyid Fadlallih made it a point to not con-
fine the discourse on Muslim unity and programs of action to the strato-
sphere of the elite only. Rather, he wanted this concern for Muslim unity to
be pervasive throughout the Ummab.

As indicated earlier, the Sayyid believed that we are living in times of
crisis where the whole world is preying upon Islam and the Muslims. Un-
der these circumstances, the vanguards are outnumbered and all hands are
required to be on deck. Here, Sayyid Fadlallah uniquely applies the concept
of wajib kifa r—the duty that is an obligation on every Muslim so as long
as it remains unfulfilled. Normally this is applied to washing and burying a
deceased Muslim, or at times to acquiring a field of knowledge or expertise
that is required by the Ummah. However, argues the Sayyid, the duty of
protecting and defending Islam and the unity of the Ummal is also an ob-
ligation on every Muslim so long as this duty remains unfulfilled.

Moreover, according to the prophetic tradition, “one who gets up in the
morning and is not concerned about the affairs of other Muslims, is not a Mus-
lim.” And in another tradition, “Muslims should treat one another as a human
body which if any organ is in pain, the other organs will look after it.” Hence,
comments the Sayyid, “No Muslim in any place on earth should be indif-
ferent towards the sufferings and challenges of Muslims in a faraway coun-
try.” Applying these traditions to the subject of Muslim unity, Sayyid
Fadlallah mentions that, “Islam is to feel that you are a part of the Muslim
body, represented by the Muslim Ummah.” Thus, the Qur’an says:
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And if two parties of the believers quarrel, make peace between
them; but if one of them acts wrongfully towards the other, fight
that which acts wrongfully until it returns to Allah's command.

(49:9)

Consequently, Sayyid Fadlallah encourages, “Every believer ought to
support this state of unity and take part in its process as much as he could;
thus, exerting every effort for what brings about cordiality and avoiding
saying or doing what could lead to partition. Despite the huge negligence
of the governments that could actually play a big role in establishing unity,
each of the believers in his house and neighbourhood, can participate in
what brings about benefit and good to the society.”

Additionally, Sayyid Fadlallah sought to draw attention to the role that
the media can play in shaping public opinion and reminding Muslims of
their responsibilities. By and large, the media has been used as a negative
instrument to spread rumours, fan the flames of sectarian conflict by high-
lighting inflammatory speech, and “fertilizes the ground for sedition that
could burn everything and eventually make the Arabs and Muslims drink
their own poison.” However, the Sayyid also recognizes that the media is an
important instrument that can also be wielded positively to broadcast uni-
ty, and hence implores it in these words: “All types of media must make
efforts to reflect the real Islamic unity and avoid producing programs that
might encourage extremism and division among Islamic groups.”

Towards Substantive Dialogue

One of the most recurring themes in the thoughts of Sayyid Fadlallih is
the importance of dialogue for bridging differences. In order to establish
unity at a religious, political or social level, people need to meet on points
of commonality. Such an endeavour, says the Sayyid, “would start by get-
ting to know one another in order to reach mutual understanding and then
cementing agreement on the points they concur upon.”

The objective, then, of dialogue is not for, “scoring points on one an-
other, but rather for all the points to be collected for the interest of the
crucial causes.” For instance, when there are internal gaps that are ripe for
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exploiting with the aim of destroying the Ummabh, engaging in dialogue
would be to, “study the points of weakness and those of strength in an ef-
fort to benefit from the points of strength and turn the points of weakness
into points of strength.”

The problems in Muslim world, the Sayyid assesses, “are because we do
not understand one another and that each of us wants to have everything
for himself. This viewpoint is far away from reality and human wisdom.”

The etiquette of dialogue needs to be one of resorting to, “the best words
and the best means, for kind and good words would turn an enemy into a
friend or at least create an atmosphere of mutual understanding.” Also key
to dialogue is to be able to, “listen to the viewpoint of the other,” as often,
what is considered dialogue is in reality two sets of monologues with each
party speaking to the other with fingers in their ears.

Unfortunately, the common outcome of Muslim dialogue is the ex-
changing of pleasantries when together, then returning to their bases say-
ing, “we were only complimenting them, we are one hundred per cent cor-
rect and not them, our side is right, whereas the other side is wrong.” To
this the Sayyid asks, “are we serious in calling for Islamic unity or are we
just like those mentioned in the Holy Qur’an™:
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When they meet those who believe, they say: “We believe;” but
when they are alone with their evil ones, they say: ‘We are really
with you: We (were) only jesting’.” (2:14)

As engaging in dialogue is of paramount importance to Sayyid Fadlal-
1ah, he sets about listing several key conditions that would contribute to its
success:

1. Good intentions and a level platform that is based on the Qur’anic
method of approaching dialogue: “And most surely we or you are on
a right way or in manifest error.” (34:24)

2. The prioritization of internal dialogue between all the parties within
the Ummah, Sunni and Shia, and without any exclusion, is in the
paramount interest of the Ummah. This must also include, “those
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whose relationships are very complicated even to the extent of accus-
ing one another with kufr.”

Accordingly, the dialogue between Shia groups and Salafi cur-
rents, such as the Wahhabiyya, “would be amongst the most vital and
beneficial to Muslims.” Any issues that are of particular sensitivity
and controversy need to be resolved through the Qur’in and the
Sunnah of the Prophet (s).
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then if you quarrel about anything, refer it to Allah and the Mes-
senger. (4:59)

Moreover, internal dialogue should be given priority over external
dialogue, “since the international camps do not ask for dialogue un-
less it is in their interests.”

. “No taboo issues should be ruled out of the dialogue.” It is im-

portant that constructive dialogue include not only a discussion on
points of agreement, but that there also needs to be an openness to
discuss any issue whatsoever, including those that are sensitive and
controversial, “because no one possesses the absolute truth.” Rather,
the method of discussion should be on the basis of: “Bring your
proof if you are truthful.” (2:111)

After all, the Qur’an dealt with the, “accusations that were raised
against the Prophet (s), whether concerning his personality or his
Message. The Qur’an has also responded objectively to the wrong no-
tions about Allah, the Most Exalted, although this (issue) was con-
sidered sacred to all Muslims. So, what then do we have to say about
the issues that are of a less importance?!”

In fact, “perhaps we ought to exclude the term ‘sacred’ from the
process of dialogue, because this concept is ambiguous in its mean-
ing (and application), while the objectivity that the Holy Qur’an has
emphasized, and all the messengers have called for, is the logic of ev-
idence and proof.”

. “Dialogue should not be conducted on the basis of what the earlier

scholars from this sect or that had written,” but rather it needs to oc-
cur, “amongst the contemporary Muslim scholars, since many of the
ideas that each party had about the other were imposed by historical
contexts and complications in the past and their associated mentali-
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ties, while the jurisprudential perspective of the present is different
from that of the past.”

Thus, “we do not consider the thoughts of the earlier scholars as
‘sacred’, regardless of how important they are. Besides, keeping the
dialogue within the frame of what they had produced will not help
in creating a serious and vibrant dialogue, but rather it will turn the
dialogue into skirmishes and into a sphere in which each party rec-
ords goals against the other.”

Therefore, “the dialogue should be based on the jurisprudence of
the present scholars and not of the previous ones in order that we are
not transported by the dialogue into history, thereby ignoring the re-
ality of the present.”

5. Dialogue should stay away from, “skirmishes and counting scores by
this sect or that.” Thus, “we must appraise the feasibility of the media
coverage of the dialogue, since this coverage might instigate fanati-
cism in the Muslim ‘street’.”

“It goes without saying that the seriousness of any Muslim-
Muslim dialogue, in its relation with the Muslim ‘street,” is deter-
mined according to the results of the dialogue.” The actual stages and
acts of dialogue, however, may contain, “many elements of instiga-
tion, regardless of how objective and scientific this act might be,”
which, in turn, can rally the ‘street’ and complicate and even hinder
any dialogue, “regardless of how important this dialogue might be.”

6. At the same time, amongst the most important contributors to the
failure of previous attempts of dialogue and reducing sectarian ten-
sions is, “in addition to it lacking a high level of seriousness, the ina-
bility of the positive results of dialogue to get down to the ‘street’.”
What is required, then, is for dialogue to be followed by “popular
educational tools” and “a new Islamic education” that includes the
methods of disagreements within the rules of Islamic jurisprudence.

Reconciliation: Going Beyond Just Talk

After presenting the perspectives of Sayyid Fadlallah on dialogue, it is
fitting then to end with his thoughts on reconciliation. Dialogue by itself is
insufficient, as “there is no good in much of our talk if it does not contain
a call for performing good acts which include the reconciliation between
people” As the Qur’an states,
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There is no good in most of their secret counsels except (in his)
who enjoins charity or goodness or reconciliation between people;
and whoever does this secking Allah's pleasure, We will give him a

mighty reward. (4:114)

Moreover, the Sayyid emphasizes the necessity of reconciliation and en-
courages people to, “intervene and reconcile those who differ and to re-
mind those who incite strife that they will be punished.” For, Allah says,
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Whoso intervenes in a good cause will have the reward thereof,
and whoso intervenes in an evil cause will bear the consequence
thereof. Allah oversees all things. (4:85)

And in another verse, settling differences is presented as an act of obedi-
ence to Allah and His Messenger (s):
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They ask you about the windfalls. Say: The windfalls are for Allah
and the Messenger. So be careful of (your duty to) Allah and set
aright matters of your difference, and obey Allah and His Messen-
ger if you are believers. (8:1)

The Qur’an also states,
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The believers are but brethren, therefore make peace between

your brethren and be careful of (your duty to) Allah that mercy
may be had on you. (49:10)

Such is the vital importance of reconciliation, that, “Imam al-Sadiq (‘a)
used to leave some money with some of his companions to be used in solv-
ing the differences among his followers, in the event that solving the differ-
ences depended on paying some money.”

In fact, as the Sayyid points out, Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (‘a) even permit-
ted bending the truth in order to reconcile differences between people. The
Imam (‘a) says, “The one who reconciles (others) is not a liar”. The Imam (‘a)
has also said, “Talking is of three kinds: Truth, lies and reconciliation among
people.” According to the Sayyid, what the Imam (‘) means is that, “when
you tell someone that the man he had differed with said good things about
him you would be lying, but you will be rewarded for this lie. In such cases,
lying is not only permissible. It is a duty.” The following verse of the
Qur’an is cited by Imam al-Sadiq (%) in explaining that solving the differ-
ences between people is so important that one can even break an oath
sworn to Allah not to intervene:

Do not make Allah an obstacle, through your oaths, to doing
good and being Godwary, and to bringing about concord between
people. And Allah is all-hearing, all-knowing. (2:224)

Indeed, such was the concern of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) for reconciliation
that the last will of the Commander of the Faithful Imam ‘Ali (‘2) to his
sons Imams al-Hasan and al-Husayn (‘a) was: “I advise you both, and all my
children, my relatives, and whosoever receives this message, to be conscious of Allah,
to order your affairs, and to reconcile your differences. 1 heard your grandfather,
peace be upon him, say: ‘Reconciliation of your differences is more worthy than a
year’s worth of prayers and fasting."
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A Lifetime Labour of Love; A Soul now at Rest

Through the voluminous thoughts, sayings, and actions of Sayyid
Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, we find a personality who lived his life in
the service of Allah and His Messenger (), in defending Islam and the Um-
mabh, and in calling for the unity amongst Muslims.

The Sayyid was a man of tremendous love, who loved Allah and through
this love, loved others. He was a servant of the Creator and served the creat-
ed. As he states in one of his Friday sermons, “I do not bear in my heart
any hatred towards a believer nor do I bear in my heart any malice towards
others, because I love you all. I love for us to live together by way of frater-
nity in God, and in order for us to cooperate so that love becomes for all.
That we love all people, that we love those who agree with us so that we can
cooperate with them and those who differ with us, so that we can dialogue
with them.”

He opened up to one and all, friend and foe: intra-faith, inter-faith, and
those with no faith at all, as he sought to advance the ideals and realities of
Islam and believed that attainment of truth was an offspring of dialogue.

Indeed the Sayyid lived the statement of Prophet Muhammad (5) that,
“No one of you will believe until he loves for the other what be loves for himself
and hates for bim what he hates for himself” It is this great love that put into
his big heart the concern of others. He lived with the people and shared
their issues. He was a father to the orphans, a stout supporter of the op-
pressed, and it was a badge of honour for him to be a thorn in the eye of
the oppressors. The poor and the downtrodden were the closest to his heart,
and he saw in the youth an aspiring hope, provided that they armed them-
selves with Islamic culture, knowledge, and awareness. And we found these
priorities exhibited in the scores of orphanages, schools, colleges, and hos-
pitals that he established

Such was Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Fadlallah, who called people to,
“Join us in love, away from personal, regional, partisan and sectarian con-
siderations. Let us all meet and gather under Allah's shade instead of disa-
greeing in His name.” He has also said, “Life cannot bear hatred, for hatred
is death and love is life.”
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Iran and Egypt on the Path to Proximity”
Hujjatul Islam Sayyid Hadi Khusrawshahi
Translated by Muhammad ‘Asad Dharsi

Abstract

Iran and Egypt, since historical times, as two representatives of origi-
nal Eastern civilizations, have contributed immensely towards the
development of history and human civilization. Historically, the
people of Iran and Egypt have always been inclined to engage in bi-
lateral cooperation. Familiarity with the historical and cultural prec-
edence of the interactions between the two countries can assist us in
identifying the contemporary conditions and needs at hand. This ar-
ticle intends to analyze the relations between Iran and Egypt from
ancient times to the post-Islamic period—especially the past century.
It will then address the role of religious clerics on the relationship
between the two countries, with a study of the reform movement of
Sayyid Jamal al-Din Husayni [Asadabadi aka Afghani] and Shaykh
Muhammad Taqi Qummi, and will conclude by delineating the role
of Iran and Egypt with respect to the challenges of globalization and
the dialogue between civilizations.

Keywords: Proximity between the [Islamic] schools of thought, rela-
tions of the reform movement, globalization, Dialogue between civi-
lizations.

Iran and Egypt as the two principal centres and ancient loci of Eastern
civilization, have had connections since the earliest times and have con-
tributed decisively towards the unfolding of history and human civiliza-
tion. The beginning of this link goes very far back in time to the period in
which both countries were known as the “cradle of civilization.” Over the
historical course of this relationship, despite the fact that the kings of each
historical era—at certain times due to jealousy and other times due to rival-
ry—would challenge and oppose each other, the people of Iran and Egypt
would demonstrate an increased inclination towards improvement of rela-
tions and cooperation. An overview of the historical and cultural aspects of

* This article first appeared in the original Farsi in the quarterly Andisheh-i taqrib,
vol 6, Spring 2006.
~ Scholar, researcher and faculty member of the “‘Wahdah’ conference
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the relationship between the two countries can assist us in identifying the
present situation and its attendant needs. This in turn could lead to the
expansion and strengthening of ties in line with the interests of the two
nations in particular, and the Islamic Ummah in general.

IRAN-EGYPT RELATIONS IN ANCIENT TIMES

On the basis of current historical evidence, Iranians, on the orders of
Cyrus and through his successor Cambyses II, conquered Egypt. Even
though Greek historians, especially Herodotus, held a negative opinion of
Iranian activities in Egypt, early Egyptian sources paint another picture.
Recently, the Egyptian Cultural Heritage and Archaeological Association,
with the aim of shedding further light on the issue, has dispatched a group
to uncover the remains from the military advancement of Cambyses II in
the deserts of Egypt. The locus of the archaeological activities of this group
is somewhere between Wahah al-Kharijah [The Outer Oasis] and Wahah al-
Dakhilah [The Inner Oasis] in the Egyptian desert.

Darius I, in the continuation and completion of the military advance-
ment and conquest of Cambyses II, marched from southern Egypt towards
Ethiopia. Based on a relic written in four languages—Ancient Persian,
Elamite, Assyrian and Egyptian—Darius had prepared plans for digging a
canal connecting the Mediterranean Sea with the Red Sea.

It has been noted in Egyptian historical records that during the Acha-
menid era Iranians, under orders from Darius, learned astrology and medi-
cine from the Egyptians. Conversely, Egyptians took example from the irri-
gation system of the Iranians, especially the aqueducts. Similarly, under the
command of Darius, libraries were established in Egypt which till that time
were unknown in that country.

Relations between Iran and Egypt, following the attacks by Alexander of
Macedonia and the dominance of his successors over the region, increasing-
ly came under the influence of military politics and the friction between
Iran and Rome. Similarly, other ups and downs have continually existed in
the relations between the two countries.

IRAN-EGYPT RELATIONS IN THE POST-ISLAMIC PERIOD

After the founding and emergence of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula
and its spread towards the East and the West, the people of Iran and Egypt
converted to Islam. In the Muslim brigades preparing for the conquest of
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Egypt, a significant contingent of Iranians were present, many of whom
hailed from Khurasan. Subsequently, a group of Iranians migrated and set-
tled in Egypt. Some of Salman al-Farsi’s (one of the great companions of
the Prophet (s)) children settled in Egypt, while a number of others settled
in Iran. During those days, all Muslims had come together and united on
the basis of Islam, and the question of racial identity or geographic origin
was considered a secondary matter. For this reason, many signs of cultural,
political, academic and economic exchanges exist between all Islamic na-
tions, including Iran and Egypt.

Layth ibn Sa‘d (b. 94 AH), who was an Imam in Islamic jurisprudence
and narrations and who was highly popular amongst the Egyptians, was
Iranian in origin. Kindi in the book Wulit al-misr [the Rulers of Egypt] clari-
fies that many governors of Egypt during his time were Iranian. He even
mentions the birthplace of these individuals. He says for example, ‘Awn
ibn Zayd is from the people of Gorgian and Harthimah ibn A‘yun is from
the people of Balkh.

Historians have also made mention of some Iranian poets who after the
4™ century A.H. were sent to Egypt and were extremely influential like, Abu
Nuwas, who according to some is considered the greatest poet of the Abbas-
id times. Nasir Khusraw Qabadiyani, the famous poet and philosopher,
even visited Egypt in the 5™ century A.H. and settled there for a period. He,
as the Hujjat of the land of Khurasan and with directives to spread the
Isma’iliyyah school of thought, was posted to Iran by al-Mustansir, the Fat-
imid caliph. Nasir Khusraw in his memoirs has noted valuable details re-
garding Egypt; the Nile, the lifestyle of the people and the structure and
architecture of the buildings found in the country.

Sa‘di is yet another Iranian poet who had settled in Egypt during the
Ayyubid period. A result of this travel is a collection of morally inspiring
stories that Sa“di has incorporated in his Bustan and Gulisian.

Fakhr al-Din ‘Iraqi, a poet and famous Sufi, in the 8" century A.H.,
went to Egypt and was honoured by the Sultan and reached the level of
“Shaykh al-Shuytkh”. Shaykh al-Shuytkh in those days referred to the chief
of the Khanaqah [Sufi centre for mystical practice]. The first Khanaqah in
Egypt was constructed during the era of the Ayyubids and ever since, rulers
and viziers have vied with each other for the establishment of Khanaqahs,
and have donated large sums of money for them. In the period of the
Mamluks, the number of Khanaqahs saw a significant increase. These Egyp-
tian Khanaqahs at present are one of the examples where the influence of
[ranian architecture is greatly noticeable.
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With the fall of Baghdad at the hands of the Mongols and the subse-
quent collapse of Iranian governments and the dominance of the Ayyubids
of Sham [Syria] over the Fatimid caliphate, there was a period of interrup-
tion or estrangement in the bilateral relationship between Iran and Egypt.
Similarly, as a result of the attack of the Timurids on the lands associated
with the Egyptian Mamluks, interactions between the two countries became
strained. An investigation into the relationship between the two countries
during the aforementioned historical periods indicates that the period of
the Fatimid rule in Egypt was the pinnacle of the flowering of cultural ex-
changes between Iran and Egypt. The Fatimids adopted many of their cus-
toms and conventions from the Iranians; they adorned their courts like
those of the Iranian kings and similarly celebrated many of their occasions.
In a mannerism that was similar to Sassanian monarchs, the Fatimid caliph
would seat himself behind a curtain during public audiences, and at the
time of assembly and gathering, the curtains would part and the recitors of
the Holy Qur’an would begin recitation.

One of the celebrations that the Fatimids adopted from the Iranians is
Nowrouz, whereby, according to documents present, poets would offer
congratulations to the ruler Tamim ibn al-Mu‘iz. These celebrations are
clear examples of the inclination of the Fatimids towards following Iranian
culture and civilization. It is also worth noting that Fatimid art was also
severely under the influence of Iranian art, and consequently in handicrafts
where weaving, woodcarving, engraving and tile work was involved, the
style and technique of Iranian artists is clearly noticeable. Another example
of cultural exchanges between Iran and Egypt is the prevalence of some Per-
sian terms in Arabic, especially in the Egyptian dialect. The usage of these
terms was undertaken primarily by the Fatimids, Sufis and the Ottomans.
Muhammad Magqgbal Baig, in the book al-Durr al-thamin fi asma’ al-banat wa
al-banin, points towards many names used in Egypt that have a Persian
root. Dr. Husayn Mujib al-Misti in his book [ran wa Misr ‘abr al-tarikh
along with some of his other works, and also Muhammad Nar al-Din Abd
al-Mun’im in his article al-Alfaz al-Farsiyyab fi al-‘ammiyyab al-Misriyyab,
have described these terms’.

In the Ottoman period and after the reforms that were introduced by
Muhammad “Ali Pasha, the Persian language, was instituted as an academic
and a semi-official language of Egypt. This led to the publication of many

' Refer to Kayhan Farhangi cultural newsletter, special issue on Egypt, by Mr. Asadji,
Vol. 9, Year 9, December 1992 and the Hujjat article.
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valuable Persian literary books, like the Diwan of Hafiz, Mathnawi of
Mawlana Rami, the Kulliyyati Sa‘di, .... Of note also is the the publication
in Egypt of Persian dailies such as Thurayya, Parvarish, Chehreh nama and
Hikmat.

In 1516 Shah Isma‘il I, the founder of the Safavid dynasty, sought a coa-
lition with the Egyptian sultan al-Ghawri against the Ottoman government,
and for this sake appointed an ambassador and dispatched him with a let-
ter of friendship, along with two hundred slave-boys and slave-girls, to the
Egyptian sultan. The Egyptian sultan accepted the proposal of the Iranian
king and along with an army comprising of 30,000 men marched towards
Syria. From that period onwards, the relations between Iran and Egypt can
be studied and analyzed within the framework of diplomatic relations. In
the Treaty of Rome signed in 1848 by Mirza Taqi Khin Amir Kabir of Iran,
it has been clearly mentioned that the government of Iran can set up a con-
sulate in each of the cities of the Ottoman lands where it has business in-
terests (except Makkah and Madinah).

Eight years later in 1855, the government of Iran for the first time pro-
ceeded to dispatch a temporary commissioner as an “expediency officer”
from Istanbul to Cairo. In 1299 A.H. differences between Iranian traders
and Egyptian customs took place over Iranian tobacco.

The Iranian embassy in Istanbul sent Hajji Muhammad Sadiq Khan as
the expediency officer and permanent commissioner to Egypt. This meas-
ure was the precursor to the installation of political relations between Iran
and Egypt in the modern times.

IRAN-EGYPT RELATIONS IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

After the end of the First World War and the fragmentation of the Ot-
toman Empire, relations between the two countries gained steam, and in
addition to affairs of trade, cultural relations between Iran and Egypt also
saw considerable movement. This process had a significant impact on the
elevation of diplomatic ties between the two countries, and in 1939 the Ira-
nian mission in Cairo was upgraded to an embassy. In the period of Farugq,
the teaching of Persian in Egyptian universities gained prominence and

* At Al-Azhar too, Persian was regarded second language status in specializations
such as Philosophy, History, and Arabic language in the College of Islamic scienc-
es.
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with the dispatch of Persian language instructors from Iran to Egypt, cul-
tural and academic relations between the two sides were further expanded.

Even though the divorce of the sister of the Egyptian king from the
Shah of Iran [then crown prince] was a source of discomfort for the Egyp-
tian king, it nevertheless did not affect the overall foreign policy of the two
countries. With the fall of the Egyptian monarchy and the rise of the mili-
tary rulers, major changes were affected to the internal and external policies
of Egypt, and Colonel Nasser, drawing upon Arab nationalism, challenged
the Pahlavi regime. In such circumstances, relations between the two coun-
tries saw a downturn and eventually resulted in the severance of diplomatic
ties on 15 August 1960.

After the tragic defeat of the Arabs in the 1967 war, which took place be-
cause of ambitious policies cum mistakes of Colonel Nasser, changes were
made to Egypt’s regional and international policies. In this context, the
apparent support of Iran for the Arabs in 1967 was a good opportunity for
the healing of ties, and with the mediation of Kuwait and the subsequent
contact between the two sides, relations between Iran and Egypt took an
upturn, and on the 29 August 1970, the two countries released a statement
indicating a decision to elevate the level of ties through ambassadorial rela-
tions. However, a month after the announcement of renewal of ties between
the two countries, Nasser passed away’.

With the arrival of Anwar Sadat, Egyptian foreign affairs policies to a
great extent became closer to the stances of the Shah’s regime. Examples of
such political conformity include the turning away of Sadat from the East-
ern to the Western bloc and the adoption of economic policies based on
the free-market model. Sadat, following the October 1973 war, adopted the
policy of compromise and cooperation with Israel. Relations between Iran
and Egypt after this war, with the announcement of Iran’s readiness for
cooperation with the rebuilding of Egypt and increase in bilateral contact,
reached their height.

The Shah offered his full support to Sadat’s policies towards resolving
the Middle East crisis through negotiations with Israel, and in reality the
expansion of business and trade links between the two countries during this
period was the practical outcome of this policy. In modern history, the re-
lationship between the Shah and Sadat, two figures who were completely
attached to Western imperialism, came to be considered the golden age of
relations between Tehran and Cairo. Payment of macro-loans from Iran to

3 Tikkiyehei 1996-97, p.96
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Egypt, signing of agreements in the fields of industry, trade and joint in-
vestments in the fields of tourism and energy, all of which indicate the
warming of relations. Meanwhile though, the US benefitted from the en-
couragement offered by the Shah to Sadat for opening the door of direct
negotiations with Israel. It is said that the most important topics of discus-
sion between the Shah and Carter towards the end of 1977 was around the
same subject.

After the victory of the Islamic revolution of Iran in 1979, due to the
signing of the Camp David accords by Egypt, relations between the two
countries were severed on the orders of Imam Khomeini (r). Shortly there-
after, when Egypt gave asylum to the deposed Shah, relations between the
two countries became convulsive. After the beginning of the Iran-Iraq war,
Egypt primarily condemned both countries and expressed its opposition
towards “this unnecessary war between two Muslim and neighbouring
countries,” though secretly it was pleased by the fact that Iraq had become a
barrier against the spread of the Islamic revolution. By keeping in mind
this fact, Egypt soon after the intensification of the war, dispatched a great
deal of military assistance to Iraq*.

After the Islamic revolution in Iran, the growth of Islamism had a sig-
nificant trend in the region generally and in Egypt particularly, to the ex-
tent that it became the cause that many Egyptian politicians blamed the
Islamic Republic of Iran of interference in the internal affairs of their own
country. In this vein, on 3 March 1988the government of Egypt formally
accused iran of interference and began measures to shut the Interests Sec-
tion of the Islamic Republic of Iran in Cairo.

With the acceptance of resolution 598 and the end of the Iran-Iraq war,
the Islamic Republic of Iran, in a unilateral humanitarian gesture and
through the mediation of Shaykh Muhammad Ghazili, a prominent cleric,
released all Egyptian prisoners of war who were caught alongside the Iraqis.
After the end of the second Gulf War and the “liberation” of Kuwait by the
Allied forces with the leadership of the US, the political map of the Middle
East transformed yet again. These transformations and upheavals, provided
a suitable setting for further conciliation between Tehran and Cairo, and
on 28" April 1991, the Interest Sections of the two countries were estab-
lished in Tehran and Cairo. From that time onwards, the officials of the

4 Mujib al-Misri, pg 97
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two countries—primarily the foreign ministers—through bilateral meetings
and discussions, have sought to improve the emerging relations.

Over the past decade, the two countries have had good cooperation with
each other on the following international issues:

1. Collaboration of stances of the two countries on the issue of Bos-

nia and assistance to the Muslims of that country.

2. Taking up stances close to each other over the NPT (Nuclear non-
proliferation treaty)

3. Bilateral consultations over the issue of human rights resulting in
the switch in the Egyptian vote over a resolution regarding the sta-
tus of human rights in Iran from positive to an abstention.

4. Cooperation between the two countries within the framework of
the OIC (Organization of the Islamic Conference) and the partici-
pation of Amr Moussa, Egyptian foreign minister, in the Tehran
meeting and undertaking of common stances in many of the issues
brought forward in the committees of the conference.

At the level of regional cooperation, the two countries have in many in-
stances adopted common stances, some of which are as follows:

1. The need to prevent proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
by the Zionist regime.

2. Support for the territorial integrity of Iraq and prevention of its
disintegration.

3. Proposal for the disarmament of nuclear and weapons of mass de-
struction in the Middle East.

In the area of bilateral interactions, the following instances of coopera-
tion may be pointed out:

A. Economic cooperation: The revival of economic relations has been
seriously followed up after the reopening of the interests sections by the
two countries.

In this area, the construction of five sugarcane factories in Khurasan
Razavi province by Egypt and the signing of a memorandum of under-
standing for the sale of a thousand tractor units to the Egyptian private

> Ahmad Hashim, 1993-94, pg. 78

164



IRAN AND EGYPT ON THE PATH TO PROXIMITY

sector and other commercial transactions, include some of the noteworthy
economic activities.

B. Cultural cooperation: The signing of agreements for academic coop-
eration between the ‘Ain Shams university of Egypt and the ‘Allamah Ta-
batabai university, the travel of few distinguished scholars and academic,
literary and cultural personalities of the Islamic Republic of Iran to Egypt
and their meeting with the Shaykh of Al-Azhar and a meeting of academics
and publishers from Egypt with Iranian authorities, similarly the broad-
casting of Iranian movies in Egypt and friendly sports meets are considered
parts of the cultural activities of the past years.

What is clear is that all of the above stances and instances of concilia-
tion can be attributed to Egypt’s gradual distancing from the Camp David
accords.

THE ROLE OF THE CLERGY IN IRAN-EGYPT RELATIONS

Without doubt, the people of Iran and Egypt share many similarities
with respect to their religious sensibilities. Both nations benefitted from
religion in their struggles against colonialism. It was religion that provided
the motivation for jihad against the colonialists. History is witness that the
Egyptian armed forces crossed the Suez Canal in the Ramadan War and
broke the fortifications of the Barlow line with calls of “Allahu Akbar.”

Similarly love of and affinity with the Ahl al-Bayt (‘z) is one of the
shared religious values that is clearly visible between the Egyptians and the
Iranians. In this midst, the role of the scholars and the foresighted clerics
in bringing together the two nations—Iran and Egypt—is very important.
Here, we shall limit our discussion to the brief study of two examples: the
reform movement of Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani [or Asadabadi] and the
movement for the proximity of the [Islamic] schools of thought of Shaykh
Muhammad Taqi Qummi.

THE REFORM MOVEMENT OF SAYYID JAMAL AL-DIN AFGHANI

Sayyid Jamal al-Din towards the end of the year 1215 A.H. entered Egypt
for the first time from India. The period of his stay during this visit was
only forty days, but during this short period he became acquainted with Al-
Azhar [seminary] and went for Hajj from there. This stay of the Sayyid,
though short, had a profound impact on the students at Al-Azhar.
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In his second visit, which began around the beginning of Muharram
1287 A.H., Sayyid went to Cairo apparently with an intention of a long-
term stay. This time he stayed at the Ibrahim Beyk Muyelgi lodge near the
mosque of Sayyidana Husayn, though he later went to Khan al-Khalili and
upon request from the students of Al-Azhar, began teaching theology, phi-
losophy, jurisprudence and astronomy.

According to the writings of historians and Sayyid’s notes on the back
cover of some books, he used to teach the books: Zawra’, written by Shaykh
Jalal al-Din Dawani in Tasawwuf [Sufism], The Exposition of Shamsiyyah by
Qutb in Logic, Hidayah, Isharat and Hikmat al-‘ishriq in Philosophy, Jalal
al-Din Dawani commentary on al-‘Adudiyyah beliefs in Theology, and Tadb-
kirah of Shaykh Tusi in traditional-astronomy. (A collection of his lecture
series on ‘The exposition of beliefs’ was later published in Egypt under the
name of Shaykh ‘Abduh).

The notable students of Sayyid include: Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abdubh,
Shaykh ‘Abd al-Karim Salman, Shaykh Ibrahim Laqani and Shaykh Ib-
rahim Halbawi.

For this group, Sayyid used to teach the standard sciences of the Hawza
[seminary] and those of Al-Azhar. There was another group who at times
would benefit from Sayyid’s lectures on social and political sciences. These
lessons would at times be held at the homes of the individuals. The notable
participants of these sessions were: Mahmud Sami al-Baradi, ‘Abd al-Salam
Muwaylihi and his brother Ibrahim Muwaylihi, Sa‘d Zaghlal, ‘Ali MAzhar,
Salim Naqqash, Adib Ishiq, among others.

Ahmad Amin in his book regarding the life of the Sayyid writes: “What
did Sayyid want from teaching in Egypt?” and thereafter responds: “Sayyid
had two objectives from the teaching of Azharian and non-seminarian sci-
ences: The first goal being the awakening of the students and the enlight-
enment of the minds of the Azharians such that they become acquainted
with the new world, especially with philosophy, which after the Fatimid
times in Egypt, had become proscribed.” Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh in
the introduction to the treatise al-Waridat fi sirr al-tablilat writes “When I
went after philosophy, at Al-Azhar they told me that [the study of] philos-
ophy is param [religiously forbidden]. This state of affairs continued until
the time that the sun of truths rose and through the presence of the per-
fected sage and the standing truth, that is our teacher Sayyid Jamal al-Din

¢>Amin, pg. 293
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Afghani, aspects of it were made apparent to us. We requested this of him,
and thank God, it was given to us.”

Based on this very spiritual influence, as narrated in Zu'‘ama’ al-islah fi
‘asr al-hadith, Shaykh [‘Abduh] says about the Sayyid: “Certainly my father
granted me a life, he shares it with me, and Sayyid Jamal al-Din granted me
a life, I share it with Muhammad (5) and Ibrahim and Misa and Isa and the
saints and the holy ones...”

In the same period ‘Abduh, in collaboration with Aba Turab, an Irani-
an student of the Sayyid, annotated and translated the treatise “Nzjariyyah™
into Arabic and published it in Cairo.

The second aim of the Sayyid from the presentation of general courses
was the awakening of the Egyptian masses, the criticism of the tyrannical
rule and the disclosure the brutality of colonialism. Sayyid openly criti-
cized the occupation of Islamic countries such as Morocco, Tunisia and
Algeria by France, and the occupation of Egypt, Sudan and other Muslim
lands, by England. It is in line with this opposition that he established the
Hizb al-Watani [The National party] in Egypt, which is mentioned by the
Sayyid Muhammad Rashid Rida in the book Tarikh al-ustadh al-Imam with
the name of al-Hizb al-Watani al-Hurr’ [The Free National party].

The role of Sayyid in the upheavals at Al-Azhar, the awakening of the
Egyptian people and the enlightenment of the politicians is clear. While it
is also obvious that this movement could not have come about without the
cooperation and sympathy of the Egyptian side, in particular that of
Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh and others. It is for this reason that eventually
the Egyptian government officials, on the request of England, deported the
Sayyid from Egypt, who then went to Paris and in collaboration with
Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh published al- Urwat al-wuthga, which in itself
is a separate story .

7 Husayni, 2000-01, pg. 43

®>Amin, ibid.

? Sayyid’s “The treatise on Nijariyyah or Naturalism, which was authored and pub-
lished by him during his stay in India and has been reprinted many times in differ-
ent languages, was translated by Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh with the cooperation
of ’Abu Turab, an Iranian student of the Sayyid, into Arabic which has lately been
printed once again under the “Treatises on Philosophy and ‘Irfan”, with explana-
tions under the title of al-Radd ‘ala al-Dabriyyin.

° Al-‘Urwat al-Wuthgqa was a cultural-political publication which was published on
a monthly basis by Sayyid with the cooperation of Shaykh Muhammad ‘Abduh in
Paris. But after 18 volumes, publishing was terminated.Volume 18 of this series,
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PROXIMITY BETWEEN THE [ISLAMIC] SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT

Another topic of import, both past and present, is the establishment of
Dair al-Taqrib bayn al-Madhahib al-Islamiyyah, or the ‘House of Proximity
between the Islamic Schools of Thought’ in Egypt. Shaykh Mahmuad
Shaltat in his treatise Qrsat al-taqrib, published in the quarterly Risalat al-
Islam, has dealt with this issue in detail. Ustad Muhammad Taqi Qummi
was an Iranian scholar who was apparently sent to Egypt by the Iranian
government for cultural activities. He, however ended up establishing con-
tacts with Al-Azhar. The result of this effort was and acquaintance with the
great Shuytkh [scholars] of Al-Azhar, such as Shaykh ‘Abd al-Majid Salim,
Shaykh Mahmutd Shaltat, Shaykh Muhammad Fahhim, Shaykh
Muhammad Abt Zuhrah, Shaykh Muhammad Ghazili and Shaykh Hasan
al-Banna’ and others.

The complete fifteen year series of the Risalat al-Islam—Qahirah, which
was published in its entirety by the Assembly for Proximity, Tehran, deline-
ates the history of the Iranian-Egyptian conciliation movement.

Undoubtedly, if the cooperation of great scholars of Egypt and Iran
(such as the Late Ayatullah Burajirdi) was not there, Shaykh Qummi single-
handedly would not have been able to accomplish anything. It was as a re-
sult of these very efforts that eventually the fatwa of Shaykh Mahmud
Shaltat: “It is permissible to follow the Shia school of thought just like the
other schools of thought” was released, after which Shiite jurisprudence was
taught at Al-Azhar and the Tafsir Majma al-bayin was published in Cairo.

Without doubt this Iranian-Egyptian movement, was able to overcome
many of the problems and differences between Shias and Sunnis in the
Muslim world, and if currently we are witness to peaceful co-existence be-
tween the followers of all the schools of Islamic thought in the Islamic
countries, it is surely the result of the cooperation between the Iranian and
Egyptian scholars. It is quintessential that this work is continued through
the cooperation of Iran and Egypt.

IRAN AND EGYPT AND THE DIALOGUE BETWEEN CIVILIZATIONS

The dialogue between civilizations aims at combating the onslaught of
Western culture and 1ts dominance over the world. It 1s not hidden that
numerous civilizations and cultures exist around the world and each of

along with an introduction and explanations from the author of this article, has
been recently published by the Centre of Islamic Analyses, Qum.
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them have a role in the formation of the identity of each of the nations of
the world. But we are witness to the fact that today, the world’s nations are
concerned about having a special form of culture imposed upon them by
various sratagems and contrivances—many employing communication
technology.

The purpose of this trend is the Westernization of the culture and cus-
toms of the traditional nations and peoples. The idea of ‘Dialogue between
Civilizations’ seeks to demonstrate that the world is composed of cultures
and civilizations who have a right to protect their own independence and
unique identity. Iran and Egypt, with the backing of their rich and magnif-
icent cultures, can cooperate in this regard to ensure the best results for all
other nations.

CONCLUSION

Egypt holds an honoured and priveledged place with all Muslims. This
is especially because in the Holy Qur’an there are five instances where the
name “Egypt” has been utilized and no other country holds this great hon-
our.

For example in Sarah Yainus we recite:

632 Shamy L33 153 ol arly (s ) T3

5o W & - £ - 2 - . A -
Tomadedl ey 33l 15als 88 Lyl Tyl
We revealed to Moses and his brother [saying], ‘Settle your people

in Egypt, and let your houses face each other, and maintain the
prayer, and give good news to the faithful.” (10:87)

And in Surah Yasuf it says:

Ol Fiae 15531 U635 350 ) To3lz Cadoyy Jo 1555 LI

When they entered into the presence of Joseph, he set his parents
close to himself, and said, ‘Welcome to Egypt, in safety, God will-
ingl” (12:99)
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In both cases, there is mention of giving refuge and assigning the houses
as a Qiblab [direction of prayer] and the upholding of sa/ah in those houses.
And then there is talk about giving glad-tidings to the believers and their
being in safety.

Without any doubt, it will be a great loss for the Muslim Ummah and
the Islamic world to lose ‘Egypt.” The Muslims have a principled and deep-
rooted difference with the [former] Egyptian governemtn on the Camp Da-
vid issue. Moreover, the stance of the Islamic Republic and the world’s
Muslims on Palestine is one of the clearest stances and its nature is appar-
ent to all.

The issues subject to differences should be solved gradually. In the
meantime, one must not consider the points of difference only, but must
also take into consideration the commonalities. Differences are not re-
moved by a ‘severance of ties’; there are other ways of doing this. If we are
are ready to exchange views with the People of the Book—according to the
Qur’anic mandate—then why do we not sit with the People of Faith and
our brothers-in-Islam to deal with differences?
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