
















THE  
R E M E M B R A N C E  OF DEATH  

AND THE AFTERLIFE

Being the Tench Book o f  the Saving Virtues 
and the Conclusion of the Book o f  

the Revival o f  the Religious Sciences' ,

In the N am e o f  G od , M ost C om passionate and M erciful

P R A I S E D  B E  G O D , W ho with death did break the 
necks o f  tyrants, shattering with it the backs o f  Persia's 
kings, cutting short the aspirations o f  the Caesars, whose 
hearts were long averse to recalling death, until the true 

promise came to them and cast them into the pit. From  the 
loftiest o f palaces into the deepest o f  graves* they passed, and from  
the light o f  the cradle into the sepulchre’s gloom . From dallying 
with servant-girls and boys into sustaining insects and worms 
they passed, and from revelling in food and drink- into wallow­
ing in the earth; from the friendliness o f  com pany into the 
forlprnness o f  solitude, and from the soft couch into woeful 
perdition.

See if they had found any strength and protection4 from death, 
or taken against it a barrier and refuge. See i f  you can perceive a 
single man o f  them, or hear from  them the slightest sound.5

So all glory to Him W ho is unique in power and authority, 
W ho has taken to Himself all claim to permanence, abasing all 
forms o f  creation through the extinction which He has written 
for them, then appointing death as a redemption for the Godfear-
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ing and as the promise to them o f  a meeting. The tom b made He 
a prison for the damned, a cramped gaol for them until the Day 
o f Decision and Judgem ent. For His is the pow er to bestow  
manifest blessings and to take vengeance through irresistible acts 
o f requital. His is the thanksgiving in the heavens and the earth; 
His is the praise in the Form er W orld and the Afterlife.

May many blessings and most abundant salutations be invoked 
upon Muhammad o f the clear miracles and the evident signs, and 
upon his Family and Companions.

N ow , it behoves him for whom death is his destruction, the 
earth his bed, the w orm  his intimate, Munkar and NakirA his 
companions, the tom b his abode and the' belly o f  the earth his 
resting-place, the Arising his tryst and Heaven or Hell his destiny, 
that he should harbour no thought or recollection but o f  death. 
N o preparedness or plan should he have save for it, and his every 
expectation, concern, energy, waiting and anticipation should be 
for its sake alone. It is right that he should account himself among 
the dead and see himself as one o f  the people o f  the graves. For all 
that comes is certainly near; the distant is what never comes.

The Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) has 
said, ‘The intelligent man is he who judges himself and acts for 
what follows death’.6 Preparation for something can never be 
easy unless its m em ory is constantly renewed in the heart, and this 
can only be done through reminding oneself by paying attention 
to those things which cause it to be recalled and by looking to 
those matters which tell o f  it. O f  the business o f death, with its 
preludes and consequences, the conditions o f  the next world, the 
Resurrection, and Heaven and Hell, we shall mention that which 
the servant o f  God must repeatedly bring to mind and keep with 
him in his thinking and his meditation, so that this may act as an 
encouragement to preparedness. For the journey to what follows

* M unkar and N ak lr: the angels w h o  question the new ly dead. See C hapter Vll 
below ; also A . W ensinck, art. 'M u n k ar w a-N akTr’ in S E I, 4 1 1 —2; G ardet, Pensee, 

I02n.
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death is near at hand, and only a little o f  life remains; yet o f  this 
the people are inattentive. T heir reckoning draweth nigh f o r  
m ankind, w hile they turn aw ay in heedlessness.'

W e shall mention that which relates to death in tw o Parts.
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T H E  FI R S T  PART

Concerning the preludes and consequences o f death 
up to the Blast on the Trum p

(Being composed o f  eight Chapters)

C h a p t e r  O n e : On the Merit which is in the Rem em brance 
o f Death, and an Encouragement to Rem em ber it.

C h a p t e r  T w o : On Lengthy and Brief Flopes.
*

C h a p t e r  T h r e e : On the Agonies and Violence o f  Death, 
and the States Preferable upon its Advent.

C h a p t e r  F o u r : On the Death o f the Emissary o f God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace), and o f  the Rightly-guided  
Caliphs after him.

C h a p t e r  F i v e : On the Sayings o f  the Caliphs, Princes, and 
Righteous Men when Nearing Death

C h a p t e r  S i x : On the Sayings of the Saints at Funerals and 
Cemeteries, and the Legal Verdict Concerning the Visitation of  
Graves.

C h a p t e r  S e v e n : On the True Nature o f  Death, and what 
the Dead Man Undergoes in the Grave prior to the Blast on the 
Trum p.

C h a p t e r  E ig h t : On the States o f the Dead which have been 
Known through Unveiling in Dreams.



C H A P T E R  O N E

On the Remembrance o f Death, 
and an Encouragement to Remember 

it Abundantly

KN O W  T H A T  the heart o f  the man who is engrossed in 
this world and is given over to its vanities and harbours love 

for its appetites must certainly be neglectful o f  the remembrance 
of death. Thus failing to recall it, when reminded o f it he finds it 
odious and shies away. Such are the people o f  w hom  God has 
said: Say: Lo! the death from  which ye shrink w ill surely meet you, and 
afterward ye will be returned unto the Know er o f  the Invisible and the 
Visible, and H e will tell you what ye used to do.*

N ow , men may be either engrossed [in the world], penitent 
beginners, or arrived gnostics. The man engrossed does not 
remember death, or, if he does, it is with regret for his world, and 
he busies himself with disparaging death. The remembrance o f  
death increases such a one in nothing but distance from God.

The penitent man recalls death frequently, so that fear and 
apprehension might thereby proceed from his heart, making his 
repentance complete. It may be that he is in fear o f  death lest it 
carry him off before his repentance is complete and before his 
provisions for the journey are replenished; he is excusable in his 
aversion to death, and is not included in the saying o f  the Prophet 
(may God bless him and grant him peace): ‘W hosoever would 
abhor meeting with God, God abhors meeting with him '.9 Such a 
man does not abhor death and meeting God, but only fears the 
meeting with God passing him by as a result o f  his deficiency and 
remissness. He is like the man who is made late for a meeting with 
his beloved by busying himself with preparations for the 
encounter in a way that will find approval: he is not deemed to be
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reluctant about the meeting! The distinguishing mark o f  the 
penitent man is his constant preparation for this matter and his 
lack o f  any other concern. W ere he to be otherwise he would 
associate with the man engrossed in the world.

As for the gnostic, he remembers death constantly, because for 
him it is the tryst with his Beloved, and a lover never forgets the 
appointed time for meeting the one he loves. Usually such a man 
considers death slow in com ing and is happy upon its advent, that 
he might have done with the abode o f  sinners and be borne away 
into the presence o f the Lord o f  the W o rld s / Such was the case 
with Hudhayfa, o f  whom it is related that when death came he 
said, ‘A dear friend has com e at a time o f  poverty. W hoever 
repents [at such a m om ent as this] shall not succeed. O  Lord God! 
Should Y ou know that poverty is dearer'to me than wealth, and 
sickness more beloved to me than health, and death m ore dear to 
me than life, then make m y death easy for me until I meet Y o u .’

Thus it is that the penitent man may be excused the aversion he 
feels for death, while another is excusable in loving it and longing 
for it. And higher than either o f  them is the degree o f he that has 
entrusted his affair to God (Exalted is He!) and no longer prefers 
death or life for himself, for the dearest o f things to him is that 
which is more beloved in the sight o f  his Lord. By virtue o f  
profound love and loyalty this man has arrived at the station o f  
absolute surrender and contentment, which is the goal, and the 
utmost limit.

But whatever the situation may be, in the recollection o f  death 
there is reward and merit. For even the man engrossed in the 
world benefits from it by acquiring an aversion to this world, 
since it spoils his contentment and the fullness o f  his pleasure; and

* In the Islamic context the rem em brance o f  death and the b e lie f in the worthlessness 
o f  this w orld  have traditionally been circum scribed b y a prohibition on lama/mi al- 
mawl, 'hoping for death". C f. the Prophet's statement as reported in the haditli 'let 
none o f  you  hope fo r death’ (Bukhari, M arda, 19). G h a7 aff writes elsew here (Ihya 
iv. 270; tr. G ram lich, 669) that 'kn o w led ge  (ma rifa) becom es m ore perfect i f  one’s 
life is long, through constant m editation, com batting o f  the low er se lf and divesting 
oneself o f  w o rld ly  attachments -. and all o f  this calls for tune ’
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everything which spoils for man his pleasures and his appetites is 
one of the means o f  deliverance.

Chapter One

A n exposition oj the excellence o f the remembrance 
o f death, however done

The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) 
has said, ‘Rem em ber often the Endcr of Pleasures,’ 10 by which he 
meant, ‘Make pleasures distasteful thereby until your inclination 
towards them is broken and you devote yourselves to  God 
(Exalted is He!).' And he said also (may God bless him and grant 
him peace), ‘W ere the beasts o f  the field to know what the son o f  
Adam knows o f  death you would not find a single plump one to 
eat.’ 11

Said A'isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘O  Emissary o f  
God! Shall anyone be resurrected alongside the martyrs?’ ‘Yes,’ 
he replied. ‘He who recalls death twenty times in one day and 
night.’1"1

The entire reason for this merit is that the remembrance o f  
death must needs result in an aversion to the abode o f beguile- 
ment and demand that one make preparations for the Afterlife, 
while heedlessness o f  death summons one to indulgence in 
worldly desires.

The Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) has 
said, ‘Death is a precious gift to the believer1.13 This he said 
because ‘the world is the believer’s prison,’1* in which he is 
incessantly in difficult circumstances due to suffering [the passions 
of] his soul, and because o f  the struggle with his desires and the 
repulse o f  his devil.' Death for him is a release from this torment, 
and for him this release is a ‘precious gift'.

And the Prophet said (may God bless him and grant him 
peace), ‘Death is an atonement for every Muslim’.15 By this he

* E very  man h aving been assigned an angel and a devil, respectively the instruments 
ot his guidance and tem ptation (M uslim , T aw b a, 62, 63).
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was referring to the true Muslim and the sincere believer, from  
whose tongue and hand the Muslims are secure and in whom  the 
qualities o f the faithful are realised, who has not been polluted by 
any but the smallest and most trivial o f sins. From  these he is 
purified by death, which atones for him following his avoidancc 
o f the major sins and his performance o f the obligatory works o f  
religion.

' A ta’ al-Khurasanl once said: ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) passed by a gathering from which 
laughter was ringing out. “ Disturb your assembly by recalling 
the Spoiler o f  Pleasures,”  he said. “ And what is the Spoiler of  
Pleasures?” they asked. “ D eath,” he replied'.'6

According to Anas (may God be pleased with him) the 
Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, 
‘Rem em ber death abundantly, for to recall it wipes away sms and 
makes one abstemious in the w orld’. 17

Also he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘Sufficient is death as a divider’ , iS and also, ‘Sufficient is death as a 
warner’. '9

The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) once went out to the mosque and noticed a group o f  
people talking and laughing. ‘Rem em ber death!’ he said. ‘By  
Him in Whose hand lies m y soul, if you knew what I know you 
would laugh little and weep m uch.’10

A man was once mentioned and highly praised in the presence 
o f the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace). ‘H ow  is 
your companion’s remembrance o f  death?’ he asked. ‘W e have 
scarcely heard him mention it,’ they replied. ‘Then your com ­
panion’, he said, ‘is not as you suggest’.21

Said Ibn U m ar (may God be pleased with him), ‘1 once came 
to the Prophet, m ay God bless him and grant him peace, in a 
group often people. A man from the Helpers [al-Ansar] enquired, 
“ W ho is the most intelligent and generous o f men, O Emissary of  
God?” And he replied, “ The most diligent in recalling death, and 
the one who is best prepared for it. Such are the intelligent ones, 
who have gained the honour o f  this world and the dignity o f  the 
next .
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Chapter One

Let us now turn to the Narratives.*
Al-Hasan, may God (Exalted is He!) have mercy upon him, 

said, ‘Death has exposed the w orld’s faults, and has left no jo y  to 
any thinking man'.

Said a l-R a b r ibn Khuthaym, ‘There is nothing concealed for 
which the believer waits that is better than death’. He also used to 
say, ‘Let no-one know o f me, and throw me in to m y Lord.’

A philosopher once wrote to one o f  his brethren as follows: ‘O  
my brother! Beware o f  death in this abode before you travel to an 
abode in which you long for death but find it not.’

W hen death was mentioned in the presence o f  Ibn STrln all his 
limbs would become lifeless.

‘U m ar ibn 'Abd al- Aziz used every night to gather together 
the doctors o f  the Law, and they would remind on^ another o f  
death, the Arising and the Afterlife until they broke out in tears as 
though at a funeral.

Ibrahim al-Taym l said, ‘T w o things have severed me from the 
pleasures o f  this world: the remembrance o f death, and calling to 
mind the standing before God (Great and Glorious is H e!).’B 

Said Ka b, ‘The w orld’s misfortunes andJ' cares become trivial 
for the man who is conscious o f  death.’

Said Mutarrif, ‘In a dream I once saw someone declaiming in 
the very centre o f  the mosque o f  Basra, “ Rem em bering death the 
hearts o f  the Godfearing has broken. In nought save distraction, 
by God, is how you see th em ".’

Said Abu Ash'ath, ‘W e used to call on al-Hasan, and [his 
conversation] was o f  nothing but Hell, the Afterlife, and the 
remembrance o f death.’

Safiya (may God be pleased with her) told o f an old woman  
who once complained to \A’isha (may God be pleased with her) 
o f the hardness o f  her heart. ‘Rem em ber death frequently’, she 
told her, ‘and your heart will be softened’. This she did, and her 
heart was indeed made soft. She went to thank A ’isha (may God 
be pleased with her).

* ilhar: traditions o f  the early M uslim s, usually distinct in GhazalTs w ritings from  
ctkhbar, traditions ascribed to the Prophet.
• i .e .  on the D ay o f  Jud gem en t.



When David (upon whom  be pcace) remembered death and 
the Resurrection he would weep and his joints would becom e 
dislocated; when he remembered the [Divine] attribute o f M ercy 
he would become himself again.

Said al-Hasan: ‘Never have 1 seen an intelligent man without 
finding him to be wary o f  death and saddened by it.’

Said U m ar ibn Abd al- Aziz to one o f his divines, ‘Admonish 
m e.’ ‘You shall not be the first caliph to die,’ he replied. ‘Tell me 
m ore,’ he asked. ‘O f  your ancestors from A dam ,’ he said, ‘not 
one has not tasted death; now , your turn is com e.' At this, U m ar  
wept.

Al-RabT ibn Khuthaym dug a grave in his house, and used 
each day to sleep therein so that by this expedient he might 
remember death unceasingly. ‘W ere the remembrance o f death 
to leave m y heart for a single hour’, he was wont to say, ‘it would 
become corrupted.’

M utarrif ibn Abd Allah ibn al-Shikhkhlr said, ‘This death has 
indeed spoilt the pleasure o f  those that seek pleasure, therefore 
seek out that pleasure in which there is no death.’

U m ar ibn Abd al-‘AzTz once said to Anbasa, ‘Rem em ber 
death abundantly, for if your life is easy it will make it hard, 
while if your life is hard it will make it easy.’

Said Abu Sulayman al-DaranT, ‘I once asked U m m  Harun 
whether she loved death. “ I do n o t," she replied. “ W hy not?" I 
enquired, and she said, “ W ere 1 to disobey a human being I 
would not wish to meet him. So how  can I wish to meet Him  
when I have disobeyed H im ?” '

A n  exposition o f  the way to bring about the 
recollection o f  death in the heart

Know that death is a terrible and most perilous thing. The 
heedlessness with which the people treat it is the consequence 
only o f  their insufficient meditation upon it and remembrance 
thereof. Even the man who does remember it does not do so with 
an unoccupied heart, but rather with one that is busy with the 
desires o f  this world, so that the remembrance o f death does not
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have a salutary effect upon his heart. The way forward here is for 
the bondsman to void his heart o f  all things save the recollection 
o f the demise which lies before him, in the way that the man who 
intends a dangerous voyage to a desert place or to set sail upon the 
ocean does not think of any other m atter. W hen the remem­
brance o f  death touches his heart and comes to make some 
impression upon it his contentm ent and pleasure in the world will 
wane and his heart will break. The most productive method o f  
bringing this about is for him to make frequent remembrance o f  
those o f his peers and associates who have passed away before 
him: he should contemplate their death and dissolution beneath 
the earth and recall how they appeared in their form er positions 
and circumstances, and meditate upon the way in which the earth 
has now obliterated the beauty o f  their forms, and how their parts 
have been scattered in their tombs, and how they made widows 
of their wives and orphans o f  their children; how they lost their 
property, and how their mosques and gatherings have become 
voided o f  them, and o f how their very traces have been wiped 
away. T o  the extent that a man recalls another, and pictures 
clearly in his mind his state and how  he died, and imagines his 
form, and remembers his sprightliness and how he used to com e  
and go, and the care which he devoted to living and to 
continuing, and his forgetfulness o f  death, and how he was 
deceived by the propitious means o f  his subsistence, and his 
trusting in his strength and his youth,*4 and his inclination to 
laughter and fun, and his heedlessness o f  the imminent death and 
the speedy destruction which lay before him; how he used to go 
hither and thither, and that now his feet and joints have rotted 
away, how  he used to speak, while now the w orm  has devoured 
his tongue, how he used to laugh, while now the dust has 
consumed his teeth; how he used to arrange for himself that 
which he would not need for ten years at a time when there lay 
between him and death only a month, while he was in ignorance 
o f what was planned for him, until death came at an hour he had 
not reckoned upon, and the Angel’s form stood revealed before 
him, and the summons struck his cars— either to Heaven or to

Chapter One
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Hell!— at that time he wili see that he is like them, and that his 
heedlessness is as theirs, and that as theirs shall be his end.

Said Abu’l-Darda’ (may God be pleased with him), ‘W hen you 
recall the departed count yourself as one o f  them.'

Said Ibn Mas' ud (may God be pleased with him) ‘The happy 
man is he who draws an admonition from someone else.'

Said 'U m ar ibn Abd al- Aziz, ‘Do you not see that each day, 
by morning and night, you prepare a traveller to God (Great and 
Glorious is He!), setting him in a crevice in the earth, who has 
taken the dust for his pillow, left his loved ones behind, and put 
himself apart from his means o f  subsistence?’

Holding fast to these and other similar ideas, and also entering 
graveyards and seeing ill people, is the way to refresh the 
remembrance o f  death in the heart until it takes possession of it 
and stands before one’s eyes. A t this point one will almost be 
ready for it, and will shun the world o f  vanity. Otherwise, a 
remembrance with the superficial aspect o f the heart and a sweet 
tongue will be o f  little avail in warning and informing. How ever 
contented one’s heart may be with some worldly thing, one 
should at once recall that it must needs be parted with.

One day, Ibn M utr looked at his house, and was delighted by 
its beauty. He then broke out in tears, saying, ‘By God, were it 
not for death I would rejoice in you, and but for the narrowness 
o f the graves towards w'hich we travel we would be entranced by 
this w orld.’ Then he sobbed loudly and violently.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

On Lengthy Hopes, and the Merit 
o f  Brief Hopes, together with 

the Reason for their Prolongation 
and How this may be Cured

The merit o f brief hopes

GO D ’ S E M I S S A R Y  (may God bless him and ’grant him 
peace) once said to Abd Allah ibn 'U m ar, ‘In the morning­

time, do not speak to yourself o f the evening, and in the evening­
time do not speak to yourself o f  the morning. Take from your 
life something for your death, and from your health something 
for your infirmity, for in truth, O  Abd Allah, you do not know  
what your name shall be tom orrow .’A

Ali (may God ennoble his countenance) related that the 
Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, ‘Tw o  
things fear I for you above all else: the pursuit o f  desire and 
lengthy hopes. For the pursuit o f  desire bars one from the Truth, 
while lengthy hopes are the very love o f  this w orld.’ Then he 
said, ‘Indeed, God (Exalted is He!) bestows the world upon the 
man He loves and the man He abhors; and when He loves His 
bondsman He gives him faith. Indeed, religion has its sons, as does 
the world; therefore be with the sons o f religion, and be not with 
the sons o f the world. Indeed, the world has moved by and passed 
on, while the Afterlife has moved close and drawn near. Indeed, 
you are in a day in which there is action without reckoning, but

* T his is in tact Ibn U m a r’s advice to M ujahid usually appended to the w ell-kn ow n 
Itaditjt in which the Prophet says, ‘ B e  in the w o rld  as though you  were a stranger or 
a w ayfarer '. (Bukhari, R iq a q , 3.) A ccord in g  10 Ibn H ajar the som ew hat curious 
final phrase can m ean cither ‘ w hether you  w ill be called "so rro w fu l’ ’ or "b lessed ", 
or w hether you  w ill be alive or dead.' {Fath al-Barf, xt. 235.)
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have well-nigh conic to  a day in which there shall be reckoning 
and no action.'1

Said U m m  al-Mundhir, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) came out before the people one 
evening and said, “ O  people! Are you not ashamed before G od?" 
“H ow  should that be, O  Emissary o f  G od?" they asked, and he 
replied, “ You gather in what you shall not eat, you hope for what 
you shall never accomplish, and build what you shall never 
inhabit".’2

Said Abu S aid  al-Khudrl, ‘Usama ibn Zayd once purchased a 
slave-girl from Zayd ibn Thabit for a hundred dinars, the 
payment o f  which was to be deferred for one month. The 
Emissary o f God (may God bless him and grant him peace) came 
to hear o f this and said, “ Are you not apiazed at Usam a, who 
pays a month after he buys? Truly, Usam a has lengthy hopes! By  
Him in Whose hand lies my soul, never have I closed my eyes 
without thinking that my eyelids would not close again before 
God took my spirit, neither have I opened them again in the 
belief that ] would close them once more before passing away. 
N ot once have I partaken o f  a morsel without thinking that I 
should not swallow it before death choked me on it."  Then he 
said, “ O  children o f  Adam! If you have sense, then account 
yourselves among the dead. For by Him in W hose hand lies my 
soul, that which is promised you shall come, and you shall not escape” ,'*

It is related on the authority o f Ibn Abbas (may God be pleased 
with them both)' that G od’s Emissary (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) used to go out to pass water and would then 
perform the dust-ab!ution.B ‘O  Emissary o f G od,’ I [Ibn Abbas) 
would say to him. ‘There is some water not far from you.' ‘How  
may I know?’ he replied. ‘It may be that 1 shall not reach it.’4

It is related that he once picked up three twigs, setting one 
before him, another at its side, and the third at a distance. 'D o you 
know what this is?’ he asked. ‘God and His Emissary know best!’

‘ T h at is, w ith  Ibn Abbas and his father.
■ tayjmnium, a w iping o f  the fare and hands w ith clean dust which, in C3ses o f  illness 
or the absence o f  w ater, m ay be perform ed in place o f  the custom ary u W u ’ ablution 
required before most acts o f  w orsh ip . (Ihyd', I. HO, 12 1.)
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Chapter Two

we replied. ‘This is m an,’ he said, ‘and this is his lifespan, while 
that is hope, which the son o f  Adam pursues. His lifespan, 
however, shall overcom e him before he can realise his hope.MS

And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), ‘It is as 
though the son o f  Adam were beset by ninety-nine deaths; if they 
fail to strike him down he falls into old age.’6

Said Ibn Mas'ud [having sketched out a diagram in the dust], 
‘This is man, and these around him are ways by which death may 
com e to him. Beyond them lies old age, and beyond that again 
lies his hope, which he cherishes while these deaths approach him. 
He will be seized by whichever o f  them is ordered to do so. 
Should they miss the mark, how ever, he will be slain by old age, 
while his hope remains.’6

And Abd Allah [ibn Mas ud] said, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) once drew for us a square, 
setting a line down its centre and then drawing other lines by its 
side and another leading outside it. “ D o you know what this is?” 
he asked, and we replied, “ God and His Emissary know best!” He 
pointed to the line which lay at the centre, and said, “ This is man, 
and this is his lifespan encircling him. These”— indicating the 
lines which lay round about it— “ arc chance happenings, which 
snap at him; when one misses him he is snapped at by another. 
And this”— indicating the line leading outside— “ is his hope” . ’7 

Said Anas, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) said, “The son o f  Adam may grow  old, but two  
things remain with him: greed and hope” .'s And in an alternative 
version: ‘For him two things remain young: greed for wealth and 
greed for longevity.’9

And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), ‘The 
first people o f  this nation shall be saved by certainty and 
renunciation, while the latecomers shall be destroyed by greed 
and hope.’10
A The meaning o f  this Tradition is som ewhat obscure. Perhaps the diagram was as 

follows, — J  . the vertical line representing m an’s hope, which is cut short by death 

‘  T he diagram | | ■ | is printed at the margin o f  ZabTdTs com m entary, cvidcndy 

as an elaboration o f  this account. It would also seem to illustrate the next Tradition The 
meaning Ls reasonably clear, for a closer analysis, however, see Rosenthal. Sweeter than 
hope, 109.
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It is said that Jesus (upon w hom  be peace) once sat down by an 
old man who was digging the earth with a spade. Said Jesus, ‘O  
Lord God, cake away his hope,’ and the old man put down his 
spade and lay down. After an hour had passed, Jesus said, ‘O  Lord 
God, restore hope to him ,’ and he arose, and set about his task. 
And when Jesus asked him concerning what had transpired he 
said, ‘W hile I was at w ork m y soul said to me, “ H ow  much 
longer shall you labour, now that you are an old m an?" so I cast 
aside my spade and lay down. Then it said to me, “ B y God, you 
must live out that which is left to y ou ," so I arose, and took up 
my spade once m ore.1

Said al-Hasan, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) once asked, “ Do all o f you wish to enter into 
Heaven?" and they [his Companions] ,said, “ Yes indeed, O  
Emissary o f  G od!" And he said, “ Then cut short your hopes, 
bring your deaths before your eyes, and be rightly ashamed 
before God” .’11

In his prayers he used to say (may God bless him and grant him 
peace), ‘O  Lord God! I seek refuge in Thee from a worldly estate 
which precludes the good o f  the Afterlife. I seek refuge in Thee 
from a life which bars the good o f death. And I seek refuge in 
Thee from hopes which make against good works-1,2

From  the Narratives

Said M utarnf ibn Abd Allah, ‘W ere I to know the time o f my 
demise I would fear for my reason. God has blessed His bond­
smen by granting them heedlessness o f  death; were it not for this 
heedlessness they would take no pleasure in life, and no markets 
would be established am ong them .’

Said al-Hasan, ‘Forgetfulness and hope are two mighty bless­
ings upon the progeny o f Adam; but for them the Muslims 
would not walk in the streets.’

Said al-Thaw ri, ‘I have heard it said that man is created foolish, 
and that were it otherwise life would hold no pleasure for him.'

Said Sa id ibn Abd al-Rahm an, ‘The world is peopled only 
through the dimwittedness o f  its inhabitants.’

T HE  R E M E M B R A N C E  OF DEATH
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Said Salman al-FarisT, ‘There are three things which have 
surprised me enough to make me laugh: a man who sets his hopes 
in the world while death is seeking him out, a heedless man who 
does not go unheeded, and a man who fills his mouth with 
laughter although he does not know whether the Lord o f  the 
Worlds is angry with him or satisfied. And three things have 
grieved me enough to make me weep: taking leave o f  the loved 
ones, M uhammad and his people, the terror o f  the Resurrection, 
and the time when 1 shall stand before God not knowing whether 
I am to be consigned to Heaven or to Hell.’

A man once said, ‘After Zurara ibn AbT A w fa’s death 1 beheld 
him in a dream. “ Which actions proved to be o f most value to 
you?” I asked, and he replied, “ Reliance \tawakkul] upon God, 
and brief hopes” .’ .

Said al-Thaw ri, ‘Renunciation o f  the world consists in the 
brevity o f  one’s hopes, not in eating rough food or donning a 
m antle.’

Al-Mufaddal ibn Fadala once asked his Lord to take away his 
hope, and he lost his appetite for food and drink; then he called on 
his Lord again, and He restored his hope to him, whereupon he 
returned to his food and his drink.

Al-Hasan once was asked, ‘O  Abu Sa id! Do you not wash 
your shirt?’ and he replied, ‘The matter is too hurried for that.'

Said al-Hasan, ‘Death is bound to your forelocks, while the 
world folds away behind you .’

Someone said, ‘I am as a man who stretches forth his neck 
while a sword is poised, waiting for the moment when his head 
will be severed.’

Said Daud al-Ta’T, ‘W ere I to hope for one month o f  life I 
would consider that I had com m itted something dire. How  
might I hope for such a thing when I behold calamities descend­
ing upon mankind at every hour o f  the night and the day?’

It is told that Shaqlq al-BalkhT once repaired to a [spiritual] 
instructor [ustadh] o f  his named Abu Hashim al-RummanT, 
carrying something bound up in the side o f his garment. ‘W hat’s 
that you’ve got with you?’ his instructor demanded, and he 
replied, ‘Some almonds given to me by one o f  my brethren; I

19



would like you to break your fast with them .’ ‘O  Shaqlq!’ he said. 
‘Do you tell yourself that you shall live until nightfall? May I 
never again speak to you!’ And Shaqlq said, ‘And he went inside, 
and closcd the door in my face.’

Said U m ar ibn Abd al- AzTz in one o f  his sermons, ‘For every 
voyage there must be provisions; therefore adopt the fear o f  God 
as provisions for your voyage from this world into the Afterlife. 
Be as though you had seen the reward and chastisement which 
God has prepared: harbour longing and fear! Do not suffer your 
time to grow  long for you lest your hearts become hard and you 
grow  submissive before your e n e m y / for, by God. the man who 
does not know whether he will awaken at the end o f  the night, or 
live through the morning to the evening, can have no high hopes, 
for it may be that between these times lie t îe hooks o f fate. How  
many men have I seen, and have you seen withal, who were 
beguiled by this world; yet contentm ent is the lot only o f  he who 
is certain o f deliverance from the chastisement o f  God (Exalted is 
He!). Only the man who is safe from  the terrors o f the Day o f  
Arising can be content. As for the man who dresses his wound 
only to be afflicted by another com ing from a different direction, 
how can he be o f  cheer? I ask G od’s protection from enjoining 
upon you something which I forbid myself, for then my  
transaction would be in loss, and my fault would stand revealed, 
and my indigence would be plain 011 that Day when wealth and 
poverty shall stand forth, and when the Scales are erected. You  
have been burdened with something which would cause the very 
stars to fall were they to be charged likewise, and the mountains 
to melt down and the earth to be riven asunder. Know you not 
that there exists no degree between Heaven and Hell, and that 
you are voyaging either to one or to the other?’

A man wrote the following to a brother o f  his: ‘T o  proceed. 
Truly, this world is a dream, while the next is wakefulness. 
Between the twain lies the intermedium o f  death. Thus we are in 
jumbled dreams. G oodbye.’

Another man wrote to one o f  his brethren as follows: ‘Sorrow  
in this world is long indeed, and death is ever near to man. Each

* i.e. the devil.

THE R E M E M B R A N C E  OF D E AT H
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day brings its determined portion o f  decline as decay steals 
through his frame. Make haste, then, before you are summoned  
to depart. G oodbye.’

Said al-Hasan, ‘Before Adam (upon whom  be peace) com m it­
ted his sin, his hope was behind his back and his fate before his 
eyes. But when he com m itted it he was transformed, so that he 
set his hope before his eyes and his fate behind his back.’13 

Said Abd Allah ibn Sumayt, ‘I once heard m y father say, “ O  
man, who is beguiled by abiding health! Have you ever beheld a 
man dead without cause? O  man, who is beguiled by a lengthy 
respite! Have you ever beheld a man seized without forewarning? 
Truly, were you only to give some thought to the length o f  your 
life you would forget every pleasure which you have until now  
enjoyed. Is it by health that you are beguiled, or because o f  Jong 
halencss that you make merry? Are you secure from death, or 
hold you the Angel o f Death in contem pt? For that Angel, when 
he appears, will not be deflected from  you by a king's fortune, 
nor by all the profusion o f your retinue. Know  you not that death 
is the hour o f  w oe and sobbing, and lamentation over one’s 
prodigality? At that time shall it be said, “ M ay God have mercy  
upon that one o f  His bondsmen who acted for what follows 
death. M ay God have m ercy upon His bondsman, who looked to 
himself before death befell him ” .’

Said Abu ZakarTya al-Taym l, ‘Once, when Sulayman ibn Abd 
al-Malik was in the Sacred Mosque,* an engraved stone was 
brought to him. He ordered that someone be found who could 
read it, and W ahb ibn Munabbih was brought. And there upon it 
was [this legend]: "O  son o f  Adam! Could you only behold the 
brevity o f  your remaining span you would renounce your 
lengthy hopes and would long to increase in works," and would 
cut short your ambitions and your stratagems, O n the m orrow , 
grief will be your lot only if your foothold has slipped and your 
family and retinue forsake you, if your father and relations

* al-M asjid al-H arjm : the m osque-sanctuary at M ecca w here the K a b a  stands.
* As in several o f  the stories tn this section, use is made here o f  a play on w ords 
com m on in the ascetic milieu: ajal ('lifespan ', or 'death '), iimal ('hope') and amal 
(‘ w orks').
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abandon you, and your son and kinsman deny you. Neither shall 
you return to your worldly estate, nor shall you increase in good 
works. Therefore, work for the Day o f  Arising before you are 
overtaken by grief and contrition.” At this, Sulayman wept 
bitterly.’

Someone said, '1 once saw a letter from Muhammad ibn Yusuf 
to Abd al-Rahm an ibn Yusuf [which ranj: “ Peace be upon you. I 
praise God unto you, even Him besides W hom  there is no other 
deity. T o  proceed. I would caution you regarding your voyage 
from your place o f respite to your lasting abode and the requital 
for your works, whereby you shall com e to rest in the depths o f  
the earth after abiding upon its superficies. At that time shall 
come unto you Munkar and NakTr, who shall sit by you and 
reproach you. Should God be with you, then there shall be 
neither hurt, loneliness nor need, but should it be otherwise, then 
may God protect you and me from an evil doom and a straitened 
resting-place! Then the Shout o f the Concourse shall overtake 
you, and the Blast upon the Trum p, and the Almighty shall 
com m ence to pass judgem ent upon His creatures. The earth shall 
be voided o f  her people, and the heavens of their denizens, as all 
secrets stand revealed, and as the Fire is stoked up, the Scales 
erected, and the Prophets and the M artyrs are brought,'* and they are 
judged with verity, and it is said, Praised be G od, the Lord o f  the 
W orlds!'3 H ow  great will be the number of men both shamed and 
screened; how many will be destroyed, and how many delivered; 
how many will be chastised and how many shown mercy! 
W ould that 1 could know how m y state and yours shall be on that 
Day! In this there is something to make away with pleasure and 
to distract one from one’s desires, and to cut short one’s hopes, t,o 
arouse the sleeping and to alert the heedless. M ay God assist us, 
and you also, in the face o f this great peril, and set this world and 
the next in our hearts as they lie in the hearts o f the Godfearing, 
for we are but His, and live by Him alone. Goodbye” .’

U m ar ibn cAbd al- Aziz, delivering once a sermon, said, after 
having praised and magnified God: ‘O people! Y ou were not 
created in jest, neither shall you be abandoned to no purpose. For 
yours is a place o f return, where God shall gather you together

T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  OF D E AT H
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for decision and judgement between you. On the m orrow  a 
bondsman shall be defeated and dejected only if God should expel 
him from His mercy, which embraces all things, and from His 
Heaven, the compass o f  which is as the heavens and the earth. 
Tom orrow  there shall be security only for the man that was in 
fear and trembling before God, who sold little for much, 
something which must needs perish for something which shall 
abide, and misery for beatitude. Perceive you not that you are 
among those that shall pass away, and that you shall be succeeded 
by others that remain behind? Perceive you not that every day, 
by morning and eve, you pay your last respects to a traveller to 
God (Great and Glorious is He!), who has run his course and 
whose hope is at an end? You lay him in the depths o f  a crevice in 
the earth with neither pillow nor preparation. He ha* cast off the 
instruments o f  subsistence, and departed from his loved ones, and 
now confronts the Reckoning. B y  God! I pronounce this state­
ment o f mine not knowing whether any one o f  yo,u has m ore sins 
than I know 1 myself bear, but it is a just, Divine usage whereby 1 
enjoin His obedience and discommend transgression against Him. 
1 seek G od’s pardon.' Thereupon he covered his face with his 
sleeve and began to weep until his beard became soaked with his 
tears. And scarcely had he resumed his seat before he passed away.

Said al-Q a qa ibn H akTm, ‘For thirty years have I been 
preparing myself for death; were it to com e to me now there 
would be nothing I would wish to postpone.’

Said al-Thaw rl, ‘I once heard an old man in the mosque at 
Kufa saying, “ I have abided in this mosque for thirty years 
waiting for death to descend upon me. W ere it to com e now 1 
would not require anything o f  it, nor forbid it anything. I am 
owed nothing by anyone; neither do I have anything which is the 
property o f  another” .’

Said "Abd Allah ibn Tha laba, ‘Y ou laugh, but perhaps the 
fuller has already finished with your winding-sheets!’

Said Abu M uhammad ibn AIT,16 the ascetic, 'W e once went 
forth to a funeral at Kufa in the com pany o f  Daud al-TaT. W hile 
the burial was taking place he withdrew and sat down to one side. 
I came and sat down near him, and he said, “ W hoever fears the
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Prom ise/ to him shall be brought near that which is remote. 
W hosoever extends his hopes, his actions shall be enfeebled. All 
that shall com e is near. And know, O  my brother, that every­
thing which distracts you from your Lord is an evil omen for 
you. Know also that all the w orld’s people are also the people o f  
the graves, who lament for what they have left behind and rejoice 
at that which they have sent before them. But that for which the 
people o f  the graves lament is that over which the people of this 
world make argument and war, and concerning which they 
make their disputations before the judges” . ’

It is related that Ma ruf al-Karkhl (may God, Exalted is He! 
have m ercy upon him) was once beginning the Prayer. Said 
M uhammad ibn AbTTawba, ‘He told me to step forwards, and I 
said, “ If I lead this Prayer for you I will rjever lead you in one 
again.” And Ma ruf said, “ And you tell yourself that you shall 
pray again! W e seek refuge with God from lengthy hopes, for 
truly they make against good w orks!” ’

In a sermon, ‘U m ar ibn Abd al- Aziz once said, ‘This world is 
not the place o f your final residence. It is an abode which God has 
decreed shall be extinguished, and from which He has ordained 
that its indwellers shall pass. H ow  many confident men shall ere 
long rot away, and how many cheerful inhabitants shall soon pass 
on! Therefore (may God have m ercy on you), make good your 
voyage with the aid o f  the best transports you have. A nd m ake 
provision, fo r  verily, the best provision is the fe a r  o f  C od .'7 The world 
is nothing but a shadow which is shrinking and vanishing away. 
And while the son o f  Adam competes in the world in great 
happiness, God summons him through his fate, and impales him 
with the arrow  o f  his demise, stripping him o f  his chattels and his 
worldly goods, so that other men com e to possess what he has 
made and gained. In truth, the world does not delight as much as 
it causes harm; rather, it gives a little jo y , and long m elancholy.’ 

It is recorded o f Abu Bakr al-Siddlq (may God, Exalted is He! 
be pleased with him) that he was in the habit o f saying in his 
sermons, ‘W here are the men o f fine, clear faces? Those who were 
delighted with their youth? W here are the kings that built the

■ al-wa'id: 'p rom ise ' or ‘ threat’ ; in this case, o f  the D ay o f  Judgem ent.
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cities, and fortified them with walls? W here are they that used to 
receive victory on the fields o f  battle? Tim e has swept them 
away, and they have gone on to the shadows o f  the graves. So 
make haste! Make haste! And be saved! Be saved!’

A n  exposition o f the cause o f  lengthy hopes, 
and how they may be cured

Know that lengthy hopes have two causes, the first o f which is 
ignorance, and the second o f  which is love o f  the world.

As regards the latter, [the problem is that] when man comes to 
love the world, and its desires, pleasures and attachments, then 
taking leave o f it weighs heavily upon his heart, which will thus 
avoid thinking o f death, which is the instrument o f  this separa­
tion; for everyone who conceives a dislike for something will 
fend it off. Man is infatuated with vain hopes, and ever fills his 
soul with hoping for that which is conformable to his preferences; 
and the only thing which conforms to them is that he should 
remain in the world. Thus he never ceases to imagine this and 
count upon it within himself, along with the accessories o f  such 
permanence, including the wealth, family, accom m odation, 
acquaintances, riding beasts and other means o f  life which he 
needs in the world. In this manner his heart becomes attached to  
this notion and cannot progress beyond it, being distracted 
thereby from the remembrance o f  death and not deeming it to be 
nigh.

W hen in certain circumstanccs the question o f  death and the 
need to prepare for it occur to him, he procrastinates, and makes 
promises to himself, saying, 'There are yet many days before you 
until you grow  mature; then you can repent’. And when he 
grows to m aturity he says, ‘N o t until you become an old m an.’ 
But when he becomes an old man he says. ‘N ot until you finish 
building this house,’ or ‘establishing this farm ,’ or ‘return from  
this voyage,’ or ‘conclude the setting-up o f this son, and provide 
for him and arrange a house for him ,’ or ‘not until you have 
subdued this enemy who takes such pleasure in your misfortunes.’
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Thus it is that he unceasingly procrastinates and delays, never 
plunging into one task without there being consequent upon its 
completion ten others, and in this gradual fashion procrastinates 
day after day, led by one task to another, or rather, to several 
others, until he is snatched away by his fate at some m om ent he 
never expected, at which his sorrows grow  long and protracted.

The most frequent cry o f  the dwellers in the inferno is ‘shall’. 
‘O  w oe,’ they cry, ‘because o f  “ shall!” ’ For the unfortunate 
procrastinator is unaware that what induces him to postpone 
something today will still be with him tom orrow , and that it 
will, with the passage o f time, grow  in strength and firmness. He 
thinks it conceivable that the man who plunges into the world  
and pays it heed might have time to spare. W hat folly! N o-one  
has time to spare from it save he who has cast it aside.

N o man has had his needs fulfilled therein; 
one desire ends only in another.

The root o f  all these hopes is the love o f  the world, and finding 
com fort therein, neglecting the saying [o f the Prophet] (may God 
bless him and grant him peace): ‘Love whom so’er you will, for 
you shall surely leave h im ."8

As for the matter o f  ignorance, this consists in a man's setting 
his confidence in his youth, and considering that death cannot be 
near while he remains young. This unfortunate wretch fails to 
consider that were the old men o f his land to be tallied up they 
would amount to no m ore than a tenth o f  the men o f  the land. 
They are so few simply because death is more com m on in youth: 
for every old man that dies a thousand children and young men 
pass away. Alternatively, he may consider death to be unlikely by 
reason o f  his health, and discount the possibility o f  sudden death, 
being quite unaware that it is far from unlikely, or that, should it 
truly be unlikely, then sudden illness is not; and every illness 
makes its appearance suddenly, and when it has com e death is no 
longer improbable.

If this heedless man would but think, and com e to realise that 
death has no fixed time as to youth, middle age or decrepitude, 
and that it does not know winter from summer, autumn from
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spring, or day from night, his awareness would be greater and he 
would busy himself with preparing for it. But ignorance o f  these 
matters, combined with the love o f  this world, invites him to 
prolong his hopes and to neglect any consideration o f  the 
proxim ity o f  death. Always does he think that death is ahead o f  
him, but does not reckon upon its befalling him and that before 
long he will tumble into it. Constantly does he imagine that he 
will be following funeral corteges, and never imagines that his 
own cortege will some day be followed, because witnessing the 
demise o f  others is something which is often repeated and has 
become familiar. But as far as his own death is concerned, he has 
no experience o f  it, and cannot imagine that he will experience it, 
for it has never transpired; and when it does it will never do so 
again: it will be the first and the final time. .

The way forwards for him is to compare himself with others, 
and to appreciate that his own funeral cortege must itself be 
followed, and that he himself must needs be interred in his grave, 
and that it may well be that the unfired brick with which his 
tomb will be covered has already been made, all unbeknown to 
him. Thus it is that his procrastination is sheer ignorance.

U pon thus having grasped that its cause is ignorance and the 
love o f the world, one must cure oneself by destroying this cause. 
Ignorance is effaced by clear meditation with an aware heart, and 
through hearing eloquent wisdom issuing from hearts that are 
pure.

In the case o f the love o f  the world, the cure by which it is 
driven from the heart is harsh, for this is a chronic illness the 
treatment o f  which sorely exercised the ancients and the modems 
alike. Its treatment lies only in faith in the Last Day, and the great 
punishment and generous reward which shall then be assigned. In 
proportion to one’s degree o f  certainty with regard thereto, the 
love o f  the world will leave one’s heart, for it is only the love o f  
something great that may erase from the heart the love o f  
something paltry. When one perceives the meanness o f this world 
and the great preciousness o f  the next, one will despise any 
inclination towards worldly things; and this would be so even if 
one were to be given authority over the earth from East to West.
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H ow  then could it be, when one has nothing o f  this world save a 
meagre, polluted and adulterated portion, that one might rejoice 
over it or feel its love take root in the heart, if  faith in the Afterlife 
is present? W e pray God (Exalted is He!) that He should make us 
behold this world as He has given His righteous bondsmen to 
behold it.

There exists no medicine which will induce one to contemplate 
death with one’s heart comparable to that o f  looking to those o f  
one’s peers and companions who have passed away, and to the 
manner in which death came to them at a time they had never 
expected. At this time, the man who had made preparations has 
triumphed mightily,'9 but as for him who was beguiled by lengthy 
hopes, he has fa iled  most manifestly.20

Let man in every hour look to his limbs and his extremities. Let 
his thoughts dwell upon how the worms must needs devour 
them, and upon the fashion in which his bones shall rot away. Let 
him wonder whether the worm s are to begin with the pupil o f  his 
right eye or o f his left; for there is no part o f  his body that shall 
not be food for the w orm . He can do nothing for himself but to 
understand, and to act sincerely for the sake o f  God (Exalted is 
He!). And in like fashion, let him meditate upon that which we 
shall presently relate concerning the Punishment o f  the Grave, the 
Inquisition o f  Munkar and NakTr, and the Congregation and 
Quickening, together with the terrors o f  the Resurrection, and 
the sounding o f  the Call on the Day o f  the Greatest Exposition. 
For it is thoughts such as these which prom pt anew the rem em ­
brance of death in the heart, and summon one to make ready for 
it.

A n exposition o f  people’s diverse ranks 
in lengthy and brief hopes

K now  that mankind is arrayed in different ranks in this regard. 
Am ong men there are some who hope for im m ortality, and long 
for it always. God (Exalted is He!) has said, O ne o f  them would fa in  
be given a thousand years o f  life.2' And o f  their number are others
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who hope to survive until old age, the greatest age witnessed and 
beheld. It is they who have conceived a violent love for the 
world. The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) has said, ‘The old man is like a youth in his worldliness, 
even should his collar bones have twisted from age, save those 
that are pious, and they are f e w  indeed.'11

Others there are am ong them whose hopes extend for a year, 
and who do not occupy themselves with plans for what will 
transpire subsequently. Such a man does not reckon upon existing 
in the following year, although he makes preparations in the 
summer for the winter, and in the winter for the summer, 
occupying himself with worship when he has gathered enough 
for his year. And there are others who hope for the sum m er’s or 
the winter’s span, not setting aside in summer any garments for 
the winter, neither any summer garments during the wintertime.

Amongst them also are people whose hopes extend as far as a 
day and a night, so that they prepare for the day only and not for 
the m orrow . Said Jesus (upon whom be peace), ‘Pay no attention 
to your provisions for tom orrow , for if tom orrow  is to be part o f  
your lifetime then your provisions will com e with it, whereas if it 
is not to be, then you should pay no attention to the lifetimes of  
others.’

There are other men amongst them whose hopes do not extend 
beyond an hour. As our Prophet said (may God bless him and 
grant him peace): ‘O  Abd Allah!*3 In the morning time do not 
speak to yourself o f the evening, and in the evening do not speak 
to yourself o f the m orning.’J4 The Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) used to perform the dust-ablution 
even when able to obtain water a while later, saying, ‘It may be 
that I shall not reach it.’25

Am ong them also are men for whom  death stands before their 
very eyes, as though it had already befallen them, so that they live 
in [constant] expectation o f it. These are the people who pray like 
men who are saying farewell.A Regarding them there is | the 
saying] related o f Mucadh ibnjabal (may God, Exalted is He!, be

'  l~he Prophet is reported to have said. ‘P ray like a m an w ho is saying farew ell.’ (Ibn 
M aja, Z u h d , 15 ; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, v . 4 12 ).
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pleased with him), when he was asked by the Emissary o f  God 
(may God bless him and grant him peace) about the reality o f his 
faith: ‘Never have 1 taken a single step', he said, ‘believing that 1 
would follow it with another.’ And it is told o f  al-Aswad, the 
Abyssinian, that when he prayed at night he used to turn to his 
left and his right, and that he said, when asked what he was doing, 
‘1 am looking to see from which direction the Angel o f  Death 
shall come to m e.’

Such, then, are the ranks o f  mankind. Each man occupies a 
certain degree before God: the man whose hopes are restricted to 
a month is not like the one whose hopes extend to a month and a 
day; between the two is a discrepancy in degree in G od’s sight. 
For truly, God does not work injustice, even so much as an 
atom ’s weight: he who works an atom's weight o f  good shall see it.26 
Then the effect of short hopes makes itself manifest in the celerity 
with which men act. Everyone claims that he has short hopes, yet 
he lies, for these can only reveal themselves in his actions. He may 
be concerning himself with things which he will not need for a 
year, and this indicates the length o f  his hopes. The sign o f  
providential success is that death stands before a man’s very eyes, 
and that he is not heedless o f it for a single hour. Let him therefore 
make27 his preparations for death, which shall come to him at its 
appointed time. Should he live to the evening he will render 
thanks to God (Exalted is He!) for having been granted obedience 
to Him, and will rejoice that he has not let his day go to waste, 
and that he has rather obtained his share thereof and laid up 
something for himself. Then he shall continue in the same wise 
until, in turn, the morning comes.

This is possible only for the man who has emptied his heart o f  
the m orrow  and what might then transpire. W hen such a man 
dies, he receives felicity and bounty, and while he lives he 
contentedly makes good preparations, and enjoys the pleasure of  
hidden communion [with God]. For him, death is rapture, and 
life is gain.

Therefore, O  unfortunate one, let death occupy your thoughts, 
for the voyage is urging you ever onward, while all the time you 
are in heedlessness o f  your own self. It may well be that you have

T HE  R E M E M B R A N C E  OF DEATH
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drawn close to your resting-place and have covered the distance; 
and never should you be in such a position unless you have made 
haste to act, seizing an advantage from every breath for which 
you have been granted respite.

A n exposition o f making haste to works, 
and a warning about the unworthiness o f delay

Know  that whosoever has tw o absent brethren, and is antici­
pating the return o f one o f  them the following day and o f  the 
other in a m onth’s or a year's time, will not make preparations for 
the latter, but only for the one whose advent is expected on the 
m orrow , for preparation is occasioned when something is expec­
ted soon. Thus the heart o f  the man who anticipates the arrival of  
death in a year’s time will be concerned with this period and be 
oblivious o f  that which will com e thereafter. But then each day 
will he awake and expect the year in its entirety, undiminished by 
the day which has just gone by. This will prevent him from  
making haste to works indefinitely, for he will invariably behold 
a generous span lying before him in that year, and postpone his 
[righteous] works, as [the Prophet] said (may God bless him and 
grant him peace): ‘N ot one o f  you may expect from this world 
aught but wealth which leads to excess, or poverty which leads to 
forgetfulness, or a destructive illness, or an enfeebling old age, or 
a speedy death, or the Antichrist (and the Antichrist is the worst 
ot all absent things), or the Hour, and the Hour is more wretched and 
bitter.’1*

Said Ibn Abbas, ‘The Prophet (may God bless him and grant 
him peace) once said to a man he was admonishing: “ Take 
advantage o f  five things before five others occur: your youth 
before your old age, your health before your sickness, your 
wealth before your poverty, your leisure before your work, and 
your life before your death” .’iU

Chapter Two
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And he [ the Prophet] said (may God bless him and grant him 
peace), 'There are tw o blessings in which many people are 
cheated: health and leisure,’30 In other words: they do not take 
advantage o f  them, and only know their value when they are 
gone.

And he said also (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘W hoever is afraid begins his journey in the early m orning, and 
whoever docs so reaches the halting-place. Truly, the merchan­
dise o f  God is dear; truly, the merchandise o f  God is Heaven.’3' 

Said the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him  
pcace), ‘The First Blast [o f the Trum p) has com e, followed by the 
Second, and death has com e and all it entails.’32

The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) used whenever he perceived any heedlessness in his 
Companions33 to call out to them in a loud voice, saying, ‘Y our  
destiny has com e to you, inevitable and inexorable, either with 
grief or with happiness.’34

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) said, “ I am the W arner, death is the 
Transformer, and the Hour is the tryst” .’35

Said Ibn U m ar, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) once went out while the sun was upon the 
tips o f  the palm branches/ and said, “ Nothing remains o f  this 
world save a time proportionate to that which remains o f  this 
day” / 36

And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace). ‘The 
similitude o f  this world is that o f  a garment torn from end to end, 
but which remains attached by a thread at one extrem ity. That 
thread is almost broken.’37

Said Jabir, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) used, when delivering a sermon, to make 
mention o f  the Hour. His voice would be raised and his cheeks 
would show red as though he were warning them o f  the 
approach o f  an army. “ M orning and evening I greet you,” he

* i.e. at the very end o f  the day.
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would say, “ while my mission and the H our are like so ," and he 
would hold up two fingers held close together.’* j!l

Said Ibn M asud (may God be pleased with him), ‘The
Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) once
recited A nd whosoever G od  wills to guide, H e opens his breast to
Islam ,19 and said, "W hen light enters into a heart it opens up.”
Upon being asked, “ O Emissary o f God! Is there a sign whereby 
this may be recognised?” he said, “ Yes: turning aside from the 
abode o f  beguilement to the abode o f eternity, and preparing for 
death before it comes” .N°

Said al-Suddl (commenting on the verse| H e who did create life 
and death to try you: which o f  you is best in works?,*' ‘This means: 
“ W hich o f  you recalls death most frequently, and treats it with 
the greatest fear and attention?" ’

Said Hudhayfa, ‘N ot one morning or evening goes by without 
a herald crying out, “ O  people! M ove on! M ove on !" The proof 
of this is His word (Exalted is He!): It is one o f  the M ost Great. A  
warning to mankind, to whichever o f  you wills to go  forw ard  or to hold 
back,41 meaning, “ in death” .’

Said Suhaym, the mawlaB o f  the clan o f  Tam lm , ‘I once sat 
by 'A m ir ibn Abd Allah while he was at prayer. He finished his 
prayer quickly, and then turned to me and said, "Set my mind at 
rest, what is your errand? For 1 am in a h u rry ." “ W hy so?” I 
enquired, and he replied, “ Because o f  the Angel of Death, may 
God have m ercy upon you." So I arose and left him, while he 
returned to his prayers.’

‘  A lthough the im m inence o f  the A pocalypse is a recurrent theme in the Q ur'an 
( e .g .x v t :  77; livm ) and in the Islamic tradition in general, the Q ur'an states clearly 
that its tim e is know n only to G od (Q . vn: 187; xx x m :fi3 ). A pparently d raw ing on 
Traditions related b y al-HakTm al-T irrnidhl. GhazalT states in the present w o rk  that 
the total age o f  the w o rld  shall not cxceed seven thousand years, which is a com m on 
view  am ong the utamd'. An unusually specific and som ew hat alarm ing fatwa is 
given by Suyuti, w h o  states that the great events which w ill usher in the D ay o f  
Jud gem en t must occur before the end o f  the fifteenth Islamic century (a l-K a sh fa n  
mujawazat hadhihi al umina! a l-a lf in al-H aw i, tt. 86).

" A  maw la was a person attached to an A rab tribe in a client relationship, or a 
freedm an w h o  enjoyed certain legal privileges.
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Daud a l-T a l  was once passing by when a man asked him a 
question about a Tradition. ‘Let me be,’ he said, ‘for I am making 
haste before m y soul departs.’

Said 'U m ar (may God be pleased with him), ‘Leisureliness in 
all things is fine, save in the good works which are for the 
Afterlife.’

Said al-Mundhir, 'I once overheard Malik ibn Dinar say, 
“W oe betide you! Make haste before the Com m and overtakes 
you! W oe betide you! Make haste before the Com m and over­
takes you! W oe betide you! Make haste before the Com m and  
overtakes you!” This he repeated sixty times, while I heard him, 
all unseen.’

Al-Hasan was in the habit o f  saying when he delivered an 
exhortation, ‘Hurry! Hurry! If the breaths which you take were 
denied you they would signal the end o f your works, through 
which you draw nearer to God (Great and Glorious is He!). May 
God’s mercy be upon that man who looks to himself and sheds 
tears over the profusion o f43 his sins.’ Then he recited the verse, 
W e do but number unto them a certain sum,44 and said, ‘This refers to 
your breaths, the last of which shall be accompanied by the 
departure o f your soul, the separation from your family, and 
your entry into the grave.’

Before he died, Abu Musa al-Ash'art was intensely occupied 
[with devotional practices]. U pon being asked why he did not 
forbear or have some pity on himself, he said, ‘Horses which have 
been let loose give all they have when they draw near to their 
destination. That which is left o f  my lifespan is shorter even than 
that.’ Thus he remained until he passed away. He took to saying 
to his wife, ‘Make ready for hardship, for no passage exists 
through Hell.’

One o f  the Caliphs said from  his pulpit: ‘O bondsmen o f  God! 
Fear God as much as you are able. Be as a nation awakened by a 
great shout, which has com e to understand that this world is no 
abode for it, and which therefore exchanges it for another. Make 
ready for death, for its shadow has already fallen over you; be ofif, 
for it pursues you assiduously. For truly, a span of time eroded by 
an instant and extinguished by an hour is o f  necessity fleeting, just
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as something which is at present absent will, since it is brought 
ever nearer by the days and the nights, return with celerity; and 
just as one who shall be granted either triumph or suffering 
should make the best ot preparations. The man who is pious in his 
Lord’s sight is he who counsels himself, offers his repentance, and 
overcomes his desires (for his lifespan is veiled from him); lest 
hope deceive him and he be entrusted to the care o f Satan, who 
causes him to live only in hope o f  repentance so that he postpones 
it, and who makes iniquity fine in his sight, so that he commits it, 
until such time as his fate assails him at the m om ent when he least 
anticipates it. Between each one o f  you and Heaven or Hell there 
lies only the advent o f  death. Therefore, what sorrow shall be the 
lot o f  the man o f  heedlessness, that his life should be a warrant 
against him, and that his own days should cast him into misery! 
M ay God make you and I among those who are not made 
vainglorious by His blessings, or drawn from His obedience by 
some act o f sin, and who are neither afflicted by any sorrow after 
their demise. Truly He is the Hearer o f Prayer; in His hand is 
goodness always, W ho acts as He will.’

A certain exegete gave the following com m entary in connec­
tion with His word (Exalted is He!), you tempted yourselves: 
‘Through desires and pleasures,’ and you waited , ‘for repentance,’ 
and you fe lt  doubts, ‘you were unsure,’ and vain hopes beguiled you45 
until there came the Command o f  G od , ’death,’ and you were beguiled 
by the deceiver, ‘by the devil.’46

Said al-Hasan, ‘You must have perseverance and fortitude, for 
there are only a few days left, and you are no m ore than a troop  
o f horsemen, one o f whom is on the brink o f  being summoned, 
and who, responding, does not turn around. Thus pass on 
fortified with the best o f  that which is within your grasp.’

Said Ibn Mas'ud, ‘Each one o f you when he awakens in the 
morning is a guest whose property is on loan; the guest must 
m ove on, while his property is to be returned.’

Said Abu Ubayda al-NajT,47 ‘W e came in upon al-Hasan 
during the course o f his final illness, and he said, "W elcom e to 
you, and good cheer! M ay God greet you with peace, and cause 
you to dwell in the Abode Eternal! Should you have patience,
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truthfulness and piety, this m atter augurs well indeed, so let not 
your share o f  this news (may God have m ercy upon you) be that 
you listen to it with one ear and expel it from the other. For he 
that saw M uhammad (may God bless him and grant him peace) 
saw him com e and go without laying a single brick or piece of 
straw upon another; instead, a banner was raised up over him and 
he rolled up his sleeves for its sake. So make haste! Make haste! Be 
saved! Be saved! W hy do you vacillate? By the Lord o f the Ka ba, 
you and the Com m and* have well-nigh arrived as one. M ay God 
show His m ercy to that bondsman who makes his life simple and 
eats crusts o f  bread, who wears patched rags and sits upon the 
floor, who exerts himself in worship, weeps over his trans­
gressions, flees from G od’s chastisement and quests for His m ercy, 
until, while he is in this condition, his appointed term comes to its 
close” .’

Said Asim al-Ahwal, ‘I was once told by Fudayl al-Ruqashl in 
answer to a question which I had put to him: ‘‘W hat! Do not let 
the people’s multitude distract you from  yourself, for the C om ­
mand shall com e to you despite them. Say not, ‘Go hither, and 
thither,’ for thereby your day would be consumed to no end. The 
affair is safeguarded for you; never will you see a finer purpose or 
a thing m ore rapidly realised than a new act o f  virtue for an old 
transgression” .’

■ i.e. the D ay o f  Judgem ent
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On the Agonies and Violence 
o f  Death, and the States Preferable 

upon its Advent

KN O W  T H A T  were there to lie before the hapless bonds­
man no terror, calamity or torment save that o f  the death 

agonies alone, these would suffice to render his life miserable and 
to cloud his happiness, and would banish his hcedlessness and his 
distraction. It is right that his thoughts should dwell at length 
upon this matter, and that he should take the greatest care in 
preparing himself for it, not least because he is with every breath 
in its vicinity. As a philosopher once remarked, ‘a calamity in 
another’s hand cannot be foretold’. And Luqman once told his 
son, ‘O  my son! Something whose advent you cannot foresee 
must be prepared for before it takes you unawares.’

It is a matter for some astonishment that a man, even if he 
should be indulging in the finest o f  diversions and the most 
delightful gatherings o f  play, will, if  he is anticipating the 
entrance (for example) o f  a m an-at-arms who is to strike him five 
blows with a wooden stick, find his pleasure spoilt and his life 
marred; yet with every breath that he draws the Angel o f Death is 
liable to com e in upon him with the agonies o f  death, but he pays 
no heed to this. There can be no reason for such a thing save 
ignorance and distraction.

Know , too, that the extrem e pain o f  the death pangs is known 
in its fullness only to those who have tasted it. The man who has 
not done so may only come to know it through comparing it to 
the pains which he has actually experienced, or by inference from
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the violent states o f other people during their death agonies, 
thereby drawing an analogy which bears witness to him. This is 
as follows.

N o extrem ity from which the spirit is absent can feel pain. 
W hen, however, the spirit is present, then the faculty which 
perceives pain is the spirit: whenever the extrem ity suffers some 
injury or burn the effect makes its way to the spirit, which will 
feel pain in proportion to the amount which reaches it. The 
sensation disperses through the blood, the flesh and the remaining 
extremities, so that only a certain part o f  it reaches the spirit 
itself A

However, should any pain travel directly to the spirit and not 
com e into contact with anything else, then how terrible will that 
pain be, and how intense! For the pangs o f death constitute 
nothing but a source of pain which invades the spirit itself and 
diffuses itself until the fractions o f  the spirit which are distributed 
throughout the body's depths have all been afflicted by it. If  one is 
pricked by a thorn, then the pain which one feels runs only in that 
fraction o f  the spirit which is present in the place where the thorn 
prick occurred. The effect o f  a burn is m ore intense simply 
because the fractions o f  the fire spread out through the other parts 
o f the body as well, so that no inner or outer part o f  the extrem ity  
remains unaffected by it, and the fractions o f the spirit spread out 
through the other parts o f  the body com e to feel it also. A wound 
only afflicts the place where the blade has touched, which is why 
its pain is inferior to that consequent upon a burn.

The pain felt during the throes o f  death, however, assails the 
spirit dircctly, and engulfs every one o f its fractions. The dying 
man feels himself pulled and jerked from every artery, nerve, part 
and joint, from the root o f  every hair and the bottom  layer o f  his 
skin from head to foot. So do not ask about the suffering and pain 
which he endures!

* A ccording to the Ihya' (ni-3). the scat o f  the spirit [rii/i| is a cavity in the corporeal 
heart, w ith which it has a subtle relationship w hich m ay be understood by the saints 
but never disclosed. From  there it spreads out \yanshur\ along the arteries to the 
rem ainder o f  the body. C f. M cC arth y, Freedom and Fulfillment, 365-366 ; 
N akam ura, G hazali on Prayer, 8n,; C alverley , ‘D octrines o f  the Sou l in Islam' 
M U ' 33, 254 -264 ; T ritton , ‘M an, nafs, ruh, ‘ aql’ , B S O A S  34, 4 9 1-4 9 5  .
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For this reason it has been said that ‘death is crueller than the 
stroke o f  a sword, or being carved up with saws, or cut with 
scissors,’ since to cut the body with a sword only produces pain 
though its association with the spirit, and how much worse must 
the pain be when it impinges directly upon the spirit itself! The 
man who has been stabbed cries out only because there is some 
remainder o f  strength in his heart and tongue; while the voice and 
screams o f the dying man are cut off due to the severity o f  his 
pain, as his suffering bears down upon him and mounts up in the 
heart until it reaches1 his every part, breaking his every strength 
and enfeebling all his limbs, leaving him with no strength left to 
cry for relief. It overwhelms his mind and deranges it, it strikes 
dumb his tongue, and it enfeebles his extremities. He longs to be 
able to seek relief in groaning, screaming and calling*for aid, but 
he cannot. Should there remain in him any strength at all, a 
lowing and rattling sound is audible from his throat at the time 
when his spirit is pulled and dragged forth.

His colour changes also, to an ashen grey, until it is as though 
the dust which is the root o f his nature has made itself manifest. 
Each vein is drawn out individually as the pain spreads through 
his surface and his innards, until his eyes roll up to the top o f  their 
sockets, and his lips are drawn back, and his tongue contracts to 
its root, and his testicles rise up, and his fingertips turn a greenish- 
black. So do not ask concerning a frame from  which every artery 
is being pulled: were one o f  them alone to be pulled his agony 
would be intense, so how must it be when the percipient spirit 
itself is being pulled, and not just from one artery, but from them 
all?

Then, one by one, his extremities begin to die. First his feet 
grow  cold, and then his shins and thighs, each limb suffering 
agony after agony, and misery after misery, until his spirit reaches 
his throat. A t this point he gazes out for the last time at the world  
and its people, and the gate o f  repentance is closed, and he is 
overwhelmed by sorrow and contrition.

Said the Emissary o f  God (m ay God bless him and grant him 
peace), ‘A man’s repentance is accepted until he gives the death 
rattle’.2
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Said Mujahid [interpreting] His statement (Exalted is He!), 
Repentance is not for those who work evil, and then, when death comes 
to one o f  them he says: N ow  I  repent:3 ‘W hen he sees the 
messengers’.*

At this juncture the face o f  the Angel o f Death appears before 
him. D o not ask regarding the bitter taste o f death, and its 
miseries as its agonies mount up! It was for this reason that the 
Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) used 
to say, ‘O  Lord God! Lessen for M uhammad the agonies of  
death!’4 People only ask for refuge therefrom and hold it in awe 
out o f  their ignorance o f it, for things can only be known before 
their occurrence through the light o f  Prophethood and Saint­
hood. This is why the Prophets (upon them be peace) and the 
Saints were in such great fear o f  death, to the extent that Jesus 
(upon whom be peace) said, ‘O  com pany o f  disciples! Pray to 
God (Exalted is He!) that he may lessen these agonies for m e.’ (by 
which he meant the agonies o f  death) ‘for I have feared death in a 
way which has brought me to its brink'.

It is related that a com pany o f  Israelites once passed by a 
graveyard, and that one o f their number said to the others, ‘W hat 
if you were to pray to God (Exalted is He!), that He should 
quicken before you a corpse from this graveyard so that you 
could put some questions to him?’ So they prayed to God 
(Exalted is He!) and lo and behold! there before them was a man 
with the sign o f  prostration between his eyes, who had emerged 
from one o f  the tombs. ‘O  people!’ he said. ‘W hat would you 
have o f  me? Fifty years ago I tasted death, yet its bitterness is not 
yet stilled in my heart!’

Said cA ’isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘I feel no envy for 
anyone whose death is easy after having seen the rigour o f  the 
death o f  God’s Emissary (may God bless him and grant him 
peace)’ .

It is related that [the Prophet] used to say (may God bless him 
and grant him peace), ‘O  Lord God! Truly You draw out the 
spirit from the sinews, the nasal bone and the fingertips. O

* i.e. the angeU
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Lord God! Grant me Y our support in death, and render it easy for 
me to bear.’5

It is related on the authority o f  al-Hasan that the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) once made 
mention o f  death, and its choking and its pain, and said, ‘It is 
equal Co three hundred blows with a sword’.6

He was once asked (may God bless him and grant him peace) 
about death and its seventy, and replied, ‘The easiest death 
resembles the branch o f  a thorn-tree caught in some wool. Shall 
the branch be extracted from the wool without some remaining 
with it?'7

O nce he came in upon a sick man, and said, i  know w hat he is 
experiencing. There is in him not a single artery that does not 
individually endure the pain o f  death.’8 .

AIT (may God ennoble his countenance) used to rouse the 
people to fight by saying, ‘Should you not fight, then you shall 
die [a natural deathJ. By Him in W hose hand lips my soul, a 
thousand sword-strokes are easier to bear than death in one’s bed'.

Said al-Awza'T, 'W e have heard it said that the dead man 
continues to feel the pain o f  death until he is resurrected from his 
grave.’

Said Shaddad ibn Aws, ‘Death is the most fearsome terror that 
the believer will encounter in this world or in the next. It is worse 
than being carved up with saws, or being cut with scissors, or 
being boiled in cauldrons. If a dead man could be brought back to 
life to tell this world's people o f  death they would find no profit 
in life, and take no pleasure in sleeping.’

Zayd ibn Aslam related that his father once said, ‘W henever 
there remain for the believer certain degrees which he had not 
attained in the world through his works, death is made rigorous 
for him so that through its agonies and woe he might attain to his 
degree in Heaven. Whereas, should the unbeliever have to his 
account some act o f  kindness for which he has not been rewarded, 
then death is made easy for him to bear until his reward becomes 
complete and he takes his place in Hell.’

It is related o f  a certain man that he would question a large 
number o f  sick people about how they found [the advent of)
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death. And when he [in turn] was taken ill he was asked, ‘And 
you, how do you find it?’ ‘It is as though the very heavens were 
being folded back against the earth,’ he replied, ‘and as though 
my soul were being drawn through the eye o f  a needle.’

And [the Prophet] said (may God bless him and grant him 
peace), ‘Sudden death is relief for the believer, and grief for the 
profligate’.9

It is related on the authority o f  Makhul that the Prophet (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) said, ‘W ere a single hair from  
a dead man to be laid upon the dwellers o f the heavens and the 
earth they would die, by the leave o f  God (Exalted is He!), 
because death lies in every hair, and it never falls upon anything 
without slaying i t ." 0

It has been related that ‘were one drop o f  the pain o f  death to 
be distributed over all the mountains o f  the earth they would 
melt aw ay’.

It is related that when Abraham (upon w hom  be peace) died, 
God, Exalted is He, asked him, ‘H ow  did you find death, O My 
Friend?’ and he replied, ‘Like a skewer pushed into damp wool 
and then tugged’. ‘Y et W e made it easy for you to bear,' He said.

It is related o f Moses (upon w hom  be peace) that when his 
spirit passed away to God (Exalted is He!) his Lord asked him, ‘O  
Moses! H ow  did you find death?’ ‘I found m yself, he said, ‘to be 
like a sparrow being roasted alive, unable either to die and find 
rest, or to escape and fly aw ay.’ It is also related that he said, ‘I 
found myself to be like a sheep being flayed alive at the hands o f  a 
butcher’.

It is related o f  the Prophet (m ay God bless him and grant him 
peace) that upon his death he had by him a vessel o f  water into 
which he took to dipping his hand in order to wipe his face, 
saying, ‘O Lord God! Mitigate for m e the agonies of death!’ "  
At the same time, Fatima (may God be pleased with her) was 
saying, ‘H ow  great is my sorrow  at your sorrow, father!’ But he 
said, ‘There shall be no more sorrow for your father after this 
day’. ’2

Said £U m ar (may God be pleased with him) to Ka b al-Ahbar, 
'O  Kacb! Speak to us o f death!’ ‘Certainly, O  Com m ander of the
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Faithful,’ he said. ‘Death is as a thorny twig made to enter the 
stomach o f  a man, so that each thorn becomes attached to an 
artery. Then a powerful man pulls at it, and it takes what it takes, 
and leaves what it leaves.’

Said the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘The bondsman shall surely undergo the misery and pangs o f  
death, and his joints shall surely greet each other saying, “ Peace 
be upon you; from each other we part now until the Day o f  
Arising” .’13

Such were the agonies o f death as they were endured by G od’s 
Saints and dear ones. W hat, then, shall be our state, we who are 
engrossed in sins?

The agonies o f  death shall be followed in succession by its other 
calamities, o f  which there are three. ,

The first is the violence o f  the death throes, as we have already 
mentioned. The second consists in the vision o f the Angel o f  
Death, and the fear and terror which he inspires in the heart. For 
even if the strongest o f men were to see him in the aspect he 
assumes when taking the spirit o f  a sinful bondsman he would not 
be able to bear the sight. It is related o f  Abraham, the Friend o f  
God (upon whom be pcacc) that he once asked the Angel o f  
Death, ‘Are you able to show m e the form you assume when 
taking the spirit o f  an evildoer?’ ‘Y ou  could not bear it,' he 
replied. ‘But yes, I could,’ he said. ‘Then turn away from m e,' he 
commanded, and he did so. Then Abraham turned round, and 
there before him stood a black man with hair erect, evil-smelling 
and garbed in black, from whose mouth and nostrils sparks and 
smoke were issuing forth. At this, Abraham fainted, and when he 
regained his wits the Angel had resumed his former guise. ‘O  
Arigel o f  Death!’ he said. ‘W ere the evildoer to confront nothing 
but your visage after his death it would quite suffice him !’

And Abu Hurayra reported that the Prophet (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) said, ‘David (upon whom be peace) 
was a solicitous* man, who would lock the doors whenever he 
left his house. One day, after he had locked them and gone out, 
his wife looked out and saw that there was a man in the house.

A In the sense o f  being concerned for his w ife.
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"W h o  admitted this man?” she demanded. “ He will certainly 
have cause for dismay when David returns!” And when David 
came and saw him he asked, “ W h o are you?” ” 1” , he replied, 
"am  the one who fears no king, and who is not stopped by any 
chamberlain.” “Then, by God, you are the Angel o f  Death,” he 
said, upon which he died, there and then.’

It is related that Jesus (upon whom be peace) once passed by a 
skull. Striking it with his foot, he said, ‘Speak, by God’s leave!’ 
And it said, 'O  Spirit o f  God! I was the king in such-and-such a 
time. One day, when 1 was seated upon the royal couch in my 
dominion, wearing my crown and surrounded by my courtiers, 
the Angel o f  Death appeared before me, and my every limb 
became numb, and my soul went out [o f my bodyl towards him.
O  would that those gatherings had never been! O would that that 
intimacy had rather been solitude!’

This is a calamity which afflicts sinners and from which the 
obedient are exem pt. The Prophets only told o f the convulsions 
o f death, and not o f  the horror felt by those who behold the form  
o f its Angel. Even if he were to be beheld during one’s sleep at 
night the entire remainder o f one’s life would be marred; so how  
must it be to behold him [awake] wrhen he has assumed such an 
aspect?

The obedient m an, however, shall see him in the best and most 
beautiful o f  forms. Ikrima has related on the authority o f  Ibn 
Abbas that ‘Abraham (upon w hom  be peace) was a solicitous 

man. He had a house m which he would make his devotions and 
which he would lock upon leaving. One day when he repaired to 
this house he saw that there was a man within. “W h o admitted 
you to my house?” he asked, and was told, "I was admitted to it 
by its Master” . “ But I am its master,” said Abraham, but was 
told, “ I was admitted to it by One W ho has mastery over it more 
than you or I.” “ Then which o f  the Angels might you be?” he 
inquired. “ I am the Angel o f  D eath,” came the reply. “ Are you 
able to show me the form in which you take the soul o f a 
believer?" “ Yes,” he replied. “Turn away from m e." This he did, 
and when he turned round again, there before him stood a young 
man, handsome o f  face, perfumed, and finely-attired. “ O  Angel
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o f Death!” he told him. “ W ere the believer to encounter only 
your form upon his death it would quite suffice him!” '

A further calamity consists in the vision o f  the two Recording  
A ngels/ Said W uhayb, ‘W e have heard it said that no man dies 
without being shown his works by the tw o R ecording Angels. If  
he had been obedient, dien they say, "M ay God reward you well! 
For you made us sit at many a gathering o f  truth, and caused us to 
be present at many a righteous act.” But if he had been an 
evildoer they say to him, “ May God not reward you w'ell! For at 
many a gathering o f iniquity did you make us sit, and you caused 
us to be present at many an act o f  unrighteousness, and obliged us 
to hear many a foul discourse. So may God not reward you 
well!” At this, the gaze o f  the dying man is fixed upon them, 
never to behold this world again.’ '

The third calamity is the witnessing by the sinf ul o f  their places 
in Hell, and the apprehension they feel even before this vision 
obtains. During their death agonies their strength grows increas­
ingly feeble as their spirits yield to their departure from their 
physical frames. Their spirits, however, do not depart until they 
have heard the voice o f the Angel o f  Death conveying one o f  the 
T w o Tidings. Either this shall be: ’Rejoice, O  enemy o f  God, at 
|the prospect of] Hell!' or: ‘Rejoice, O  friend o f  God, at [the 
prospect of] Heaven!" It is from this that the fear o f  people o f  
understanding is ever inspired.

The Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, 
‘N ot one of you shall leave this world before knowing his 
destination, and before beholding the place he is to occupy in 
Heaven or in H ell'.'4

And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘W hosoever would love meeting with God, God loves to meet 
him; but whosoever would abhor meeting with God, God abhors 
meeting with him .’ ‘Y et all o f  us arc averse to death,' (his 
Companions! sa*d. ‘It is not the same,1 he replied. ‘For when the

"A cco rd in g  to a T radition ascribcd to the Prophet, ‘G od has entrusted His 
bondsm an to tw o  angels, w h o  record his w orks'. (Ahm ad ibn M am -, al-Musnad, 
cited in Ibn H ajar, Mataltb, ni. 56.) For this doctrine sec F.s«tlolog!a, 344—5; Khalid. 
282.
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sorrow to w'hich the believer is travelling is banished, he takes 
delight in the meeting with God, and God takes delight in the 
meeting with him .’15

It is related that H udhayfa ibn al-Yam an once said to Ibn 
M asud early one morning, ‘Arise, and see what hour it is’ . Ibn 
M asud did so, and when he returned said, ‘The sky is red.’ ‘I seek 
refuge with Y o u ,’ said Hudhayfa, ‘from a morning voyage to 
Hell’.

M arwan once came in upon Abu Hurayra and said, ‘O Lord  
God! Lighten his burden!’ But Abu Hurayra said, ‘O  Lord God! 
Render it yet heavier!’ Then he began to weep, saying, ‘B y God, 
I do not weep out o f  sorrow over losing this world, neither out o f  
grief at being separated from you; rather I am awaiting one o f  the 
T w o Tidings from my Lord: either to Heaven or to Hell!’

It is related in Tradition that the Prophet (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) said, ‘W hen God (Great and Glorious is 
He!) is satisfied with His bondsman He says, “ O Angel o f  Death! 
Make your way to So-and-so, and bring Me his spirit that I may 
grant him rest His works 1 find sufficient: 1 tested him and found 
him to be as I desired.” And so the Angel of Death descends in the 
company o f five thousand angels all bearing rods of sweet basil 
and roots o f  the saffron plant, until each angel tells him different 
good tidings from his Lord. And then, holding their rods o f basil, 
they form tw o ranks in preparation for the spirit’s departure. 
W hen Satan beholds them he sets his hand upon his head and 
screams aloud. "W h at is the m atter, O our lord?” his legions ask. 
“ Do you not see the honour that has been accorded this 
bondsman?” he cries. “ W here were you with respect to him ?” 
And they reply, “ W e exerted our every effort with him, but he 
was invulnerable” .” 6

Said al-Hasan, ‘There is no relief for the believer save in the 
encounter with God, and whosoever is given this, then for him 
the day o f  his death is a day o f  jo y , rapture, security, glory and 
honour,’17

Jabir ibn Zayd was asked on his deathbed whether there was 
anything that he desired, and he replied, ‘A glimpse o f  al-Hasan’. 
And he was told, when al-Hasan came in to see him, ‘Here is al-
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Hasan’. He raised his eyes to look at him and said, ‘0  my brother! 
In this hour, by God, shall I take m y leave o f  you, either to 
Heaven or to Hell.’

M uhammad ibn Wasi said on his deathbed, ’O  m y brethren! 
Farewell! T o  Hell, or to the forgiveness o f  G od!’

It was the wish o f  one man that he should remain forever in his 
death throes and never be raised to face reward or punishment.

In this wise, the fear o f  an evil end has torn apart the hearts o f  
the gnostics, constituting as it does one o f  the terrible calamities 
which accom pany death. W e have already mentioned the signifi­
cance o f the ‘evil end’ [sti' al-khatim a] and the intense fear which 
the gnostics harbour for it in the B ook o f  Fear and H op e ; it is 
relevant in this context, but we shall not com m it prolixity by 
mentioning it again.* ,

A n exposition o f  the states preferable in the dying man

Know that it is desirable for the dying man to have an aspect o f  
peacefulness and tranquillity. He should be uttering the Tw o  
Testimonies" with his tongue, and should be maintaining in his 
heart a favourable opinion o f  God (Exalted is He!). For it is 
related that the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) 
once said, ‘W atch for three signs in the dying man. If his forehead 
sweats, his eyes shed tears and his lips become dry, then the mercy 
o f God (Exalted is He!) has alighted upon him. But if he should 
choke like a man being strangled, and if his colour should turn to

* T he Ihya"s Book o f Fear and Hope (lv, book 3) devotes a long section (pp. 1 5 1 - 1 5 7 )  
to the question o f  the khatima, the mental and spiritual condition prevailing at the 
m om ent o f  death. In particular, the author points out that even the righteous man is 
vulnerable to tw o  types o f  ‘ev il end ’ , the m ore dangerous one being that ‘ when 
undergoing the agonies and terrors o f  death his heart m ay be overw h elm ed by 
either doubt or denial, so that the spirit com es to be taken aw ay  in this condition ’; 
alternatively, ‘at the m om ent o f  death, the love o f  som e w o rld ly  thing or pleasure 
m ay prevail over it ... so that he turns his face in the direction o f  this w o rld , and in 
proportion to one’s inclination tow ards the w orld  the veil [i.e. that w hich bars man 
from  seeing the K ingdom ], which induces the chastisement, w ill descend.’ (iv. 15 1 .)
* These being the form ula ‘ I testify that there is no deity save G o d , and that 
M uham m ad is the Em issary o f  G o d ’ .
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red, and if he should foam at the mouth, then this is from the 
chastisement o f  God which has befallen h im .''8

It is a favourable sign that his tongue should be pronouncing 
the words o f the Testim ony. Said Abu Sac!d al-Khudri, ‘The 
Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, 
“ Kehearse to your dying [the words] ‘There is no deity save 
God’.” ’ And in a version related by Hudhayfa [the Prophet 
continued as follows). ‘For truly this effaces one’s previous sins’. '9

Said Uthm an, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and 
grant him pcace) said, “ W hoever perishes knowing that there is 
no deity save God shall enter into Heaven” .’* 20

Said Ubayd Allah [in place o f ‘knowing that there is no deity 
save G od’]: ‘W hile uttering the Testim ony’.

Said Udim an, ‘When the dying man pears death you should 
repeat “ there is no deity save G od” to him, for 110  bondsman shall 
end his life therewith without it becoming his travelling-provi- 
sions to Heaven.’

Said U m ar (may God be pleased with him), ‘Be present with 
your dying ones, and cause them to remember, for they see what 
you do not; and prom pt them to say. “ there is no deity save 
God” .’

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘I heard the Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) say, “The Angel o f Death once 
came to a dying man. Having looked into his heart and found 
nothing therein, he parted his beard and found the tip of his 
tongue adhering to his palate as he said, ‘There is no deity save 
G od.’ For this utterance o f  pure single-heartedness he was 
forgiven his sins".’2'

It is best for the prom pter to abstain from being insistent; he 
should rather use gentleness, for it may be that the sick m an’s 
tongue is unable to pronounce the formula and that the resultant 
distress leads to his finding the prom pting burdensome and causes

'  T his Tradition is often citcd in defence o f  the Ash ante doctrine o f  justification by 
faith, and is typically accom panied by a w ord o f  qualification on the part o f  the 
theologians: fo r exam ple a l-N a w a w i (quoting the QadT lyad 's  com m entary on the 
Sahih o f  M uslim ): ‘ Even i f  such a man is not fo rg iven  and is punished, he must 
u ltim ately be taken out o f  Hell and brought into H eaven '. (NawawT, Shark, 1. 2 19 .) 
See also the last chapter o f  the present w ork .
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him to dislike the formula; it is to be feared that this might result 
in an evil end. The significance o f  [repeating] the formula lies 
only in ensuring that a man passes away without there being 
anything in his heart save God. For if he harbours no longing but 
for the Unique, the True, then his approach to his Beloved 
through death will be for him the ultimate felicity. But should his 
heart be infatuated with the world and incline towards it, and be 
in a state o f  lamentation over the loss o f  its delights, then even 
though the formula is present on his tongue his heart may utter 
nothing in confirmation. In such an instance the matter fails into 
the hazardous province o f  the divine will, for a mere wagging o f  
the tongue is o f little avail unless God (Exalted is He!) should 
through His grace grant it acceptance.

As regards having a favourable opinion [of Gad], this is 
recommended at this time, as we have already mentioned in the 
B ook of\Fear and] H ope. A number o f  Traditions are forthcoming  
concerning the virtue o f  maintaining a favourable.opinion.

W athila ibn al-Asqa once came in upon a sick man and asked 
him, 'Tell me, how is your opinion o f God?’ ‘I am immersed in 
my sins,’ said the man, 'and am on the very brink o f destruction, 
but yet I hope for the m ercy o f  m y Lord*. At this, Wathila cned  
out, ‘God is Most G reat!’ and the people o f  the house did the 
same. ‘God is Most Great!' he said. ‘I once heard the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) say. “ God 
(Exalted is He!) says, ‘I am as M y bondsman thinks me to be; so 
let him think of Me what he will’

The Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) once 
came in upon a young man who was dying. ‘How are you?’ he 
asked, and he replied, ‘1 have set my hope in God, and fear my 
sins’ . And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘Never have these two things been united in the heart o f a 
bondsman in circumstances such as these without God granting 
him that for which he hopes, and delivering him from what he 
fears’.13

Said Thabit al-Bunanl, ‘There was once a youth much given to 
frivolity, whose mother would frequently reproach him, saying, 
“ O  my son! Y ou r time will com e, so rem em ber it,"  And when
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that which God (Exalted is He!) had ordained befell him she 
leaned over him and said, “ O  m y son! I warned you o f  this your 
fate, and told you that your time would com e." "O  m other.” he 
said, ‘ ‘I have a Lord W ho is greatly kind, and it is m y hope that 
some part o f  His kindness m ight not pass me by on this day” .’ 
And Thabit said, ‘So God had m ercy upon him because of his 
good opinion o f  his Lord’.

Said Jabir ibn W ada'a, ‘There was once a young man who was 
disposed towards foolishness. W hen he drew' near death his 
mother said to him , “ O  m y son! Do you have any last wishes?” 
“ Y es,” he said. “ Do not take my ring from me, for upon it God 
(Exalted is He!) is mentioned; perhaps He will have m ercy upon 
m e.” After he had been buried he was seen in a dream, saying, 
“ Tell m y mother that that utterance benefited me, and that God 
has granted me His forgiveness” .’

A nomad once fell ill, and upon being told that he was dying, 
asked, ‘W here shall I be taken?’ ‘T o  G od,’ they replied, i  cannot 
dislike being taken,’ he said, ‘to One from W hom  all that is good 
proceeds’.

Said al-Mu tamir ibn Sulayman, ‘W hen he drew near to death, 
m y father said, “ O  Mu tamir! Speak to me o f  the concessions 
(rufe/i<«) [in the Law], that I may meet God (Great and Glorious is 
He!) thinking well o f H im ” .'

They* preferred that the bondsman’s good works be men­
tioned to him on his deathbed so that he would think well o f  his 
Lord.

A n exposition o f  the sorrow fe lt  upon meeting 
the A ngel o f D eath, through accounts uttered on the tongue 

o f the Spiritual StateB

Said Ash ath ibn Aslam, ‘Abraham (upon whom be peace) once 
put certain questions to the Angel o f Death (whose name is

* The early M uslims
’ A r. lisjn  a (-/nil: an utterance made during the 'h it ',  a brtet'state given the m ystic hy 
Gcid, usually w ith  em otional sym ptom s. (Cf- e.g . Q ushayrI, R/saI<i, i. 236.)
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cAzraTl, and who has two eyes: one in his face and the other at the 
back o f  his head). “ O  Angel o f  Death!” he said. ‘‘W hat do you do 
if there is one soul [dying] in the east and another in the west, or 
when the land is stricken by a plague, or when two armies clash?” 
‘‘I summon the spirits," he said, ‘‘by G od’s leave, until they lie 
between these two fingers o f  m ine". [And Abraham said,] “ Then 
the earth is flattened out and left like a dish before him, from  
which he partakes as he wishes” .’ Ash ath said, ‘It was then that 
He gave him the good tidings that he was the Friend [fe/i(i/<7]A o f  
God (Great and Glorious is H e!)’.

Said Solomon the son o f  David, to the Angel o f  Death (upon 
them be peace), ‘W hy do I not sec you dealing justly with 
mankind? For you seize one man, while you leave another alone.’ 
i  know no more o f  that than you,’ he replied, i  am merely given 
scrolls and books containing names’.

Said W ahb ibn Munabbih, ‘A certain king once conceived a 
wish to nde to a province. He called for a garment to wear, but it 
was not pleasing to him, so he demanded another until after 
several tries he donned one that was agreeable to him. In the same 
fashion he ordered a mount to be brought, but found it not to his 
liking when it came, so others were brought to him until he 
mounted the finest one amongst them. Then the devil came to 
him and blew into his nostril, and he puffed himself up with 
pride. Then he set out on his journey, never looking at anyone 
because o f  his haughtiness. But then he was approached by a man 
o f  threadbare appearance, who came up to him and greeted him. 
W hen the king failed to reply he took hold o f  the bridle o f  his 
horse. “ Release m y bridle!” cried the king, "for you have 
committed something most heinous!” “ I have a request to make 
o f you,” he said. “ Have patience” , the king said, “ until I 
dismount.” " N o ,” he replied. “ At this instant!” and he pulled at 
the reins o f  his horse. "T hen say what it is,” said the king. “ It is a 
secret,” he replied. So he leaned his head down to him, and [the 
stranger] confided his secret to him, saying, "I am the Angel of  
Death!" At this, the king’s complexion changed colour, and his 
tongue stammered, and he said, “ Leave me, so that I may return

* C f. Q . iv: 12 $ : A n d G od did take Abraham to be His Friend.
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to my family to bid them farewell, and wind up my affairs.” 
“ N o, by G od,” he told him. “ N ever will you sec your family and 
wealth again!” Thereupon he took away his spirit, and the king 
fell dead, as though he were a wooden log.

‘Then the Angel continued on his way. Presently, he came 
across a believer, whom he greeted and who greeted him in 
return. “ I have a request which 1 would mention in your ear,’’ he 
said. “ Let me hear it,” said the man. And he confided in him his 
secret, saying, “ I am the Angel o f  Death.” “ W elcom e!" he said. 
“W elcom e to the one who has long been absent from me. By  
God, there is no-one on earth w hom  I have wanted to meet more 
than you!” At this, the Angel o f  Death said to him, “Conclude 
the business for which you had set out.” But he replied, “ I have 
no business which is more im portant and beloved to me than 
meeting God (Exalted is H e!).” And the Angel said, “ Then 
choose the state in which you would prefer me to take your 
spirit.” “ Are you able to do that?” he asked. “ Yes,” he replied, 
“ and thus have I been instructed.” “ Leave me awhile, so that I 
may perform the ablutions and pray, and then take m y spirit 
while 1 am prostrating.” And this he did.’

Said Bakr ibn Abd Allah al-Mazanl, ‘A man from the tribe of  
Israel once amassed a large fortune. W hen he drew near death he 
gave instructions to his sons, saying, “ Show me the varieties o f  
my wealth!” And he was brought a huge quantity o f  horses, 
camels, slaves and other things. W hen he looked at them he 
began to weep out o f sorrow at their loss. The Angel o f Death, 
seeing him in this state, asked him, “ W hat has made you weep? 
Truly, by Him W ho blessed you with these things I shall not 
leave your house before cleaving your spirit from your body.” 
“Give me some respite,” he pleaded with him, “ that I may 
distribute m y wealth.” “ W hat folly!” said he. “ Y o u r period of  
respite has com e to an end; it would have been better had you 
acted before you had run your course." And saying this, he took 
his spirit.'

It is told that a certain man once accumulated great wealth, 
until there remained not a single kind o f  property in which he 
had not invested. He raised up a palace to which he set two
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powerful gates, and gathered around his person a guard o f  young 
men. Then he called together his family and regaled them with 
food, and sat back on his couch with one leg over the other, while 
they set to eating. And when they had finished he said to himself: 
‘R evel for years, for I have accumulated all that you need!’ But 
hardly had he finished uttering these words when the Angel o f  
Death cam e by in the guise o f a man dressed shabbily like 3 
pauper. He struck the gates a tremendous blow, terrifying the 
rich man upon his couch. The young men leaped up and said, 
'W h at is your business here?’ ‘Call your master for m e,’ he said, 
‘And should our master com e out’, they asked, ‘for the likes o f  
you?’ ‘Yes indeed,1' he said. And when they told their master o f  
what had transpired he said, ‘Y ou  have done well’. But then the 
door was knocked even m ore violently than before,, and when 
the guards leaped up to speak to him [the stranger) said, ‘Tell him 
that I am the Angel o f Death’, W hen they heard this they were 
aghast, and their lord was covered in ignominy and humility, 
‘Speak to him politely,' he instructed them, ‘and ask him whether 
he is to take anyone from this house’. But (the Angel] came in, 
and said, ‘Do with your wealth as you please, for I shall not leave 
this place before I draw forth your spirit' So he called for his 
wealth, and said, when it was laid out before his eyes, ‘May God  
curse you! For you distracted me from the worship o f m y Lord, 
and diverted me from devoting myself to Him*. And God caused 
his wealth to speak, and it said, ’ W hy do you insult me, w'hen it 
was through me that you entered into the presence o f the sultan, 
while the Godfearing were turned away from his door? It was 
through me that you married women o f  pleasure, sat in the 
company o f  kings, and spent me in the way o f evil. Yet never did
I withhold myself from you. And had you spent me in the way of  
righteousness 1 would have brought you profit. You and all the 
sons o f  Adam were created from dust, then some set out with 
charity, and others with iniquity.’ Then the Angel o f  Death took 
aw'ay his spirit, and he fell to the ground.

Said W ahb ibn Munabbih, ‘The Angel o f Death once took 
away the spirit o f a great tyrant, the likes o f  w hom  had never 
been seen on the face o f  the earth before. W hen [the Angel | had
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ascended up to heaven again, the other angels asked him, “ O f  all 
those whose spirits you have taken, to whom did you show the 
most m ercy?” “ 1 once was com m anded” , he replied, “ to take the 
soul o f  a woman in a desert place. W hen 1 came to her she had just 
given birth to a son, and I dealt with her mercifully on account of 
her remoteness from her homeland, and with her son because o f  
his young age and his presence in the desert where there was no- 
one who might care for him .” And the angels said, “ The tyrant 
whose soul you just took away was that very same child to whom  
you showed m ercy.” And the Angel o f  Death declared, “ Glory 
be to Him W ho shows kindness as He w ill!" ’

Said Ata’ ibn Yasar, ‘On the middle night o f Sha banA the 
Angel o f  Death receives a scroll and is told, “This year you are to  
take the people whose names are recordedon this scroll.” A man 
may sow crops, marry women and raise up buildings, wrhile his 
name is upon that scroll and he knows it not.'

Said al-Hasan, ‘W ith every passing day the Angel o f  Death 
inspects every house three times, and takes away the spirits o f  
those whose provision has been exhausted and whose lifetimes 
have drawn to a close. W hen he has done so the inhabitants o f  
that house take to lamentation and weeping, and the Angel o f  
Death, holding onto the dooijambs, says, “ By God, 1 did not eat 
o f his provision, nor did I consume any part o f his life, nor yet did 
I shorten his allotted span. 1 shall return amongst you again and 
again until I have left not one o f  you remaining!” ' And al-Hasan 
said, ‘By God, if  they could only see him standing there and hear 
his words they would forget the dead man and weep for their 
own sakes instead!’

Said YazTd al-RuqashT, ‘Once, when a tyrant o f the Israelites 
was sitting in his residence alone with one o f  his wives, a man 
entered through the door o f  his house. The tyrant flew into a 
rage, and went up to him, saying, “ W ho are you? W h o admitted 
you to my house?” “ As for the one who admitted me to this 
house,” the man answered, “ it was its Lord. And as tor myself, 1 
am the one who is barred by no chamberlain, who does not ask 
for permission even o f  kings when he would enter, who fears not

* Sha'biin: the eighth month o f  the M uslim  year.
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the force o f imperious monarchs, and who is never refused by any 
stubborn tyrant or rebellious devil.” At this, the tyrant buried his 
head in his hands and began to tremble, and then fell down, 
hiding his face. Then he raised his head towards him imploringly 
and in great humihty. “Then you are the Angel o f  Death,” he 
said. ‘‘I am he,” he replied. “ Will you grant me respite so that I 
may mend m y ways?” “ W hat folly!” he told him. “ You have 
run your course; your every breath is expended, and your hours 
are all consumed; there is no way by which you may be granted 
respite.” “ W here will you take me?” he asked. “T o  the works 
which you sent before you,” he replied, “ and to the house which 
you have prepared.” “ H ow  shall it be, then," he asked, “ as 1 have 
neither sent before me any righteous works nor prepared a 
goodly house?" And he replied, “ Then to hellfire, which snatches at 
the edges o f  m en’s hones.” 2* Then he took away his spirit, and he fell 
down dead in the midst o f  his family, who set to wailing and to 
screaming.’ Rem arked Yazld al-Ruqashl, ‘If they had only 
known the balefulness o f  their own destination they would have 
wept more bitterly still.’

Al-A mash has related on the authority o f  Khaythama that the 
Angel o f  Death once came in upon Solomon, the son o f David 
(upon both o f whom be peace) and took to scrutinising one o f  his 
companions at some length. When he had left again the man 
asked, 'W h o was that?’ and was told that it was the Angel of  
Death. And he said, ‘I saw him looking at me as though he 
wanted m e.’ ‘So what do you want?’ asked Solomon. ‘I want you 
to deliver me from him by ordering the wind to carry me off to 
the farthest part o f  India.’* And this the wind did. Then, when the 
Angel o f  Death came again, Solomon said to him, ‘I saw you 
looking closely at one o f  m y companions’. ‘Yes indeed,’ he 
replied. ‘I was surprised to see him, because I had been instructed 
to take his spirit in the farthest part o f  India shortly afterwards; 
yet there he was with you, and I was astonished at this.’

* A ccordin g to M uslim  belief, So lom on had the ability to dircct the w inds (Q. 
xxi:8i).
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

On the death o f  the Emissary 
o f  God (may God bless him 

and grant him peace), and o f  the 
Rightly-guided Caliphs after him

The death o f  the Emissary o f  G od  
(may G od bless him and grant him peace)'

N O W  T H A T  in the Emissary o f God (may God bless him
and grant him peace) there is a goodly example in life and in 

death, in word and in deed. His every circumstance is a lesson to 
the beholders and an illumination to those who seek understand­
ing. For never was any man m ore honourable in the sight o f God 
than he, who was the friend [M<i/i7|A o f  God, His well-beloved 
and His intimate, His Chosen One, Emissary and Prophet. Yet sec 
if Fie granted him one hour’s respite when his time came to an 
end. Did He prolong his life by one instant when it had run its 
course? N ay. rather He despatched to him the noble Angels, those 
entrusted with taking the spirits o f  men, who took hold o f his 
pure and noble spirit to bear it away. They tended to it so as to 
carry it from  his immaculate body into m ercy and good-pleasure, 
and the fine and beautiful",1 even to a Seat o f  Truth1 in the presence

* K halil A llah  is custom arily an epithet ol A braham ; M uham m ad is rather Habib 
A llah : G o d ’s B eloved . GhazalT's use o f  the form er title here (assuming the text is 
stable) is apparently an archaism (C f, Schim m el, 57, and p p . 2 1 b e l o w ) .
• A reference to the houris o f  Paradise
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o f the All-Compassionate. But despite this, his affliction was great 
when the agony o f  death came, and his groaning plain. His 
disquiet became compounded, and his voice was raised in moan­
ing. His colour changed, sweat appeared on his brow, and as he 
breathed in and out his left and right sides shook until those 
present at his demise wept at it and until those who witnessed his 
appearance sobbed at the extrem ity o f  his condition.

Did you think that the office o f Prophethood would ward off 
from him that which was destined? Did the Angel respect family 
and relations for his sake ? Did he com ply with his wishes because 
he had aided the Truth, and had been to mankind4 a bringer o f  good  
news and a warning?5 Absurd! R ather he followed that which he 
had been commanded to perform, and that which he found 
inscribed upon the Tablet. Such was his staie, although he was o f  
a Praiseworthy Station* with God, and possessed o f the Frequen­
ted Pool8, the first around whom the earth shall split asunder, the 
exerciser o f the Intercession on the Day .o f Exposition. Astonish­
ing it is that we draw no lesson from him, despite our uncertainty 
regarding what we shall encounter.6 Instead, we arc the prisoners- 
of-w ar o f  our desires, the boon-companions o f  evil deeds and 
iniquities. W hat ails us that we draw no admonition from the 
demise o f  Muhammad. Master o f  the Messengers, Leader o f  the 
Godfearing and the beloved o f  the Lord o f the Worlds? Perhaps 
we think ourselves im m ortal, or imagine that despite the evil o f  
our works that we are ennobled in G od’s sight? Absurd! Absurd! 
Instead we must be confident that we shall all come to Hell, and 
that none shall then escape therefrom save the Godfearing. Thus 
we are certain o f  com ing to it, but only conjecture when we 
think o f  thence emerging. N ay, if such is our state then we have 
done an injustice to our own selves by thinking wishfully. By

* al-Maqam al-M ahmud (Q . xvu :79 ): generally understood to refer to the Prophet's 
intercession in the A fterlife (cf. B ayd aw l, 382; BayhaqT, Ha th, 327; Baghdadi. Usui, 
244). It is som etim es m ore specifically described as a hill on the plain o f  resurrection, 
upon which the Prophet, dressed in a green robe, shall stand, surrounded b y  the 
com m unity o f  believers (C f. K halid, 188, 4 6 0 - 1 , w here four possible m eanings o f  
the phrase are exam ined).
* al-Hawd al-Mawriid: see below pp.2i7-2ry.
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God! W e fear not Him! For God, the Lord o f  the W orlds, has 
said, There is not one o f  you but shall come to it. This is a fixed  
ordinance o f  thy Lord. Then shall W e deliver those that were 
Godfearing, and leave the wrongdoers therein crouching''.

Let each bondsman look to himself, and to whether he is closer 
to the wrongdoers or to the Godfearing. And look to yourself 
after having seen the conduct o f  the righteous Predecessors. For 
despite the success they were granted they were among the 
fearful. Then look to the Master o f  the Messengers: he was o f  a 
certainty regarding his case, for he was indeed Master o f  the 
Messengers and Leader o f  the Godfearing. Draw a lesson from 
how his affliction was upon parting from this world, and from  
how fierce wfas the matter o f  his wayfaring to the Garden o f  the 
Refuge.7

Said Ibn Mas ud (may God be pleased with him). ‘W e went in 
to visit the Emissary o f God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) in the house o f  our m other A’isha6 when the parting drew 
near. He looked at us (may God bless him and grant him peace) 
and tears welled up in his eyes. Then he said, “ W elcom e to you! 
M ay God preserve you! M ay God give you refuge! May God 
support you! I commend to you the fear o f  God, and 1 commend  
you to Him. I am a clear Warner unto y ou *  that you should not 
exalt yourselves before Him in His land and among His bonds­
men. The appointed time has drawn near, and the return is to 
God and to the Lote Tree o f  the Boundary,c 9 the Garden o f  the

'  Q . x ix :  7 1 .7 2 . W hether wurud in this context means dukltul. actual en try into the 
infernal fires, is a question that has never been resolved. S ix  traditional interpreta­
tions are given by Hasan Khalid (3 2 1-4 ). Perhaps the m ost com m on view  (cf. al- 
Haktrn al-Tirm idhT in his N awddir, 25) is that all shall enter Hell, but that the 
righteous shall not be harm ed by it, and shall be delivered from  it im m ediately; this 
as 3  means o f  m aking their delight 111 H eaven com plete.
• The Prophet's w ives being 'm others o f  the believers’ (Q. xx x m :6 ).
' This tree is said to be the elosest point to the D ivine Presence w hich man can hope 
to attain, Depicted with m yriad details in the lutdith and in Su fi literature, it is said 
that it is a sym bol o f  faith and virtue, and that its fruit represents the experience o f  
the m ystic. From  its foot four rivers, the Pentateuch, the Psalms, the Gospel and the 
Q u r ’an pour forth; beyond it lie the sphere o f  the fixed stars and, finally, the lumen 
gloriae. (Palacios, Estate login, 3 0 - 1 ,  39, 78, 83— largely from  Ibn al-'ArabT.)
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Refuge'0 and the Most-fulfilling Chalice. So give to yourselves 
and to those who enter your religion after me the salutation o f  
peace and the m ercy o f  God” .’ "

And it is related that the Prophet (may God bless him and grant 
him peace) said to Gabriel (upon w hom  be peace) at his demise, 
‘W ho will support m y nation after m e?’ and God (Exalted is He!) 
inspired in Gabriel: ‘Give M y beloved the good tidings that 1 shall 
not disappoint him regarding his nation. And give him the good  
tidings that he shall be the swiftest o f  mankind in com ing forth 
from the earth when they are resurrected, and shall be their 
master when together they are congregated, and that Heaven 
shall be forbidden to all the nations until his nation has gone in.’ 
And he said, ‘N ow  am I content’. '2 «

Said A ’isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘The Emissary of  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) instructed us to 
wash him from seven vessels from seven wells. This we did, and 
he found some relief, going outside and leading the people in 
prayer. He asked for forgiveness for the people o f  U hudA and 
prayed for them. He advised us to treat the Helpers well, saying, 
“ T o proceed, O  company ot Emigrants! Truly you are rising to a 
position o f  ascendancy, while the Helpers will rise no higher than 
the circumstances in which they are today. The Helpers are my 
intimates to whom  I had resort, so honour whomsoever amongst 
them is honourable”— meaning: those among them who act 
righteously— “ and pardon their wrongdoers.” Then he said, “ A 
bondsman has been given the choice between this world and 
what is with God. He has chosen the latter.”

‘At this, Abu Bakr wept (may God be pleased with him) 
thinking that he meant himself. And the Prophet said (may God 
bless him and grant him peace), “ Be in less haste, Abu Bakr! 
Close up these street doors o f  the Mosque, except the door of

’  A m ountain near M edina w here in  the year 3 a h  the second great battle between 
the M uslim s and the idolators o f  M ecca took place, to the tem porary advantage o f  
the latter.
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Abu Bakr, for truly. I know o f  no man who has been more 
w orthy o f  companionship than he” .’A 13

Said A ’isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘He passed away 
(may God bless him and grant him peace) in my house, on my 
day,8 between my chest and throat. And at death God joined my 
saliva to his. For when my brother Abd al-Rahm an entered 
carrying a tooth-stick in his hand, he [the Prophet] began to look 
at it, and I knew' that it pleased him, so I said, “ Shall I bring it to 
you?" Yes, he nodded, so I handed it to him. He put it into his 
m outh, but it was too hard for him. “ Shall I soften it for you?” I 
asked. Yes, he nodded, so I made it soft. And by him there lay a 
leather vessel containing water into which he started dipping his 
hand, saying, “ N o deity is there save God! Truly death has 
agonies!” Then he lifted up his hand and said, “ The Highest 
Companion! The Highest Com panion!” and 1 said, “ So, by God, 
he will not prefer us” .’14

Sa Td ibn Abd Allah related the following from his father: 
‘W hen the Helpers saw that the Emissary o f  God (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) was increasingly burdened they 
encircled the Mosque. A l- Abbas (may God be pleased with him) 
went inside to the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) and told him o f  o f  their position and their sympathy. Then 
al-Fadl entered, and appraised him likewise, and AIT (may God 
be pleased with him), who did the same. He stretched out his 
hand and said, “ H ere,” so they grasped it. “ W hat say you?” he 
asked, and they replied, “ W e fear that you shall die.” '5 And their 
w om en wailed at their menfolk’s gathering around the Prophet 
(may God bless him and gTant him peace).

'Then the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peact) arose, and went outside leaning upon AIT and al-Fadl, 
with al- Abbas in front. His head was bandaged and his feet

■ This sym bolic  gesture o f  closing the m osque doors, m entioned elsew here in the 
Traditions (B u kh an , M an iq ib  al-Ansar, 45; M uslim , Fada'il al-Sahaba, 2; etc.) is 
discussed by SuyutT (K . Shadd al-athw abfi sadd al-ahu/Hb, in al-H aw i, u, 12 - 3 1 ) ,  who 
quotes (p 16) Ibn H ajar's opinion to  the effect that b y m aking this gesture the 

Prophet was designating A bu Bakr as the first successor to  his tem poral authority 
’  it having been the Prophet’ s custom  to  divide his time am on g his w ives on a 
principle o f  daily rotation.

Chapter Four
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dragged along the ground, but he gained the pulpit and sat down  
upon its lowest step. The people collected around him.

'He praised and glorified God, and then said, “ O  people! I have 
heard that you fear I shall die, as though you considered death to 
be something odious. W hat is it that you resent in the death o f  
your Prophet? Has not m y death-notice already been given you; 
have not you yourselves already been given your death-notices? 
W as any Prophet o f  those that were sent before me rendered 
immortal that 1 might also be granted eternal life? N ay, f shall go 
to join m y Lord, as shall you all. I advise you to act kindly 
towards the First Emigrants, and to them I counsel mutual 
favour, for truly God (Great and Glorious is He!) has said, By the 
Afternoon! Truly man is in loss. Save they that have fa ith  . . ," 1(' He 
recited [the chapter] to its end,* and then continued, “ Affairs run 
by the leave of God. N ever perm it the [inherent] slowness of  
something to induce you to try hastening it, for truly, God 
(Exalted is He!) hastens not by reason o f  the haste o f anyone. 
W hoever seeks to overthrow  God, God shall overthrow  him, and 
whoever seeks to deceive Him will be deceived by Him. If  you 
turn away, will you work corruption in the earth and sever your 
family tics? I counsel you to honour the Helpers, for they it was 
who made ready the land and the fa ith  before you came.1' 17 Be good to 
them, for did they not share with you half their crops and make 
room  for you in their houses? Did they not prefer you over 
themselves, although theirs was the greater need? Thus whoever 
is given authority to judge between two men, let him accept 
from the virtuous amongst their number and deal indulgently 
with their wrongdoers. D o not prefer anyone over them.

' “ I am preceding you, but you shall join me. O ur tryst is at the 
Pool, my Pool whose breadth exceeds the distance which is 
between Bostra o f  Syria and San a’ o f  the Yem en. Into it from the 
spout o f  al-Kawthar1 pours a water which is whiter than milk,

* The chapter continues: and perform deeds o f righteousness, and exhort one another to 

truth and to endurance.
'T h e  H elpers \A nsir] had prepared the ground for Islam in M edina before the 

Prophet’s arrival. 
a l-K a w th a r  the nam e o f  a river in H eaven. See below  p p .217-.2 1X

62



Chapter Four

softer than foam and sweeter than honey; whosoever drinks o f  it 
shall never thirst again. Pearls are its pebbles; musk is its bed. 
W hosoever is deprived o f  it tom orrow  at the Standing PlaccA is 
deprived o f  all good. Therefore, let him who is desirous of  
meetmg me there tom orrow  restrain his tongue and hand from  
all save what is m eet.”

‘Al- Abbas said, "O  Prophet o f  God, advise us concerning 
Quraysh!”

“ I only com m end," he said, “ this affair8 to Quraysh, to whom  
the people are followers: their righteous men [shall rule] the 
righteous, and their evildoers [shall rule] their evildoers. O  tribe 
o f  Quraysh! Deal with the people in a goodly fashion! And O  
people! Blessings and gifts are transformed by sin. Thus it is that 
whenever the people are good that their rulers are goo^ towards 
them; and that whenever they are iniquitous that they are harsh 
to them. God (Exalted is He!) has said, Thus do W e give some o f  the
wrongdoers authority over others because o f  what they had been

. »* »ig earning .
Ibn Mas ud (may God be pleased with him) related that the 

Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) said to Abu 
Bakr (may God be pleased with him), ‘Ask me your question, O  
Abu Bakr!’ ‘O  Emissary o f  G od!’ he replied. ‘The time has drawn 
near!' ‘The time has drawn near’, he said, ‘and is almost com e.’ 
‘W hat is with God shall surely gladden you, O  Prophet o f G od,’ 
he said. “But would that I could know the place o f  our return!’ 
And he told him, ‘T o God, and to the Lote Tree o f  the Boundary, 
then the Carden o f  the Refuge, the Highest Paradise, the M ost- 
fulfilling Chalice, the Highest Com panion, good fortune and the 
life made pleasant.’ ‘O  Prophet o f  G od!’ he said. ‘W ho shall take 
charge o f  washing you?’ ‘Men from the closest o f the people o f  
m y Household,’ he replied. ‘In what shall we shroud you?' he 
asked. ‘In these clothes o f  mine, and a Yem enite cloak, and bound 
white cloth.’ he replied. ‘How are we to pray over you?’ he 
asked. And we wept, and he wept with us, and then said, ‘Gently 
now! May God forgive you, and reward you on behalf o f  your

* i,e . at the Judgem en t.
• i.e. leadership o f  the M uslim  state.
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Prophet well. W hen you wash and shroud me, set me on m y bed 
m my house here at the side o f  my grave, then depart from  me for 
an hour, for the first to pray for me will be God (Great and 
Glorious is He!): He it is who blesses you, and H is angels. Iy

‘Then He will give the angels leave to pray for me. The first o f  
God’s creatures to enter and pray for me shall be Gabriel, then 
Michael, Seraphiel, and the Angel o f  Death, together with a great 
host; then the angels in their entirety, may God bless them all."0 
Then you: enter in groups and pray for me in groups, one group 
at a time, and offer your salutations. Injure me not with excessive 
praise, or shouting or moaning. Let the prayer-Ieader \imam] 
com m ence, then the people o f  m y Household, the nearest first, 
and then the companies o f wom en and children.’

‘W ho shali set you in your grave?’ he' asked, and he replied, 
‘Groups o f the people o f m y Household, first the closest, with 
many angels, whom you cannot see but who see you. Arise, and 
act on my behalf towards those who shall com e after m e V  

Said Abd Allah ibn Zam a, 'Bilal came at the beginning of 
R ab f a!-A w w alA and delivered the Call to Prayer. The Emissary 
o f God (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, “ Instruct 
Abu Bakr to lead the people in prayer". So I went out, but could 
see no-one in the vicinity o f  the door save U m ar, who was with 
a group o f  people which did not include Abu Bakr. "Arise, 
U m ar!” I said, “ and lead the people in prayer.” So U m ar got 

up, but when he declared, “ God is Most G reat.” 0 being a man o f  
stentorian voice, he was heard by the Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) who said three times, “ W here is 
Abu Bakr? God and the Muslims refuse this! Com m and Abu 
Bakr to lead the prayer!”

‘And A'isha said (may God be pleased with her), “ O  Emissary 
o f God! Abu Bakr is a man whose heart is delicate; whenever he 
stands in for you he is overcom e with tears.” But he said, “ Y ou  
are indeed the female companions ofjoseph! Enjoin Abu Bakr to 
lead the prayer!”

‘ The  third month o f  the M uslim  year.
•T h is  form ula, the lakbir, is the first elem ent in the M uslim  prayer { Ihya.  I. 137)
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And so it was that Abu Bakr led a prayer after the one which 
U m ar had already said. And U m ar used to say to Abd Allah ibn 

Zam a ever afterwards, ‘Confound you! W hat was it that you did 
to me? By God, had I not thought that the Emissary o f God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) had given you instructions I 
would not have done what I did.' And Abd Allah would reply, ‘I 
saw no-one m ore worthy o f  it than you’.

And A ’isha said (may God be pleased with her), ‘I only spoke 
thus and turned him from Abu Bakr because I wanted to spare 
him this world and the peril and destruction which lie in 
leadership for all save those for whom  God grants deliverance. 1 
was also afraid that, unless God willed otherwise, the people 
might not have affection for a man who had prayed in the 
Prophet’s stead (may God bless him and grant him psace) while 
he still lived, for they might then be envious o f him, and feel 
hostile towards him and draw an ill omen from his act. But the 
matter rests with God; His is the decree, and He safeguarded him 
from all I had feared in the affairs o f  this world and o f  religion.’

And A ’isha said (may God be pleased with her), ‘When the 
day o f the Emissary o f  God’s death came (may God bless him and 
grant him peace), the people saw an im provem ent in him at the 
day’s beginning, and the men went apart from him to their 
homes and tasks rejoicing, leaving him with the women. W hile 
we were there we were in a state o f  hope and joyfulncss the likes 
o f which we had never known. And theii the Prophet o f  God 
said, “Go out, away from me; this Angel seeks leave to enter” . At 
this, everyone but myself left the house. His head had been in my 
lap, but now he sat up and I retired to one side o f  the room . He 
communed with the Angel at length, and then summoned me 
and returned his head to my lap, bidding the women enter. “ 1 did 
not sense that that was Gabriel, upon him be peace,” I said. 
“ Indeed, ‘A ’isha,” he replied. “ That was the Angel o f  Death, 
who came to me and said, ‘I am sent by God (Great and Glorious 
is He!), W ho has commanded me not to enter your house 
without your consent. So if you should withhold it from me I 
shall go back, but should you give it me, then shall I enter. And 
He has enjoined me not to take your spirit until you so instruct
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me; what, then, might your instructions be?’ ‘Hold back from  
m e1, I said, 'until Gabriel has com e to me, for this is his hour’.” ’

And A'isha [continued, and] said, (may God be pleased with 
her), “So we came into the presence o f  a matter for which we had 
neither answer nor opinion. W e were downcast; it was as if we 
had been struck by a calamity about which we could do nothing. 
N ot one o f  the people o f  the Household spoke because o f  their 
awe in the face o f  this affair and because o f  a fear which filled our 
depths. At his hour, Gabriel came (1 felt his presence) and gave his 
greeting. The people o f  the Household left, and he entered, 
saying, “God (Great and Glorious is He!) gives you His greetings, 
and asks how  you are, although He knows better than you your 
condition; yet He desires to increase you in dignity and honour, 
and to render your dignity and honour greater than that o f  all 
creatures, that this may be a precedent [sunna] for your nation.” A 
“ 1 am in pain,” he said. And the Angel replied. “ Be glad, for God 
(Exalted is He!) has willed to bring you to that which He has 
made ready for you.” “ O  Gabriel,” he said. “The Angel o f Death 
asked for permission to enter!” and he told him o f  what had 
transpired. And Gabriel said, “ O  Muhammad! Your Lord longs 
for you! Has H e not given you to know His purpose for you? 
Nay, by God, never has the Angel o f  Death sought permission o f  
anyone, no m ore than is his permission to be sought at any time. 
It is only that your Lord is making perfect your honour while He 
longs for you.”  “ Then do not leave until he com es,” he said.

‘Then he allowed the women to enter, and said, “ Fatima, draw 
near.”  She leaned over him and he whispered in her ear. W hen  
she raised her head again she was weeping, and could not bear to 
speak. Then he said again, “ Bring your head close,” and she 
leaned over him while he whispered something to her. Then she 
raised her head, and was smiling, unable to speak. W hat we saw 
in her was something most astonishing. Afterwards we ques­
tioned her about what had happened, and she said, “ He told me, 
‘Today I shall die,’ so I wept; then he said, i  have prayed to God 
to let you be the first o f  m y family to join me, and to set you with 
m e,’ so I smiled.”25

* i.e. that all should greet the sick in the sam e fashion.
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‘Then she brought her two sons24 close by him. He drew in 
their fragrance.25 Then the Angel o f Death came, greeted him, 
and asked leave to enter. He granted it him, and the Angel said, 
' ‘W hat are your instructions, O  M uhammad?” “ Take me now to 
my Lord,” he said. “ Yes indeed,” he responded, “ on this day o f  
yours. Truly your Lord longs for you. He has not paused over 
any man as He has paused over you, nor has He ever forbidden 
me to enter without permission upon anyone else. But now, your 
hour is com e.” And he went out. Then came Gabriel, who said, 
“ Peace be upon you, O  Emissary o f God! This is the final time I 
shall ever descend to the earth. Revelation is folded up, the world 
is folded up, and 1 had on the earth no business save with you. 
Upon it now I have no purpose save being present with you, after 
which 1 shall remain in m y place. N o! By He )Vho sent 
M uhammad with the Truth, there is no-one in the house able to 
change one word o f what 1 have said. He will never be sent again 
despite the greatness o f  the discourse concerning him which shall 
be heard, and despite our affection and sym pathy."

'I got up and went to the Prophet (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) to put his head between my breasts, and 
clutched onto his chest. He began to swoon until he was 
overcom e. His forehead was pouring forth sweat in a way that I 
have never seen from any man; 1 took to wiping away this sweat, 
and never had I found the scent o f  anything to be sweeter than it.
I would say to him when he came round, “ May my father and 
mother be your ransom, and myself and all my family! How  
your forehead perspires!” And he said, “ O  A ’isha, the soul o f  the 
believer departs with his sweat, while that o f  the unbeliever 
departs through his jaws like that o f  the donkey.” At this, we 
were afraid, and sent for our families.

‘The first man to come not having seen him was m y brother,' 
whom my father had sent. But the Emissary o f God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) died before the arrival o f anyone. 
For God held them back from him, as He had now set him in the 
charge o f  Gabriel and Michael. And when the swooning came he 
took to saying, “ Rather, the Highest Com panion!” as though the

* A bd a l-R ah m an  ibn A b l B akr.
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choicc had been restored to him. And he would say whenever he 
was able to speak, “The Prayer! The Prayer! You shall always 
hold together as long as you pray together. The Prayer! The 
Prayer!” He commended it until he passed away, saying, “ The 
Prayer! The Prayer!”

And A’isha said (may God be pleased with her), ‘The Emissary 
o f God (may God bless him and grant him peace) died between 
the forenoon and midday, on a M onday.’

Said Fatima (may God be pleased with her), ‘W hat is it that 
afflicts me on Mondays? By God, always is the [Muslim] nation 
afflicted by some great calamity on that day!’

Likewise, U m m  Kulthum (may God be pleased with her) said 
on the day that AIT (may God ennoble his face) was struck down 
at Kufa, ‘W hat is it that afflicts me on Mondays? On that day the 
Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) passed 
away, and on it m y husband U m ar was killed,”  and on it my 
father was killed also. So what is it that afflicts me on Mondays?'

Said A’isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘W hen the 
Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) died, 
the people were thunderstruck, and a great wailing rose up, as the 
angels covered him with a garment o f  mine. The people differed 
amongst themselves: some denied his death, others were struck 
dumb and did not speak for a long while, whereas others became 
delirious and babbled without meaning. Others retained their 
reason, but there were still others who were unable even to walk.
U m ar ibn al-Khattab was among those who denied his death;
AIT was one o f  those unable to walk, while Uthman was o f  those 

who had been struck dumb.
‘Then U m ar went out to the people and declared, “The 

Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace) has 
not died! God (Great and Glorious is He!) shall most certainly 
bring him back. May the hands and feet be struck from those 
hypocrites who desire the Emissary o f  God’s death (may God 
bless him and grant him peace). For God (Great and Glorious is 
He!) has only taken him for a meeting, as He did for Moses, and 
he shall yet come to you .” And according to another account he 
said. " O  People! Restrain your tongues from speaking [thus) o f
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the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
for truly he has not passed away. By God, I shall attack with this 
sword o f  mine anyone who says that the Emissary o f  God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) has died!"

‘As for AK, he was unable to walk, and remained in the house. 
And as for ' Uthrnan, he spoke to no-one, and would be taken by 
the hand and led here and there. There was no-one am ong the 
Muslims in a state comparable to that o f  Abu Bakr and al-1 Abbas, 
for God (Great and Glorious is He!) had succoured them both 
with guidance and good sense. The people paid attention to the 
speech o f  Abu Bakr alone until al- Abbas cam e and said, “ By  
God, besides W hom  is no other deity! The Emissary o f  God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) has tasted death. W hile still 
among you he had declared, ‘ You w ill die, and they wil] die. Then, 
on the D ay o f  Arising before your Lord you w ill dispute'.

‘The news came to Abu Bakr while he was in the quarter o f  
Banu’l-Harith ibn al-Khazraj\ He came, and entered into the 
presence o f  the Emissary o f God (may God bless him and grant 
him peace). He looked at him, then leaned over him and kissed 
him. Then he said, “ May m y father and m other be your ransom.
O Emissary o f  God! N ever was it God’s will to make you taste 
death twice. Indeed, by God, the Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) has passed aw ay." Then he went 
out to the people and said, “ O  people! W hoever has worshipped 
Muhammad [let him know that] M uhammad has died. But 
whoever has worshipped the Lord o f  M uhammad [then let him 
know that) He is Alive, and does not die. For God (Exalted is He!) 
has said, M uhammad is but an emissary; emissaries have passed away  
before him. W ill it be that when he dies or is sla in , you will turn back on 
your heels?"2'1 And it was as though the people had never heard 
this verse before that day’.

In another account, when the news reached Abu Bakr he went 
into the house o f  the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) and invoked blessings upon him, weeping 
abundantly and choking loudly like the camel on its cud, 
although his movements and his speech were firm. He leaned

' A  tribe o f  M edina ( Inbah, 105)-
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over him and uncovered his face, and kissed his brow and cheeks, 
and wiped down his face. W eeping,30 he said, ‘May my father and 
mother be your ransom, and m yself and all m y family! How fine 
you are in life and in death! At your decease something was cut 
off which was never cut off at the death of any Prophet [before 
you]: Prophecy itself. T oo  great are you for description, too 
exalted even for the shedding o f  tears. Y ou  were unique so that 
you became a source o f  joy , and were universal so that through 
you we became equals. W ere it not that your death had been o f  
your own choosing we would perish also for grief over your loss, 
and had you not forbidden weeping1' we would exhaust on your 
account our eyes' every tear. But what we cannot banish from us 
is an abiding sorrow and grief which shall never pass away. O  
Lord God! Convey this to him from us!, O  Muhammad, may 
God grant you His blessings, recall us in the presence of your 
Lord! Let us be on your mind. W ere it not for the serenity you 
have left behind no-one could withstand the loneliness which you 
have bequeathed to us. O Lord God! Convey this to Y our  
Prophet, and supply his place amongst us.’3'

It is related on the authority of Ibn U m ar that when Abu Bakr 
entered the house and praised and magnified God, the people o f  
the Household raised their voices in a clamour which was audible 
to the people in the Mosque; and each time he made mention o f  
something they would clam our still m ore loudly. Their din did 
not subside until a salutation came from a sturdy and stentorian­
voiced man at the gate. ‘Peace be upon you, O  people of the 
Household!’ he said, [and then recited] Every soul shall taste o f  
deaihiZ until he had reached the end [o f the verse]. ‘Truly in God 
there is a successor to every man, and an attainment for every 
desire, and a deliverance from every fear. Thus set your hopes in 
God, and trust in H im .’ Although they did not recognise him, 
they hearkened to his words and ceased to weep. And when the 
weeping stopped his voice vanished; someone looked about, but 
could see no-one. Then they fell to weeping once again. But 
another caller whose voice they did not recognise cried out and 
said, ‘O  people o f  the Household! Rem em ber God, and praise

* i.e o ver  his death.
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Him in every circumstance, that you might be granted single- 
heartedness. Truly, in God there lies a consolation for every 
misfortune and a compensation for everything loved. Thus obey 
God. W ork by His ordinance.’ ‘That’, said Abu Bakr, ‘was al- 
Khidr and Elias [al-Yasa ] (upon them be peace), who have 
attended the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace).’A

The entire text o f Abu Bakr’s sermon has been given by al- 
Qa qac ibn Am r, who said, ‘W hen the people had finished 
weeping, Abu Bakr stood up before them to preach a sermon, the 
greater part o f  which was an invocation o f  blessings upon the 
Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace). He praised 
and glorified God for every state [which He may bring about], 
and then said:

‘ "1 bear witness that there is no deity save God, Aionc, W ho  
brought about His promise, gave victory to His bondsman, and 
overcame the Factions9 Alone. T o  Flim alone is the praise. And I 
bear witness that Muhammad is His bondsman and Emissary, and 
the seal o f  His Prophets. And 1 bear witness that the Book is now  
as it was when revealed, and that the Faith is now as it was when 
laid down, and that the Tradition now is just as it transpired, and 
that the discourse is just as he uttered it, and that God is the 
Manifest Truth. O  Lord God! Bless M uhammad, Y our bonds­
man and Emissary, Y our Prophet, Y ou r beloved one, trusted 
one, preferred and chosen one, with the most excellent blessings 
ever granted by Y ou  to any one o f  Y ou r creatures. O Lord God! 
Bestow Your blessings and protection from ill, and Y our mercy 
and Y our grace upon the Master o f  the Messengers, the Seal ot 
the Prophets, the Leader o f  the Godfearing, Muhammad, the 
Com m ander and Leader o f Good, the Emissary o f  M ercy. O

“ For other versions o f  the tradition o f  the appearance o f  al-K hidr/al-K h adir. the 
m ysterious w andering im m ortal (for w h om  see A . W cnsinck, art. 'a l-K h ad ir' in 
S E l ,  232-5) at the Prophet's death see Ibn K athlr, Bidaya, 1. 332 ; v . 277. Ibn K athir is 
sceptical that such an event took place, and docs not mention any tradition that 
m ight suggest that al-Yasa was also present. H ow ever, a l-K h id r and ai-Yasa' are 
often portrayed as carrying out their tasks together. A ccord in g  to GhazaH ( lh y i ‘ , I. 
285) they meet together every  year during the Pilgrim age.
■ A  reference to the tnbe o f  Q uraysh and their confederates, w h o  had unsuccessfully 
besieged M edina in the year 5/627.

71



T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  OF  D E A T H

Lord God! Bring closc to You his degree, make mighty his proof, 
ennoble his rank, and raise him up to a Praiseworthy Station 
which shall be the envy o f  the first and the last [o f mankind). 
Grant us the benefit o f  his Praiseworthy Station on the Day of  
Arising and supply his place for us in this world and in the next, 
and lead him to the R ank and the Means* in Heaven. O  Lord  
God! Bless M uhammad and the family o f  Muhammad, and gram  
grace to M uhammad and to the family o f  M uhammad, as Y ou  
did grant blessings and grace to Abraham; truly You are Praise­
worthy and Majestic.

1 “ O  people! W hosoever used to worship M uhammad, [let 
him know that] M uhammad has died. But whosoever has 
worshipped God, God lives and has not died. God revealed His 
will to you through him, so do not pray to Him in anguish, for 
God (Great and Glorious is He!) has preferred for His Prophet 
(may God bless him and grant him peace) that which is in His 
presence to that which is in yours, and has taken him to his 
reward. He has left with you His Book, and the Precedent o f  His 
Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace). W hosoever 
holds to them both has acted in accordance with good custom, 
and whosoever separates them has trespassed against it. O you that 
believe! Be staunch in justice.n  Do not allow the devil to preoccupy 
you with the decease o f  your Prophet, or to tempt you away 
from your religion. Make haste to good works, and you shall 
disable him. Give him no respite lest he catch up with you and 
w ork with you his sedition” .'

Said Ibn "Abbas, ‘When Abu Bakr (may God be pleased with 
him) had finished his sermon he said, “ O  U m ar! 1 hear that you 
say that the Prophet o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) has not died. Do you not see that the Prophet o f  God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) used to say that such-and- 
such a thing would transpire on such-and-such a day, and that 
such-and-such a thing would transpire on such-and-such a day, 
and that God (Exalted is He!) has said in His Book, You w ill die, 
and they will dieV'u

* al-daraja wa'l-wasita: A ccording to a hadilh (M uslim , 5 * 1 3 1, 13), an exalted position 
in H eaven w h ich  m ay be occupied b y one man only. C f. also K halid . 3 8 0 - 1 .
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'And U m ar said, “ By God, it is as if I had never heard this in 
the Book o f  God before this m om ent, due to what has befallen us. 
I bear witness that the Book is now as it was when revealed, and 
that the Tradition is now as it transpired, and that God is Alive 
and dies not. Truly we arc C od ’s, and truly unto Him is our return.35 
God’s blessings be upon His Emissary. W e hold that he has gone 
to God to receive his rew ard.” Then he sat down with Abu 
Bakr.'

Said A ’isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘W hen the men 
gathered to wash him they said, ‘‘By God, w c do not know how  
to wash the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace)! Are we to rem ove his garments as we do with our dead, 
or should we wash him in them ?” And God sent down sleep 
upon them, until each one o f  them was resting his beard on his 
chest in slumber. Then someone— we knew not w hom — spoke, 
and said, “ Wash the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) in his garm ents.” Then they regained their 
senses and did so. Thus the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) was washed in his long shirt [qamis], until, 
when they had finished washing him they set him in his shrouds.’

And "AIT said (may God ennoble his face), ‘W e had wanted to 
take off his shirt, but were called and told, “ D o not rem ove the 
garments o f  the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant 
him peace),” so we abided by this and washed him dressed in his 
shirt and laid out on his back, just as we wash our dead. And 
every time we wanted a limb which the water had not reached 
turned over it was turned over for us until we had finished. There 
was a rustling sound like a soft breeze with us in the house, which 
said, “ Be gentle with the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him 
and'grant him peace), for you shall indeed be rew arded".’

Thus, then, was the demise o f  the Emissary o f God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace). He did not leave anything save 
that which was buried with him. Abu Ja'far said, ‘His grave was 
floored with a mat, and then with the garments he used to wear 
when awake, and then he was set upon them in his shrouds.’ He 
left after his death no property, and never in his life had he laid 
one brick or piece o f straw upon another. In his death there lies a
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most perfect lesson, and in him the Muslims have an excellent 
example.

T he death o f  A bu  Bakr al-Siddiq 
(may G od be pleased with him)

When Abu Bakr (may God be pleased with him) drew near to 
death, A ’isha came (may God be pleased with her) and recited 
the following verse:

By your life! no use to a man is wealth
W hen he has the death rattle, and when his chest

is tightened.

He uncovered his face, and said, ‘Do not speak thus. Say 
instead, "A nd the agony o f  death has come in truth. This is what you 
used to shun!”36 Mark m y tw o garments here. Wash them and 
enshroud me in them, for the living are in more need o f  new 
things than the dead.’

And 'A ’isha said (may God be pleased with her) shortly before 
his death,

Many a man so white that the doves took him for a cloud.
Is the orphan's springtime, a protection for the widows.

But Abu Bakr said, 'Thus was the Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace)’.

They came in and said, ‘Shall we not call a physician to look at 
you?’ and he said, 'M y Physician has looked at me, and has said, 
“ 1 am the One W ho acts as He will” .’37

Salman al-Farisi (may God be pleased with him) came in to 
visit him in his illness. ‘O  Abu B akr!’ he said. ‘Give us your last 
advice!’ And he said, ‘God is opening up the world for you in 
conquests. But do not ever take from it more than that which 
suffices you. Know that whoever says the M orning Prayer is 
under G od’s protection. Do not challenge G od’s protection, lest 
He cast you down in Hell upon your face.'

And when his affliction weighed heavily upon him the people 
asked him to appoint a successor. But when he appointed ‘U m ar

T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  OP  D E A T H
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(may God be pleased with him) they said to him, ‘You have 
chosen as your successor a man harsh and stem! W hat shall you 
say to your Lord?' ‘I shall say,’ he replied, ‘that I have chosen as 
my successor over Your creatures the finest o f them all.’

Then he sent for U m ar (may God be pleased with him) and 
when he arrived, told him, ‘I am going to give you a final 
injunction. Know that God has rights over you in the daytime the 
discharge o f  which He will not accept at night, and that He has 
rights over you at night which He will not accept to be 
discharged by day. He does not accept the supererogatory act of 
worship until that which is mandatory has been performed. The 
only man whose balance is heavy is he for whom it weighs down 
on the Day o f Arising by virtue o f  his following the Truth in this 
world although it was a heavy burden upon him, for it is the 
nature o f  a balance in which only Truth is placed to be weighed 
down. And the only man whose balance is light is he for whom it 
is light on the Day o f  Arising because o f  his pursuing vanity and 
its easiness to bear for him; and lightness is the nature o f  a balance 
in which nought is placed save vanity.

‘Know that God has described the people o f Heaven according 
to their best works, choosing to overlook their sins, so that a man 
might say, “ 1 am beneath these people and shall not attain their 
rank.” And that He has described the people o f  Hell according to 
their most evil acts, rejecting the good which they had worked, 
so that a man might say, “ I am superior to these people". Know  
that He has given you verses o f  m ercy and verses o f  torment, so 
that the believer may both desire and fear,3* and not be cast by his 
own hands into ruin,39 or wish for anything from God save the 
Truth. If you should respect this injunction o f  mine, then no 
absent thing will be more beloved to you than death, which you 
cannot escape; should you cause it to be lost, however, then 
nothing which is absent will be more hateful to you than death, 
which you can neither escape nor hinder.’

Sa Id ibn al-Musayyib said, ‘When Abu Bakr (may God be 
pleased with him) drew near to death, a group o f  the C om ­
panions came and said, “ O  Successor to the Emissary o f  God 
(may God bless him and grant him peace), give us some
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provisions for the journey, for your condition is very evident to 
us!” And Abu Bakr said, “ W hom soever says certain words 
before dying, God shall set his spirit on the Clear H orizon.” 
“ W hat is the Clear Horizon?” they asked, and he replied, “ A vale 
which lies before the Throne. In it lie the Gardens o f  G od,40 and 
rivers and trees. A hundred mercies cover it each day. God shall 
set in this place the spirit o f  whomsoever says these words: “ O  
Lord God! Truly You did create mankind, although Y ou had no 
need for them. Then You did render them two parties: a party for 
bliss, and a party for the Blaze. Make me, therefore, o f  the former 
party. O  Lord God! Truly Y ou did create4' humanity in groups, 
and divided them before their creation. From them did You  
appoint the damned and the saved, the strayer and the rightly- 
guided. Do not damn m e through acts o f disobedience to You! O  
Lord God! Truly You knew what every soul would acquire 
before creating it; no escape has it from that which Y ou  have 
known. Render me, therefore, amongst, those You make to act in 
obedience to You. O  Lord God! N o-one may wish for anything 
until Y ou have willed it to transpire. So make it Y our will that 
You decree that which brings me closer to You. O  Lord God! 
You have determined the movements o f  Y our bondsmen; 
nothing moves save by Y ou r leave. Make, then, my movements 
to be in piety to Y ou. O  Lord God! Truly You have created good 
and evil, and appointed men who act by each. Make me, 
therefore, o f  the better party. O  Lord God! Truly You did create 
Heaven and Hell,A and appoint people for each o f them. Make 
me, then, o f  the dwellers in Y our Heaven. O  Lord God! Truly  
You did will misguidance for some people, constricting with it 
their breasts. Open, then, my breast to faith, and adorn with it 
my heart. O  Lord God! Truly You have disposed all things, 
making their final destiny unto Yourself. Raise me up, then, after 
my death into a goodly life, and grant me great nearness to You.
O Lord God! Despite he whose hope and trust, morning and 
night, is not in You, still You arc my hope and trust. N o power is 
there, and no strength, save in G od” .

* T he orth odox doctrine being that H eaven and H ell are both created, but eternal 
(Ash arl, Maqalat, 474; RazT, M a alim, 12 7 -9 ) .
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‘And Abu Bakr said, “ All o f this is in the Book o f God (Great 
and Glorious is H e!)” .'

The Death o f  Umar ibn al-Khattab 
(may G od be pleased with him)

Am r ibn Maymun said, ‘On the day that U m ar was struck 
down 1 was standing [in prayer] behind him, there being only 
Abd Allah ibn Abbas between us. He walked between the rows, 

and, whenever he saw any irregularity, said, “ Straighten out!” 
until at last he saw no further unevenness and went out in fro n t/  
saying “ God is Most Great!” It was his custom to recite the 
chapter o f  Joseph, or The Bees,6 or some such text >in the first 
rak'ac so that the people had time to gather.

‘N o sooner had he begun the prayer when I heard him say, 
“ He has slain me!” or “The dog has bitten m e!” when Abu 
Lu'lu'a stabbed him. The foreigner ran amok with a two-pointed  
dagger, stabbing all he passed on his left and his right until he had 
stabbed thirteen men, o f whom  nine died (seven, according to 
another account). Upon seeing this, one o f  the Muslims threw a 
cloak over him, and the foreigner, seeing that he was captured, 
took his own life.

‘ U m ar took hold o f Abd al-Rahm an ibn A w f and put him in 
front. Those who were behind U m ar saw what I saw, but those 
who were at the back o f the Mosque did not know what was the 
matter, only that they had lost U m ar’s voice. “ Glory be to 
G od!’’D they said, "G lory be to G od!" Abd al-Rahm an led them 
in a brief prayer, and when they had left U m ar said, “ O  Ibn 
Abbas! Sec who it is that has slain m e.” He disappeared for a 

while, and then came back and announced, “ The servant-boy of

* O ne o f  the Im am 's duties is to ensure that the row s o f  worshippers arc straight 
before the prayer is begun (Iliya' l. i 57).

’ Both  o f  these chapters o f  the Q u r ’ an (sums x n  and xv i)  being reasonably long.
' rak a: the basic unit o f  the regular M uslim  prayer.
°sulihan Allah, a com m on form ula traditionally used to express surprise. In 
particular, uttered by any m em ber o f  the congregation to inform  the prayer-leadcr 
that he has made an error in the liturgy.

Chapter Four
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al-Mughlra ibn Shu'ba.” “ May God slay him !” said U m ar. “ I 
had ordered that he be treated well.” Then he said, “ God be 
praised for not making m y death be at the hands o f  a Muslim.* It 
was you and your father who wanted there to be many foreigners 
at Medina. A l- Abbas was the one who had the most o f  them, as 
slaves.” “ If you wish, 1 will act,” said Ibn Abbas, meaning, “ If 
you wish, I will put them to death.” “ After they have spoken 
your language, prayed in the direction you pray, and followed 
the rites o f pilgrimage that you follow?” he asked.

‘He was then carried to his house, and we set off with him. It 
was as though the people had never been afflicted by any disaster 
before that day. One man said, “ I am afraid for him ,” while 
another said, “There is no danger.” Some grape juice8 was 
brought from which U m ar drank, but it came out from his 
belly; then they brought some milk, bur when he drank this it too 
came out from his belly, and they knew that he would die.

‘W e went in to visit him with the people, who lavished praises 
on him. A young man came forward and said, “ Rejoicc, O 
Com m ander o f  the Faithful, at good news from God (Great and 
Glorious is He!). Yours was companionship with the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) and such 
precedence in Islam as you have known. Then you were given to 
rule, and ruled with justice, until m artyrdom  came to you .” “ I 
only hope that that will balance out,” he said, “and count neither 
for nor against m e” . And when the speaker had turned to leave, 
his waist-wrapper [izdr\ was to be seen trailing along the ground. 
cU m ar asked that he be brought back, and then said to him, “ O  
m y nephew! Raise up your garm ent somewhat, for that will 
make it last longer and shows m ore piety to your Lord.” c Then

* A bu  L u 'lu ’ a was probably a Christian. His assassination o f  the Caliph is said to 
have been out o f  resentm ent at high taxes.
* Nahidh-. a beverage com m on ly made from  grapes, and ferm ented, although not 
alw ays (as presum ably it was not in this case) to the extent o f  m aking it intoxicating. 
C f. Lane, 2757.
c It being a recom m ended practicc not to a llow  one’s garm ent to extend low er than 
the ankles. The purpose o f  the story is o f  course to show  that the C alip h , although in 
extremis, was undim inished in his zeal fo r the reform  and im provem ent o f  his 
subjects.
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he said, “O  ‘Abd Allah! Look to m y outstanding debts." They 
calculated them, and found that they amounted to eighty-six 
thousand [dirhams], or thereabouts. “ If the wealth o f  the family 
o f ‘U m ar will cover them ,” he said, “ then pay them from my 
wealth. If not, then ask the tribe o f c Adi ibn Ka b.A Should their 
wealth be insufficient, then ask among Quraysh. Do not go 
beyond them to anyone else, but pay back this money for me.

‘ “ Go to A ’isha, the M other o f the Believers, and say to her 
that U m ar sends her his salutations. D o not say, ‘C om m ander of  
the Faithful,' for today 1 am no longer their commander. Say, 
“ U m ar ibn al-Khattab seeks leave to be buried beside his two 
companions’."

‘And so Abd Allah went, and gave his greetings, and asked 
leave to enter. When he entered he found her sitting, down and 
weeping. “ U m ar ibn al-Khattab sends his greetings to you” , he 
said, "and seeks leave to be buried with his tw o companions". “ I 
had wanted to have that place for myself,” she said, “but today I 
will certainly put him first.”

‘W hen he returned, someone said, “ Here is Abd Allah ibn 
U m ar, who has returned.” “Lift me up ," U m ar said, and a man 

supported his weight. “ W hat news do you bring?” “That which 
you have longed for, O  Com m ander o f  the Faithful! She has 
given her consent.” “ God be praised!” he said. “ Nothing was 
m ore important to me than that. N ow  when I have passed away, 
carry me thence, greet her, and say, ,!U m ar seeks your leave to 
enter.’ If she grants it me, then take me in; and should she send me 
back, then take me on to the cemetery o f  the Muslims.”

‘At this, Hafsa, M other o f  the Believers came, with the women 
veiling her. When we saw her we rose to our feet. She made her 
way over to U m ar’s house, where she wept awhile. Then she 
asked the men to let her enter, and she went inside, where we 
heard her weeping.

‘ “ Give us your final injunction, O  Com m ander o f  the Faith­
ful,” they said, “and appoint your successor!" “ I see none with 
more right to this affair” , he said, “ than those people with whom  
the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him peace)

* His o w n  clan o f  A d i ibn Ka b ibn L u 'a y y  (cf./nifl/i, 48).
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was satisfied when he passed aw ay.” And he named All, 
Uthm an, al-Zubayr, Talha, Sa d |ibn AbT Waqqas] and Abd al- 

Rahm an |ibn Awf]. “ Let Abd Allah ibn U m ar be a witness to 
this, although he shall have no share in rulership; it shall be a 
consolation for him.* Should the government pass into the hands 
o f Sa d, then so be it; if not then let whomsoever is assigned it 
seek his aid, for I did not dismiss him on grounds o f  inadequacy 
or treachery.” 1 enjoin the man who shall succeed me as Caliph to 
deal kindly with the First Emigrants, and to recognise their merit 
and to respect their inviolability. I enjoin him to deal kindly with 
the Helpers, who made ready the land and the faith before they came,*1 
that the deeds o f  their good men should be accepted and their 
wrongdoers forgiven. And I enjoin him to deal kindly with the 
people o f the garrison towns [al-amsar], for they are the buttress 
o f Islam, the tax-gatherers, and the rage o f the enemy; and that 
only what they hold in surfeit should be taken, and that with their 
consent. I enjoin him also to deal kindly with the nomads, for 
they are the root o f  the Arabs and the very stuff o f  Islam. Their 
surplus wealth should be taken from them and redistributed 
among their paupers. And I enjoin him, by the covenant o f God 
(Great and Glorious is He!) and that o f His Emissary (may God 
bless him and grant him peace), to respect their com pact, to fight 
wars on their behalf, and to burden them only with that which 
they can sustain.”

‘W hen he passed away, wc went out along with him and set off 
walking. Abd Allah ibn U m ar gave the greeting, and said, 
“ U m ar ibn al-Khattab asks leave to enter.” “ Bring him in,” she 
said. And they brought him in, and laid him in a place there 
beside his tw o companions.’

It is reported that the Prophet (may God bless him and grant 
him peace) said, ‘Gabriel (upon whom be peace) has told me that 
upon the death o f  U m ar all Islam shall weep’.43

* Ibn U m a r was appointed an advisor to the council which chose the new Caliph in 
the year 23/644. He h im self was not e lig ib le fo r the post.
* Sa d ibn AbT W aqqas had been appointed govern or o f  K ufa in the year 17  o f  the 
H egira, and was subsequently discharged (C f. S R I. art. ‘Sa d ', 482 [K .V . Zetterste- 
en)).

T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  O F  D E A T H
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According to Ibn Abbas, ‘ U m ar was set down on his bed, and 
the people crowded around him making supplications and 
prayers before he was lifted up. I myself was among them. N o -  
one disturbed me until a man placed his hand on m y shoulder, I 
turned, and there was AIT ibn Ab? Talib (may God be pleased 
with him) who asked God to show m ercy to 'U m ar, and said [to 
him] “ There is not a single man with whose works I should prefer 
to meet God than with yours. B y God, 1 had already believed that 
God would set you with your tw o companions, for how often 
did I hear the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) 
say, ‘I went with Abu Bakr and ‘U m ar,’ ‘I entered with Abu 
Bakr and U m ar,' and ‘I went out with Abu Bakr and U m ar,’ so 
that I hoped, or suspected, that God would set you with them ” .’

t

The Death o f  Uthman 
(may G od be pleased with him) •

The Tradition concerning his sliying is w ell-k n ow n / Abd 
Allah ibn Salam said, ‘At the time o f  the siege o f my brother 
LUthm an I went in to visit him. “ W elcom e, m y brother!” he said. 
“ This same night, in this alcove here (meaning an alcove in the 
house [where he slept]), I saw the Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace). He said to me, ‘O Uthman! 
They have laid siege to you!’ and I said, ‘Y es.’ ‘They have made 
you thirsty,’ he said. ‘Yes,' said 1. And he drew me a pail o f  water, 
and I drank until m y thirst was quenched, and I could feel its 
coolness between my breast and shoulders. ‘Should you so wish’, 
he said, ‘you will be given victory over them ; or, if you prefer, 
you may break your fast with m e.’ And I decided to break m y  
fast with him .”

‘O n that day he was killed, m ay God be pleased with him .’ 
lAbd Allah ibn Salam once asked those who had been present 

at the death agonies suffered by U thm an after he had been

'  T o w ard s the end o f  his reign he was w idely accused o f  nepotism . T his, com bined 
with his policy o f  perm itting on ly  one authorised version o f  the Q u r ’an, aroused 
enough enm ity to bring about his assassination in the year 35/656.
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wounded, ‘W hat did Uthm an say while he was in his death 
throes?’ ‘Three times we heard him say,’ they replied, ‘ “ O  Lord 
God! Unify the nation o f  M uhammad (may God bless him and 
grant him peace)!” ’ And he said, ‘By Him in W hose hand lies my 
soul, had he prayed God never to allow them to unify, never 
would they do so again until the Day o f  Arising.’

Said Thum am a ibn Hazn al-Qushayri: ‘1 was watching the 
house from which ''Udiman was looking out over them when he 
said, “ Bring to me your two companions who called you out 
against m e!” And they were brought as though they were a pair 
o f camels or donkeys. Uthm an leaned out and said, ‘‘1 adjure you 
both by God and Islam! Did you know that when the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) came to Medina 
there was no sweet water there save the,well o f R u m a.A ‘W ho  
will buy R u m a,’ he asked, ‘setting his own bucket along with 
those o f  the Muslims in exchange for something better than it in 
Heaven?’ And I purchased it with my own wealth. A rc you 
going to bar me from drinking from it today, or even from any 
other well?” And they said, “ Yes, by G od!” “ I adjure you by 
God and Islam!” he said [again]. “ Did you know that I equipped 
the A rm y o f  Difficulty8 from m y own wealth?” “ Yes, by G od,” 
they replied. “ B y God and Islam 1 adjure you!” he said. “ Did you 
know that at one time the Mosque became too small for those 
who frequented it, and that G od’s Emissary (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) said, ‘W ho will buy the land o f  So-and-so’s 
family and add it to the Mosque in exchange for something better 
than it in Heaven?’ upon which 1 purchased it from my own 
wealth. Shall you today bar me from praying tw o ra k a s  
therein?” “ Yes, by G od!" they said. "B y  God and Islam I adjure 
you! Did you know that the Emissary o f God (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) was once on [M ount] Thablr at Mecca 
in the company o f  Abu Bakr, U m ar and myself, when the 
mountain moved so that stones rolled down to the valley floor?

“ This w ell, now  know n as B i ’r 'U th m an , is still pointed out in M edina in the 
vicinity o f  al- AqTq.
* T he force sent to T abuk in the ninth year o f  the H egira, so called because it set out 
at the tim e o f  the date harvest in M edina.
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He scuffed it with his foot, and said ‘Be still, ThabTr, for there is 
no-one upon you save a Prophet, a Truthful One, and two 
m artyrs’! ’’ “ Yes, by God!” they replied. “ God is Most Great!” he 
exclaimed. “ They have testified to me, by the Lord o f  the Ka’ ba, 
that I am to be a m artyr!” ’

It is related on the authority o f  a shaykh o f  Dabba* that when 
cU thm an was struck down, and when the blood was flowing out 
onto his beard, he took to saying, 'No deity is there but Thee! G lory  
be to Thee! Assuredly I  have been among the wrongdoers*A O  Lord 
God! 1 implore Thy protection against them, and ask for Thy  
support in all m y affairs, and I ask Thee to grant me steadfastness 
in that with which Thou hast tried m e.’

Chapter Four

The death o f  LA h  
(may G od ennoble his face)

Said al-Asbagh al-HanzalT: ‘At daybreak, shortly before the time 
when CA1I (may God ennoble his facc) was struck down, Ibn 
al-Tayyah+i came to him to call him to the Prayer. He was 
reclining and sleepy, and remained so when he returned to him. 
But when he came for the third time AIT arose and walked, 
saying:

Gird up your loins for death.
Death shall surely meet you.

Do not be angry at death
"When it comes to your valley.

‘W hen he reached the small door Ibn Muljam bore down upon 
him and dealt him a blow .’8

U nim  Kulthum, the daughter o f  AIT (may God be pleased 
with him) came out and cried repeatedly, ‘W hat is it that afflicts 
me at the M orning Prayer? M y husband the Com m ander o f  the

‘ T he tribe o f  p ab b a ibn U d d  (Ittbah, 60).
'  Ibn M uljam  belonged to the K harijite rebels, w h om  AIT had defeated in battle at 

N ahraw an.
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Faithful/ and m y father were both slain at the M orning Prayer!'
It is told on the authority o f a shaykh o f Quraysh that AIT 

(may God ennoble his face) said, when Ibn Muljam stabbed him, 
‘I have triumphed, by the Lord o f  the K alba!’“

According to M uhammad ibn AIT, after he was stabbed he 
counselled his sons, and then said nothing but ‘There is no deity 
but God’ until he died.

W hen al-Hasan ibn 'AIT (may God be pleased with them both) 
became increasingly ill, al-Husayn (may God be pleased with 
him) entered and said, ‘O  my brother, why do you sorrow? You  
are going on to join G od’s Emissary (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) and AIT ibn AbT Talib, who arc your fathers; 
and KhadTja bint Khuwaylid and Fatima bint Muhammad, who 
are your mothers; and Hamza and Ja far, who are your paternal 
uncles.’ And he replied, ‘O  m y brother! I am going to something 
the likes o f  which 1 have never been to before.’

Said Muhammad ibn al-H usayn/'' ‘W hen the people bore 
down upon al-Husayn (may God be pleased with him), and he 
became certain that they would kill h i m/  he stood up in the 
midst o f  his followers and delivered a sermon. He praised and 
lauded God, and then said, “ The matter is as you have seen. The 
world has changed and been befouled, its good customs passing 
away; and it has shrivelled up so that all that remains o f  it is as a 
drop in the bottom  o f  a vessel. Enough o f  a life like bad 
pasturage! Do you not see that the Truth is not acted by, and that 
falsehood is not denounced? Let the believer aspire to the meeting 
with God (Exalted is He!). Truly, 1 see death as nothing but 
happiness, and life in the company o f  the wrongdoers as nothing 
save transgression’’.'

* Umn> Kulthum  had been m arried to the C alip h  U m ar.
■ B y  w inning the m artyr's crow n.
1 For the death o f  al-H usayn see his notice in the A ppendix.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

On the Sayings o f  the Caliphs, 
Princes, and Righteous Men 

when Nearing Death

W H E N  D E A T H  came to Mu awiya ibn AbT.Sufyan he 
said, ‘Help me to sit dow n,’ and they did so. He then 

began glorifying God (Exalted is He!) and making remembrance 
o f Him, until he wept and said, ‘You have remembered your 
Lord, O  Mu awiya, after the onset o f  decrepitude and decline. 
W ould that you had done so while the bough o f  youth was fresh 
and verdant!’ He wept more loudly still, and then said, ‘O  Lord! 
Have m ercy on the sinful old man with the hard heart! O  Lord 
God! O verlook m y stumblings, and forgive my lapses, and by 
Your clemency relent towards him who has set his hopes in none 
save You, and has trusted in You alone.’

And an elder o f Quraysh relates that a group o f  people came in 
to visit him in his sickness, and beheld his dire condition. He 
|Mu awiya] praised and lauded God, and said, ‘T o proceed. Is the 
world in its entirety anything more than that which we have 
experienced and seen? In truth, by God, we turned to face its 
attractions with our strivings and our revelling in our lives, yet 
not long was it before the world began to diminish us, condition 
after condition, and attachment after attachment, until it 
defrauded and exhausted us. So how unworthy an abode is the 
world! How unworthy an abode is the w orld!’

It is related that in the last sermon M u'awiya preached he 
declared, ‘O  people! 1 am o f  a crop that was sown and then 
reaped. I have been set in authority, and none shall rule you after
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me save that he be worse than myself, even as those who preceded 
me were my betters. O  YazTd! W hen m y destined course is done, 
entrust the washing [o f my body] to a man o f  intelligence, for 
truly, the intelligent man has a certain status in the sight o f  God. 
Let him carry out the washing gently and declare “ God is Most 
Great” in a loud voice. Then go to find a certain cloth in the 
treasury, where there lies one o f  the garments o f  the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace), and some o f  his 
hair and his nail parings, which you should set in my nose, 
mouth, ears and eyes. Put the garm ent upon m y body directly 
underneath m y shrouds. And O  YazTd! Respect God’s injunction 
with regard to parents! Then, when you have lowered me into 
the earth and set me in m y crevice, leave Mu awiya alone with 
the Most Merciful o f  all that show m erc^.’

Said Muhammad ibn 'U q b a,' ‘W hen death descended upon 
Mu awiya he said, “ W ould that I were a man o f  Quraysh at Dhu 
Tuwa,* and had never assumed any of this authority!" ’

W hen death came near to 'Abd al-Malik ibn M arwan he 
looked at a washerman in a district o f  Damascus who was folding 
a garment and beating it against a washing vessel. ‘If only I were a 
washerman’, he said, ‘who eats from what his own hands earn 
each day, and that I had never assumed any authority over this 
w orld.’ This cam e to the ears o f  Abu Hazim, wrho said, ‘Praised 
be God, W ho has made them, when they draw near to death, 
long for what we already have, while when we approach death 
wc do not long for what they have.'

During the course of his m ortal illness, Abd al-Malik ibn 
Marwan was asked, ‘H ow  are you, O Com m ander o f  the 
Faithful?’ and he replied, ‘I am as God (Exalted is He!) has said: 
You come unto Us singly as W e did create you aforetime, having 

forsaken  that which W e conferred upon you behind your backs.’* [He 
continued! to the end o f  the verse," whereupon he passed aw ay.J

* A  place close to M ecca.
' T h e rem ainder o f  the verse runs: W e do not hehold with you your intercessors o j whom 
you claimed that they possessed a share in you. N ow  is the hand between you severed, and 
that which you presumed has Ja iled  you.
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Said Fatima bint Abd al-Malik ibn M arwan, the wife o f  
'U m ar ibn Abd al- Aziz: ‘During the course o f the sickness from 
which he died, I would hear U m ar saying, “ O  God! Conceal my 
death from them, if only for one hour o f  the day.” 1' And when 
the day in which his soul was taken came, I left his presence and 
sat in another chamber which was separated from him by a door.
I could hear him in a domed chamber o f  his saying, "T h at Abode 
o f  the A fterlife: W e have appointed it fo r  those who wish fo r  no 
grandeur upon the earth, neither any corruption. And the outcome is fo r  
the Godfearing.''4 Then he fell silent, and I could hear neither 
movem ent nor utterance from him, so I said to one o f  his pages, 
“ Look and see if he is asleep. "  B ut when he entered the chamber 
he shrieked, and I jumped up; and lo and behold! he had passed 
aw ay.’

When he had drawn near to death he was asked, ‘O C om m an­
der o f  the Faithful! Give us your final injunction!’ ‘I warn you o f  a 
death such as mine,’ he replied, ‘for you shall not escape it.’

It is related that when U m ar ibn Abd al- Aziz grew increas­
ingly weighed down [by his illness] a physician was summoned 
for him. When he looked at him he said, ‘I believe that the man 
has been poisoned, and 1 cannot protect him from death.’ U m ar 
looked up and said, ‘Neither can you protect from it the man 
who has not been poisoned.’ ‘Did you feel it, O  Com m ander o f  
the Faithful?’ the physician asked, and he replied, ‘Yes, I knew it 
as soon as it entered my belly.’ ‘Accept treatment, O  Com m ander 
o f the Faithful’, he said, ‘for 1 fear that your spirit will pass aw ay!’ 
‘M y Lord is the best destination,’ he replied. ‘By God, if 1 knew 
that my cure lay at my earlobe I would not raise my hand to take 
it. O  Lord God! Allow ‘U m ar to choose to meet Y o u !’ And no 
more than a few days later he died.

It is said that he wept upon the advent o f  death and was asked, 
‘W hat has made you weep, O  Com m ander o f  the Faithful? 
Rejoice, for through you God has revived [Prophetic] precedents 
\sunan], and made justice to prevail!’ But he wept anew, and 
asked, ‘Am I not to be stood up and questioned about my 
authority over His creation? By God, even had I been just to

* A civil conflict being expected to erupt upon his death.

Chapter F ive
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are your mothers; and Hamza and Ja far, who are your paternal 
uncles.’ And he replied, ‘O  my brother! I am going to something 
the likes o f  which I have never been to before.’

Said Muhammad ibn al-Husayn,46 'W hen the people bore 
down upon al-Husayn (may God be pleased with him), and he 
became certain that they would kill him,c he stood up in the 
midst o f  his followers and delivered a sermon. He praised and 
lauded God, and then said, “The m atter is as you have seen. The 
world has changed and been befouled, its good customs passing 
away; and it has shrivelled up so that all that remains o f it is as a 
drop in the bottom  o f a vessel. Enough o f  a life like bad 
pasturage! Do you not see that the Truth is not acted by, and that 
falsehood is not denounced? Let the believer aspire to the meeting 
with God (Exalted is He!). Truly, I see death as nothing but 
happiness, and life in the company o f  the wrongdoers as nothing 
save transgression".’

* U m m  K ulthum  had been married to the C alip h  U m ar.
* B y  w inning the m artyr's crow n.
' For the death o f  al-H usayn see his notice in the A ppendix.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

On the Sayings o f  the Caliphs, 
Princes, and Righteous Men 

when Nearing Death

H E N  D E A T H  came to Mu awiya ibn AbI.Sufyan he
said, ‘Help me to sit dow n,’ and they did so. He then 

began glorifying God (Exalted is He!) and making remembrance 
o f  Him, until he wept and said, ‘You have remembered your 
Lord, O M ucawiya, after the onset o f decrepitude and decline. 
W ould that you had done so while the bough o f  youth was fresh 
and verdant!’ He wept m ore loudly still, and then said, ‘O  Lord! 
Have m ercy on the sinful old man with the hard heart! O  Lord 
God! Overlook my stumblings, and forgive m y lapses, and by 
Y our clemency relent towards him who has set his hopes in none 
save Y ou, and has trusted in Y ou alone.'

And an elder o f  Quraysh relates that a group o f people came in 
to visit him in his sickness, and beheld his dire condition. He 
[M u awiya] praised and lauded God, and said, ‘T o  proceed. Is the 
world in its entirety anything m ore than that which we have 
experienced and seen? In truth, by God, we turned to face its 
attractions with our strivings and our revelling in our lives, yet 
not long was it before the world began to diminish us, condition 
after condition, and attachment after attachment, until it 
defrauded and exhausted us. So how unw orthy an abode is the 
world! H ow  unworthy an abode is the w orld!’

It is related that in the last sermon Mu awiya preached he 
declared, ‘O  people! I am o f  a crop that was sown and then 
reaped. I have been set in authority, and none shall rule you after
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me save that he be worse than myself, even as those who preceded 
me were m y betters. O  Yazld! W hen m y destined course is done, 
entrust the washing (o f m y body] to a man o f  intelligence, for 
truly, the intelligent man has a certain status in the sight o f  God. 
Let him carry out the washing gently and declare “ God is Most 
Great” in a loud voice. Then go to find a certain cloth in the 
treasury, where there lies one of the garments o f the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace), and some o f  his 
hair and his nail parings, which you should set in m y nose, 
mouth, ears and eyes. Put the garm ent upon m y body directly 
underneath m y shrouds. And O  Yazld! Respect G od’s injunction 
with regard to parents! Then, when you have lowered me into 
the earth and set me in my crevice, leave Mu awiya alone with 
the Most Merciful o f  all that show m ercy.’

Said M uhammad ibn U qba,' ‘W hen death descended upon 
Mu awiya he said, "W ou ld  that 1 were a man o f  Quraysh at Dhu 
Tuwa,* and had never assumed any o f this authority!” ’

W hen death came near to Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan he 
looked at a washerman in a district o f  Damascus who was folding 
a garment and beating it against a washing vessel. ‘If only I were a 
washerman’, he said, ‘who eats from what his own hands earn 
each day, and that 1 had never assumed any authority over this 
w orld.’ This came to the ears o f  Abu Hazim, who said, ‘Praised 
be God, W ho has made them, when they draw near to death, 
long for what we already have, while when we approach death 
we do not long for what they have.’

During the course o f  his mortal illness, Abd al-Malik ibn 
Marwan was asked, ‘How are you. O Com m ander o f  the 
Faithful?’ and he replied. ‘1 am as God (Exalted is He!) has said: 
You come unto Us singly as W e did create you aforetime, having 
forsaken that which W e conferred upon you behind your backs.'1 |He 
continued! to the end o f  the verse," whereupon he passed aw ay.3

* A  placc close to M ecca.
* The rem ainder o f  the verse runs: We do not behold with you your intercessors of whom 
you claimed that they possessed a share in you. N ow  is the bond between you severed, and 
that which you presumed has Iailed you.
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Said Fatima bint Abd al-Maiik ibn M arwan, the wife o f  
U m ar ibn Abd a!- AzTz: ‘During the course o f  the sickness from  

which he died, I would hear U m ar saying, “ O  God! Conceal my 
death from them, if only for one hour o f  the day.” A And when 
the day in which his soul was taken cam c, 1 left his presence and 
sat in another chamber which was separated from him by a door. 
I could hear him in a domed chamber o f  his saying, “ That Abode 
o f  the A fterlife: W e have appointed it fo r  those who wish fo r  no 
grandeur upon the earth, neither any corruption. And the outcome is fo r  
the Godfearing ”* Then he fell silent, and I could hear neither 
m ovem ent nor utterance from  him, so I said to one o f his pages, 
“ Look and see if he is asleep.” But when he entered the chamber 
he shrieked, and I jumped up; and lo and behold! he had passed 
aw ay.’

W hen he had drawn near to death he was asked, ‘O C o m m a n -  
der o f the Faithful! Give us your final injunction!’ ‘I warn you o f a 
death such as mine,’ he replied, ‘for you shall not escape it.’

It is related that when U m ar ibn Abd al- AzTz grew increas­
ingly weighed down [by his illness] a physician was summoned 
for him. W hen he looked at him he said, ‘I believe that the man 
has been poisoned, and I cannot protect him from death.’ U m ar 
looked up and said, ‘Neither can you protect from it the man 
who has not been poisoned.’ 'Did you feel it, O  Com m ander o f  
the Faithful?’ the physician asked, and he replied, ‘Yes, I knew it 
as soon as it entered my belly.’ ‘Accept treatment, O Com m ander 
o f the Faithful’, he said, ‘for 1 fear that your spirit will pass aw ay!’ 
‘M y Lord is the best destination,’ he replied. ‘B y  God, if I knew 
that my cure lay at my eariobe I would not raise m y hand to take 
itT O  Lord God! Allow ‘U m ar to choose to meet Y ou!' And no 
more than a few days later he died.

It is said that he wept upon the advent o f  death and was asked, 
‘W hat has made you weep, O  Com m ander o f the Faithful? 
Rejoice, for through you God has revived [Prophetic) precedents 
[sUnanJ, and made justice to prevail!’ But he wept anew, and 
asked, ‘Am I not to be stood up and questioned about my 
authority over Flis creation? By God, even had I been just to

* A  civil conflict being exported to erupt upon his death.
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mankind I would still fear that m y spirit might not stand firm 
with its plea before God, unless taught its pica by Him. So how  
shall it be when I have done so much?’ His eyes brimmed with 
tears, and only a short while later he died.

It is related o f  Harun al-Rashld that he chosc his shrouds with 
his own hands shortly before he died, and gazed at them, saying, 
'M y wealth has not availed me. M y dominion has passed aw ay .’s 

A l-M a'm un sprinkled ashes on the ground and lay down upon 
them, saying, ‘O  Thou W hose reign is never-ending, have m ercy  
upon him whose reign has ended!’

Al-M u tasim said on his deathbed, ‘Had I only known that my 
life would be so short 1 would not have acted as I did.’

Al-Muntasir grew restless as he approached death, and, when 
he was told, ‘There is no danger, O  Com m ander o f  the Faithful!’ 
replied, ‘It is simply this: the world has receded and the Afterlife 
has drawn near.’

W hen near to his death, A m r ibn al- As looked at some chests, 
and said to his sons, ‘W h o will take them and what they contain? 
W ould that they were no m ore than dung!’

Al-Hajjaj said on his deathbed, ‘O  Lord God! Grant me Your 
forgiveness, for the people say that Y ou will not forgive me.' 
"U m ar ibn 'Abd al- Aziz was pleased by this utterance o f his and 
envied him for it. But when it was related to al-Hasan he asked, 
‘Did he truly say this?’ ‘Y es,’ he was told. ‘Perhaps,’ he remarked.

A n exposition o f the sayings o f  a number 
o f the most righteous men among the Com panions, 
the Followers, and the Sufis who came after them

W hen death cam c to Mu adh (may God be pleased with him) 
he said, ‘O  Lord God! I used to fear You, but today in Y ou have I 
set my hopes. O  Lord God! Truly You know that never have I 
harboured love for this world or for a long sojourn therein; 
neither for the flowing6 o f streams or the planting of trees; rather 
have 1 loved thirsting in the midday heat, enduring the hours, and 
joining the crowds around the Divines on my knees in the circles
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o f remembrance.'* And when the pangs o f  death mounted up as 
they had mounted up for no other man, he would open his eyes 
whenever he awoke from his mortal agonies and say. ‘O  my 
Lord! Choke me as You will, for by Y our glory, You know that 
m y heart loves Y o u .’

W hen Sz-lman drew near to his death he wept. ‘W hat has made 
you weep?’ he was asked, and he replied, ‘I do not weep out o f  
regret for losing this world, for the Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) instructed us that our share o f it 
should be as the travelling-provisions o f  a rider.’ And when he 
had passed away, all that he had left behind was inspected, and its 
value amounted to little m ore than ten dirhams.7

When death came to Bilal his wife cried, ‘O  sorrow !’ But he 
said, ‘R ather say, “ O  rapture!” For tom orrow  we* shall meet 
those we love, M uhammad and his com pany.’

It is said that at the mom ent o f  death Abd Allah ibn al- 
Mubarak opened his eyes and laughed, saying, ‘For the likes o f  this, 
then, let those who would w ork, workV*

W hen death came to Ibrahim al-Nakha 7 he wept. ‘W hat has 
made you weep?’ he was asked, and he replied. ‘I am awaiting a 
messenger from God who will give me the tidings either o f  
Heaven or o f  Hell’.

W hen death came to Ibn al-Munkadir he wept. U pon being 
asked why, he said, ‘By God, I am not weeping over a sin which 1 
know 1 have com m itted; rather I fear that I might have done 
something which 1 considered trivial hut which in God's sight is 
grave'.9

W hen death came to "Amir ibn Abd al-Qays he wept. ‘W hat 
has caused you to weep?’ he was asked, and he replied, ‘I do not 
weep from fear o f  death, nor out o f greed for this world; rather 1 
weep for the thirsting daytimes and the night vigils in winter 
which have passed me by’.

W hen death came to Fudayl he swooned. Then he opened his 
eyes and said, ‘O! H ow  long is the voyage! And O! How scant the 
provisions!’

* i.e. classes on religion.

Chapter F ive
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And when death came to Ibn al-Mubarak he said to his m awla  
Nasr, ‘Lay my head upon the dust.’ Nasr wept, and when asked 
why, said, ‘I recalled the felicity which once was yours, and now  
[seej you dying impoverished and estranged’. ‘Hush,’ he said. ‘I 
once prayed God (Exalted is He!) to make me live the life of the 
wealthy and die the death o f  the poor.’ Then he said, ‘Rehearse 
(the Confession o f  Faith] to me, and do not repeat it unless I speak 
again.’

Said ' A ta’ ibn Yasar, 'The devil once appeared before a man on 
his deathbed and told him that he was saved. How ever, he 
retorted, “ I am not safe from you yet!” ’

A man who was weeping on his deathbed was asked why he 
wept. ‘Because o f  a verse in the B ook o f  God (Exalted is H e!),1 he 
replied, ‘in which He says (Great and Glorious is He!): G od only 
accepts \good works] from the pious’. 10

Al-Hasan once came in upon a man who was giving up the 
ghost, and said, ‘T o  be sure, any m atter with a prelude such as this 
must have an ending to be feared, and any matter with such an 
end as this must have a prelude to be lived in austerity.’

Said al-Jurayri, ‘I was in the presence o f  al-Junayd at the time 
of his death agonies. It was a Friday, and the day o f N ayruz.A He 
was reciting the Q u r’an, and when he finished I said to him, “ O  
Abu’l-Qasim! Shall it be in this state?” And he said, “ And who 
deserves it m ore than myself, as m y scroll has now been folded 
up?” ‘

Said R uw aym , ‘I was present at the demise o f Abu Sa id al- 
Kharraz. He was saying:

The yearning o f the hearts o f  the gnostics is for R em em ­
brance, and their remembrance o f  the Secret is at the 

time o f  their intimate communion.
Cups o f  fate were passed am ong them,

thus they turned from the world as the drunkard turns.
Their yearnings circulate in an encampment

wherein are the folk o f  G od’s love like shining stars.
Their bodies lie dead on the earth from His love,

"T h e  Persian N e w  Y ear; cf. Ahsan,
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and their spirits pass by night through the veils towards 
the sublime.

Never do they halt save in the vicinity o f  their Beloved; 
nor are they deflected by touch o f  misery or harm .’

It was said to al-Junayd that Abu SaTd al-Kharraz had been in a 
state o f  overpowering divine love* as he approached death. ‘It 
would not have been a w onder,’ he remarked, ‘had his spirit 
flown away from passion [is/jfiyci^]!’

It was said to Dhu’l-N un upon his death: ‘W hat do you desire?’ 
And he replied, ‘T o know Him before m y death by one instant.’ 

It was said to one o f them* while he was undergoing the pangs 
o f death: ‘Say: “ God” !’ ‘H ow  much longer will you say this to 
m e,’ he replied, ‘when I am burning up in God?’

One o f  them said: ‘I was in the company o f Mumshad al- 
Dlnawari when a dervish came up and said, “ Peace be upon you! 
Is there a clean place here where a man might die?” They pointed 
out a place to him, and the dervish renewed his ablutions in a 
spring o f  water, and then prayed for as long as God willed. Then 
he went over to that place, stretched out his legs, and died.'

Abu’l-1 Abbas al-DTnawari was once speaking in his assembly 
when a woman screamed from Divine love [tawajud]. ‘Die!’ he 
said to her, and she rose to her feet. W hen she reached the door o f  
the building she turned to him and said, ‘I have died!' and she fell 
down, having died indeed.0

It is told that Fatima, the sister o f  Abu AIT al-Rudhbari, said, 
‘When the time drew near for the death o f  Abu AIT al- 
R udhbari" his head was in m y lap. He opened his eyes and said.

* A r . tawajud: ‘a thrill o f  em otion in contem plation o f  G o d ' (HujwTrT. tr N ich o l­
son), a prelude to the higher 'station' o f  wajd, in which the m ystic is rapt from  
h im self in contem plation o f  his B eloved .
* T h e  Sufis.
c This rather enigm atic anecdote was p robably m eant in its original context 
(Q ushayrl. Risdla, n. 562) as an illustration o f  the danger o f  excessive em otionality 
w hich usually accom panies tawajud, w hich is a problem  o f  the beginner on the 
spiritual path. Q ushayrl tells us elsew here (1 246-7) that the Baghdad Sufi al-Jurayri 
once stood in ecstasy during a m ystical session and asked al-Junayd, ‘ M aster, are you  
gaining nothing from  this?' But he only replied w ith  the Q ur'anic verse. The 
mountains which you think to hr firm pass away as do the clouds.

91



T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  O F  D E A T H

“ Behold the gates of Heaven which have been opened! Behold the 
gardens which have been decked out! Behold a speaker who says, 
‘O  Abu AIT! W e have brought you to the furthest degree, 
although you sought it n ot.’ "  Then he recited:

By Y our Truth, never may I look at what is not You  
with the eye o f  love until I see You.

I see You as m y Torm entor, who made my glance feeble, 
and made m y cheek rosy from shyness o f You.

It was said to al-Junayd, ‘Say: “ There is no deity but G od” !’ 
and he replied, ‘I have not forgotten it that I might thus recall it.'

Ja ’far ibn Nusayr asked Bakran al-DInawarT, the servant o f al- 
Shibll, ‘W hat did you see him do |in his last hours]?' And he 
replied, ‘He said, “ I was once in unjust possession o f  one dirham, 
and although I [later| bestowed thousands upon its owner in 
charity there is no greater w orry in m y heart than this." Then he 
asked me to wash him in preparation for prayer, and I did so. But 
I had forgotten to pass my hand through his beard, and he, being 
unable to speak, grasped my hand and set it in his beard, upon 
which he passed aw ay.’ At th isja  far wept, and said, ‘W hat can 
one say regarding a man who at the last extrem ity o f his life did 
not leave undone a single propriety o f  the Law?’

W hen Bishr ibn al-Harith drew near to death in great suffer­
ing. he was told, ‘It seems that you love life’. And he replied, ‘The 
approach to God is severe’.

It was said to Salih ibn Mismar, ‘Shall you not entrust your son 
and family to anyone?’ and he replied, ‘I am ashamed to entrust 
them to anyone save G od’.

When Abu Sulayman al-Darani approached death his com ­
panions came to him and said, ‘Be glad, for you are passing on to 
a Lord W ho is Forgiving and M erciful’. And he said, ‘Should you 
not rather say, “ Bew are, for truly you are passing on to a Lord 
W ho shall call you to account for your small sins and punish you 
for the major ones” ?’

When death cam c to al-W asitl he was asked to give his 
companions a final injunction. ‘Acquiesce in what the Truth has 
willed for you,' he said.

9 2



Chapter F ive

The wife o f  one o f  the Sufis wept when he approached death. 
'W h at has made you weep?’ he asked, and she said, ‘I am weeping 
on your account.’ ‘If you must weep’, he said, ‘then weep for 
yourself, for I have wept over this day for forty years’.

Said al-Junayd, i  came in upon al-Sarl al-Saqati when he was 
in his mortal illness. “ H ow  are you?” I enquired, and he recited:

How  may I complain to m y physician o f  what ails me, 
when what ails me from m y Physician comes?

I picked up a fan in order to fan him, but he said, “ How may the 
one whose innards are aflame find any relief in being fanned?” 
Then he recited:

The heart is aflame and the teardrops race;
adversity gathers and endurance departs.

Wherefore constancy for he that has none,
w ho is wronged by passion, love and disquiet?

O  Lord, should there be in [life] anything o f  joy  to me 
then bestow it upon me as long as 1 draw breath!'

It is related that a group o f  al-Shiblfs companions came in to 
visit him when he was on the point o f death. ‘Say: "T here is no 
deity but God” !’ they told him. And he recited:

A house in which you dwell 
is in no need o f  lanterns.

Y ou r hoped-for face will be our justification
on the day when mankind shall com e with justi­

fications.
M ay God not grant me any relief

on the day when I implore for relief from y o u /

It is told that Abu’l- Abbas ibn A ta’ came in upon al-Junayd 
during his death pangs. He greeted him, but al-Junayd did not 
respond until some time later, when he said, ‘Forgive me; I was

* A ccordin g to Annem arie Schim m cl (pp. 12 6 -7), these lines, w hich arc still sung in 
m ystical gatherings on the Subcontinent, are generally understood to be a eu logy 
for the Blessed Prophet. T he final verse is problem atic, and is not to be found in the 
original (Risdla. n. 560).
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busy with m y litany \u>ird].' Then he turned his face towards 
Mecca, declared ‘God is M ost G reat!’ and died.

Al-Kattani was asked as he drew near to death: ‘W hat were 
your works?’ And he replied, ‘W ere it not for the imminence o f  
m y demise 1 would not tell you. I stood at the door to m y heart 
for forty years, and whenever that which is not God \ghayr A llahJ 
passed by it I denied it entry.’

It is related o f  al-M u tam ir that he once said, ‘I was among 
those who were in the presence o f  al-Hakam ibn al-Muttalib at 
the hour o f  his death. “ O  Lord G od!” 1 said, ‘‘Mitigate the 
agonies o f death for him, for that which is past is past.” And 1 
made mention o f  his good qualities until he awoke and said, 
“ Wh o  is it that speaks?” “ It is I,” 1 replied. “ Truly the Angel of  
Death,” said he, “ upon him be pcace, says to me, ‘I am tender to 
all who have been generous’.” Thereupon he passed aw ay.’ 

When death came to Yusuf ibn Asbat, Hudhayfa was watching 
him. Seeing him to be in a state o f agitation he said, ‘O  Abu 
M uhammad [ibn Asbat|! N ow  is the time o f  distress and sorrow !’ 
And he replied, ‘O  Abu Abd Allah! H ow  should I not be 
distressed and sorrowful when I do not know whether I have 
truly obeyed God in any o f  m y works?’ 'H ow  wonderful is this 
Godfearing12 man', said Hudhayfa, ‘who swears upon his death 
that he docs not know whether he has obeyed God in any o f  his 
w orks!’

Said al-MaghaziU, ‘1 once came in upon a shaykh o f  mine while 
he was unwell and in this plight. “ Y ou arc able to do with me as 
You will," he was saying, “ so deal with me with gentleness” . ’ 

One o f the Shaykhs came in upon Mumshad al-DInawarl at 
the hour o f his demise and said to him, by way o f a prayer, ‘God 
(Exalted is He!) has acted and done’. He laughed and said, ‘For 
thirty years Heaven was offered to me with all it contains, yet 1 
did not so much as glance at it.’A

R uw aym  was told at his death to say ‘There is no deity save 
G od,’ but he replied, ‘I cannot say anything else correctly*.

* 'A  reference to the station o f  absorption in C o d  \maqam al-isughraq hi'Halt] whereat 

one perceives no felicity save that which is in H im .’ (ZabTdT, x. 344).
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When al-N uri approached death he was told to say ‘There is no 
deity save God,' and he replied, ‘Is there no com m and?’''

Abu Yahya al-MazinT came in upon al-Shafi'T (may God have 
m ercy upon them both) in his final sickness, and asked him, ‘How  
are you faring this morning?’ ‘This morning I am travelling from  
this w orld’, he said, ‘and departing from my brethren, and going 
to meet my evil works, quaffing the cup o f  death, and coming  
unto God (Exalted is He!) Y et I do not know whether m y spirit is 
travelling to Heaven, that I might congratulate it, or to Hell, that
I might console it.’ Then he recited:

When my heart was hardened and m y courses 
constrained,

I made my hopes a stairway to Your 1
forgiveness.

M y sin burdened me heavily, but when I measured it 
by Your forgiveness. Lord, Y ou r forgiveness 

was the greater.
Always arc You forgiving o f sin, and always

do You show generosity and forgiveness out o f  
munificence and bounty.

Still, were it not for Y ou no worshipper would be 
tempted by the devil;

H ow  could that be, when he led astray Your  
chosen one, Adam?

When Ahmad ibn Khidrawayhi approached death a question 
was put to him. His eyes brimmed with tears, and he said, ‘O  my 
son! A door upon which I have been knocking for ninety-five 
years is now opening, yet I do not know whether it shall open 
into happiness or suffering. So how may I have time now to 
furnish you with an answer?’

Thus, then, were their sayings. They differed only in 
accordance with the discrepancy between the states o f  those that

' T h at is, 'Is there no com m and to that effect already?' T h e Risala (n. 5y_s) has alaysa 
ilayhi a iid tor alaysa ihammti amr

Chapter F ive
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pronounccd them. For some men are dominated by fear, others 
by hope and still others by love and yearning; each man speaks in 
accordance with his state, and all o f  them, within the context o f  
their states, are correct.



C H A P T E R  S I X

On che Sayings o f the Gnostics 
at Funerals and Cemeteries, 

and the Legal Verdict concerning 
the Visitation o f  Graves

KN O W  T H A T  funerals are a lesson to the man possessed of  
insight, and a reminder and a counsel to all save the people 

o f heedlessness. For these latter are increased only in hardness o f  
heart by witnessing them, as they imagine that for all time they 
will be watching the funerals o f  others, and never reckon that 
they themselves must needs be carried in a funeral cortege. Even 
if they do so rcckon, they do not deem this to be something near 
at hand. They do not consider that those who arc carried now in 
funeral processions thought likewise. Vain, then, are their 
imaginings, and soon their allotted lifespans will be done.

Therefore let no bondsman watch a funeral without consider­
ing that he himself is the one being borne aloft, for so he will be 
before long:1 on the m orrow , or on the day that follows: it is as if 
the event had already occurred.

It is related of Abu Hurayra that whenever he saw a funeral 
procession he would say, ‘Continue, for we are following you.’ 

W henever Makhul al-Dimashql saw a funeral procession he 
would say, ‘Continue, for we are leaving [also|. An eloquent 
exhortation soon followed by heedlessness, as the first goes by 
and the last remains without thinking!’

Said Usayd ibn Hudayr, ‘Never have I witnessed the funeral o f  
a man without telling myself what will be done with him and to 
what he is going'.
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W hen the brother o f  Malik ibn Dinar died, Malik followed his 
cortege, saying, ‘By God, 1 shall never be content until 1 know to  
what you have departed, but never shall I know for as long as I 
live’ .

Said al-A'mash, ‘W e used to attend funerals, and did not know  
who to console because o f  the sorrow o f everyone present’.

Said Thabit al-Bunanl, ‘W e used to attend funerals, and would 
see no-one who was not covering his face and weeping’.

Such, then, was their fear o f death. But nowadays never do 
you see a group o f  people attending a funeral without the 
majority o f  them laughing and enjoying themselves, speaking o f  
nothing but the inheritance and o f what [the deceased] has 
bequeathed to his heirs; the sole thought in the minds ot his 
friends and relatives being o f  the devices by which they might 
obtain some share in his legacy. N ot a single one o f them (save 
those whom God wills) meditates upon his own funeral and upon 
how he shall be when he himself is carried in a funeral cortege. 
The sole reason for this is the hardness which has afflicted people’s 
hearts through their many acts o f  disobedience and sin. whereby 
we have com e to forget God (Exalted is He!) and the Last Day, 
and the terrors which lie before us. W e have taken to playfulness 
and neglect, and to busying ourselves with that which is of no 
concern to us. W e pray God (Exalted is He!) to rouse us from  this 
heedlessness! For truly, the best o f  states in those who attend 
funerals is that they should weep for the deceased; m oreover, if 
they had any understanding they would weep for themselves 
rather than for him.

Ibrahim al-Zayyat once watched a group o f people who were 
praying for G od’s m ercy upon a dead man, and said. ‘It would be 
better for you if you were to pray for mercy for yourselves. For 
he has now been delivered from  three terrors: the face o f  the 
Angel o f  Death, which he has now seen, the bitterness o f death, 
which he now has tasted, and the fear o f  death, from which he has 
now obtained security.’

Said Abu 'A m r ibn al- Ala’, ‘I was once sitting in the company 
o f Jarir while he was dictating some poetry to a scribe. A funeral

98



Chapter S ix

procession came past, and he stopped short, and said, “ These 
funerals have turned my hair grey, by G od!” Then he recited:

Funerals alarm us when they approach,
and we enjoy ourselves when they go away.

Like a flock o f sheep, which panics when the w olf descends, 
and pastures once again when it is gone.’

The proprieties o f  attending funerals include meditation, heed­
fulness, preparedness, and walking before the pall in humility, as 
we have already described in connection with its proprieties and 
Precedents when dealing with the science o f  Jurisprudence/ One 
o f these proprieties is to have a good opinion o f  the deceased even 
if he had been corrupt, and to have a poor opinion o f oiieself even 
if one may outwardly be pious. This is because the last moment is 
a perilous thing the true nature o f  which is unknown.

It is told o f  U m ar ibn P h arr that one o f  his neighbours once 
died. He had been extravagant with himself, and for this reason 
many people refused to attend his funeral. However, Ibn P h arr  
attended it and took part in the prayers. W hen he [the neighbour] 
had been lowered into the grave he [Ibn P h arr] stood beside it 
and said, ‘M ay God show you m ercy, O  father o f  So-and-so! For 
throughout your life you kept with you the testimony to Pivine 
U nity, and begrimed your face through prostration. Although 
they have called you a sinner and a transgressor, which one o f  us 
is not a sinner and has no transgressions to his account?’

It is related that a certain man deeply sunk in depravity once 
passed away in a district o f  Basra, His wife was unable to find 
anyone to help her carry him, since not one o f  her neighbours 
paid him any heed on account o f  his great wickedness. So she 
hired some carriers, who bore him out to the prayer-place, where 
there was no-one to pray for him. Then she carried him out into 
the desert to bury him. N ow , on a mountain close by there was 
one o f  the great ascetics, whom  they descried in the aspect o f  a 
man waiting for a funeral. [Sure enough,] he came and prayed for

* Cf.  Ihya\  i. 183-184
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him. The news that the ascetic had done this spread throughout 
the city, and the people were greatly astounded that he should 
thus have prayed for him, but he told them, ‘I was instructed in a 
dream to descend to such-and-such a place, where 1 would see a 
man’s funeral attended only by a wom an, and there to offer 
prayers for him, for he had been forgiven his sins’. The people’s 
astonishment increased at this, until the ascetic summoned the 
woman and questioned her about the circumstances and 
behaviour o f  the dead man. ‘As people know ,’ she said, ‘his entire 
day was spent in the tavern where he occupied himself with 
drinking wine.’ ‘See now ,’ he said, ‘do you know o f  any good 
deeds which were to his credit?’ ‘Y es,’ she replied, 'three things. 
Every day at dawn he used to awaken from his drunkenness, 
change his clothes, perform the ablutiop, and offer the Dawn 
Prayer with the congregation. Then he would return to the 
tavern and occupy himself with vice. The second thing is that his 
house was never devoid o f one or two orphans, to whom  he 
showed even m ore kindness than he did to his own children, and 
for whom  he was greatly solicitous. The third thing is that in the 
darkness o f  the night and in the very midst o f  his drunkenness he 
would awake, and weep, and say, “ O  Lord!2 Which corner of  
Hell do you wish to fill with this foul man?”— by which he 
meant himself.’

And so the ascetic went his way, the obscurity surrounding the 
affair having been cleared.

It is told o f  Sila ibn Ashyam that when a brother o f his died he 
said at his graveside:

If you are saved, then you arc saved from something 
most momentous;

If not, then truly I cannot see you saved.

A n exposition o f  the condition o f  the grave 
and o f their sayings at the graveside

Said al-Dahhak, ‘A man once said, “ O  Emissary o f  God! W ho is 
the most ascetic o f  men?” And he replied, “ He who docs not
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forget the grave and decay, and abandons the surfeit o f  this 
w orld’s bedizenment; he who prefers what abides to that which 
must pass away; he who does not reckon that tom orrow  will be 
am ong his days, and who accounts himself am ong the people o f  
the graves” .,J

AIT (may God ennoble his face) was asked why it was that he 
lived near to the cemetery. ‘I find [its inmates] to be the best of  
neighbours,' he replied. ‘1 find them to be neighbours o f  truthful­
ness, who hold their tongues and remind one o f  the Afterlife.’

Said the Emissary o f God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace), ‘N ever have I seen a spectacle m ore fearsome than the 
grave’.4

Said U m ar ibn al-Khattab (may God be pleased with him), 
‘W e once went out to the cemetery with the Emissary o f God 
(may God bless him and grant him peace). W hile I was the 
nearest o f  the people to him, he sat down by a grave and wept. I 
wept at this, and so did the other people. “ W hat has made you 
weep?” he asked, and we replied, “W e weep because you are 
weeping.” And he said, “This is the grave o f my mother, Amina 
bint W ahb. 1 asked permission o f  my Lord to visit her, and was 
granted it. Then I asked His permission to pray that she should be 
forgiven, but this was denied me, and I was afflicted with the 
sensibility which is the lot o f  sons” .’' ' 5

W henever he stopped by a grave, '‘Uthm an ibn AfTan (may 
God be pleased with him) used to weep until his beard became 
soaked. ‘H ow  is it’, he was asked, ‘that you make mention of  
Heaven and Hell and do not weep, yet weep when you stop by a 
grave?’ And he replied, ‘I once heard the Emissary o f  God (may

* O rth od ox opinion has gen era lly held that the Prophet’s parents gained salvation, 
h aving died before his mission com m cnced and thereby jo in in g  the ranks o f  all 
whose lives w ere lived out in a falra, an age fo llo w in g  the decay o f  one prophetic 
dispensation and before the advent o f  the next, and w h o therefore had no 
opportunity to subm it themselves to the authority o f  revelation. See Su yu trs  
sum m ary o f  the issue (M asalik al-huttaja’ JT  waliday al-Mustafa, in al-H aw i, ir. 2 0 2 -  
233). SuyutT suggests that the reason which prevented the Prophet from  asking for 
pardon for his m other m ight have been that she had been in debt, and that ‘ in the 
early days o f  Islam it was prohibited to offer prayers for the soul o f  a debtor’ (Ibid. 
n. 227.)
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God bless him and grant him peace) say, ‘The grave is the first 
stage o f the Afterlife. Should the one who occupies it be delivered 
therefrom then what follows will be easier than it, but if he is not 
delivered therefrom then what follows is to be more severe” .’6

It is said that ‘A m r ibn al-‘As once saw a graveyard, dismoun­
ted, and prayed two rak as. ‘This is not something you used to 
d o,’ he was told, and he replied, ‘1 remembered the people o f  the 
graves, and what has com e between them and such acts, and 
wished to draw closer to God by praying thus’.

Said Mujahid, ‘The first to address the son o f  Adam [after his 
death] is his grave, which says, "I  am the house o f  worms! I am 
the house o f  loneliness and solitude and darkness! This is what 1 
have prepared for you, so what, then, have you prepared for 
me?

Said Abu P h arr, ‘Shall I not tell you o f  the day o f m y poverty? 
It is the day when I shall be set in my grave.’*

Abu’l-D arda’ was in the habit o f  sitting at gravesides. W hen  
this was remarked upon, he said, ‘I sit with a people who remind 
me o f  m y fate, and who, when I rise to depart, do not then 
slander m e’.

It was the custom o f JaTar ibn M uhammad to visit the 
cemetery by night and to say, ‘O  people o f  the graves! W hat ails 
me, that when I call you you make no response?’ Then he would 
say, ‘They have been barred from replying to me, by God! And 
now, it is as though I were one o f  them .’ Then he would pray 
until the dawn broke.

Said ‘U m ar ibn Abd al- Aziz to a man with whom  he was 
sitting, ‘O  So-and-so! Tonight I have not slept because of  
thinking about the grave and its occupant. Truly, if you were to 
behold a dead man after three days in his grave you would be 
repelled by his presence even had you been familiar with him for 
a long while. You would see a house with a changed smell in 
which vermin move about, and where pus flows, where worms 
penetrate, and where the shrouds have decayed, where once there 
was a sweet odour, pure garments and an excellent appearance.' 
Then he moaned, and fell down in a swoon.

* T h is despite his celebrated poverty and asceticism.
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YazTd al-Ruqashl used to say, ‘O  you who are buried in your 
pit, all by yourself in the grave, who find solace in the belly o f  the 
earth only in your works. W ould that 1 could know at which of  
your actions and companions you have rejoiced!’ Then he would 
weep until he made his turban-cloth damp, and say, ‘B y God! He 
rejoices at his righteous works, and at those o f  his companions 
who assisted one another to obey God (Exalted is H e!).' And 
whenever he looked at a grave he would low like a bull.

Said Hatim al-Asamm, ‘W hosoever passes by a graveyard and 
neither thinks about himself nor prays for its occupants has 
betrayed them, and himself also.’

Bakr al-cAbid used to say, ‘O  my mother! W ould that you had 
been barren and never begotten me! For before your son there lies 
a lengthy sojourn in the grave, and after that, tfye journey  
onwards.’

Said Yahya ibn Mu adh, ‘O  son o f  Adam! Y our Lord has 
summoned you to the Abode o f  Peace, so look, then, to the place 
from which you have responded. You shall enter [that abode] if  
you have responded from your stay in this present world and 
have busied yourself with the voyage, but should you respond 
from your grave you shall be barred therefrom .’

W henever al-Hasan ibn Salih looked out over a cemetery he 
would say, ‘H ow  excellent is your external prospect; the terrors 
lie only in your interior!’

W hen nightfall came, Ata’ al-Sallml would go out to the 
cemetery and say, ‘O  people o f  the graves! Y ou  have died, and O! 
what a death! And you have seen your works, and O ! what 
works!’ Then he would say, ‘T om orrow  Ata’ will be in the 
graveyard! T om orrow  Ata' will be in the graveyard!’7 This 
would be his practice the whole night long.

Said Sufyan, ‘He who remembers the grave frequently shall 
find it to be one o f the gardens o f Heaven, while he who is in 
heedlessness o f  it shall find it to be one o f  the chasms o f  Hell.’* 

A l-R ab f ibn Khuthaym dug a grave in his house, and 
whenever he felt some hardness in his heart would enter it and lie

* An echo o f  the hadTlh, ‘T h e grave is either one o f  the chasms o f  Hell or one o f  the 
gardens o f  H eaven’ . (Tirm idhl. Q iyam a, 26.)
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prone. After waiting for as long as God willed, he would say, ‘O 
Lord! Send me back, that I  may work righteousness in that which I have 
left',* and then say to himself, ‘O  R abT! I have returned you, so 
act!’

Said Ahmad ibn Harb, ‘The very earth is amazed at the man 
who lays out his bed and prepares to sleep. “ O son o f A dam !" it 
says. “ W hy do you not remember your long decay at that time 
when there shall be nothing between us?” ’

Said Maymun ibn Mihran, ‘1 once went out to the cemetery  
with U m ar ibn Abd al- Aziz. When he looked at the graves he 
wept, and came over to me, saying, “ O  M aymun! These are the 
tombs o f my forefathers, the house o f  U m ayya. It is as though 
they had never taken part in the life and delights enjoyed by the 
people o f  this world. See you not that they were felled to the 
ground, afflicted by exem plary punishments?9 Corruption has taken 
hold o f them, and vermin have found an abode in their bodies.” 
Then he wept, and said, “ B y  God! I do not know o f  a happier 
man than he who has entered these graves safe from the 
chastisement o f  G od!" ’

Said Thabit al-Bunanl, ‘I once entered a cem etery, and when I 
made to leave heard a voice addressing me. “O  Thabit!” it said. 
“ Be not deceived by the silence o f its people, for how many an 
unhappy soul is lying within!” ’

It is related that Fatima bint al-Hasan, while watching the 
funeral o f her husband al-Hasan ibn al-Husayn,10 covered her face 
and declaimed:

They were a hope, and then turned to losses;
Severe and mighty indeed were those losses.

It is said that she then pitched a tent over the grave and went 
into a retreat there for a whole year. W hen the year had passed 
they struck the tent and she returned to Medina. Then they heard 
a voice rising from one side o f  al-BaqI\A saying, ‘Did they find 
what had gone astray?’ and another voice from the other side, 
saying, ‘N o, they despaired and went away’.

' T h e  cem etery o f  M edina.
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Said Abu Musa al-Tam lm l, ‘W hen the wife o f al-Farazdaq 
died, her funeral was attended by the great men o f  Basra. Am ong  
them was al-Hasan, who asked, “ O  Abu Firas!A W hat have you 
set aside for this day?” “ Sixty years o f  the testimony that there is 
no deity save G od,” he replied. Then, when she had been 
interred, he stood by her grave and said:

I fear beyond the grave, should Y ou not pardon me, 
something tighter than the grave, and more fiercely 
burning.

When on the Day o f  Arising a stern captain comes, 
and a marshal who drives al-Farazdaq onwards.

Defeated is that son o f  Adam who does walk
to the Inferno, blue, and necklaced with chains.’"

f

People have declaimed on the subject o f  the graves’ in­
habitants:

Pause by the graves and say to their expanses:
‘W hich o f  you is buried in their shadows?

W hich o f  you is honoured in their depths,
and has tasted the coolness o f safety from their terrors?’

As for their tranquillity, to the onlookers it is one, 
the discrepancy between their degrees cannot be seen.

If they replied to you they would inform you with tongues 
which describe their realities through a number o f  their 
conditions.

As for the obedient one, in a garden shall he dwell, 
led where he will am ong its tall trees.

The rebellious sinner turns round and about in it, 
in a pit, taking refuge with its serpents.

Scorpions scuttle to him, and his spirit 
is in dire torment from their stings.

* i.e. al-Farazdaq.
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Daud al-T a’T once passed by a wom an who was weeping by a 
grave and saying:

You lost your life, and gained it not
when they buried you in your grave.

H ow , then, may I taste the savour o f  sleep,
when on your right side they have laid you?

Then she said, ‘O  father!12 W ould that I knew with which of  
your cheeks the worms began!’ A t this, Daud was thunderstruck, 
and fell down in a sw oon.A

Said Malik ibn Dinar, ‘I once passed by the cemetery and 
declared:

»

I came to the graves and called out to them:
“ W here is the m ighty and vyhere the despised? 

W here is he who was pleased with his power?
W here the self-righteous man who did brag?”

Then he said, ‘I was called from the graves, and, although I saw 
no-one, 1 heard a voice that said:

They are all extinguished, and no one can tell o f  them.
They died all together, and all news as well.

The daughters o f the earth may com e and may go, 
but it will erase the charms o f their forms.

O you who ask me o f  people departed,
is there no lesson for you in those that you see?

*1 returned in tears,’ he said.

T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  O F  D E A T H

A A ccordin g to al-Q u sh ayrl (Hi sal a, i. 93), it was this incident w hich occasioned al- 
T a T s  repentance and conversion to  Sufism .
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Som e verses fo u n d  inscribed upon graves 

The following was found inscribed upon a grave:

Tom bs hold discourse with you, and yet are silent 
while their mdwellers lie quietly under the dust.

O you gatherer o f  the world who will never gather it, 
for whom do you gather the world when you must die?

Upon another grave was found inscribed:

Abu Ghanim! Spacious is your shelter, 
and well-laid are the walls o f  your tomb.

Yet the one interred is not helped by the construction of 
his grave
when his frame inside it is falling into ruin.

Said Ibn al-Sammak, ‘I once passed by the cemetery, and there 
beheld the following inscription upon a grave:

M y relations pass by m y graveside;
it is as though they never knew me.

M y heirs divide m y wealth,
caring not that they have repudiated my debts.

They have taken their shares and lived on.
By God! How fast have they forgotten m e!’

And upon a further grave was found inscribed:

One is taken from one’s loved ones by embezzlement;
death is not stopped by a doorman and guards.

So how can you delight in this world and its pleasures, 
you, whose words and breaths have been tallied up?

O  heedless one! Y ou are immersed in loss,
while all your life you were immersed in pleasure.

Death shows no mercy to an ignorant man because of his 
fair complexion;
nor yet to the man from whom knowledge was sought.
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H ow  often death has struck dumb, at some grave where I halt, 
a tongue never dumb before, lest it make reply!

Well built was your palace, and honourable indeed, 
yet today your tom b lies obliterated am ong the graves.

U pon another grave was found the following:

I stood among my loved ones, when their graves 
were ranked in line like racehorses.

When 1 wept, and as m y tears poured forth, 
my eyes beheld m y own place amongst them.

Upon the grave o f  a physician was found:

*
I said, when someone declared,

“Luqman has gone to his grave.
So where is the medicine he prescribed;

where his bitter solutions and his feeling o f  
temperatures?’

‘W hat folly! He that cannot protect himself, 
can hardly ward off'any harm from another.'

And upon another grave was found inscribed:

O people! I once had hopes,
but my course was too short for me to realise them.

So let him fear God, his Lord, that man 
who was able to act in his lifetime.

N ot alone am I in being taken to this place that you see; 
all shall be taken to its like.

These verses were inscribed on graves because o f  the failure of  
their inmates sufficiently to be admonished before they died. The 
man o f  insight looks to the graves o f  others and sees his own place 
amongst them, and then readies himself to join them, knowing 
that they will not move from their places before he comes among 
them. He should be fully aware that if but one wasted day o f his 
life were to be offered them it would be m ore precious to them

T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  OF  D E A T H
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than the whole world. For they have known the value o f their 
lifetimes,'3 and have had the true nature o f  things revealed to 
them. Their yearning for one day o f  life is so that the man with 
failings might make up for his shortcomings and thereby rescue 
himself from punishment, and so that the one who has already 
been granted providential success m ight seek to raise his degree so 
that his reward becomes multiplied.

They only become aware o f  the value o f  their lifetimes after 
they have departed them: thus their sorrow and yearning for one 
more hour o f  life. You are capable o f  living that hour, and 
perhaps m ore, yet you spend it to no profit. Prepare yourself, 
therefore, to lament over having thus wasted it when the decision 
is no longer in your hands, and when you have failed to grasp 
your share o f  your allotted time by way o f  forcstallrpent.

One o f  the righteous once said, ‘In a dream I once saw one o f  
my brethren in God. “ O  So-and-so!” 1 said to him. “ You are 
alive, praised be G od, the Lord o f  the W orlds]" ,4 And he said, “ That 1 
were only able to utter it” (meaning “praised be G od, the Lord oj 
the W orlds”) “ would be dearer to me than the world and all it 
contains” . Then he said, “ Did you not see where they buried me? 
So-and-so stood in that place and prayed tw o rak as. That 1 were 
able to pray them would be dearer to me than the world and all it 
contains.” ’

A n exposition o f  their sayings upon the death of a child

It behoves the man whose child or kinsman has passed away that 
he should treat his antecedence in death as though it were a 
journey in which his child has preceded him to a country which is 
his dwelling-place and homeland. His grief will not then over­
whelm him, as he knows that soon he is to catch up with him, and 
that there lies between them nothing save an early and a later 
departure. Thus is death: its meaning is to precede another to the 
homeland until such time as the one who has tarried catches up. 
W hen one comes to believe this one’s sorrow and anguish15 will 
be lessened, most particularly because such news o f  reward has 
com e to us as may console every person thus afflicted.

Chapter S ix
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The Emissary o f  God (m ay God bless him and grant him 
peace) has said, ‘That I should send before me one miscarried 
foetus is m ore beloved to me than leaving a hundred cavalry all 
fighting in the way o f  G o d .''6 He mentioned the miscarried 
foetus only to suggest that the death o f  older children would 
bring a yet greater reward; otherwise, the reward is in proportion  
to the position occupied by the child in one’s heart.

Said Zayd ibn Aslam, ‘David (upon whom  be peace) once lost 
a son, and fell into a state o f  intense grief. W hen asked what the 
child had been worth to him, he replied, ‘‘The whole earth filled 
with gold ." “ In the Afterlife,” he was told, “ yours will be a 
recompense like unto that” .’

Said the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace), ‘N ever does a Muslim lose three children and suffer from  
their loss without their becoming a protection for him against 
Hell'. A wom an who was in the presence o f  the Emissary o f  God 
(may God bless him and grant him peace) spoke up, and asked, 
‘O r tw o?’ and he replied, ‘O r tw o ’. '7

The parent should pray earnestly for a child which has 
perished, for such a prayer is the most likely to gain response. 
Muhammad ibn Sulayman once stood by the grave o f  his son, 
and said, ‘O  Lord God! This morning I hope for Y ou r grace upon 
him, and fear Y our chastisement o f him; thus realise my hopes 
and grant him security from what I fear’.

Abu Sinan stood by the grave o f  his son, and said, ‘O  Lord 
God! I have forgiven him that which he owed to me, so forgive 
him that which he owed to Y o u , for truly Y ou are more 
Generous and Excellent!’

A nomad once stood by the grave o f  his son and said, ‘O  Lord 
God! I have overlooked his shortcomings in filial piety, so 
overlook his shortcomings in piety to Y o u .’

W hen P h arr ibn ‘U m ar ibn P h arr died, and after he had been 
laid in his tom b, his father cU m ar ibn P h arr stood up and said, ‘O  
Pharr! Sorrow  on your behalf has distracted us from sorrowing  
for you. W ould that I could know what you have said, and what 
was said to you!’ Then he said, ‘O  Lord God! This is P h arr. You  
gave me pleasure from him for as long as Y ou  willed, then,
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without wronging him, brought his course and sustenance to an 
end. O  Lord God! You commanded him to obey You and 
myself. O  Lord God! That recompense which You have pro­
mised me in m y misfortune I make over to him. Give me his 
chastisement, and punish him n o t.’ Having made those who were 
present cry, he made to leave, and then said, ‘After you, O P h arr, 
we will have no poverty, and, God being with us, will neither 
have any need from any man. W e pass on and leave you behind; 
were we to remain with you w e would bring you no benefit.’

A man once looked at a wom an at Basra and said, ‘N ever have
1 seen such cheerfulness! Such a thing can only be the result o f  a 
lack o f grief'. ‘Bondsman o f  G od!’ she said. ‘I am in a state o f  
misery shared by no-one else’. ‘H ow  is that?’ he asked, and she 
replied, ‘M y husband slaughtered a sheep on the Feast(o f  Sacrifi­
ces.* I had tw o beautiful sons who were playing at the time. One 
o f them said to the other, “ D o you want me to show you how  
father slaughtered the sheep?” “ Y es,” said the other. And he took 
hold o f  him and slaughtered him. W e knew nothing o f  this until 
we found him writhing in his blood. And when the hue and cry  
started the boy fled and hid in the mountains, where he was 
caught and devoured by a wolf. Then his father went out to 
search for him, but died o f  thirst because o f the great heat. Thus 
has fate left me in solitude, as you see.’

Such misfortunes as these should be brought to mind when 
children die so that in the midst o f  much grief some consolation 
may be had. For no misfortune is there without one greater being 
imaginable, for in every circumstance God prevents that which is 
more baneful.

A n exposition o f the visitation o f  graves, 
the offering o f  supplications fo r  the deceased, 

and related matters

In general, the visitation o f  graves is a desirable thing, for it 
instils the remembrance o f death and acts as an admonition. T o

al-adhd\ the festival w hich closes the pilgrim age season.
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T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  OF  D E A T H

visit the tombs o f  the righteous in order to obtain blessings and a 
lesson is desirable likewise. The Emissary o f  God (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) used to forbid the visitation o f  graves, 
but later allowed it: it has been related on the authority o f  'AIT 
(may God be pleased with him) that the Emissary of God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) said, '1 once forbade you to 
visit graves, but you should now visit them, for they remind you 
o f the Afterlife. But do not utter defamations.’lM

The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him  
peace) once paid a visit to the grave o f  his mother when he was 
riding with a thousand cavalry, and wept more profusely than he 
had ever been seen to do before. ‘I am granted leave to pay a 
visit’ , he said, ‘but not to ask for pardon’.19

Said Ibn AbT Mulayka, ‘ A ’isha (may Gpd be pleased with her) 
repaired one day to the cem etery. “ O  Mother o f  the Believers!” I 
asked her. “ W here have you been?” And she replied that she had 
been at the grave o f  her brother Abd al-Rahm an. “ But was that 
not forbidden by the Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and 
grant him peace)?” 1 asked. “Y es,” she said, “but then he enjoined 
it” .’10

H owever, this should not be adhered to in such a way as to 
suffer women to go out to the cemeteries. For they frequently 
utter defamations at the graveside, so that the advantage o f  their 
visit does not outweigh the harm it causes. Neither do they shrink 
from displaying themselves and playing up their charms in the 
street, and these are serious matters, whereas the visitation of  
graves is a Precedent \sunna].* H ow  can such things be tolerated 
for the sake thereof? Certainly, there is no harm in a woman  
going out in chaste garments such as will ward off from her the 
eyes o f  men, but on condition that she restrict herself to praying, 
and avoid any discoursing by the grave.

Said Abu P h arr, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) said, “ Visit graves, and you will be 
reminded o f  the Afterlife; wash your dead, for truly in the 
touching of an empty body there is an eloquent lesson; and offer

* T he suHnas being o f  a supererogatory nature, and therefore lens im portant than the 
maintenance o f  standards o f  decency and m odesty.

I 12



prayers at funerals, that perhaps you may grieve, for truly, the 
grief-stricken are in the very shadow o f G od” .’21

Said Ibn AbT Mulayka, ‘The Emissary o f God (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) said, “ Pay visits to your dead, and give 
them your salutations, for in them there lies a lesson for you” . ’22

It is related on the authority o f  Naff that Ibn 'U m ar would 
never pass by a grave without halting and giving a greeting.

Ja far ibn Muhammad related from his father that Fatima, the 
daughter o f  G od’s Emissary (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) used to visit the grave o f her [great-] uncle Hamza during 
the daytime, where she would pray and weep.

He said (may God bless him and grant him peace), ‘W hosoever 
visits the grave o f one or both o f  his parents every Friday shall be 
forgiven his sins, and shall be inscribed as having been faithful to 
them .’21

According to Ibn STrin, the Emissary o f God (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) said, 'A  m an’s parents may die after he 
has severed his tics with them , but should he render prayers to 
God on their behalf after their decease God shall record him 
among those who showed filial piety.'**

Said the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
'M y Intercession becomes mandatory for all who visit my 
grave.’25

And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘W hosoever visits me at Medina, seeking thereby a reward from  
God, for him shall I intercede and bear witness on the Day of  
Arising.’26

Said Kacb al-Ahbar, ‘Never does dawn break without there 
descending seventy thousand angels, who circle the [Prophet’s] 
tom b, beating their wings and invoking blessings upon the 
Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace), until, when 
the evening comes, they return aloft to be succeeded by a similar 
[host] which disposes itself likewise, until that time comes when 
the earth shall be split asunder, and he shall emerge at the head o f  
seventy thousand angels paying homage to him.'

It is the preferred practice when visiting a grave to stand with 
one’s back to the Direction o f Prayer [qihla] and to orient oneself
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towards the countenance o f  the deceased before greeting him. 
The tomb should not be rubbed, touched or kissed, for such are 
the practices o f  the Christians.

N aff related that on a hundred occasions or m ore he saw Ibn 
U m ar approach the [Prophet’s] tomb and say, 'Peace be upon 

the Prophet. Peace be upon Abu Bakr. Peace be upon m y father’. 
After this he would depart.

Said Abu U m am a, ‘I once saw Anas ibn Malik approach the 
tomb o f  the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
halt, and lift up his hands so that I thought that he had begun the 
Prayer. Then he greeted the Prophet (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) and went his w ay.’

Said cA ’isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘The Emissary of  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, “ N o man 
who visits his brother’s grave and sits with him shall not have him 
enjoy his com pany and return his greetings until he stands up’’. ’27

Said Sulayman ibn Suhaym, ‘I once saw God’s Emissary (may  
God bless him and grant him peace) in a dream, and said to him, 
“ O  Emissary o f  God! Those people who com e to you and greet 
you, do you hear their greetings?” “ Y es,” he said, "and I return 
them ” .’

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘W henever a man passes by the grave o f a 
man he used to know and greets him, he is recognised and his 
greeting is returned. And when he passes by the grave o f  one 
unknown to him and gives a greeting, his greeting is returned 
also.’

A man from the family o f  Asim al-JahdarT once said, ‘I saw 
Asim in a dream two years after he had died. “ Have you not 

died?” I asked him, and he said, “ O f  course.” “ W here are you?” I 
enquired. “I am, by G od” , he replied, “ in one o f  the gardens o f  
Heaven with a group o f  m y friends. Each Thursday night, and on 
the following morning, we gather around Abu Bakr ibn Abd 
Allah al-Mazani and receive your news.” "In your bodies?” I 
asked, "o r  as spirits?” “ W hat folly!” said he, “ the bodies have 
perished, and only as spirits is it that we congregate.” And 1 
enquired, “ Know you aught o f  the visits we pay you?" and he 
replied, “ Yes, we arc aware o f  them on Thursday night, on
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Friday in its entirety, and on Saturday until the rising o f the sun.” 
"H o w  should that be,” I asked, “ to the exclusion o f  all other 
days?” And he replied, “ By reason o f the greatness o f  Friday, and 
its excellence” .,A

Muhammad ibn Wasi was in the habit o f visiting [graves] on 
Fridays. W hen asked why he did not postpone his visits until 
M onday he replied, ‘I have heard that the dead are aware o f those 
that visit them on Friday, and on the preceding and succeeding 
days also’.

Said al-Dahhak, ‘The dead man knows o f the visit o f  he who 
attends his grave before sunrise on Saturday.’ Upon being asked 
why this should be so he replied, ‘Because o f the status o f  Friday.’

Said Bishr ibn Mansur, ‘In the days o f  the plague there was a 
man who used to frequent the graveyard to attend the funerals 
there. In the evening he would stand at the gate o f the graveyard 
and say, “ M ay God send you com fort in your solitude! May He 
show you m ercy in your loneliness! May He overlook your sins! 
May your good works be acceptable to H im !" He would say no 
more than these words. And the same man said, "O n e evening I 
returned to my family without repairing to the cemetery as had 
been my custom. W hen I fell asleep there appeared before me a 
great throng which had com e to me. “ W ho are you?” I asked, 
“ and what would you have o f  m e?" “ W e are the people o f  the 
graveyard,” they replied. “ And what brings you here?” I 
enquired. And they said, “Y ou  have put us in the habit o f  
receiving a gift from you each time you return to your family.” 
“And what might that be?” I asked. “The prayers you used to say 
for us,” they replied. “ I shall resume them ,” said I, and never did I 
omit them thenceforth” .’

* in an analysis o f  the relative suitability o f  times for religious practices (I h y a I. 274), 
Ghazali explains that ‘ Friday is a tim e o f  united zeal and the gathering o f  hearts in 
the soliciting o f  G o d 's grace, w hich is one reason for the nobility o f  certatn times; 
there are others which man can never k n o w ’. Asin Palacios (Escalalogia, 338), who 
refers to this passage o f  the Remembrance, tells us that it is a ‘ universal M uslim  
doctrine' that the torm ent o f  sinners abates on Fridays, when wandering souls return 
to their graves; hence the recom m endation to visit cem eteries on that day (a custom , 
incidentally, which is still w idely observed),
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Said Bashshar ibn GhaJib al-Najranl, “I once saw Rabi a al- 
AdawTya, the worshipper [al-cabida] in my sleep, it having been 

my custom to pray for her abundantly. “ O Bashshar ibn 
Ghalib,” she told me. “ Y our gifts com e to me covered with 
silken cloths upon salvers o f  light.” "H o w  should that be?” I 
asked, and she replied, “Thus are the prayers o f  the living 
believers: when they offer a prayer for the deceased and arc 
granted a response, that prayer is set upon salvers o f  light and 
covered with silken cloths, after which it is brought to the one 
who has died with the words, ‘This is So-and-so’s gift to you' 

The Emissary o f God (may God bless him and grant him  
peace) said, ‘The dead man in his grave is like a drow'ning man 
shouting for help, as he waits for a prayer to com e to him from  
his father, his brother or his friend. W hen it comes it is more 
beloved to him than the world and all it contains. Indeed, the gifts 
of the living to the dead are prayer and the petitioning o f  God for 
His forgiveness.’28

It was said by a certain man, ‘A brother o f  mine once passed 
away. I saw him in m y sleep, and asked, “ In what state were you 
upon being lowered into the grave?” And he replied, "I was 
approached by someone bearing a brand o f  fire, and had someone 
not prayed for me I saw that he would have beaten me with it” .’ 

Hence it is desirable to rehearse [the Confession o f  Faith| to the 
deceased after he has been interred, and to pray for him.

Said Sa id ibn Abd Allah al-A w dl,19 ‘I saw Abu Um am a when 
he was in the agonies o f  death. “ O  Sa Id!” he said. "W h en  I die, 
do with me that which was decreed by the Emissary o f God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace): ‘W hen one o f  you dies and 
you have levelled the soil above him, let one o f  you stand at the 
head o f  his grave and say, “ O  So-and-so!, the son o f  such-and- 
such a w om an!” for truly he hears, unrespondmg. Then let him 
say, “O  So-and-so, the son o f  such-and-such a w om an!” when he 
will sit upright. Then let him say, " O  So-and-so, the son o f  such- 
and-such a w om an!” a third time, when he will say (although 
you cannot hear him), “ May God have mercy upon you; we are 
guided aright.” Then let him say, “ Rem em ber that with which 
you departed this world: the testimony that there is no deity save

T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  O F  D E A T H
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God and chat M uhammad is the Emissary o f  God, and thac you 
have been well-pleased with God as your Lord, with Islam as 
your religion, and with M uhammad (may God bless him and 
grant him peace) as your Prophet, and with the Q u r’an as your 
guide [im am ]."  For verily both Munkar and Naklr shall retreat at 
this, saying, “ Let us be gone from  here! W hat should induce us to 
sit with this man when his plea has been rehearsed for him ?” And 
God (Great and Glorious is He!) shall be his advocate against the 
twain.' A man asked, ‘O  Emissary o f  God! W hat if  his m other’s 
name be not known?’ And he replied, ‘Let him ascribe him to  
E ve.’ ” 30

There is no harm in reciting the Qur'an over graves. It is told 
that AIT ibn Musa al-Haddad said, ‘I was once with Ahmad ibn 
Hanbal at a funeral in the com pany o f M uhammad ibn Qudama 
al-Jawhari. W hen the dead man had been interred a blind man 
came up and recited [the Q ur'an] beside the grave. “ Wbac is 
this?” Ahmad said to him. “ Recitation at the graveside is an 
innovation [bicfa]'." But when we had left the cemetery M uham­
mad ibn Qudama asked Ahmad, “ O Abu Abd Allah, what is 
your opinion o f  Mubashshir ibn Ism ail al-HalabT?” “ A sound 
authority,” he said. "H ave you written anything down from  
him?” he enquired. “Y es,” he replied. “ Mubashshir ibn Ism ail 
related to me on the authority o f  his father, on the authority o f  
Abd al-Rahm an ibn al- Ala’ ibn al-Lajlaj, on the authority o f  his 

father, that he had requested that upon his death the opening and 
closing verses o f  the Chapter o f  the Cow * should be recited over 
his grave, saying, i  heard Ibn U m ar requesting that this be 
done’.” Thereupon, Ahmad said to him, “ Return to the man, 
and bid him recite” .’

Said Muhammad ibn AhmadJ1 al-MarwazT, ‘I once heard 
Ahmad ibn Hanbal say, “ W henever you enter a cemetery recite 
the Opening Chapter o f  the Book, the T w o Refuge-taking  
Chapters,3’ and [the chapter which begins] Say: H e is G od, the 
O ne.33 Make the reward o f all this over to the people o f  the 
cem etery, for it will reach them ” ,'

* T h e  second C h ap ter o f  the Q u r ’an.

Chapter S ix
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Said Abu Qilaba, ‘Voyaging once from Syria to Basra, I came 
to al-Khandaq, where I made m y ablutions and prayed two rak'as 
o f prayer, it being night. Then I laid m y head upon a grave and 
fell asleep. All o f  a sudden I awoke, and there before me was the 
grave’s occupant complaining to me. “ All night long you have 
injured m e,” he said. “ Y ou act, and know not, whereas we know, 
and cannot act. The two r a k a s you have just prayed are better 
than the world and all it contains.” And then he said, “ M ay God 
richly reward the world’s dwellers on our behalf. I send them my 
salutations, for with their prayers there can come into our midst a 
light as great as the mountains” .’

The purpose o f  the visitation o f  graves is that the visitor should 
be admonished, and that the one visited should receive benefit 
from his prayers. The visitor should no  ̂ neglect to pray for 
himself and for the one deceased, or to derive a lesson. This latter 
may only com e about through picturing the deceased in one’s 
heart, and the way in which his members have been scattered 
abroad, and how he shall be raised up from his grave, and that 
one shall be joining him before long.

In this connection it is told that M utarrif ibn Ab! Bakr al- 
Hudhall said, ‘There once was an old wom an o f  Abd al-Q ays,A 
who was much given to worship. W henever night fell she would 
tighten her belt and stand up in her prayer-niche to p ray,u then, 
when daybreak came she would go out to the graves, where the 
greater part o f  her day would be spent.35 I was told that she was 
reproached for visiting graveyards so frequently, and that she 
replied, “The hard heart which has become rough is softened 
only by the tokens o f  decay. W hen I make my way to the graves 
it is as though their inmates have emerged from beneath their 
surfaces and I am gazing at those putrefied faces, those altered 
bodies, and those bloated shrouds. W hat a gaze that is! Were 
people to drink deeply o f  it into their hearts how  great a 
bitterness would it engender in their souls, and how cruelly 
would it emaciate their bodies!” ’

Indeed, an image o f the deceased must be brought to mind, 
similar to that which U m ar ibn Abd al-A ziz, may God (Exalted

* An Arab tribe (Inhah, 88 -90).
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is He) have m ercy upon him, mentioned when a certain jurist 
came in to visit him and was taken aback by his changed aspect, 
the consequence o f  much strain and worship. ‘O  So-and-so!’ [the 
Caliph] said, ‘Could you but see me three days after having been 
set in m y grave, when the pupils o f my eyes have come forth and 
flowed across m y cheeks, when my lips have shrivelled back over 
my teeth, when my mouth has opened and the pus run out, when 
m y belly is inflated and rises above m y chest, when m y spine 
protrudes from my rear, and when the worm s and the pus have 
emerged from my nostrils; then you would behold something far 
more remarkable than that which you see n ow .’

It is commendable to praise the deceased, and to make mention 
o f him only in terms that are excellent and beautiful. '‘A ’isha (may 
God be pleased with her) once said, ‘The Emissary of.God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) has said, “W hen your 
companion dies, let him be, and do not be harsh with him ” .’36 
And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), insult not 
the dead, for they have gone to that which they sent before 
them ’.37 And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), 
‘Do not mention your dead save to advantage. For otherwise, if  
they should be o f the people o f  Heaven you would be sinning, 
while should they be o f  the people o f  Hell then their present 
predicament is quite sufficient for them .’3*

Said Anas ibn Malik, ‘A funeral cortege once passed by G od’s 
Messenger (may God bless him and grant him peace), and those 
present condemned [the deceased] strongly. And [the Prophet] 
said, ‘i t  is m andatory” . Then another passed, and they heaped 
praises upon (the deceased]. “ It is m andatory,” the Prophet said 
again. U m ar questioned him about this, and he said, “The latter 
you praised, and Heaven is mandatory for him, while the former 
you censured, and for him Hell is mandatory. You are God’s 
witnesses upon the earth” .’* 39

* A ccord ing to al-N aw aw T (S/inrh, VII. 19-iO ) this T radition  m ay be interpreted in 
tw o  w ays. Firstly, the m eaning m ay be that the C om panions were already aware o f  
the dead m an's standing in both cases, and that their com m ents m erely confirm ed
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Said Abu Hurayra, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him  
and grant him peace) said, “ A bondsman may die, and the people 
may praise him abundantly, while God knows him to be 
otherwise. Then He says (Exalted is He!) to His Angels, “ I bring 
you to witness that I have accepted the testimony o f  My 
bondsmen regarding M y bondsman, and have disregarded My 
knowledge o f h im ".’*0

what had already been decreed. T he sccond explanation, which N a w a w l tells us is 
the sounder o f  the tw o, is that even should a dead m an's actions not be sufficient to 
help him  on his w a y  to Flcavcn. G o d  m ay still decide to fo rg ive  him , and w ill cause 
the righteous to praise him as a token o f  this. C om m en tin g  on the apparent 
contradiction between the general prohibition on speaking ill o f  the dead and the 
C om panions' condem nation o f  the dead m an in this hadilh, he states that the 
prohibition does not extend to hypocrites, unbelievers and heretics, and that the 
deceased man in question was in fact k n o w n  to fall into one o f  these categories.

1 2 0



C H A P T E R  S E V E N

On the True Nature o f  Death, 
and what the Dead Man Undergoes 

in the Grave prior to the Blast 
on the Trump

i
A n  exposition o f  the true nature o f  death1 

N O W  T H A T  men entertain many false and mistaken
notions regarding the true nature of death. Some have 

imagined that death is extinction, and that there is to be neither 
Resurrection nor Concourse, nor any conscquence to good or 
evil, and that man’s death is as the drying up o f  plants and the 
death o f  animals. This is the opinion o f  the Atheists [al-mulhiduti] 
and o f  all those who have no faith in God and the Last D a y /  

Another group has it that man becomes nothingness with 
death, and that *for the duration o f  his sojourn in the grave he 
neither suffers chastisement nor feels the delight o f  any reward 
until he is restored together at the time o f  the C on cou rse/ And

* Probably GhazalT has in m ind the D ah riya atheists (Iqttsad, 209; MaturTdT, 14 1-5 ) ,  

together w ith  such m inor sects as the M ansfiriya. the M u 'am m ariya and the 
KhattabTya, all o f  w hich denied the Resurrection (B.ighdadi. Firaq, 2 4 5 -4 7 ; Ash arT, 
Maqalat, 9 - 13 ) .  ZabTdT adds the pre-Islam ic Arabs to this list. T o  deny the A fterlife 
is, o f  course, to set oneself outside the fold o f  Islam {Iqtisad, loc. tit.).
* T his m ajor heresy was a doctrine o f  the Kharijitc sect (Ash an . Maqalat, 127 , 430), 
and the JahmTya (Gardel and Ana w all, 140), and was also professed by som e o f  the 
M u'tazilites, and, perhaps, the M u rji’ ite thinker B ishr al-MarTsT (Ash'arT, Maqalal, 
430; al-Tjl, M awaqiJ, 269 270),
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still others hold that the spirit remains and is not extinguished by 
death, but that it is the spirits which experience reward or 
punishment rather than the bodies, which are not restored or 
resurrected at all.*

These beliefs are all unsound and far removed from the truth. 
For intellection, together with the pronouncements o f  the 
(Q u r’an’s] verses and o f many Traditions, testifies that death 
signals a simple alteration o f  state, and that after leaving the body 
the spirit survives to feel either torm ent or bliss. The significance 
of its separation from the body is that it acts no longer within it. 
since the body is no m ore subject to its dictates. N ow , the 
members (o f the body] are the tools o f  the spirit, which, when 
put to use, enable it to strike with the hand, to listen with the ear, 
to see with the eye, and to know the true, nature o f things with 
the heart. The ‘heart’ here is merely another expression for the

* T h e  doctrine o f  certain M u tazilites  (Ibn H azm , Fisal, rv. 199). It was also held that 
m ost Christians denied the bodily resurrection (Baghdadi. Usui, 235)

It is m ore probable, how ever, that our author has in m ind the teachings o f  al- 
FarabT and Ibn STna, w h om  he anathematises elsewhere 011 these (and other) grounds 
(Taltiiful, 334 ; Iqtisad, 209). T h e position o f  the A rab  philosophers is a necessary 
coro llary o f  their theory o f  the rational soul, w hich alone constitutes the hum an 
creature (cf. D e Anim a, 234)- T h e soul, being a sim ple and incorruptible substance, 
receives its individuation from  the b o d y (ibid., 227), and must therefore lose its 
individual nature, to a greater (al-Farabl) o r lesser (Ibn STna) extent when the body 
perishes and the soul returns to the A ctive  Intellect (R ah m an, Prophecy. 25) 
A ccording to Louis G ardet (Pensee, 94n), GhazatTs m ajor quarry o f  Avicenm an 
pneum atology and eschatology seems to have been the esoteric al-Risala al- 
Adhawtya J t  (amr) al-ma'ad, the position o f  w hich is certainly irreconcilable w ith  
o rth o d o xy. Elsew here, h ow ever, Ibn STna (e.g. in the Najat) asserts that ‘T h e 
revealed L aw  affirms, and reason does not deny, that the body also shall enjoy 
fe lic ity ' (apud Pensie, 95), perhaps m erely as an attem pt to deflect charges o f  heresy 
R eg ard in g  the 'lesser ju d gem en t' and the punishments o f  the grave, Ibn STna again 
maintains a form  o f  ‘double truth ': in the Risala he presents these doctrines as 
sym bols, w hich serve to assist the sim ple masses, w hile in the N aja l. and in his 
com m entary on the (Neoplatonic) Theology o f Aristotle, he attempts to reconcile his 
b e lie f in a tem porary ’ p u rgatory ’ in a celestial or astral b o d y (a N eoplatonic 
conception) w ith the Islamic doctrine o f  the sepulchral life (Pensee, 1 0 1 - 4 ;  c f 
Prophecy, 8 1 .  Plotinus, iv, 3.24 and iv. 4,5); the endeavour, w h ile  patently sincere, 
must be regarded as unconvincing. For a penetrating discussion o f  the issue see 

A naw ati, Ltudes, 263-289.
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‘spirit’, which is able to learn tilings without the medium o f  any 
tool, which is why it may independently feel pain in the form o f  
sadness, misery or sorrow, and pleasure in the form o f various 
kinds o f  happiness and contentment; none o f  these things having 
any link with the members.

Thus, all that is purely an attribute o f  the spirit abides with it 
after it has been cleft from the body, while that which is 
associated with it through the medium o f the members is 
extinguished with the body’s death until the spirit is restored 
thereto. It is not an irrational belief that the spirit should be 
returned to it actually in the grave, nor yet that it should be 
withheld until the Day o f  Resurrection. (God is best appraised o f  
what He has decreed for each one of His bondsmen.) The falling 
into disuse o f  the body through death resembles the incapacita­
tion o f certain limbs during one’s life upon the affliction o f an 
unsound humour, or a tension in the arteries which prevents the 
spirit from penetrating therein, so that the knowing, thinking, 
percipient spirit remains, making use o f  some o f  the members but 
being barred from the use o f  others.

Death signifies the incapacitation o f  the members in their 
entirety, all o f  which are the tools o f  the spirit. B y the ‘spirit1 I 
mean that abstraction through which man apprehends the 
sciences, and the pains o f  sorrow as well as the pleasures o f  
happiness. N ow , however completely its authority over the 
members may be annulled, these sciences and perceptions con­
tinue on, as do joys and miseries, and as does its vulnerability to 
pain and pleasure. For man is in reality that abstraction which 
apprehends the sciences and feels pain and pleasure, and which 
may not die (or, in other words, be extinguished), for death 
means no m ore than the end o f  its control over the body and the 
end o f  the body’s status as its tool. Just as the onset o f  an 
incapacitating disease may mean that the hand is no longer a tool 
o f which use is made, so death is an incapacitating disease spread 
throughout all the members.

It is man’s soul and spirit that constitute his real nature, which is 
immortal. [Upon death] his state changes in two ways. Firstly, he 
is now deprived o f  his eyes, ears and tongue, his hand, his feet and
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all his parts, just as he is deprived o f  his family, children, relatives, 
and all the people he used to know, and o f  his horses and other 
riding-beasts, his servant-boys, his houses and property, and all 
that he used to own. There is no distinction to be drawn between 
his being taken from these things and these tilings being taken 
from him, for it is the separation itself which causes pain. At 
times, separation may take place through the plundering o f  a 
man's wealth, and at others when a man is seized and led away 
from his power and* wealth: in both cases the pain is identical. 
The meaning o f  death is quite simply the deprivation o f  a m an’s 
property consequent upon his being pitched into another world 
which does not correspond to this. If there was anything in the 
world the presence o f  which had become familiar to him and in 
which he had found consolation and peace, then he will greatly 
lament for it after he dies, and feel the greatest sorrow over losing 
it. His heart will turn to thoughts o f  everything he owned: o f  his 
power and estates, even to a shirt which he used to wear, for 
instance, and in which he took pleasure.

However, had he taken pleasure only in the remembrance o f  
God, and consoled himself with Him alone, then his will be great 
bliss and perfect happiness. For the barriers which lay between 
him and his Beloved will now be rem oved, and he will be free o f  
the obstacles and cares o f  the world, all o f  which had distracted 
him from the remembrance o f  God. This is one o f  the aspects o f  
the difference between the states o f life and death.

The second lies in the fact that upon death there stand revealed 
before him certain things which were never disclosed to him in 
life, in the way that things may be revealed to a man who is 
awake which were concealed from him during his slumber, for 
‘people are asleep, and when they die they awake’.A The first 
thing to be revealed to him is his good and evil works, such as 
will benefit or harm him, and which have been inscribed in a 
book folded away in his innermost heart from the perusal o f  
which he was distracted by his worldly concerns. W hen these 
concerns are cut away his actions all stand revealed before him. so

* Attributed lo  the caliph AIT (ShawkanT. 15ft; SuyutT, D u m r ,  r y t j ) .
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that he is dismayed by every sin which he beholds; so much so 
that he would fain plunge into the depths o f  Hell in order to 
escape from this misery. It is at this time that he shall be told, 
Sufficient f o r  you today is your own soul as a reckonerP

All o f this is revealed when his breathing ceases and before his 
interment. Kindled within him are the flames of separation, by 
which I mean separation from all the things in which he had felt 
confident in this transient world, rather than that which he did 
with the intention o f  laying up provisions and support, for 
whoever searches for provisions to bring him to his destination 
will surely be delighted at being separated from the remainder of  
them when he attains his goal, for he never sought the provisions 
for their own sake. This is the circumstance o f  the man who has 
taken from this world only what he needs, and who has longed 
for an end to these needs that he might dispense with [this quest 
for provisions). N ow  that what he longed for has come about he 
no longer stands in need o f  them.

These varieties o f  punishment and torm ent are at their most 
vehement when they assail him before his burial. Then, when he 
has been interred, his spirit may be restored to him to face another 
species o f  chastisement (unless he is to be spared this). The state o f  
the man who luxuriates in the world and sets his confidence 
therein is comparable to that o f a man who, in the absence o f  a 
king, enjoys himself in his palace, kingdom and harem, trusting 
that the king will deal leniently with him or that he is unaware of  
the ugly deeds he is com m itting, until such time as the king 
suddenly seizes him and shows him a copy-book in which all his 
foulnesses and misdeeds have been recorded in full detail. The 
king, who is mighty and powerful, is greatly concerned for the 
welfare o f his preserve and exacts retribution from all who would 
encroach on his authority, paying no heed to those that would 
intercede on behalf o f  any that have rebelled against him. 
Contemplate the plight in which such a man would be upon 
being caught, and the fear, shame, disgrace, sorrow and contri­
tion which would be his lot before the king’s chastisement 
descended upon him. Thus is the state o f  the dead evildoer who 
had been dazzled by this world and set his trust therein following
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his death and before the punishment o f  the grave has descended 
upon him. W e seek refuge in God from such a thing! For truly, 
humiliation, disgrace and exposure are more dreadful than any 
torm ent which might afflict the flesh, whether through blows, 
cutting wounds, or anything else.

The foregoing constitutes an indication o f man’s state at the 
time o f  death. It has been witnessed by people o f  insight by virtue 
o f  an inner vision stronger even than the vision o f  the eye. 
Similarly, it is attested to by the authority o f  the Book and the 
Precedent o f the Prophet. But to draw the veil from the true 
nature o f  death is impossible, since death cannot be understood by 
those that do not understand life, and life may only be understood 
through knowing the true nature o f  the spirit itself and by 
coming to understand the nature o f  its essence. The Emissary of  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) was not given 
leave to speak o f  this more than by saying ‘the spirit is by the 
command o f  my Lord'.* Hence it is not given to any o f  the divines to 
reveal the secret o f  the spirit, even if  one were to uncover it. It is 
permitted only to mention the state o f  the spirit after death.

That death does not constitute the extinction o f  the spirit and 
its consciousness is proved by a number o f  Verses and Traditions. 
Am ong the former is [the text] which treats o f  the Martyrs, 
wherein God (Exalted is He!) says, A nd consider not those that were 
slain in the way o f  G od  to be dead. Rather they are a live, nourished in 
the presence o f  their Lord, all rejoicing_5 And when the heroes o f  
Quraysh were slain on the day o f  B ad r,' the Emissary o f  God 
(may God bless him and grant him peace) called out to them and 
said, ‘O  So-and-so! O  So-and-so! O So-and-so! I have found 
what my Lord promised me to be true, so have you found what 
He promised you to be true also?' He was asked, ‘O Emissary of 
God! Are you calling out to them when they are dead?’ and he 
replied (may God bless him and grant him peace), ‘By Him in 
Whose hand lies my soul, they hear m y words more clearly than

’ T h e  first ^rcat battle betw een the M uslim s and the idolaters o f M ecca, w hich took 
place in the year 2 ah , and which resulted in the decisive defeat o f  the Meccan tribe 

o f  Q uraysh and the death o f  tnany o f  its leaders.
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you, it is only that they are unable to make reply’.6 This 
constitutes a text which establishes the survival o f  the spirits o f  the 
damned, and o f  their intelligence and knowledge, just as the verse 
does for the spirits of the Martyrs.

The dead man must needs be either happy or woeful. The 
Prophet (may God bless him and grant him peace) once said, ‘The 
grave is either one of the chasms o f  Hell or one o f the gardens o f  
Heaven’.7 This text states unambiguously that death signifies no 
m ore than a change o f  state, and that the future sorrow or 
happiness o f the dead man manifests itself immediately upon 
death without any delay whatsoever (although certain secondary 
varieties o f punishment and reward will be deferred).

Anas relates that the Prophet (may God bless hin\ and grant 
him peace) said, ‘Death is the Resurrection; whoever dies, his 
resurrection has com e’.8 And he said also (may God bless him and 
grant him peace), ‘W hen one o f you dies his [future] seat is 
displayed before him morning and evening: should he be o f  the 
people o f  Heaven, then it is situated among them, while should 
he be of the people o f Hell, then it is situated among them. And 
he will be told, “This is your seat until you are resurrected to 
meet Him on the Day o f Arising” .’9 It is not difficult to see what 
states o f  torm ent and bliss would arise merely from seeing one’s 
seat.

Said Abu Qays, ‘W e were once in the company o f  Alqama 
during a funeral, when he said, “ As far as he is concerned, his 
resurrection has com e” .’

Said AIT (may God ennoble his face), i t  is not lawful for any 
soul to leave this world until it knows whether it is to be o f  the 
dwellers o f  Heaven or o f Hell’.

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) said, “ W hosoever dies o f  a sickness dies a 
m artyr, and receives a protection from the tormentors of the 
grave, and sustenance is brought to him from Heaven morning 
and evening” .’10

Said Masruq, ‘There is no-one I envy m ore than a believer in

Chapter Seven
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his tom b, for he has found rest from the exertions o f  the world  
and safety from the chastisement o f  God.'

Said Y a ia  ibn al-W alld, i  was walking one day with Abu’l- 
Darda’, and asked him, “ W hat do you like to happen to those 
you like?” “ D eath,” he replied. “ But if one has not died yet?” 1 
asked, and he answered, “That his progeny and wealth should be 
scanty. I feel a liking for death because it is liked only by the 
believer, whom it releases from his imprisonment. And I like 
one’s progeny and wealth to be scanty because these things are a 
trial, and can occasion familiarity with this world, and familiarity 
with that which must one day be left behind is the very extrem ity  
o f sorrow. All that is other than God, His remembrance, and 
familiarity with Him must needs be abandoned upon one’s 
death” .’ >

For this reason Abd Allah ibn A m r said, ‘W hen his soul, or 
spirit, emerges, the believer is as a man who was in a prison, from  
which he was released and travelled about and took pleasure in 
the w orld.’

This [Narrative just) mentioned refers to the state o f  the man 
w ho withdrew from the w orld, being wearied o f  it and finding 
no pleasure in it save that which is in the remembrance o f  God 
(Exalted is He!), and who was kept by the distractions o f  the 
world from his Beloved, and who was hurt by the vicissitudes of  
his desires. In death he found a release from every harmful thing, 
and won unrestricted solitude with his Beloved, who was ever his 
source o f  consolation. H ow  right it is that this should be the 
pinnacle o f  bliss and beatitude!

The most perfect o f  delights is that which is the lot o f  the 
Martyrs who are slain in the way o f  God. For when they advance 
into battle they cut themselves oft' from any concern with the 
attachments o f the world in their yearning to meet God, happy to 
be killed for the sake o f  obtaining His pleasure. Should such a 
man think upon the world he would know that he has sold it 
willingly for the Afterlife, and the seller’s heart never inclines to 
that which has been sold. And when he thinks upon the Afterlife, 
he knows that he had longed for it, and has now purchased it. 
How great, then, is his rejoicing at that which he has bought
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when he comes to behold it, and how paltry his interest in what 
he has sold when from it he takes his leave!

Full absorption o f  the heart in the love o f  God may well take 
place in certain circumstances, but death may not overtake one in 
such a state before one changes again. C om bat is one o f  the causes 
o f death, and is also a means o f  com ing to death in this state. For 
this reason one’s bliss is intense, since the meaning o f  bliss is the 
attainment o f desire. God (Exalted is He!) has said, Theirs is 
whatsoever they d e s i r e and this is the most comprehensive 
description o f  the delights to be enjoyed by the people o f Heaven. 
Similarly, the greatest torm ent occurs when a man is denied what 
he desires, just as God (Exalted is He!) has declared, And they were 
barred from what they had desired:'1 in turn, the most comprehensive 
expression of the punishments endured by the people,of Hell.

This delight is attained by the m artyr as soon as his breath is cut 
short. This is a matter which has been disclosed to the Sufis | arbab 
al-quliib] by virtue o f  the light o f  certainty. But shojuld you wish 
for proof from the realm o f textual authority, then [know that] it 
is attested to by all the Traditions o f the M artyrs; each Tradition, 
in different words, includes an intimation o f  their extrem e bliss.

Thus it is related of'A 'isha (may God be pleased with her) that 
she said, 'The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant 
him peacc) once said to Jabir, “ Shall 1 not give you good news, O  
Jabir?” (his father having been martyred on the day o f  Uhud). 
“ Yes indeed”, he replied, “ may God give you good news also!” 
And he said, “ God (Great and Glorious is He!) has given your 
father life once more, and has seated him in His presence, saying 
to him, ‘O  m y bondsman, ask o f  Me whatsoever you will, for I 
shall grant it you .’ 'O  m y Lord!' he said, ‘I did not worship You  
as was meet, so I implore You to send me back to the world that I 
might fight alongside Y o u r Prophet and be killed again for Your 
sake,’ But He said to him, 'I have already told you that you shall 
never return to the w orld’.” '3

Said Ka b, In  Heaven there is a weeping man who, when 
asked, "W h y  do you weep, although you arc in Heaven?” replies, 
“ I weep because I was slain for God’s sake no more than once; I 
yearn to go back that I might be slain many times” .’

I 2 y
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Know that after the believer dies there is revealed to him o f  the 
mightiness and'4 great majesty o f  God something in comparison 
to which this world is no m ore than a narrow  gaol. He is like a 
prisoner in a gloom y chamber from which a door has been 
opened onto a spacious garden stretching as far as his eyes can see. 
containing diverse trees, flowers, birds and fruit, and cannot 
therefore wish to return to the gloom y gaol. The Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) provided such a 
simile when he said, regarding a man who had died, 'He has now  
voyaged from this world and left it to its inhabitants. If  he is o f  
the blessed then he will no m ore wish to return to it than would 
any one o f  you wish to return to his m other’s belly.’15 Thus he 
informs us that the relation between the expanse o f  the next 
world and that o f  this is as the difference between the breadth o f  
this world and the darkness o f  the womb.

And he said (may God bless him and grant him peace), ‘The 
believer in this world can be likened to a foetus in its m other’s 
belly, which cries when it emerges, but when it sees the light and 
begins to suckle no longer wishes to return to its former abode. 
So it is with the believer, who suffers at death, but who, when 
brought to his Lord, no m ore desires to return to the world than a 
baby wishes to return to its m other’s belly.’16

The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him and grant him 
peace) was once told that a certain man had died. 'H e has either 
found rest’, he said, ‘or others are finding rest because o f  his 
absence’. '7 B y the one who has ‘found rest’ he was referring to the 
believer, while by the other he referred to the evildoer, since the 
inhabitants o f the world find rest when he is gone.

Said Abu U m ar Sahib al-Suqya, ‘W hen we were children, Ibn 
' U m ar once passed by us. He glanced at a grave where there lay a 
rotten skull, and instructed someone to bury it, which was done. 
Then he said, “ These bodies are not in the least harmed by the 
soil, rather it is the spirits which are to be punished and rewarded 
on the Day o f  Arising” .’

Said ‘A m r ibn Dinar, ‘N o man dies without being aware of the
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condition o f  his family after his death. They wash and shroud him 
while he watches them'.

Said Malik ibn Anas, ‘I have heard it said that the spirits of the 
believers are let loose to go where they please’/

Said al-Nu man ibn BashTr, ‘I heard the Emissary o f God (may 
God bless him and grant him peace) say from the pulpit, 
“ Nothing o f this world remains save that which is like the flies 
which fly about in the air.8 So, by God I adjure you regarding 
your brethren in the graves, for your works are shown to 
them ” .’ 1®

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘The Emissary o f God (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) said, “ Do not shame your dead with your 
evil works, for they are shown to your companions in the 
graves” .’ 1'*

It was for this reason that Abu’l-D arda’ said, ‘O  Lord God! 
Truly I seek refuge with You from committing, some act o f  
which I might be ashamed before Abd Allah ibn Raw aha’, (the 
latter, who was his maternal uncle, having just died).

Abd Allah ibn A m r ibn al- As was once asked where the 
spirits o f the believers reside after death. ‘They are in the form of 
white birds in the shade o f  the Throne,' he replied ‘And the 
spirits o f  the unbelievers are in the seventh earth.’c

* A ccording to the D im a, ascribed b y som e to GhazalT. although the souls o f  som e o f  
the dead remain in their graves until the Jud gem en t, others leave their tom bs after 
their bodies have turned to dust, and cither roam  the earth or wait at the place 
where the Last T rum p  is to be sounded (Durra, 35 , 37 -38 ). (For m ore on this 
doctrine, which is supported by a num ber o f  Traditions, see Sm ith and H addad, 50 - 
56; al-H akm i al-TirmidhT. 2 1 3 ;  Q urtubl. 57—6 1 ;  also Hasan Khalid ( 13 3 , 15 3 - 5 ! .  
w h o quotes at some length from  the present chapter to establish this point.) A 
num ber o f  early sayings suggest that the spirits o f  dead unbelievers congregate in a 
well know n as 'B arh u t' or 'T arh u t', in the H adram aw t (cf. BayhaqT, ha ih, 266), 
while those o f  the faithful are in the w ell o f  Zam zam  at M ecca (cf. Sm ith and 
H addad, 58) or at al-Jabiya in Syria (cf. Ibn R a jab , 1 17 -9 ) ; this is probably the 
m em ory o f  som e pre-Islam ic belief.
* i.e. very  little.
' A ccording to the Q u r ’an ( ix v : 12) there arc seven ‘ earths' just as there arc seven 
heavens (C f. also Ibn Hazm , l-'isal. it. 1 0 9 - n o ;  Asin Palacios, F.scatologia, 73-89).
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Said Abu Sa id al-Khudn, i  once heard the Emissary o f  God 
(may God bless him and grant him pcace) say, "T h e dead man 
recognises his washer and those that carry him and lower him  
into his grave” .’10

Said Salih al-M urn, i  have heard that the spirits meet together 
at death, and say to the one that is newly come am ong them, 
“ H ow  was your abode, and in what variety o f body were you 
ensconced, in one fair or foul?” ’

Said "Ubayd ibn cU m ayr, ‘The dwellers in the graves wait for 
any news. W hen a dead man joins them they ask, “ W hat has So- 
and-so done?" And he replies, “ Has he not already com e amongst 
you, or did he not precede you here?” “ Truly we are C od ’s, and 
truly unto Him is our return,"2' they say. “ He was led along a 
different path from ours’V A

Said JaTar ibn SacTd, ‘W hen a man dies he is met by his son just 
as a man is met after a long absence’.

Said Mujahid, ‘The [dead] man is given to know o f his son's 
circumstances in the grave’.

Abu Ayyub al-Ansarl relates that the Prophet (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) said, ‘W hen the believer dies his soul is 
received by the people o f m ercy from G od’s presence, just as the 
bringer o f  good tidings is received in the world. “ Grant your 
brother some respite,” they say, “ that he may rest, for he was 
formerly in great distress.” Then they ask him what such-and- 
such a man had done, and how such-and-such a woman had 
occupied herself, and whether such-and-such a wom an had 
married, until, when they ask him about a man who had passed 
away before him, to be told, “ He died before m e,” they say, 
“ Truly we are G od’s, and truly unto Him is our return. Then he has 
been taken to his mother, the Abyss!”

* i.e ., that leading to Hell.
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A n exposition o f  the grave’s discourse 
to the dead, and o f  their utterances, 

either on the tongue o f  common speech, 
or that o f  the Spiritual StateA

N ow , the tongue o f  the Spiritual State is even more eloquent in 
communicating with the dead than is that o f speech when 
communicating with the living. The Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) said, ‘W hen the dead man is laid 
in his grave it speaks to him, saying, “ W oe betide you, O  son o f  
Adam! W hat distracted you from  contemplating me? Did you 
not know that I am the house o f  trial, the house o f darkness, the 
house o f solitude and the house o f  worms? W hat distracted you 
from me? Y ou  used to pass me by, strutting on!” N ow  if he had 
worked well, then someone will reply to the grave on his behalf, 
saying, “ D o you not see that it was his practice tp enjoin good 
and forbid evil?” And the grave replies, “ Then for him shall I 
turn to verdure, and his body shall become radiance, and his spirit 
shall soar up to God (Exalted is H e!)” . ’ (According to the 
narrator, ‘strutting’ [faddad] is to take large strides.)23

Said cUbayd ibn U m ayr al-LaythT,24 ‘N ot a single man dies 
without being called by the pit in which he is buried, which 
declares, “ 1 am the house o f  gloom , and o f  loneliness and solitude! 
If  you were obedient to God during your lifetime then today I 
shall be a source o f  m ercy for you, but if you were rebellious then
I am an act o f  vengeance against you. The obedient who enter me 
shall com e forth joyful, while the rebellious who enter me shall 
emerge in ruin” .’

Said Muhammad ibn SabTh, i  have heard that if a man is laid in 
his tomb to be tormented or afflicted by something which is 
odious to him, his dead neighbours call out to him, saying, “ O  
you who leave your brethren and neighbours behind you in the 
world! Was there never any lesson for you in us? W as there no 
clue for you in our preceding you? Did you not see how our 
actions were severed from us while you still had some respite?

* lisan al-hal: c f. p .jo n  above.
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W hy did you not achieve that which passed your brethren by?” 
Then the regions o f the earth call out to him, saying, “ O  you 
who were beguiled by the outer aspcct o f  the world! Did you not 
take heed from your relatives who had vanished into the earth’s 
interior? Those who were beguiled by the world before you and 
then met their fate, and entered into their graves? You watched 
them being borne aloft,A availed in nothing by those they loved, 
and taken to the abode which they could not escape.” ’

Said YazTd al-Ruqashl, ‘I have heard it said that when the 
deceased is set in his tom b his works amass around him and are 
given to speak by God, so that they say, “ O  bondsman, alone in 
his pit! Y o u r family and friends are now separated from you, so 
that today we are your sole companions” .’25

Said Ka b [al-Ahbar], ‘W hen the righteous bondsman is laid in 
his tomb he is surrounded by his righteous acts, such as his prayer, 
his fasting, his pilgrimage, his engagement in the Holy W ar, and 
the charity he used to distribute. Then the Angels o f  Chastise­
ment approach him from the direction o f  his feet, but are told by 
Prayer, “ Get back from him, you have no authority over him, 
for upon those [feet] he stood in me at length for the sake o f  
G od” . Then they approach him from the direction o f  his head, 
but Fasting says, “ You have no authority over him, for in the 
w orld’s abode he thirsted at length for the sake o f  G od” . N ext 
they draw near to him from the direction o f his trunk, but 
Pilgrimage and Holy W ar say, “ Get back from him, for he 
exhausted himself and wearied his body when he accomplished 
the Pilgrimage and the Holy W ar for the sake o f God; no 
authority do you have over him ” . Then they approach him from  
the direction o f  his hands, but Charity says, “ Back! R etreat from  
m y master, for how many an act o f  charity issued from those two 
hands to fall into the hand o f  God (Exalted is He!), while he actcd 
only for His sake; no authority, therefore, do you have over 
him ” . Then he shall be told, “ Rejoice! Good you have been in 
life and in death!” N ext, the Angels o f M ercy com e, and spread a 
heavenly cloth and resting-place out for him, and his grave is 
widened around him for as far as his eye can sec. A candle is

* T o  the ccm eccry.
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brought from Heaven, and from it he has light until God 
resurrects him from his grave.’

Said Abd Allah ibn ‘Ubayd ibn U m ayr at a funeral, ‘I have 
heard it said that the Emissary o f  God (m ay God bless him and 
grant him peace) once declared, “The dead man sits up and hears 
the footsteps o f  those that are present at his funeral, but none 
addresses him save his tom b, which says, ‘W oe betide you, O  son 
o f  Adam! Did you not fear me and m y narrowness, and my 
corruption, terrors and worms? W hat have vou prepared for 
me?’ ” 116

A n exposition o f  the Punishment o f the G rave, 
and the questioning o f M unkar and N akir

Said al-Bara’ ibn cAzib, *1 once went forth with the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace), to attend the 
funeral o f  one o f the Helpers. The Emissary o f  God (may God 
bless him and grant him peace) sat down by the grave and bowed 
his head, saying three times, “ O  Lord God! 1 seek refuge with 
Thee from the punishment o f  the grave." Then he said, “ When 
the believer travels into the Afterlife, God dispatches unto him 
angels whose faces are like the sun, who bear his shrouds and his 
perfume* with them. Then they sit down around him for as far as 
his eye can see, so that when his spirit issues forth every angel 
which is between heaven and earth, and every angel which dwells 
in heaven, prays for him. Then the gates o f  heaven are opened 
before him, not one o f  which would not have his soul enter 
through it. W hen his spirit has ascended it is said, ‘O Lord! Your 
servant So-and-so!’ But He says, ‘Return him, and reveal to him  
the honour which ! have made ready for him, for thus did 1 
promise him: From it did W e create you; to it shall W e return you 
. . . 117 And he hears the footfall o f their sandals as they turn and 
depart.

* hanur, a sccnt especially m ixed for the perfum ing o f  shrouds and the bodies o f  the 
dead, com m on ly including m usk, sandalw ood, am bergris and cam phor (Cf. Lane, 

6 5 7 ).
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* “Then it is said, ‘O  man! W ho is your Lord? W hat is your 
religion? W ho is your prophet?’ and he shall answer accordingly: 
‘My Lord is God, my religion is Islam, and my prophet is 
Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him peace.’ Then the 
two [Angels] chide him vigorously in the last trial to which the 
dead man is submitted, but when he has uttered these words a 
voice calls out, saying, ‘Y ou  have answered correctly!’ And this is 
the meaning o f  His word, C od  stays those who believe with the word 
o f  steadfastness . .  . 18 At this, there approaches one who is beautiful 
o f countenance, sweet-smelling and decked in finery, who 
declares, ‘Rejoice at the m ercy which is com e to you from  your 
Lord, and at gardens in which there is bliss everlasting’ .29 ‘M ay God 
give you good tidings!’ he replies. ‘W ho are you?’ ‘I am your 
righteous deeds,’ he says. ‘B y  God, I have,known that you were 
quick to obey God and slow to disobey H im ; therefore may God 
reward you well.’ Then a voicc calls out for furnishings from  
Heaven to be set out for him and for one of its gates to be opened 
before him. And when this is done, he cries, ‘O  Lord God! Hurry  
on the Hour, that I may return to my kinsmen and to m y  
property!’ ”

‘And [the Prophet continued, and) said, “ As for the unbeliever, 
when he travels into the Afterlife and is severed from this world, 
there descend to him Angels strong and severe30 bearing garments o f  
f ir e } ' and mail-coats o f  tar,32 w ho beset him on every side until, 
when his soul emerges, he is cursed by every angel between 
heaven and earth, and every angel that dwells in heaven. The 
gates o f  heaven are locked shut, for there is not a single one o f  
them that would not loathe his entry by it. And when his spirit 
ascends it is cast back, as it is declared, ‘O  Lord! Y ou r bondsman 
So-and-so, whom neither heaven nor earth will accept!’ And He 
says, ‘Return him, and show him the horror I have prepared for 
him, even as I promised: From it did W e create you; to it shall W e 
return you , . . ’ And he hears the footfall o f  their sandals as they 
turn and depart.

‘ “Then it is said, lO  man! W ho is your Lord? W hat is your 
religion? And who is your prophet?’ but he says, ‘I know not.' 
‘You know not!’ it is said, and he is approached by one o f  vile
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countenance, corrupt-smelling and meanly attired, who says, 
‘Receive the tidings o f  G od’s wrath, and o f  a painful and abiding 
torm ent!’ ‘God give you evil tidings!' he says, ‘W ho are you?’ ‘I 
am your foul deeds,’ he makes reply. ‘By God, you were hasty to 
disobey Him and tardy in giving Him your obedience; therefore 
may God reward you with ill.’ ‘And you,’ he replies, ‘may God 
reward you with ill also!’ Then he is seized by one who is deaf, 
dumb and blind,33 who bears a rod o f iron which, were men and 
jinn all to combine to carry it they could not, and which would 
smite into dust any mountain struck with it. W ith it he strikes 
him a blow which turns him to dust, after which his spirit is 
restored, and he strikes him another blow between the eyes which 
is heard by every dweller upon the earth, saving only men and 
jinn. Then a voice calls for tw o slabs from Hell to be set down for 
him by way o f furnishing, and for one o f  the gates o f  Hell to be 
opened before him, and this is done” .’34

Said M uhammad ibn AIT, ‘Before every man that dies appear 
his good and his evil works. He fixes his gaze upon the former 
and averts it from the latter'.

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless him 
and grant him peace) has said, “ W hen the believer draws near to 
death he is approached by angels bearing bunches o f  sweet basil 
and a silken cloth perfumed with musk. They draw out his spirit 
as a hair is drawn from dough, and he is told, 'O soul at rest\}i 
C om e forth satisfied, well-satisfying16 to the grace and generosity 
o f G od!’ And when his spirit is drawn forth it is set am ong that 
musk and that sweet basil, and the silken cloth is folded over it, 
and it is sent to Illlym /

‘ “ W hen the unbeliever draws near death, however, the angels 
com e to him with a piece o f  black cloth in which there lies a 
glowing coal, and pull his spirit forth violently. ‘O  vile soul!’ he is 
told. ‘Hating and hated, emerge to God’s wrath and His chastise­
ment!’ When his spirit is taken forth it is laid upon that hissing

* Q . l x x x ii i : 20 dcscribcs IllTyin as a book 111 which the deeds o f  the righteous are 
recorded. T h e w o rd  is also used to denote the highest reaches o f  Paradise (C f. 
Q urtubI, 462, 464; al-HakTm al-Tirm idhT. 273).
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coal, and the black cloth is folded over it, and it is taken away to 
Sijjin” .,A

It is related o f  Muhammad ibn K a b  al-QurazT that he used to  
recite His statement (Exalted is H e!): until, when death comes, he 
says, O  Lord! Send me back, that I  might work righteousness in that 
which I have left.17 Then he would say, ‘W hat is it that you want? 
W hat do you desire to have? Do you wish to return in order to 
gather wealth and plant crops, to erect buildings and to dig 
canals? N ay ,!ft may I work righteousness in that which I  have leftl For 
the Almighty would [otherwise] say, It is no more than a word 
which he utters,19 that is, “ he will certainly say this at death!” ’

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘The Prophet (m ay God bless him and 
grant him peace) has said, “ The believer in his grave is in a 
verdant garden. For his sake his tom b is widened by seventy 
cubits, and he shines with light until he becomes as the full moon. 
Know you in what regard [the text] H is shall be a miserable life40 
was revealed?” And [his Companions] said, “ God and His 
Emissary know best.” “The unbeliever’s punishment in his 
grave,” he said. “ Ninety-nine dragons [tinnin] are let loose against 
him. Do you know what a dragon is? It is formed o f  ninety-nine 
serpents each o f  which has seven heads, which maul and savage 
him, and blow into his body until the Day o f  Resurrection.” ’4!

One should not be astonished at such specific numbers, for 
these serpents and scorpions correspond in number to one’s vices, 
such as pride, dissimulation, envy, malice, hatred, and all the 
other [blameworthy] attributes. For vice has a certain number of 
roots, and from these a certain quantity o f  branches divide out, 
which in turn ramify into a variety o f  categories. These very 
attributes, which are the mortal sins, then turn into scorpions and 
snakes: the stronger sting like dragons while the more feeble have 
a sting like that o f a scorpion, while the vices which are 
intermediate [between these two] hurt like a snake-bite. N ow ,

‘ S ijjiii, although described in the Q u r ’an (txx xtn :7 ,8 ) as a book w h ere m an's evil 
deeds are recorded, is also held to refer to ‘a  rock beneath the seventh earth, under 
which the book o f  the unbeliever is placed.’ (Attributed to M ujahid in Ibn al- 
M ubarak, +34.) T he Durra (p. 1 8) describes SijjTn as a rock in H ell to w hich the spirits 
o f  the w icked  are brought (cf. also Escatologia, 139). T he haditji is recorded b y Nasa*i 

(Jana'iz, 9).
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the people o f  [illuminated] hearts and insight [arbab al-quliib w a’l- 
basa'ir] behold these mortal sins and their manifold ramifications 
through the light o f spiritual insight [nur al-basira], although their 
exact number may be known only through the light o f Prophet- 
hood.

Such tales as the above are possessed o f external aspects (which 
are genuine) and also o f  hidden secrets which are clear only to 
people o f  spiritual insight: whoever has not been shown their true 
nature should not deny their outward aspect, for to believe and to 
accept are the very lowest o f  the degrees o f  faith. Should you 
say, ‘W e observe the unbeliever in his grave and watch him for 
some time, yet we behold none o f  these things; how, therefore, 
are we to believe in a m atter which contradicts what we see?’A 
then you should know that there are three degrees42*of belief in 
matters such as these.

The first, which is the most evident, and also the truest and the 
soundest, is to believe that these [creaturesj exist, and that the 
stinging to which the dead man is subject is a fact, but that you 
are unable to perceive it. For our eyes are unequipped to behold 
the things o f  the Kingdom ,8 w hereof are all affairs which concern 
the Afterlife. Do you not perceive how the Companions (may 
God be pleased with them) believed that Gabriel truly descended, 
even though they never beheld him, and that they believed that 
he was visible to the Prophet (may God bless him and grant him 
peace)? If you cannot believe in this then it is m ore important that 
you rectify the basis o f  your faith in the angels and in Revelation. 
However, if you do believe in it, and accept that the Prophet 
could see that which his nation could not, then how can you not 
accept that [what we have described) could befall a dead man? 
For just as an angel docs not resemble a man or a beast, the snakes 
and the scorpions which sting in the grave are not o f  the same 
order o f the snakes o f  our world; rather, they constitute a

"T h is  was the custom ary argum ent o f  the M u'tazflites, the m ajority o f  w hom  
denied the punishment o f  the grave (C f. Iqtisad, 18 ’ ff.; Tjl, M aw aqiJ, 270; Ash arT, 
Maqalat, 430).

■ T he K in g d o m : a tentative translation o f  malakut, the highest o f  the three planes o f  
existence found in GhazalTs cosm ology. See p. I4yflf. below .
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different order, and are to be perceived with a quite separate 
faculty.

The second degree is attained by calling to mind the circum­
stances o f  the man asleep. For while he slumbers he may see a 
snake biting him and feel pain as a result, so that you behold him 
perspiring and screaming in his sleep, and perhaps shaking from  
his place. Y et he is truly seeing these things, deriving them from  
his own soul, and may suffer just as much as a man awake. You  
might also see him to be superficially tranquil, and behold no 
snake near by him, even though for him the snake is truly present 
and the pain is real, merely being imperceptible to you. Inasmuch 
as the torm ent lies in in the bite's pain, no difference exists 
between a snake imagined and one truly beheld.

The third degree consists in the knowledge that it is not the 
snake itself that produces pain, but rather that which afflicts one 
from it, namely, the venom. Furtherm ore, the venom is not the 
pain itself; rather one’s suffering results from its effect upon one: 
were the same effect to obtain without the presence o f any venom  
the pain would still be there. Y et this variety o f  suffering can only 
be defined by ascribing it to its usual cause. For example, were the 
pleasure o f sexual union to be created in a man without any 
relation to its outward form  it would be impossible to describe it 
without ascribing it thereto, so that the ascription to the cause 
becomes its definition. The cause’s effect would have obtained 
even though the outward form o f  the cause had not; and the cause 
is not desired for itself, but only for its effect.

M ortal vices are transformed into sources o f  pain and torment 
in the soul after it has died, in such a way as to resemble 
snakebites, even though no snakes are present. The transforma­
tion o f  an attribute into a source o f  pain corresponds to the 
transformation o f love into a source o f  misery upon the death o f  
one’s beloved: for it had been delightful, but this same delight 
turned, under new circumstances, into a source o f pain, until the 
heart was assailed by so many varieties o f  suffering that one might 
well have wished that one had never enjoyed the pleasure o f love 
and union. In fact, this is itself one o f  the varieties o f  punishment 
which the dead man undergoes, for in the world his soul had been
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susceptible to love: he had loved his wealth, his land, his power, 
his children, relatives and acquaintances, and if  while he still lived 
all this had been taken from him by someone from w hom  he 
could never hope for its recovery, then how do you suppose his 
pain would have been? W ould not his misery and his suffering 
have been intense, and would he not have declared in hindsight, 
‘W ould that 1 had never possessed any wealth or power, that I 
would not suffer thus upon losing it!’?

Death signifies the loss o f  one’s worldly loves altogether, and 
all at once. [As the poet said:]

W hat shall be the state o f  he that had just one, 
when that one has vanished from  him?

I

W hat, then, shall be the lot o f  he who rejoiccd in the world and 
nothing else when it comes to be taken from him and is delivered 
up to his enemies? And when to this to rm e n t1 is added his 
lamentation over the bliss o f the Afterlife which has passed him 
by, and over the barrier which has com e between him and God 
(Great and Glorious is He!)? For m truth, the love o f  anything 
other than God shall bar one from the meeting with Him and the 
jo y  which therein consists. [Such a man] is overwhelmed by the 
pain o f  losing all that he loved, and by his grief over the bliss o f  
the Afterlife which has forever and eternally passed him by, as 
well as by the disgrace o f  rejection and o f  being veiled from God 
(Exalted is He!). It is this which constitutes the torm ent with 
which he is punished, for the fire o f  separation can only be 
followed by the fire o f  the Inferno, as God (Exalted is He!) has 
said. N ay, they are that day veiled from their Lord; then shall they be 
cast into the B laze.43

But as for the man w ho did not find his consolation in this 
world, and who loved none save God, and yearned for the 
meeting with Him: he has escaped from the prison o f  this world 
and the vicissitudes o f  the desires which lie therein. He has com e  
to his Beloved, as all barriers and distractions are cut away; bliss is 
his abundantly, never to pass away in all eternity. For the likes o f  
this, then, lei those who would work, w ork!*4
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O ur purpose is that a man may love a horse o f  his so dearly that 
were he to be offered the choice between losing it and being stung 
by a scorpion he would prefer to endure the latter, because the 
pain o f  losing the horse would be, for him, m ore dire than a 
scorpion sting. The very love o f  the horse would sting him were 
it to be taken away. He should, therefore, ready himself to be 
stung, for death shall take his horse from him, together with its 
saddle, his house, his land, his family, his loved ones and his 
friends, and shall confiscate his pow er and his influence; indeed, it 
shall deprive him even of his hearing, sight and limbs, so that he 
shall despair o f their ever returning to him. N ow  if he had loved 
nothing m ore than these things, then when they are taken from  
him he shall suffer a torm ent greater than that inflicted by 
scorpions and snakes. Just as his suffering would be grievous if 
they were to be confiscated from him while he lived, so shall it be 
upon his demise.

W e have already made it clear that the essence which perceives 
pain and pleasure is im m ortal, and that the suffering it endures 
may be greater after the advent o f  death, for although in life one 
may amuse oneself with45 things which busy the senses, such as 
sitting with other people and making conversation, together with 
the anticipation o f  returning to such things or their like, there is 
no amusement after death; for every means by which one might 
find it stands blocked, and despair prevails. If a man had loved his 
every shirt and garment so that he would have found their 
confiscation hard to bear, then he shall remain in lamentation for 
them and be tormented by them. If, however, he had taken only 
a little o f  the world, he shall be saved; this is what is meant by the 
saying, ‘Those who take little, make aw ay’.* But if he had loaded 
himself heavily with it then his chastisement shall be severe, just as 
the condition o f  the man who is robbed o f  one dinar is less 
burdensome than that o f  he who is robbed o f  ten; likewise the 
state o f he who has one dirham with respect to he who has two. 
This is the purport o f  [the Prophet’s] statement (may God bless 
him and grant him peace): ‘The man with one dirham shall be

'  naja al-mukhiffrnt. For this proverb  in its m ore usual form  f i z  al-mukhiffiin. see 
SaldiawT, Maqasid, 478-4 79 ; Ibn a l-D ay b a ', 109.
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judged more lightly than the man who has tw o’.46 Indeed, none 
o f  the worldly goods which you are to leave behind at death shall 
be anything but a source o f woe for you in the Afterlife: thus take 
many o f  them if you will, or few. And should you take many, 
then you are acquiring many sources o f  woe, while if you take 
but few, then you are lightening only [the burden which is upon] 
your own back. The scorpions and snakes abound only in the 
graves o f  the rich, w ho did prefer the life o f  the world to the A fterlife, 
and rejoiced therein, and were content with it.*7

Such, then, are the degrees o f  faith concerning the matter of  
the grave’s snakes and scorpions, and o f  every other variety o f  its 
punishment.

Abu Sa Td al-Kharraz48 (may God have m ercy upon him) once 
beheld in a dream a child o f  his who had died. ‘O  m y son,’ he 
said, 'Admonish m e!’ And he replied, ‘ Do not differ with God in 
what He has willed'. ‘Tell me m ore, m y son!’ he said. ‘O father,’ 
he replied. ‘You could not bear it.’ ‘Tell m e!’ he said, and he 
replied, ‘D o not set between yourself and God so much as a shirt’. 
And so it was that he would not wear a shirt for thirty years 
thereafter.

N ow , should you ask which o f  these > hree degrees constitutes 
the truth, you should know that there are some people who 
affirm only the fust and reject the remainder, while there 2 -e 
others who deny the first and affirm the second, while still othei 
affirm the third alone. The truth, which becomes manifest to us 
through spiritual insight, is that all o f  these three degrees lie 
within the realm o f possibility, and that a man who denies any 
one o f  them has shown a narrowness o f  understanding and an 
ignorance o f  the vast compass o f  God’s power (Exalted is He!) 
and o f  the marvels o f His purpose: such a person will deny such o f  
G od’s acts as he has no familiarity and acquaintance with, and this 
is ignorance and a shortcoming. For these three means o f  
punishment are all possible, and it is m andatory to believe in 
them. Some bondsmen are punished through one o f  them, while 
they act in concert in the case of others. W e seek God’s protection 
from this punishment, whether [in our case] it be slight or severe! 
This matter is true, and you must have faith in it by example
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[taqlTd], for the people o f  this world that know it by realisation 
[tahqtq] are few. The counsel which I give you is that you should 
not look too intently into the details o f  this matter or busy 
yourself with trying to understand it. O ccupy yourself instead 
with warding this chastisement off by whatever means, for if you 
were to neglect your works and worship and busy yourself with 
this m atter instead you would resemble a man arrested and 
incarcerated by a sultan with a view to cutting off his hand or his 
nose, but who spent all night wondering whether he would be 
cut with a knife, a sword, or a razor, and neglected to devise a 
plan which might ward off the punishment itself, something 
which is the very height o f  folly.

It is known for certain that after his death the bondsman must 
meet cither with dire punishment or with everlasting bliss. It is 
this that one should prepare for; to study the minutiae o f  
chastisement and reward is superfluous and a waste ot time.

A n  exposition o f the questioning o f  M unkar and N akir, 
their aspect, and the straitening oj the grave, 

and the remainder o f what needs to be said regarding 
the Punishment o f the Grave

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘The Prophet (may God bless him and grant 
him peace) said, “ W hen a bondsman dies he is visited by two  
blue-black Angels, one o f  w hom  is named Munkar and the other 
NakTr. ‘W hat say you o f  the Prophet?’ they demand o f  him. 
N ow  if  he is a believer he will reply, ‘He is God’s bondsman and 
Emissary.’ ‘W e had known that you would speak thus,’ they say, 
and his grave is widened for him by seventy cubits by seventy, 
and he is given light therein, and is told to sleep. ‘B ut let me 
return,’ he says, ‘to m y kinsfolk, that I might inform them !' But 
he is told to sleep, and he sleeps like a bridegroom , who is 
awakened only by the most beloved o f  his family, until he is 
raised up from his bed.

‘ “ And if he is a hypocrite he will say, ‘I know not; I used to 
hear the people saying something, so I said it also.’ And [the

T H E  R E M E M B R A N C E  O F  D E A T H
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Angels] say to him, ‘W e had known that you would speak thus!’ 
Then the earth is commanded to draw tightly around him, and it 
is so until his very ribs protrude. In torm ent he thus remains until 
God resurrects him from his bed." ’4SI

Said A ta’ ibn Yasar, ‘The Emissary o f  God (may God bless 
him and grant him peace) once said to cU m ar ibn al-Khattab 
(may God be pleased with him), “ O Um ar! H ow  shall you fare 
when you are dead, and when your family go to measure out 
[shroud-cloth] three cubits by one and a span,50 then return to 
you and wash you, then shroud and perfume you, and then carry 
you and set you in [your grave], then pour the earth over you and 
bury you? For when your family have departed, the two 
tormentors o f  the grave, Munkar and Naklr, shall com e, whose 
voices are as rolling thunder and whose eyes are like dazzling 
lightning, who trail their hair and scrutinise the grave with their 
fangs [apparent], terrifying and frightening you? How shall you 
fare, O  U m ar?” And cU m ar asked, “ Will I have a mind like that 
which I have now ?” and he said, “ Y es.” “T hen,” he said, “ I shall 
be a match for them !” ’s'

This constitutes a clear statement that the mind does not 
change at death, but that only the body and limbs change. Thus, 
the dead man has intelligence and is able to perceive and know  
the varieties o f pain and pleasure, nothing in his mind having 
been transformed. For the percipient mind does not consist of  
these members o f  ours; rather it is a thing concealed, without 
length or breadth. The faculty which perceives things consists o f  
every part o f one which does not rot away; and were a man’s 
every limb to be scattered abroad leaving nothing but the 
percipient part, which can neither be dissolved or divided, then 
that man would be whole and would still exist and continue. So it 
is after death; for this part is not invaded by death and cannot be 
liable to extinction.

Said M uhammad ibn al-Munkadir, ‘I have heard it said that 
there shall be let loose against the unbeliever in his grave a deaf 
and blind beast, in the claw o f  which is an iron goad with 
something like a camel’s foretooth at one end, with which he 
beats him until the Day o f  Arising. It cannot see him, that it
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might deliver him, neither can it hear his voice, that it might have 
m ercy upon him .’

Said Abu Hurayra, ‘W hen the deceased is set in his grave he is 
approached and surrounded by his righteous works. W hen they 
draw near him from the direction o f  his head his recitation o f  the 
Q u r’an comes forward, and when they approach him from the 
direction o f his feet there comes his standing |in night prayers). 
And when they approach him from the direction o f  his hands 
these speak out, saying, “ By God! It was his custom to stretch us 
forth in charity and supplication; no authority do you have over 
him .” 52 W hen they com c to him from the direction o f  his mouth, 
his com m em oration [of God] and his fasting appear. Likewise, 
Prayer and Fortitude stand at one side, and each declares, “ As for 
me, if 1 behold any shortcoming 1 will stand by him ” .’

Said Sufyan [al-Thaw n], ‘His righteous works will defend him 
as a man might defend his own brother, family and children. At 
this time he shall be told, “ M ay God bless you in your resting- 
place; how fine are your friends, and how goodly your com ­
panions!” ’

Said Hudhayfa, ‘W e were once at a funeral with G od’s 
Emissary (may God bless him and grant him peace). He sat down 
beside the grave and looked at it several times; then he said, “ In 
here the believer shall be so straitened that his ribs will protrude as 
a consequence” .’53

Said A ’isha (may God be pleased with her), ‘The Emissary of  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace) said, “ The grave 
straitens, and if anyone has been delivered from its straitening it is 
Sa d ibn M u'adh” .’54

Said Anas, ‘W hen Zaynab, the daughter o f  the Emissary o f  
God (may God bless him and grant him peace), passed away, 
having been a woman often afflicted with illness, [her funeral] 
was attended by God’s Emissary (may God bless him and grant 
him peace), and we were much distressed at his condition. When  
we arrived at the grave he went inside it, and his face became 
pallid, but when he emerged once m ore his face was shining. “ O  
Emissary o f  G od!” we said. “ W e have seen something happening 
to you; what was it?” And he said, “ I recalled the straitening to
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which m y daughter will be subjected, and the intensity o f  the 
grave’s punishment, but then I was approached to be told that 
God had relieved her o f  her punishment. She had been straitened 
in a way that was audible from East to W est.” ’ss

Chapter Seven
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