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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

N THE NAME OF GoDn, the Infinitely Good, the Merciful.
Praise belongs to God, the Lord of the worlds, and the
‘outcome belongs to the God-conscious,’ and blessings and
peace be upon His Prophet Muhammad, and all his family.
Know that one of the advanced students devoted himself
to the service of the master, the Imam, the Ornament of
Religion and Proof of Islam, Aba Hamid ibn Muhammad al-
Ghazali (may God sanctify his spirit) and occupied himself with
the acquisition and study of knowledge under him, until he
mastered the details of the sciences and filled out the good
qualities of the soul. Then one day he considered his situation,
and it occurred to him, ‘I have studied various kinds of science,
and I have spent my life learning and mastering them. I now
ought to find out which kind will be of use to me on the
morrow, to keep me company in my grave, and those which
are not of use to me, so that I may give them up. As God’s
Messenger (God bless him and give him peace) said, ‘O God, |
take refuge in Thee from knowledge which 1s not useful!™
This thought persisted to the point that he wrote to the
honourable master, the Proof of Islam, Muhammad al-Ghazali
(may God the Exalted be merciful to him), seeking a ruling,
asking questions, and requesting both advice and a prayer, ‘Even
though the works of the master such as The Revival [of the
Religious Sciences (Ihya’ “ulim al-din)] and others contain the
answers to my questions, what | want is for the master to write
down what I need in a few pages to be with me for the rest
of my life, and I will act in accordance with what is in them
during my term, if God the Exalted wills” So the master wrote
him this message in reply, and God knows best.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

‘Know O beloved and precious disciple—may God pro-
long your days in obedience to Him and travel with you on the
path of those He loves—that public advice should be quoted
from the goldmine of messengerhood [the Prophet]. If you have
received advice from him, what need do you have of my ad-
vice? And if you have not received it, then tell me what you
have achieved in these years gone-by!

O disciple, included in what God’s Messenger (God
bless him and give him peace) advised his community, is his
statement, ‘An indication of the withdrawal of God the Exalted
from the worshipper is his busying himself with what does not
concern him, and if an hour of a man’ life slips by in other than
that for which he was created in the way of worship, then it is
proper that his affliction be protracted. Whoever passes forty
without his virtue overpowering his vice, let him get ready for
hellfire!”® This advice contains enough for people of knowledge.

Ayyuha’l-walad

ey
e &Tjﬁt}ij-‘-‘jyj Y 2 % :'Z.'LTF: '_c:\jj.]h 'fi

oo e Bla Sl LA Gls caiis ¥ g Suizdl wall
oy s e ol G sud 3kl G O 3K G B
3500 ) il o L s i s GVl S3ls

olall JaY Gl 20T 0sa



LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, advice is easy—what is difficult is accepting it,
for it is bitter in taste to those who pursue vain pleasures, since
forbidden things are dear to their hearts. [This is] particularly so
for whoever is the student of conventional knowledge, who is
occupied with gratifying his ego and with worldly exploits, for
he supposes that his knowledge alone will be his salvation and
that his deliverance is in it, and that he can do without deeds—
and this is the conviction of the philosophers.* Glory be to God
Almighty! This conceited fool does not know that when he
acquires knowledge, if he does not act on the strength of it, the
evidence against him will become decisive, as the Messenger
of God (God bless him and give him peace) said, “The man
most severely punished on the Day of Resurrection is a scholar
whom God did not benefit by his knowledge.’

It is reported that al-Junayd (may God sanctify his heart)
was seen in sleep after he had died, and was asked, “What is the
news Abii '1-Qasim?” He said, ‘Those expressions were wide of
the mark, and those counsels came to nothing. Nothing was of
benefit to me except some small prayers I made in the middle
of the night.*

AThis statement shows that in this section Ghazali is not just generally
attacking the self-satisfaction of the learned, but a definite doctrine of
the philosophers: evidently the Neoplatonic teaching that posthumous
salvation is attained through the development of the individual’s intellectual
potentialities while on earth, ultimately producing ‘contact’ (ittisal) with the
active intellect. This was held for example by Avicenna (d. 428 aH/1037
ce). The doctrine has been described as follows, “The soul enjoying
supreme eudemonia (sa‘ada) is the one that achieves a perfect disposition
for intellectual thought in the present life’ (H. A. Davidson, Alfarabi,
Avicenna, and Averroes, on Intellect, OUP, 1992, p. 109). Avicenna, like Farabi,
allegorizes hellfire along the same lines. Since the active intellect is the locus
of eudemonia, the souls of those who in life have been fixated with their
bodies experience great pain after death.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, be neither destitute of good deeds nor devoid
of spiritual states, for you can be sure that mere knowledge will
not help. It is as though a man in the desert had ten Indian
swords and other weapons besides—the man being brave and
a warrior—and a huge, terrifying lion attacked him. What is
your opinion? Will the weapons repel this danger of his from
him without their being used and being wielded? It is obvious
they will not repel it unless drawn and wielded!

Likewise, if a man studied a hundred thousand intellectual
issues and understood them, but did not act on the strength of
them, they would not be of use to him except by taking action.
Or it is as though a man had a temperature and jaundice, which
is treated by oxymel and barley infusion—no recovery will take
place except by using them.

Though thou pour two thousand measures of wine,
Unless thou drink, no oblivion is thine!

Even if you studied for a hundred years and collected a
thousand books, you would not be eligible for the mercy of
God the Exalted except through action. [As God says,] ‘Man
does not receive other than that for which he strives;’® ‘So let
him who hopes for the meeting with his Lord act righteously;””
‘...a reward for what they used to earn;® ‘Verily, those who
believe and do righteous deeds will have gardens of Para-
dise, to dwell in forever, whence they will not seek change;™
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

‘Descendants have replaced them who neglected prayer and
followed passions. They shall come to perdition—except for
whoever repents and believes, and acts righteously, for these
will enter the Garden and not be harmed at all’*°

What say you regarding this Tradition (hadith), ‘Islam
is based on five things: testimony that there is no god but
God, and that Muhammad is the Messenger of God; keeping-
up the formal prayer; paying alms; the fast of Ramadan;
and pilgrimage to the House for whoever is capable of the
journey ¢!

Faith is verbal declaration, consent by the heart, and
action in accordance with the [five] pillars—and the evidence
of deeds is incalculable, even though the worshipper attains
Paradise by the bounty and grace of God the Exalted.
Nevertheless [this is] consequent to his being predisposed
through obedience to Him and worship of Him, since “The
Mercy of God is near to those who do good.*

If moreover it is said, ‘He gets there by faith alone’, we
reply: Yes, but when will he get there? How many difficult
obstacles must he overcome before arriving?® And the first
of these obstacles is that of faith [itself] and will he be safe
from the denial of faith or not, and when he arrives, will
he be unsuccessful and destitute? Al-Hasan al-Basri said,
‘God the Exalted will say to His worshippers on the Day
of Resurrection, “O worshippers of Mine, enter the Garden
by My mercy and divide it between you according to your
deeds””

ADeeds indicate faith and are part of it: an aspect of what constitutes
faith is ‘action in accordance with the pillars” (“amal bi 'l-arkan). Such time
as elapses between the incidence of a faith worthy of the name, and death,
must be filled with actions consistent with faith.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, insofar as you do not act, you will not find
recompense. It is related that a man from the tribe of Israel
worshipped God the Exalted for seventy years. Thus God the
Exalted wished to show him to the angels, so He sent an
angel to him to inform him that in spite of this worship,
entering the Garden was not fitting for him. When he heard
this the worshipper replied, ‘“We are created for worship and
it is incumbent on us to worship Him!" When the angel
went back he said, ‘My God, you know best what he said’
God the Exalted replied, ‘Since he did not turn away from
worshipping Us, We will not turn away from him with [Our]
grace! Witness O angels of Mine, that [ have forgiven Him. AV

God’s Messenger (God bless him and give him peace)
said, ‘Call yourselves to account before you are called to
account, and weigh up your deeds before they are weighed
for you’" And ‘Ali (may God be pleased with him) said,
“Whoso believes that he will attain his goal without effort is
a wishful thinker. And whoso believes he will reach his goal
by the expending of effort is presumptuous. Al-Hasan (may
God the Exalted be merciful to him) said, ‘Seeking the Garden
without action is a sin, and he said, ‘An indication of the true
state of affairs is to give up paying attention to action, not to
give up action. And the Messenger of God (God bless him
and give him peace) said, “The astute man is one who passes
judgement on himself and works for what is after death, and
the fool is one who pursues vain pleasures and counts on God
the Exalted to realize his wishes.”'

AGod’s forgiveness in this case—evidently that of a fundamentally saintly
soul—presumably pertains to his inadvertent and minor sins.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, how many nights have you spent rehearsing
your learning, reading books, and depriving yourself of sleep?
I do not know what the motive was in this—if it was winning
the goods of the world, the allure of its vanities, getting its
honours, and vainglory to the debit of your associates and
peers, woe to you and woe again! But if your objective in
it was the revival of the Prophet’s Law (God bless him and
give him peace), the cultivation of your character and breaking
the ‘soul that inciteth to evil,'® blessing upon you and blessing
again! He has told the truth who spoke the verse:

Sleeplessness of the eye but for Thy sake is vain,
Their crying but for Thy loss inane.

B

O disciple: ‘Live as long as you want, but you must die;
love whatever you want, but you will become separated from
it; and do what you want, but you will be repaid for it!"'¢

O disciple, what result have you had from studying the
science of scholastic theology (kalam), rhetoric, medicine,
collections of poems, astronomy, metrics, grammar and inflec-
tions, other than wasting your life in opposition to the Lord
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

of Majesty? I have seen in the Gospel of Jesus (upon him
be blessings and peace), ‘From the moment the dead man 1s
put on the bier till he is put at the graveside, God in His
Majesty will ask him forty questions. The first of them is,
“Worshipper of Mine, for years you purified yourself in view
of men and not for one hour did you purify yourself in view
of Me”" And every day He looks into your heart He says,
“What is this you are doing for others than Myself, when it is
My goodness with which you are surrounded? But as for you,
you are deaf and heedless!™’

O disciple, knowledge without action is madness and
action without knowledge is void. Know that the knowledge
which does not remove you from sins today and does not
convert you to obedience, will not remove you tomorrow
from hellfire. If you do not act according to your knowledge
today, and you do not make amends for days gone-by, you
will say tomorrow on the Day of Resurrection, ‘Send us back
and we will act virtuously!’*® And it will be replied, ‘Fool! You
have just come from there!’

e

O disciple, get zeal in respect of the spirit, subdual in
respect of the ego and mortification in respect of the body,
for your destination is the grave, and the people of the graves
expect you at any moment to meet up with them. Beware,
beware lest you meet up with them without provision!
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

Abti Bakr al-Siddiq (may God be pleased with him) said,
‘These bodies are a cage for birds or a stable for beasts” Think
about yourself—which of them are you? If you are one of the
heavenly birds, when you hear the sound of the drumbeat of
‘Return to your Lord™ you will fly upwards till you roost
on the highest towers in the Gardens, as Gods Messenger
(God bless him and give him peace) said, ‘The throne of
the Infinitely Good trembled from the death of Sa‘d ibn
Mu‘adh.??* And God forbid if you are one of the beasts! As
God the Exalted said, ‘They are as cattle, nay, they are more
astray’®' Let yourself not feel safe from being removed from
the corner of your home to the chasm of hellfire!

It is related that al-Hasan al-Basri (may God the Exalted
have mercy on him) was given a drink of cold water. So he
took the cup and he fainted, and it dropped from his hand.
When he came to, it was said, “What happened, Abua Sa‘id ?’
He replied, ‘T recalled the longing of the people of hellfire,
when they will say to the people of the Garden, “Pour down
water upon us—or whatever God has bestowed upon you.”’?

O disciple, if mere knowledge were enough for you and
you did not need deeds besides it, His call ‘Is there any sup-
pliant? Is there anyone seeking forgiveness? Is there anyone
repentant?’® would be superfluous, and without purpose. It is
related that a group of the Companions (God’s good-pleasure

AGhazili’s point in citing this somewhat unexpected Tradition is that it
indicates the degree of proximity to God attainable by the virtuous. There is
implicit the interpretation that the ‘highest towers’ are close by (or even the
same as) God’s throne, such that Sa‘d’s ‘roosting’ makes it tremble or shake.

BThe words are from a Tradition according to which, God, during the
last third of the night, descends to the lowest heaven and asks these questions
of any who are awake and praying. Bukhari, Tahajjud, 14; Tawhid, 3s,
Da‘awat, 12; Muslim, Musafirin, 168—170; AbG Daud, Sunna, 19; Tirmidhi,
Sald, 168; Mailik, Qur'an, 30; Ibn Hanbal, 4.16,
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

be upon them all) mentioned “Abd Allih the son of “Umar
(may God be pleased with both) in the presence of the
Messenger of God (God bless him and give him peace), and
he said, “What an excellent man he is. If only he would pray
at night!"?® And he said (upon him be blessings and peace) to a
man from among his Companions, ‘O so and so, do not sleep
much at night, for a large quantity of sleep at night will leave
its owner a poor man on Resurrection Day.**

O disciple, ‘And part of the night keep vigil as a work of
supererogation for you'® is a command, ‘And before daybreak
they (i.e. the God-conscious) seek forgiveness'*® is a commen-
dation, ‘And those seeking forgiveness before daybreak' is a
reminder.

He (upon him be peace) said, ‘Three voices are loved
by God the Exalted—the cock’s crow, the voice of him who
recites the Qur’an, and the voice of those seeking forgiveness
before daybreak’”® Sufyin al-Thawri (the mercy of God the
Exalted be upon him) said, ‘God, Blessed and Exalted, created
a wind, blowing before daybreak, carrying invocations and
prayers for forgiveness to the Almighty King’ He also said, ‘At
the start of the night a crier calls from beneath the Throne,
“Let the worshippers get up!” So they get up and they pray
as God wills. Then a crier calls at midnight, “Let those who
stand at length in prayer get up!” So they get up and they pray
until before daybreak. And when it is before daybreak a crier
calls, “Let those seeking forgiveness get up!” So they get up
and seek forgiveness. And when the dawn breaks a crier calls,
“Let the heedless get up!” So they get out of their beds like
the dead risen from their graves.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, in the advice Lugman the Wise gave his son
it is related that he said, ‘My son, do not ever let the cock be
more canny than yourself. He calls out before daybreak while
you are sleeping’ He has done well who spoke the verse,

A dove moaned frailly in the dark one night

On a branch, while I was sleeping.

I have lied, by God’s House! Were I a lover,

Then doves wouldn’t beat me in weeping.

[ claim I am mad with love, fervent with longing

For my Lord, yet I do not weep and such animals
are weeping.

O disciple, the essence of knowledge is to know what
obedience and worship are. Know that obedience and worship
are conformity to the Lawgiver as regards commands and
prohibitions, in both word and deed. That is, all that you say
and do, or do not do, should be following the paradigm of
the Law, such that were you to fast on the day of the Id feast
and the Days of the Tashrig* you would be a rebel. Or if you
prayed in a garment unlawfully acquired, though there is the
appearance of worship, you sin.

ot s

AThe Days of the Tashriq are the three days following the festival of ‘Id
al-Adha at the end of the Greater Pilgrimage (Hajj).
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, it is desirable for you that your speech and
action be in accord with the Law, since knowledge and action
which are not modelled on the Law are error. And you must
not be deceived by the ecstatic expressions and outbursts of
the Sufis, since travel on this path should be by way of self-
exertion, severing the ego’s appetite and killing 1its passions
with the sword of discipline, and not by way of outbursts and
useless statements.

Know that the unrestrained tongue, and the heart that
is rusted over and full of negligence and greed, are a sign
of misfortune, and if you do not kill the ego with sincere
exertion your heart will not be animated by the lights of
gnosis.

Know that the answers to some of the things about
which you asked me are not brought about through writing
and discussion. If you attain to that state you will know what
they are, and if not—knowing them is an impossibility, in
that they pertain to direct experience. The description of
anything to do with direct experience is not furnished through
discussion, as the sweetness of what is sweet and the bitterness
of what is bitter is not known except by taste. Thus it was
related that an impotent man wrote to a friend of his to tell
him what the pleasure of sex was like. So he wrote back to
him in reply, ‘O so and so, I thought you were just impotent!
Now I know that you are impotent and stupid, since this
pleasure is to do with direct experience—if you attain it you
know it—otherwise the description of it is not furnished
through talking and writing!’
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, some of your questions are of this sort, and as
for those capable of being answered, we have mentioned them
in the Revival of the Sciences and other works. We mention here
excerpts from it while referring you to it. We say: the spiritual
traveller needs four things. The first thing is an authentic creed
which contains no innovation. The second is true contrition
after which there is no going back to re-offending. The third
is reconciliation with enemies, so that none of them retains a
claim against you. The fourth is obtaining enough knowledge
of the Shari‘a for the commands of God the Exalted to be
executed, then whatever of the other sciences through which
there is salvation.

It is related that Shibli (may God be merciful to him)
served four hundred masters and he said, ‘I studied four
thousand Traditions, then I chose a single Tradition out of
them, and acted in accordance with it, giving up the rest, for
I meditated on it and I found my deliverance and salvation in
it, the knowledge of the ancients and the moderns being all
included in it I contented myself with it, and it is that the
Messenger of God (may God bless him and give him peace)
said to one of his Companions, “Work for your terrestrial life
in proportion to your stay in it, and work for your afterlife in
proportion to your eternity in it! Work for God in proportion
to your need for Him, and work for the Fire in proportion to
your ability to endure it!”"*
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple, if you have knowledge of this Tradition, there
is no need for much learning.

Meditate on some other quotations: Hatim al-Asamm
was one of the companions of Shaqiq al-Balkhi (the mercy of
God the Exalted be upon them both), and one day he asked
him and said, “You have kept company with me for thirty
years. What have you got out of them?’ He replied, ‘T got
eight useful lessons by way of knowledge and they are enough
of it for me, for I hope for my deliverance and salvation
because of them. So Shagiq said, ‘What are they?” Hatim al-
Asamm replied:

‘[The first useful lesson is that] I observed mankind, and
saw that everyone had an object of love and of infatuation
which he loved and with which he was infatuated. Some of
what was loved accompanied him up to the sickness of death
and some [even] up to the graveside. Then all went back and
left him solitary and alone, and not one of them entered his
grave with him. So I pondered and I said: the best of what one
loves is what will enter one’s grave and be a friend to one in
it. And 1 found [it to be] nothing but good deeds! So I took
them as the object of my love, to be a light for me in my
grave, to be a friend to me in it and not leave me all alone.

‘[The second useful lesson is that] I saw mankind being
guided by their pleasures and hurrying to what their egos
desired, so I meditated on His saying (the Exalted), “But as for
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

him who feared the station of his Lord, and kept the soul back
from vain pleasure, the Garden is his abode”® I was certain
that the Qur’an is genuine truth, so I hurried to what my ego
was opposed to, and I set to work combating it and restraining
it from its pleasures, until it was satisfied with obedience to
God the Glorified and Exalted, and it gave up.

‘[The third useful lesson is that] I saw every individual
in mankind exerting himself in accumulating the ephemeral
things of the world, then clutching at them, laying hold on
them, and I meditated on His saying (the Exalted), “What is
in your possession dwindles and what is in God’s possession
is eternal”® So 1 sacrificed the gains I got from the world
to God the Exalted, and I distributed them among the poor
so that they might become a treasure for me with God the
Exalted.

‘[The fourth useful lesson is that] I saw that some of
mankind believed their nobility and standing to be in the size
of their nations and tribes, so they were conceited because
of them. Others had the opinion that it lay in the wealth
of their possessions, and the numerousness of sons, so they
were proud of them. Some reckoned nobility and standing
lay in forcibly acquiring the property of men, in tyrannizing
them and spilling their blood. A group held that it consisted
in wasting money, spending it lavishly, and squandering it. I
meditated on His saying (the Exalted), “The noblest of you
in the view of God is the most God-conscious of you.*
So 1 chose God-consciousness, believing the Qur'an to be
accurate truth, and their opinion and evaluation utterly empty
falsehood.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

‘(The fifth useful lesson is that] I saw some people
blaming others and some slandering others, and I found that
that was through envy regarding money, fame and knowledge.
So I meditated on His saying (the Exalted), “We distribute
their subsistence amongst them in the life of the world,”* and
I understood that the distribution was from God the Exalted
in eternity, so I did not envy anyone and I was content with
the distribution of God the Exalted.

‘| The sixth useful lesson is that] I saw some people acting
with hostility towards others due to some motive and cause.
So I meditated on His saying (the Exalted), “Verily, Satan is an
enemy to you, so take him as an enemy, ™ and I understood
that enmity towards anyone but Satan was not allowed.

‘| The seventh useful lesson is that] I saw everyone striving
in earnest, and working intensely in quest of their food and
livelihood to the point that they thereby fell into what was
dubious and banned, degrading themselves and lowering their
worth. So | meditated on His statement (the Exalted), “No
beast 1s on earth without its provision depending on God,”*
and I understood that my provision depended on God the
Exalted and that He had guaranteed it. So I occupied myself
with worshipping Him and severed my hope from other than
Him.

‘[The eighth useful lesson is that] I saw everyone relying
on something created—some on the dinar and dirham, some
on wealth and property, some on their business and trade, and
others on some similar created thing. So I meditated on His
statement (the Exalted), “And whoso relies upon God—He is
his sufficiency. Verily, God brings His command to pass. God
has made a portion for everything.”*® So I relied on God, and
He is my sufficiency and the most excellent trustee!’

32

Ayyuha ’l-walad

o4 ?

eL:HJ dL—“ M‘wdja t_:..\a-).! La.-.v W g_J'C.-J’

-
ﬁl E - -

o M.L-.e':“’ s Bliak Q.c» J'L-J J3s 3 QJ_AL'.'J .tlfj\j

g Jw w\wwrwmu@ CEAT 3524

lats dpdass golag AOT sy G (st sl
35 4K QAT B - W 938 g S s el

s 5 g g G el ol I e

5w ([ prile Lt g3k, .f.i..,_,,=-'-1r_; Lo 355 Jw
o ufe WS sy J!wi A 8T Sa
du\ & ﬁ,@j P JL.J,\JT PERPARY L,,u

L)}LS L;.I‘- ﬁ""""’ﬁ cﬁ.ﬁ[.;.]‘j u}l OL; f-r\‘-'.";j téU—'l‘j
Las g T Jo 555 Gap WS 955 5 iEE L

- - - e} - x 1 = - ’

e 2158 056 oof B0 AT Jas 8040 A QT

33



LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

Shaqiq said, ‘May God the Exalted grant you success! I
have examined the Torah, the Psalms, the Gospel, and the
“Furqan” (i.e. the Qur’an), and I discovered that the four
books revolve around these eight useful lessons. Thus whoever

acts on the basis of them, acts in accordance with these four
books.

BEED

O disciple, you have understood from these two stories
that you do not need extra learning. Now I will explain to
you what is indispensable for the traveller on the way of truth.

Know that the traveller should have a master as a guide

and instructor, to rid him of bad traits through his instruc-
tion and replace them with good ones. The significance of in-
struction is comparable to the work of the farmer who up-
roots thorn-bushes and removes weeds from the midst of the
crops, so that his plants are in a proper condition, and his yield
is brought to perfection.

The traveller must have a master to refine him and
show him the way to God the Exalted. For God sent a
messenger to His creatures in order to show the way to Him.
And when he died—God bless him and give him peace—he
appointed deputies in his place to show the way to God the
Exalted. The criterion for the master who is fit to act as a
representative of the Messenger of God (God’s blessings and
peace be upon him) is that he be knowledgeable. And yet not
every knowledgeable man is fit for deputyship. I will explain
to you some of his characteristics by way of generalization, lest
everyone claim that he is a guide.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

So we say: it is someone who is averse to love of the
world and love of fame; who has been the disciple of a
person possessed of insight whose discipleship is part of a
chain leading back to the Master of Messengers (God bless
him and give him peace); who is proficient in disciplining his
soul with little food, speech and sleep, and with much prayer,
almsgiving, and fasting.

By his discipleship of that insightful master he has made
into a way of life for himself proficiency in virtues such
as patience, prayer, gratitude, reliance on God, certitude,
contentment, self-composure, mildness, humility, knowledge,
sincerity, modesty, fidelity, dignity, silence, deliberateness in
acting, and suchlike. In consequence, he is a light among the
lights of the Prophet (God bless him and give him peace), fit
to be followed as an example.

However, finding the like of him is unusual—harder than
red sulphur! Whoever is favoured by good fortune in finding
a master such as we have mentioned, and the master accepts
him, should venerate him outwardly and inwardly.

As for outward veneration—it is that he should not
contend with him nor engage in argument with him over
anything, even if he is aware of an error of his. He should not
lay his prayer carpet down in front of him unless at the time
of carrying out the formal prayer, and when he has finished
he should remove it. He should not increase the number of
optional prayers in his presence. He should do whatever task
is commanded by the master as far as he can manage and is
capable.

As for inward veneration—it is that everything he hears
and receives from him externally should not be rejected by
him internally, neither acts nor statements, lest he be charac-
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

terized by hypocrisy. If he is unable, let him leave his company
until his interior is consistent with his exterior. He should be
on his guard against socializing with the wicked, so as to check
the power of the demons among jinn and men in the recess of
his heart, and so be rid of the taint of villainy, and at any rate
he should choose poverty over wealth.

Then know that Sufism has two characteristics: correct-
ness towards God the Exalted; and withdrawal from mankind.
Whoever is correct towards God (Mighty and Majestic!), and
masters his character with men, dealing with them mildly, is
a Sufi. Correctness is to sacrifice the ego’s pleasure to God’s
command (the Exalted). And excellence of character with
men is not to get men to do what your ego wants, but to get
your ego to do what they want, as long as they are not at odds
with the Sharia.

Next you questioned me about servanthood, and it is
three things. The first of them is observing the ordinance of
the Shari‘a. The second of them is being satisfied with the
divine decree, with predestination, and the fate allotted by
God the Exalted. The third of them is rejecting the satisfaction
of your ego, in seeking the satisfaction of God the Exalted.

You questioned me about reliance on God. It is that your
creed about God the Exalted on what He has promised (and
threatened),® come to be sincerely held. I mean you should
believe that what has been predestined for you will inevitably
reach you, even if all that is in the world tried to divert it from
you. And what is not written will not come to you, even if
the whole world helped you.

AWiada can mean both ‘promise’ and ‘threaten’, hence al-wa"d means
‘the promise’ and al-wa‘id ‘the threat’.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

You questioned me about sincerity. It is that all your
deeds be for God the Exalted, and that your heart be not
gladdened by men’s praises nor that you care about their
censure. Know that insincerity is produced by overestimating
mankind. The cure for it is for you to see them as subject
to omnipotence, and for you to reckon them as though
inanimate objects, powerless to bestow ease or hardship, so
you become free of insincerity towards them. As long as you
reckon them as having control and free-will, insincerity will
not keep away from you.

O disciple, as for the rest of your questions—some are
covered in my works, so look for them there. And putting
others down in writing is an offence. Act in accordance with
what you know for what you do not know to be unveiled to
you.A

O disciple, after today do not question me about what
is difficult for you, except with ‘the tongue of the heart’,
on account of His statement (the Exalted), ‘And if they were
patient till you emerged for them, it would be better for
them’» Accept the advice of Khadir (upon him be peace)
when he said, ‘Do not ask me about anything until I set
about mentioning it to you’*® Do not rush so that you may
reach the proper time when it will be unveiled to you and
you will see it, ‘I will show you My signs—so do not hurry
Me!"® So do not question me prematurely, and be certain that
you will not arrive without spiritual travel, on account of His
statement (the Exalted), ‘Have they not travelled the earth and
considered?’*

AGhazali is paraphrasing a prophetic Tradition: “Whoso acts in accor-
dance with what he knows, God bestows on him the knowledge of what he
does not act on’ (man “amila bi-ma “alima awrathahu ’Llahu ta‘ala “ilma ma lam
ya“mal). Jarrahi, Kashf al-khafa’, vol. 2, p. 365, hadith 2542.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O disciple—by God, if you travel you will see marvels
at every stage! Persevere, for the main thing in this affair is
perseverance. As Dhii’l-Niin al-Misri (may God the Exalted
be merciful to him) said to one of his disciples, ‘If you can
persevere, then come. If not, then do not engage in travesties
of the Sufis.*!

B

O disciple, I advise you about eight things. Accept them
from me lest your knowledge becomes a liability for you on
the Day of Resurrection. Accomplish four of them and give
up four of them. As for the ones to give up:

[The first of them] is that you do not argue with anyone
regarding any issue, insofar as you are able, since there is much
that is harmful in it, and ‘its evil is greater that its utility’* For
it is the origin of every ugly character trait, such as insincerity,
envy, haughtiness, resentment, enmity, boastfulness and so on.
Certainly, if an issue arises between you and an individual or
a group, and your intention in regard to it is that the truth
become known and not lost sight of, discussion 1s allowed
you. However there are two indications of this intention. The
first is that you make no distinction between the truth’s being
disclosed on your own tongue or that of someone else. The
second is that discussion in private be preferable to you than in
public.

AThis echoes Q. 1:219 on wine and gambling ‘wa-ithmuhuma akbaru min
naf ihima.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

Listen—I will mention to you something useful at this
juncture: understand that questioning about difficulties is [as
it were] showing the sickness of the heart to a doctor, and
replying to it is an attempt to cure this sickness. Know that
the ignorant are the sick at heart, and the knowledgeable are
the doctors. The man of inadequate knowledge is not expert
in nursing, nor will the wholly knowledgeable man treat every
patient. Instead he will treat whoever longs to get treatment
and health. If the sickness is chronic or incurable, the expertise
of the doctor in regard to it is to state that it is incurable,
and he will not concern himself with treating it since it would
waste his time.

Next, know that the disease of ignorance is of four kinds.
The first of them is curable, and the rest incurable. As for what
is incurable, the first is someone whose questioning or arguing
is out of his envy and hate. Whenever you answer him with
the best, clearest, or most evident reply, it only increases him
in hate, hostility, and envy. The modus operandi is not to engage
in replying to him. It has been said,

An end may be hoped for every hostility,
But his who was hostile to you through envy.

Thus you should turn away from him and leave him with
his sickness. God the Exalted said, “Turn away from whoever
holds back from remembering Us and wants nothing but the
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

life of the world’* The envious man in whatever he says and
does, sets fire to the crop of his deeds,* as the Prophet (upon
him be peace) said, ‘Envy devours good deeds as fire devours
wood.*

The second has foolishness as his sickness, and he too is
incurable. As Jesus said (upon him be peace), “Verily, I was not
incapable of bringing the dead to life, but I was incapable of
curing the fool * This is someone who spent a small time in
pursuit of learning, studying something in the way of non-
revelatory and revelatory knowledge, so out of his stupidity
he interrogates and queries the great scholar who has passed
his life in the non-revelatory and revelatory sciences, and this
idiot in his ignorance thinks that what is a problem for him is
also problematic for the great scholar. Since he does not know
[even] this much, his questioning is due to his foolishness, and
you should not engage in answering him.

The third is someone asking for guidance, and everything
he does not understand in the discussion of the great scholars
is put down [by him] to the shortcomings in his own knowl-
edge, and his questioning is to learn. However he is unintelli-
gent and does not grasp realities. Thus you should not engage
in answering him either, as God’s Messenger (God bless him
and give him peace) said, “We, the assemblies of the prophets,
have been commanded to address men in proportion to their
intellects.*¢

As for the sickness which is curable—it is that of some-
one asking for guidance, [who is] intelligent, understanding,
not overwhelmed by envy, anger, the love of reputation,
prestige and wealth, being a seeker of the Straight Path,*” and
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

whose questioning and querying are not out of envy, obstinacy
or desire to test. This man is curable, and it 1s permissible to
engage in a reply to his question, in fact replying to him is
obligatory for you.

[The second thing] to give up is: That you are on
your guard against becoming 2 preacher or admonisher for
it involves much harm, unless you first ‘practice what you
preach’, then preach it to people. Think of what was said to
Jesus (upon him be peace), ‘O Son of Mary! Preach to your
soul, and if it learns its lesson, preach to people—otherwise
show humility before your Lord’*®

If you are put to the test with this occupation, be
careful of two traits: First is pretentiousness in talking, by
way of idioms, allusions, outbursts, verses and poems—for
God the Exalted detests the pretentious. The pretentious and
excessive man exhibits inward decadence and the indifference
of his heart. The idea of admonition is for the worshipper to
recollect the fire of the hereafter and his own remissness in
the service of the Creator, to consider his past life which he
has spent in what did not concern him, and consider what
difficulties lie before him such as the absence of firmness of
faith in his life’s final moments, the nature of his state in the
clasps of the Angel of Death, and whether he will be capable
of answering Munkar and Nakir,* that he worry about his
state during the Resurrection and its episodes, and whether
he will cross the Bridge safely or tumble into the abyss.**
The recollection of these things should remain in his heart
and upset his apathy. To foment these fires and lament these
calamities is termed ‘admonition’.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

Informing mankind and apprising them of these things,
warning them of their remissness and negligence, making
them see the defects of their egos, so that the heat of these
fires impinges on the congregation, and the calamities disturb
them so that they make amends for their past lives as far
as possible, and they are distressed by the days passed in
disobedience to God the Exalted: all this in this way is termed
‘preaching’.

It is as if you saw that a flood bore down on an individ-
ual’s house with him and his family inside, and you said, ‘Look
out! Look out! Run from the flood!” In these circumstances
does your heart long for you to give the owner of the house
your message with pretentious expressions, anecdotes and allu-
sions? It is completely repugnant to you! The situation of the
preacher is like this and he should give them up.

The second trait is that your effort in your preach-
ing should not be for the people in your congregation to
roar or show hysteria and tear at their clothes, so that it
is said, “What a gathering that was!’ For all this is world-
liness, and that is produced by indifference. Rather your
sealous intention must be to lead men from the world to
the hereafter, from recalcitrance to obedience, from ac-
quisitiveness to renunciation, from stinginess to generosity,
from doubt to certainty, from indifference to vigilance, and
from illusion to God-consciousness. You should evoke in
them love of the afterlife and loathing for the world. You
should teach them about worship and asceticism. Do not al-
low them to be complacent due to the kindness of God the
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

Exalted (Glorious and Majestic!) and His mercy, since pre-
dominating in their natures is disinclination from the path of
the Law, drive in what displeases God the Exalted, and getting
tripped up by bad morals. Put fear into their hearts, alarm
them and put them on their guard regarding the dangers they
will face. Perhaps their inward qualities will be transformed,
and their outward behaviour exchanged—*acquisitiveness’ and
an ‘appetite’ for obedience, and for repentance from disobedi-
ence, will appear.

This then is the right way to preach and advise, and all
preaching not thus is a curse upon both speaker and listener.
Nay, it is said that [the former] is a ghoul, a demon who
sweeps men off the path and destroys them, and they must run
from him, since this speaker will wreak havoc on their religion
the like of which Satan himself cannot. It is incumbent on
whoever has the wherewithal and capability, to get him down
from pulpits and prevent him from sermonizing, for this is part
of ‘enjoining good and forbidding evil’>!

[The third thing] to give up is that you have nothing
to do with princes and rulers, nor see them, because the
spectacle of them, gatherings with them and socialising with
them are a serious danger. If you are put to the test by this,
avoid praising them and complimenting them, for God the
Exalted is angered if a wrongdoer or tyrant is praised, and
whoever prays for their long life wants God to be disobeyed
on His earth.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

[The fourth thing] to give up is to accept nothing
of the benefaction of princes nor their presents, even if
you know they were acquired legitimately. For expecting it
from them degrades religion, in that sycophancy, partiality
for them and complicity in their tyranny are produced by
it. All this is corruption in religion. The least of its harm
is that when you receive their donations and profit from
their material possessions, you like them, and whoever likes
an individual would prefer him to have a long life span,
unavoidably. Preferring the survival of the tyrant constitutes a
desire for the creatures of God the Exalted [to continue] to
suffer tyranny, and a desire for the world’s ruination. What
is worse than this for religion and our final ends? Beware!
Beware that the demons’ suggestions, or some people’s talk
to you does not deceive you to the effect that ‘the best and
most appropriate thing is for you to receive the money from
them and distribute it amongst the poor and beggars, for they
are wasting it in dissolute living and disobedience and your
spending it on helpless people is better than their spending
it! For the Accursed One has severed many people’s necks by
these whisperings! We have mentioned this in the Revival of the
Sciences, so look for it there.5?

As for the four things which you must do: [The first is]
that you make your relations with God the Exalted such that
were a servant of yours to behave thus with you, you would
be content with him and not weary of liking him, nor get
angry. Whatever would dissatisfy you for yourself on the part
of this hypothetical servant of yours, should dissatisfy you also
for God the Exalted, and He is actually your Lord!
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

[The second is] whenever you interact with people, deal
with them as you would wish yourself to be dealt with by
them, for a worshipper’s faith is incomplete until he wants for
other people what he wants for himself.

[The third is] if you read or study knowledge, your
knowledge must improve your heart and purge your ego—
just as if you learned that your life would only last another
week, inevitably you would not spend it in learning about law,
ethics, jurisprudence, scholastic theology and suchlike, because
you would know that these sciences would be inadequate
for you. Instead, you would occupy yourself with inspecting
your heart, discerning the features of your personality, giving
worldly attachments a wide berth, purging yourself of ugly
traits, and you would occupy yourself in adoring God the
Exalted, worshipping Him, and acquiring good qualities. And
not a day or night passes for [any] worshipper without his
death during it being a possibility!

O disciple, listen to another statement from me, and
think about it to find salvation. If you were notified that the
ruler would be coming to you on a visit in a week’s time, |
know that during this period you would be occupied with
nothing but putting in order what you knew his glance would
fall on of your clothing, your person, house, furnishings and so
on. Now think what it is I am hinting at, for you are intelli-
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

gent. A single word is enough for someone clever. The
Messenger of God said (upon him be blessings and peace),
‘God will not look upon your forms, nor upon your deeds,
but He will look into your hearts and your intentions.* If you
want the science of the states of the heart, look at the Revival
and other works of mine5* This science is an individual
obligation, while others are a collective obligation,* except
the amount [needed] for obligations to God the Exalted to
be performed.* And He it is who will grant you success in
acquiring it.

[The fourth is that] you should not stock up more of
the world’s produce than is adequate for one year, as the
Messenger of God (upon him be blessings and peace) used
to arrange this for one of his wives, saying, ‘O God, make
the sustenance of Muhammad’s family enough!*** And he used
not to arrange this for all his wives, but he used to arrange it
for the one in whose heart he knew was a weakness. As for
whoever [of his wives] was confident—he used not to arrange
more than one or half a day’s sustenance for her.

017 L

O disciple, I have addressed the things you asked for in
this discourse, and you must carry them out, and do not for-
get me in this—to mention me in your devout supplications!
As for the prayer which you requested from me, look for it
amongst the supplications in collections of authentic Tradi-
tions and recite this prayer during all the moments you have,
in particular as a supererogation after your formal prostrations:

AThe sentence contains an ellipsis. The thought is that Sufism (‘the
science of the states of the heart’) is a responsibility for every adult Muslim.
All other religious sciences are the responsibility of the scholars (1.e. a
collective obligation) except insofar as the knowledge of certain details of
such sciences is necessary for every adult Muslim in fulfilling his or her
individual obligations towards God.
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LETTER TO A DISCIPLE

O God, I beg Thee in regard to grace for its complete-
ness, in regard to protection for its permanence, in regard to
mercy for its totality, in regard to wellbeing for its realization,
in regard to livelihood for the most plentiful, in regard to life
for the most happy, in regard to beneficence for the most per-
fect, in regard to favour for the most inclusive, in regard to
generosity for the most sweet, and in regard to gentleness for
the most intimate.

O God, be for us and do not be against us! O God,
conclude our lives with happiness, and make our hopes abun-
dantly real, unite our mornings and evenings in wellbeing, and
entrust our destiny and future state to Thy mercy, pour the
vessel of Thy forgiveness over our sins,* grant us the correc-
tion of our faults, make God-consciousness our provision, and
make our exertion to be for Thy religion, and our trust and
our confidence to be in Thee.

O God, set us upon the path of righteousness, protect us
in the world from causes of regret on the Day of Resurrection,
lighten the weight of our sins, endow us with the way of
life of the godly, restrain us from and avert from us the evil
of the wicked, and release our necks and the necks of our
fathers, mothers, brothers, and sisters from hellfire, by Thy
Mercy, Thou Infinitely Precious, Thou Ever-Forgiving, Thou
Bountiful One, Thou Veiler of sins, Thou Omniscient and
Omnipotent!

O God, O God, O God! By Thy Mercy, Thou Most
Merciful of the Merciful, Thou First of all and Last of all,
Thou Mighty Lord of Power, Thou who hast mercy on the
needy, Thou Most Merciful of the Merciful, there is no god
but Thou, glory be to Thee: I am a sinner! God bless our liege
lord Muhammad, all his Family and Companions, and praise
belongs to God, the Lord of the Worlds.

AAs well as dhuniib (sins), dhanib would signify ‘a full bucket’, and so we
have a possible paronomasia here: God’s vessel (sijal) filling-up our dhaniib.
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